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Chapter 1

The Wyndering

The door opened, creaking noisily. Asthe sound faded into the miasma of stale dethat pervaded the
gloomy interior of theinn, it was followed by that of aglass being knocked over and hedtily retrieved.
The innkeeper had started violently out of his drowsing vigil at the crude wooden counter. He swore, a
little too loudly, and gazed around angrily to indicate to such as might be watching that he had not been
adeep but vigoroudy dert.

His charade evoked no response from the six customersin the drinking room. Two of them were
dumped inelegantly acrosstheir tables, having succumbed ether to the poor dethat wastheinn's
specidity, or to the heat that had been oppressing the region for the past weeks. The other four, with
varying degrees of suspicion and concern, were doing what the innkeeper was now doing — staring at the
figure of aman silhouetted in the doorway, stark and still against the red sky.

For amoment, the figure seemed to the innkeeper to be emerging from aglowing fire; despite the hegt in
the room, he shivered. A quick and unnecessary rearrangement of several glasses and bottles disguised
the reaction.

When helooked up again, the man had not moved though there was an inclination of his head which
indicated that he was perhaps examining the interior of the inn before deciding to enter.

The action reassured the innkeeper. Not normaly given to thinking about anything other than hisown
immediate needs, the sudden intrusion of hisimagination into histhoughts had unsettled him far more than
he would have admitted — not least to himsdlf. Now, however, the surly normality of hislifewas
reasserting itsdf. The new arrival was exhibiting one of the signswhich weretypica of atraveler inthis
area: caution.

Mercenary? the innkeeper thought. Trader? Labourer? Artisan? Miner? It was agame he played
whenever agranger arrived and he flattered himsdlf that he could identify the calling of any newcomer a
the merest glance, though he usudly announced his success at this retrogpectively with aknowing nod to
hiscroniesand, * Saw it, as soon ashe camein,” or something similar.

Studioudy turning his atention away from the door, he returned to hisnorma position, leaning heavily
forward on the counter as though keeping his clientele under revue. It was an unremarkable posture and
only hisregular customers knew that his brawny arms were so arranged that his right hand would be
hanging near aweighted cudgel strategicaly placed on two makeshift brackets behind the counter; a
cudgel that he could wield with a speed and accuracy quite at odds with the lumbering pace that his
overweight frameimposed on most of hisactions. They knew too, that his small, peevish eyeswerenotin
fact watching them, but maintaining a close, sdeong observation of the newcomer.

Thefigure stepped forward. The red evening sky behind him appeared to flare, asif suddenly released.
He had scarcely taken one step when the innkeeper’ s eyes came sharply forward like those of adog
avoiding the gaze of its pack leader. The hand near the cudged softly curled and eased away fromiit, asif
even its hidden proximity to the wegpon might antagonize. The actions were ingtinctive and he could not
have accounted for them even if he had redlized what he was doing. Habit, however, overrode this



response and straightened him up to receive his new customer.

Whatever ominous presence the newcomer had seemed to exude on hisfirst appearance vanished asthe
door closed, and the dim light of the inn dressed him in along, travel-stained coat and awide-brimmed
and equally stained hat. Hisright hand was wound around the sirgp of a pack hanging from his shoulder.
He looked about him as he walked through the silence, then he reached up and removed his hat to reved
alean westher-beaten face.

Theinnkeeper found himsalf looking into deep-set eyes. They were heavily shaded in the poor light and
he could thus read nothing in them, though aflegting glint from the depths unnerved him momentarily.
Uncertain of hisvoice, heraised hiseyebrowsin insolent inquiry.

‘Do you have aroom where | can stay?

The ordinariness of the question aided the innkeeper’ s recovery. He frowned, though it was not at the
request, but at the man’ s accent, which he could not place immediately. Still, that would have to wait.
Fra thingsfird.

‘Got any money? he demanded.
The man nodded dightly. ‘How much isthe room?
The innkeeper told him, increasing the norma price by ahdf and adding, ‘ In advance.’

Unexpectedly, the man did not quibble and hisleft hand dropped two coins on the counter. * Three
nights, hesad quietly.

The innkeeper swept them up alittle too eagerly, then, remembering himsalf, examined them carefully.
They werelocal and they were good. ‘ Three nights,” he confirmed, stoically keeping agleam from his

eyes.
‘I'll put my horseinthe stable,” the man said, turning away.

Fully himsdf again now, the innkeeper jingled the two coins significantly. The man paused, then placed a
smaller coin on the counter. * Thiswill feed us both.’

Theinnkeeper opened his mouth to remongtrate, but though the voice had been soft and unprovocative,
the statement was categorical and he found himself disinclined to barter. The coinsin his bulbousfist
weighed heavily and he nodded in agreement. The man turned and |eft. Asthe door opened and closed,
the red light washed briefly into theinn again.

‘Gave me agtart when he camein, that one, Ghredl. Thought he was one of Barran’s men.’

The speaker was arat-faced individua. He scraped his chair back and sidled up to the counter. Ghredl
jingled the coins again, then grunted. He was speculating urgently about who the newcomer might be but
he had no intention of exposing his confusion to the likes of ae-swilling flotsam such as Riever here.

Nevertheless, his position as supreme authority in such matters had to be maintained. He pursed hislips
knowingly and tossed the coins casudly into his gpron pocket. ‘Not one of Barran's,” he said decisively.
Littlerisk in that. Barran’ s men didn’t wander about aone out here, didn't pay for anything if they could
afford it, and had no need for rooms at an inn. Further, though his entrance had been oddly disconcerting,
he did not have the presence of afighter of any kind, least of al one of Barran’s. From the hang of his
coat hewore asword, but that Sgnified nothing.



Curiosity suddenly got the better of him —and greed. The man hadn’t haggled, so obvioudy hewasn't
short of money. Either that or hewassmple.

‘Better seewhat he'sup to,” he said, propeling himself away from the counter. The room shook under
the impact of hisheavy footfals as herolled acrossto the door. Riever took half astep after him, then
changed hismind and returned to histable.

Outside, the setting sun, made dmost blood-red by the day’ s dust banging in the air, flooded the
landscape and turned the inn’ s untidy yard into a patchwork of unfamiliar shadows. Ghred screwed up
his eyes then grimaced as awarm and dank breeze wound itsalf about him like aclinging blanket. He
unearthed asoiled kerchief from adeep pocket and ran it over hisface as he made an undulating
progress toward the open stable door.

Asthe various parts of Ghredl came to an unsteady standstill in the doorway, the stranger was rubbing
water over the muzzle of his horse. He turned to face the panting innkeeper. Despite the heat, he had
replaced his hat and Ghred felt himsdlf the object of an intense scrutiny even though he could not seethe
man’ seyes.

‘Got everything you need? The words blustered out of him.
The man led hishorseto astall and whispered to it before turning back to Ghredl.

‘Yes, thank you,” he said, hitching his pack on to his shoulder and picking up two saddlebags. * Could
you show memy room?

Once again, the soft voice and quiet manner left Ghred at aloss, throwing him, untypicdly, into
politeness. ‘ Are you travelling on, or looking for work hereabouts? he asked as he motioned the man
back to theinn.

‘Both,” camethereply. ‘I'll need to work for alittle while until I ve enough money to move on.’
It gave Ghred the opportunity he had been waiting for. ‘What’ syour trade? he asked.
‘I'mateacher.’

‘Teacher!” Ghred exclaimed. He wobbled to ahat and looked at his companion with acombination of
disbelief and distaste. ‘ Teacher!” Hewasin his eement now —he hated ‘ clever’ people. Hisinadvertent
politeness vanished. *What do you think you' re going to teach around here? He waved adismissive
hand and st off again.

‘Whatever people want to learn.” The answer showed no sign of irritation at the innkeeper’ s attitude,
which soured further as a consequence.

‘That’s precisaly nothing,” Ghred retorted, with asneer. *Or at least nothing that comes out of a book.
All anyone wantsto know hereiswhat they can use—who’s got money they can sted, where they can
get awoman, and who' s got the chegpest de.” He patted himsdlf on the chest.

He expected some argument, especialy from aknow-it-all like this one. The man obvioudy had no idea
what the red world waslike. HE d be lucky if he didn’'t end up in aditch with his head stoved in. Even
experienced travellers went on their wayswiser after passing through here. Wiser —and poorer.

‘Perhaps| should just move on, then.’

The reply brought Ghredl to another hat. In his enthusiasm to persecute this newcomer he had nearly



stepped over the mark. His handsinvoluntarily closed around the coinsin his apron pocket and he gave
the man aquick, narrow-eyed glance. The hat and the low sun combined to prevent him from reading
anything in the shadowed face, but with an effort he forced himself to look concerned. Y our horse looks
asif it could do with arest,; hesaid. ‘Asdo you.” Hetried to make his expression fatherly, but it became
aydlow-toothed leer. ‘ There Il probably be something for you.” A fat thumb flicked towards the setting
aun. ‘ There' sthe city. And the Lowe Towns. Not to mention more than afew farms.” The leer nodded to
the east. ‘ Then there’ sthe minesin the Thlosgara and the Wilde Ports on the other side.” Hewas unable
toresst afind jibe. ‘ Providing you don't mind doing rea work, of course’

Once again, to Ghred’ sannoyance, the man did not respond, and they entered theinn in silence.

‘What isthe city? the man asked as the stagnant dimness of the drinking room embraced them. He took
off hishat. Ghred blinked to clear hisvison, then looked at him with amixture of disbelief and suspicion.
There was no sign of mockery in the face however.

‘What do you mean, what' sthe city?
‘What'sit cdled?

Theinnkeeper pondered the question, testing it carefully, still suspicious. * Arash-Fdlloren,” he said
eventudly, speaking wanly, asif to atreacherous child. ‘Y ou can't not have heard about Arash-Fdloren,
urey?

The man gave a sdlf-deprecating shrug. ‘1 livefar away.’

Likeahunting animd returning to itslair, Ghredl scuttled back behind the counter, and into his natural
condition. He addressed the room. ‘ Hear that, lads? Man here' sateacher.” He lingered on the word.
‘But he' s never heard of Arash-Felloren. Y ou must have come from avery long way away, that'sdl |
can say. And it must have been aquiet place.” Unfriendly laughter greeted this but the man just turned
and acknowledged it with asmile.

‘I have, andit was,’ hesaid. ‘But I'll take your advice. I l| stay awhile. Perhapstry the city tomorrow.’
He met Ghred’ staunting gaze squarely. ‘I’ d like to rest now, if you don’t mind.’

Ghred scowled. Thisman'slack of response wasincreasngly irritating but it aso gave him no excuse for
picking aquarrel.

‘Never heard of Arash-Fdlloren,” he growled, loath to let the topic pass. ‘Biggest city in theworld, lad.’
He was about to indulge in ascornful tirade about the stranger’ s chances of surviving there when the
coinsin hisapron reminded him that they might have cousins nearby. He contented himsdf with a
laboured shake of hishead as he indicated a door at the far end of the room.

The wooden stairs creaked unhappily as Ghred made hisway up them. It was not until he had reached
the top that the stranger followed him, apparently anxious not to be trapped in this timber-sided ravine
with Ghred’ s mountainous bulk lurching above him. The stairway led directly onto awide, unevenly
boarded balcony lined with doors and shuttered windows. Ghredl kicked open the nearest door.

‘Hereyou are,” he said brusquely. He was about to turn away when a spasm of proprietoria pride seized
him and he followed the stranger into the room. * Shutters are abit stiff,’” he said, giving them a powerful
dap. ‘But you' Il not be wanting them open too long, what with the fliesand dust and dl.” The tour moved
to the bed. ‘ Mattress was given agood beating only last week.” And thence to astone sink. The pride
became incongruoudy visble. ‘ And water.” He pumped a handle energeticdly and, after some peevish
coughing, adesultory trickle of water spluttered irritably into the sink. * Only inn round here with that, he



announced. ‘You'll be lucky with most of them if you' ve got a pump in the yard and a bucket that
doesn't legk.’

The stranger raised his eyebrows and nodded an acknowledgement to indicate his appreciation at finding
thishaven. *Only here; Ghred repeated. *Only at The Wyndering. Anyon€'ll tell you.” Then hewas
gone, thefloor shaking rhythmically to his departure.

The stranger put his saddlebags on the floor and laid his pack on the bed. He left the door open and,
after abrief struggle, managed to open the various shutters — one on to the bal cony and one overlooking
theinn yard. The brilliant redness of the setting sun was fading to a dusty ruddiness, though there seemed
to be no lessening of the day’ s heat. He took off hishat and thelong coat and laid them carefully onthe
room’sone chair. Then he unbuckled hisbelt and, carefully placing his sword by hisside, lay down on
the bed, his hands behind his head.

His eyes moved dowly and methodically about the room, noting the old workmanship and the scars of
many years of usage. Theroom, like The Wyndering asawhole, had the air of afine old gentleman fallen
upon hard times but now revelling in it. His study was punctuated by occasiona soundsfrom the yard
and the drinking room below.

‘What'sit to be tomorrow? said his companion. * Arash-Felloren, or the Wilde Ports?
Chapter 2

Gasping for breath, but made even more vigorous and fleet than usud by the angry criesfollowing him,
Pinnatte ran frantically aong the crowded stret.

He had made amistake — a serious one — but it was not until after he had snatched the man’ s purse that
he realized he had been one of the Kyrosdyn. Worse, the wretch had been afull Brother too, perhaps
even aHigher Brother, judging by the quality of the crystals marking out the emblem on his purse, and the
size of the guard who appeared from nowhere at his master’ scry.

Pinnatte swung round a corner.

And that cry had been another thing —it was il ringing in his head —that peculiar blend of fury, disbelief
and throat-wrenching petulance. It had confirmed the man as a Kyrosdyn even as Pinnatte was
regigering the emblem and itsimplications for hisimmediate future.

He cursed slently. Damn the man, wandering the streetslooking just like any other person. How was an
honest thief supposed to know? Why the devil hadn’t he been wearing hisrobes or at least carrying his
staff? Pinnatte did not debate the questions, however. Instead he twitched his head as the memory
returned of hisvictim’ sguard looming ahead of him, massive hands outstretched, eyesfull of malevolent
focus. Hishead had twitched thus while his mouth had been gaping, his mind teetering on the edge of
panic and, having saved him then, it ssemed to be locked into him now, asif every time hedid it, he might
suddenly find himsdlf free.

Passers-by moved hadtily out of hisway, some nervoudy, others angrily, swearing after him or aming a

blow. One or two, sensing reward, tried to grab hold of him, but he was moving too quickly and the one
individua who did succeed found himself avictim of Pinnatte’s momentum, ending his attempted seizure
by spinning round incongruoudly and tottering into the path of a passing carriage.

The resultant din brought vividly to Pinnatte the redlization that his headlong flight wasleaving atrall for
his pursuers as clear asfootprintsin the snow. He must dow down! If hedidn’t he could well set off the
Cry, then, if he survived that, he' d find hisfellow thieves after him aswell.



But hewas not fully in command of hislegs. The Kyrosdyn wereterrifying. Sted crystalsfrom most
people and you could certainly look for amore vigorous pursuit than if you had stolen coin or any other
jewdlery. But stedl one from a Kyrosdyn and you could look to run asfar asthe Wilde Ports, then along
swim, if you hoped to escape. Kyrosdyn obsession with crystals was legendary. It was one of the great
‘Do Nots of the Guild of Thieves—*Stoleacrysta from aKyrosdyn,” was the knowing way of saying,
‘He' sadead man.’

That waswhy he had thrown the pursein the guard' sface dmost immediately — asif the action would
absolve him from dl blame. But the Kyrosdyn were more than just obsessive about their crystas, they
hed alugt for them that was almost rdligious, and to touch them without respect, till lesswithout
permission, was to bring down that unreasoned and sdlf-righteous wrath on the perpetrator’ s head that
only thereligious can aspireto.

And strange things happened to those who were taken by the Kyrosdyn . . .
He must stop running! He must stop!

The urgency of thisinner demand was beginning to outweigh the urgency of the need to flee. Amongst the
many skillsthat Pinnatte s years of thieving had given him was one which made him aware of the sound of
the crowd even when he was not particularly listening to it. Sometimesit would tell him that he could
amost stroll from pocket to pocket, shop to shop, and take whatever he wanted without creating even a
dtir. At others, seemingly no different, it said, ‘No. Wak away. Leaveit. It' stoo dangerous.” Whenever
he had chosen to ignore this soft voice, he had suffered for it. Now, he could sense his erratic progress
rebounding through the bustling chaos of the streets and leaving awake that was not dissipating, but
gathering in force. If he didn’t stop soon, then the Cry would be called as sure asfate.

He changed direction abruptly and careened into anarrow dley. It was adangerousthing to do, as he
could betrapping himself there, where his manoeuvrability would be of little avail, but he needed a
moment to force himsdlf to stop and gather his scattered senses. Asit was, it took him twenty paces
before he could dow down to awalk, and afurther twenty before he redlly began to take command of
his thoughts —and stop his head from twitching. Belatedly checking that the dley was empty, he pulled off
hisjacket, turned it ingde out and put it on again. A dirty yellow kerchief was dragged out of a pocket,
wiped across his perspiring face then wrapped about his neck. Then histrousers were tugged out of his
boots and, finaly, his unkempt hair was swept into some semblance of tidiness. It was thus amarkedly
different Pinnatte who emerged from the other end of the dley and, with studied casua ness, sauntered
into the busy treffic.

It was aswell he stopped his reckless career when he did, heredized. Even here he could fed atension
in the passers-by. Somewhere that screeching Kyrosdyn and his guard might still be looking for him —
making more din than amother looking for alost child! He d like to choke the cresture on his damned
crystalsl He' d got them back, hadn't he?

Then, asif unleashed by this near-disagter, for the first time ever he wondered why the Kyrosdyn were
the way they were. The crystals were valuable, some much more than others, with their many tints and
hues, and val uable things made some people very strange. But why should the Kyrosdyn —to aman —
have such fanatica regard for them?

It was rumoured that in the Vaskyros they had agreat hoard, even of the most precious of all —those
with that faint and subtle green glow at their heart. He had seen few worthwhile crystalsin hislife, and he
had never seen one of those —very few had. Occasiondly, in some drinking hole frequented by hisown
kind, boastful tales would emerge of green crystalswon and lost, but such stories were usudly worth no
more than the de that was creating them. Only once had he felt himself on the edge of the truth when, in



the middle of such ayarn, an old man, sullenly silent until then, had suddenly snarled out a drunken oath
and accused theteller of being afool and aliar. By way of emphass, he dapped his hand down on the
table, palm upwards. It was withered and dead and the fingers were curled into a painful grasp.

‘That’ sgreen crystalsfor you, lad,” he said. * That, and nightmares for the rest of your life.” He tapped his
head and sneered. * Y ou’ ve seen nothing. Still lesstouched.’

The outburst had won him only ameasure of hislength in the Stret, yet Pinnatte had never forgotten the
despair and pain that had shone briefly through the old man’ s bleary eyes. The memory returned to him
whenever green crystals were spoken of. It was with him now. And in away he could not define, it
chimed with the cry that The Kyrosdyn had uttered when his purse was snatched — there had been a
fearful desparrinit.

He shook his head to dispel these thoughts. Thiswas no time to be daydreaming. He must pay attention
to what was happening about him. Was he dill being sought? Had hisflight and the pursuit been sufficient
to let loose the Cry?

He paused momentarily, ostengbly looking at thefruit on astdl but, in redlity, listening, and debating his
next move. The Street was noisy, but the tension he had sensed when he emerged from the aley was no
longer there. The pursuit had either ended or gone off in another direction. He let out along, silent bregth.
He' d been lucky there. Luckier than he deserved. He resolved to be more careful in future—it wasthe
third time that month he had made such aresolution. Even as he was reaffirming this oath however, he
saw his hand about to dip an gppleinto his pocket. With an effort he stopped it and conspicuoudy
replaced the gpple on the stall. He' d have to steal something elseto e, later.

‘Don’'t maul ‘emiif you're not buying,” the stdl-holder barked by way of acknowledgement. Pinnatte bit
back aretort, but could not avoid curling hislip at the man as he rejoined the crowd.

Stll alittle unnerved by his escape, he wandered aimlesdy for some time. Although he was calmer now,
scenes kept playing themsalves through his head, showing him talking hisway out of the clutches of the
Kyrosdyn and his bodyguard with ingenious and quite convincing excuses, or somehow dashing them
both aside and escaping with the purse to become the most famous of Arash-Fdlloren’ sthieves. Inthe
wake of these came endless, wilder variations and, even though he tried to dismiss them as so much
foolishness, Pinnatte could not help himsdf but rehearse each to anicety.

Gradudly, more prosaic needs began to impose themsalves. The combination of terror and hisfrantic run
through the afternoon’ s heat had made him thirsty — very thirsty. And, too, he would haveto find
something for his Den Magter, Lassner, if hewasto eat properly tonight. He dismissed thislast concern
for the moment. Unlike hisfantasy about the Kyrosdyn, if theworst came to the worst he could talk his
way around Lassner for at least one night’ s credit. Far more pressing now was histhirdt.

He came to where severa streets met, or rather collided, to form awide and ragged square.
Arash-Fdlloren was replete with charters, statutes, laws, by-laws, and al manner of rules and regulations
dedling with the movement of goods and people, the conducting of business, marrying, burying, begging,
borrowing, steding, and every form of socid and commercid intercourse in which waywardness of some
kind had occurred since anyone had bothered to record such matters. Sadly, while they were both
extensve and comprehensive, they were dso, for the most part, either incomprehensible or mutualy
contradictory. They had one thing in common, however. They were amost universally ignored. True,
there were severa large areas of the city where order and prosperity prevailed, but the greater part of it
was subject only to one law —the oldest of laws— survival.

The square that Pinnatte now entered was afrenzy of confusion and disorder asfatering skeins of



wagons, riders and wakers struggled to crossit, weaving around and through arandom sprawl of stalls
and tents and gaudy handcarts at its centre. The dust-filled air was thick with oaths and clamour as
travellers and shifty-eyed traders each vied for attention.

Pinnatte entered the fray. The jostling and buffeting in aplace likethismadeit ideal for snatching purses
and picking pockets, especidly working with ateam of like-minded souls, but, gpart from histhirgt, his
luck having turned so sour today, he wasin no mood for it. A good yarn about today’ s events should
serve to keep Lassner satisfied tonight, he decided. The old man was aredist, he' d do nothing impetuous
because of one night’ srent. Pinnatte took a perverse pridein hisintegrity asathief . . . amongst hisown
kind, hisword was good and he settled his debts promptly — he was amoddl Den-Mate.

Towards the middle of the square, where the traders outnumbered the travellers, was araised fountain —
aremnant of the time when the square had been more prosperous. The carved figuresthat formed it had
long been mutilated —fine features rendered pugilistic by the breaking of noses and ears, sout stone
shields and swords shattered and split, then weathered and decayed. But the water had aways flowed.
With its source far from the city, it was too good to be hazarded by the reckless damaging of its supply
and outlet conduits, and agenera awareness of its value by thelocals had aways protected it from
complete destruction.

Pinnatte reached it with some relief. There were two or three groups of people, mainly men, lounging on
the steps that led up to the fountain’s basin. He stepped through them with a studied combination of
assuredness and inoffensveness that he had cultivated over the years, meeting gazes clearly where
unavoidable, though without chalenge.

At thetop of the steps, he leaned over the low parapet to catch a handful of water tumbling from one of
severa spouts. Asever, it was as cold asthe mountains it came from, quite unaffected by the weeks of
humid heat that had been pervading the city. He drank noisily, rdishing the chill that marked out aroute
insde him. When he was sated, he scooped both hands deep into the basin and splashed hisface
luxurioudy. The strains of the day faded dmost immediately. He began to practice histale for Lassner. It
would be agood one and, if hetold it well, he might get more than one night rent-free. There could even
be extrafood — Lassner liked agood tale.

Asthethought came to him, a powerful grip closed around his neck and plunged his head under the
water.

Chapter 3

The same powerful grip that had thrust Pinnatte' s head beneath the water eventudly withdrew it, but he
was retching and struggling frantically for sometime before heredized that it was air entering hislungs
and not freezing water. For amoment he hung limply, then he made a desperate attempt to free himself. It
wasto no avail however, for though he was much stronger than hiswiry frame indicated, the grip was
unyielding and merdly tightened painfully until he became till again.

Then the sound of laughter penetrated the booming in his ears and avague shape formed through his
blurred vison. Reaching up cautioudy, for fear of antagonizing his captor, he wiped the water from his
face until the shape became clearer.

It was the Kyrosdyn.

A chill filled Pinnatte that was far colder than the water he had just been immersed in and he began
sruggling again. The grip on his neck tightened mercilessy, making him cry out thistime, and agtinging
blow struck him acrossthe face.



Ironicdly, the blow cleared his mind and once again he became very ill. The grip eased dightly. Pinnatte
glanced around rapidly to assess his predicament. He saw that the laughter was coming from a gathering
crowd and that the Kyrosdyn's hand was raised to strike him again.

The crowd offered him aglimmer of hope. It was unlikely that they would intervene if he was about to
receive a beating. He himsdf had stood by and watched while others had been beaten, even killed —
interfering in such matters was rarely wise. But the Kyrosdyn were loved by no one and, with luck, the
crowd might perhaps be swayed to hisside.

If he got the opportunity to speak.

But whatever €l se happened, he must stay here, in public view. Hewas logt if the Kyrosdyn managed to
take him to the Vaskyros.

‘What did you do that for? he spluttered, mustering al the injured innocence he could find.

The Kyrosdyn paused, tilted his head on one side, then brought hisface close to Pinnatte's. *I think you
know, he said softly. Pinnatte’ sinsidestightened. It was as though the man’ s gaze was burning through
him. He wanted desperately to look away, but the grip on his neck prevented him from moving and al he
could do was screw up hiseyes.

‘No, | don’'t,” he managed to protest.

The Kyrosdyn moved afinger in front of his unblinking eyes. The strange gesture was made dowly and
with a ddliberateness that frightened Pinnatte far more than any angry fist-clenching could have done. He
could do no ather than focus on the man’ s hand, turning the staring eyesinto aglinting blur in the
background. Asif in someway he might hide from what was happening, he found himsdlf noting that the
hand was |ong and ddlicate — like awoman’s, amost —and it was clean. Very clean. However the
Kyrosdyn practised their craft, it involved nothing that would coarsen and harden the hands.

‘Look at me’ came the command. Pinnatte could not disobey and, once again, he was staring into the
Kyrosdyn's eyes. The soft, high-pitched voice continued. ‘We who study the crystals have avison which
you could not begin to imagine. Welook into the very heart of al things.” The voice dropped dmost to a
whisper. ‘ Even into the worlds between and beyond. So when you sought to steal from us, your every
line and shadow was etched into our mind on the ingtant. Y our flight was amereirritation —onewhich
will worsen your punishment. It is not possible to hide from us—the echo of your stunted, shrivelled soul
shoneintheair itself. Nor isit possible to avoid the consequences that your desecration has set intrain.’

The last three words were pronounced with great deliberation and each was accompanied by adap
across the face. Once again the blows served only to bring Pinnatte’ s mind into sharp focus. Though the
Brotherhood of the Kyrosdyn never seemed to vie for power over the city themsealves, their influence
was avidly sought by those factions that did, for it was acommonplace that they possessed dark and
mysterious powers and whoever could win them to their sde would prosper. The maign influence they
had in the endless palitical manoeuvring that plagued the city had little or no effect on thelives of such as
Pinnatte, and he affected to hold it in disdain. Y et he was well aware of its potency. Thus, suddenly
finding himsdlf confronted by one of these Sinister manipulators, his reaction was coloured by the
superdtitious fear that street gossp had imbued in him. And each word the man spoke brought thisfear
closer and closer to the surface, until it threatened to unman him. Now, however, the blowsto hisface
somehow reduced the Kyrosdyn. Now he was just another street bully. For an ingtant, Pinnatte
experienced two opposing emotions — a sudden ation mingled with an unexpected and indefinable sense
of loss. But hewas freer now.

‘I don’t know what you' re talking about,” he replied angrily. * Are you touched in the head, or something?



Half-drowning aman for just having aquiet drink. And let go of me, will you.” He swung afist vaguely
backwards but it bounced impotently off a solid, muscular frame. He appedled to the crowd. * Get him off
me,” he shouted, catching the eyes of as many people as he could. ‘He salunatic. I've never seen him
beforeand | certainly haven't stolen anything from him.’

The Kyrosdyn struck him again. Pinnatte reached up with both hands and managed to seize the wrist of
his captor. Then, supporting himself on the extended arm, he kicked wildly with both feet at the
Kyrosdyn. The man holding him tottered forward under this unexpected burden and Pinnatte used the
movement to bounce his feet off the ground and kick again. None of the kicks found atarget, but the
Kyrosdyn was obliged to jump back hastily and the whole escapade was greeted by the crowd with a
cheer. The second attack further disturbed the balance of the guard and Pinnatte tightened his awkward
grip onthe man’ swrist, and began to struggle desperately. Abruptly he was on his knees and the man
was tumbling over. Then the grip vanished and Pinnatte stood up.

Quite unaware of how he had achieved this, he turned round to see the Kyrosdyn' s guard staggering
down the steps of the fountain, hisarmsflailing to catch his balance. He was fully aslarge as Pinnatte
remembered and now his face was alight with rage. Pinnaite reflected briefly that humiliating some ox of a
mercenary in front of hisemployer was amost as bad astrying to rob the Kyrosdyn in the first place, but
he did not dwell on the comparison. With theingtinct of afleeing animal and the cunning of alife-long
street thief, he glanced round and, where others might have seen an impenetrable crowd, he saw a score
of openings through which he could make an escape. He selected one that lay in the opposite direction to
the Kyrosdyn and, scarcely hesitating, madefor it.

‘Nol’

The Kyrosdyn' svoice, penetrating and shrill, seemed to Pinnatte to wrap itself around him like the claws
of innumerabletiny creatures and, abruptly, hislegs stopped moving. The superdtitious fear of the
Kyrosdyn that had only just Ieft him returned in full force and burst openly into hismind ashetried to
continue hisflight, only to find that hislegswould not respond. Several hands caught him as he tumbled
forward.

‘He sdone something to my legs,’ he heard himsdlf saying in an echoing distance. ‘I can’'t movethem.’
‘Bring him here,” the Kyrosdyn' s voice raked through him again.

There was doubt in the supporting hands, some holding him protectively, others pushing him away
anxioudy, asthough he were suddenly contaminated.

‘Bring him herel” The command was repeated.

Part of Pinnatte wastelling him that he should be trying to sway the crowd to hisside, but it could make
no headway against the torrent of fears breaking over him at theloss of the use of hislegs.

Someone turned him round to face the Kyrosdyn. The man was standing with his hand extended towards
him, the centre, Pinnatte thought, of a strange disturbance. For an instant he thought he saw something
green and baeful flickering on the man’s hand, but he blinked, and it was gone. He screwed up hiseyes
but the disturbance did not change. It was as though the air about the Kyrosdyn were dancing and
twisting, and too, as though he was somehow standing by the fountain and, at the same time, somewhere
else. Pinnatte felt a cold avfulness possess him at the sight, and movement leaving hislimbswith each
burgting heartbeat. He could do nothing. He was nothing. He was prey held captive by the gaze of a
predator. All that remained now was atimeless time before he was no more.

But even asthe thought formed, afaint cry of denid began to make itsdf heard through Pinnatte’ sterror.



Thiswas not histime. Hewould not fal to this miserable cresture, who squedled like apig just because
his purse was snatched, and who needed a guard just to walk the streets. From somewhere, he found a
voice. ‘Help me’ hesaid faintly, forcing himself to look round at the crowd. ‘ He' s doing something to
me. He skillingme’

The disturbance about the Kyrosdyn fatered alittle and Pinnatte felt the bonds about him easing in
response. And his sense of the mood of the crowd began to return. It held hope. Where before there had
merely been excited curiosity, now, mingling with it, was concern and darm —and anger.

Pinnatte saw the guard move to his master’ sside asif in confirmation. The Kyrosdyn inclined hishead as
the man whispered something.

The disturbance was gone completely, and Pinnatte dmost staggered asthe use of hislegs suddenly
returned. ‘ He' s doing something to me.” He shouted thistime. ‘I can’'t move.” He gave a brief
diff-jointed mime.

‘He snowhere near you.’ It wasthe guard.
Mistake, thought Pinnatte. Too loud and too soon.
The Kyrosdyn thought so too, judging by the angry look he gave his defender.

‘ Something queer happened,” came a supporting voice behind Pinnatte. ‘| fdtit.’ It wasfollowed by an
unsteady chorus of agreement.

‘He slying,” the Kyrosdyn cried.
The voice behind Pinnatte became an indignant figure at hisside. * Areyou cdling mealiar?
‘Kyroscreft!’

Coming from somewhere within the crowd, the word hissed through the air like an assassin’sarrow.
Pinnatte sarted and cursed himsdlf for afoal. It was the cry he should have made from thefirgt. It was
the cry that represented all that was deemed to be the Kyrosdyn'’ strue calling — the searching into the
mysterious and dangerous powersthat lay hidden in nature—forbidden powers— and for which their
proclaimed craft of crystal-working was a mere facade. It was aword loaded with fear and hatred, and
response to it was invariably unreasoned and primitive. In the past it had rung out loudly in rioting against
the Kyrosdyn. Rioting that had resulted in many lives being lost but which, sirangdly, had |&ft the
Kyrosdyn, asinnocent and injured parties, somehow further entrenched as apowerful forceinthecity’s
shifting and complex government.

Without hesitation, the guard drew his sword and, dowly moving around his charge, svung it inawide,
horizonta arc. It was an action that forestalled any sudden assault on the Kyrosdyn, and the watching
circlewidened immediately. Though severd men laid hands on knives and swords, none were drawn. All
knew that thefirst oneto step forward in anger waslikely to die and, Kyroscreft or no, nothing had
happened here that was worth that. There were one or two cries from bolder sparks, standing safely at
the back of the crowd, but they were quickly silenced.

The crowd began to bresk up, its excited mood dissipated. Pinnatte sidled backwards with hisimmediate
neighbours. He caught the Kyrosdyn's eye and could not forebear atriumphant sneer. Unexpectedly,
three long and furious strides brought the Kyrosdyn face to face with him, and ahand gripping the front

of hisjacket hoisted him up on to histoes. Pinnatte gaped, wide-eyed, taken aback by the speed of the
man’ s response, and too, by the strength in that delicate hand.



‘I meant you no offence, gir,’” the Kyrosdyn was saying, his voice pleasant and gpologetic. It took
Pinnatte amoment to redlize that he was talking to the man by his side who had protested at being caled
aliar. ‘1 wasreferring to this.. . . wretch.” He shook Pinnatte. ‘ He' s athief and not worthy of your
protection.’

Pinnatte looked round at the crowd again, but it was aready much smaller, and the traffic around the
fountain was re-establishing itself. The Kyrosdyn's guard was sheathing his sword — the danger had
passed. Pinnatte thought desperately. Whatever € se happened now, he must not allow himsdlf to be
taken to the Vaskyros.

‘| took nothing,” he said plaintively to his now solitary dly, catching hold of hisarm urgently. * Y ou can
search me’

The man seemed anxious to be on hisway, but the Kyrosdyn' s soft gpology and Pinnatte’ s appeal had
placed him in the position of an arbiter. He looked from Pinnatte to the Kyrosdyn. ‘Will that satisfy you,
gr? hesaid uncomfortably. ‘1 can cal for the Weartansif you wish.” He pointed to a building some way
down one of the streets that led into the square.

Pinnatte uttered a brief prayer of thanksgiving. It was highly unlikely that the Kyrosdyn would want
anything to do with the Prefect’ s guards — the men and women nominadly responsible for enforcing the
law and maintaining order on the streets. No one walked away from an encounter with them other than
poorer.

The Kyrosdyn tightened his grip about Pinnatte’ sjacket and his eyes narrowed savagely. Then, abruptly,
herdeased him.

‘No,” hereplied, till polite. I don't think that will be necessary.’

Pinnatte wasted no timein thanking hisinadvertent saviour, but turned to fleeimmediately. He had not
taken one step however, when something struck his shins and sent him sprawling painfully on the cobbled
road. It was no rdlief to him to note that thistime it was not some strange power of the Kyrosdyn that
had brought him down, but the guard’ s foot. Before he could recover himsdlf, that same foot placed itsalf
deliberately over hisankle, and pressed. He cried out in pain and tried to pull hisfoot away, but the
guard merely smiled and increased the pressure. Such of the crowd as remained kept their distance and
watched warily. Passers-by stepped around them nervoudly.

Then the Kyrosdyn was bending over Pinnatte. The pressure on hisfoot eased, but still held him fast.
‘Therewill be another time, thief,” the Kyrosdyn said. He crouched down, untied the purse that Pinnatte
had tried to snatch earlier, and held it out for him to ingpect.

The leatherwork aone was worth more than Pinnatte could expect to earn in many weeks of good
thieving and, while he was no expert in the value of crystals, those he could seeinlaid there represented
wedlth he had only ever dreamed of. He looked stonily at the purse, knowing that if he had been lucky
enough to escape with it, he would probably not have been able to dispose of it. In fact, he would dmost
certainly have been at as great arisk from other, more successful thieves as from the searching
Kyrosdyn. He could even have found himself having to dedl with Barran’s men.

He pushed the thought away.
He noticed that the Kyrosdyn's eyeswere grey, asif al the colour had been drained from them.

“Y ou’ ve caused me grievous offence, thief,” the man was saying. ‘ And thus the Brotherhood. And though
circumstances have conspired to protect you at the moment, I’ll have your worthless soul before we' re



through.” He bared clenched teeth and, with a curioudy delicate gesture, reached into the purse. When
he withdrew it he was holding aclear crystal between histhumb and index finger. It glittered brightly —
more brightly than it should have done in the hot and dust-filled light of the square, Finnatte thought.

‘I'll bind it in here. Hold it with bonds smaller and more powerful than you could believe” Hehdd it to
hisear. ‘I'll ligten to itsfutile struggling asit flitters about the latticed cages of its new home. Reflecting
and refracting endlesdy, bouncing to and fro, echoing and resonating. Doing our bidding. Trapped. For
ever.

The crysta was gone, suddenly encased in the Kyrosdyn's hand. Pinnatte blinked. For amoment the
sguare seemed to be much darker than it had been. Though the Kyrosdyn’ s words made no sense, they
had been terrifying and his mouth and throat were dry with fear. ‘1 took nothing,” he managed to say
hoarsdly. * Y ou know that.’

The Kyrosdyn made no response but stood up and motioned the guard to release Pinnatte' sfoot. Then
he started, asif he had seen something unexpected. Doubt and certainty, both equaly terrible, began to
viefor magtery of hisface as he stared a Pinnatte, and his head canted to one side as though he were
listening to something far away. A shaking hand drew something hesitantly from insde hisjacket. Pinnatte
waiched him fearfully.

Sowly — painfully, dmost — the doubt faded into atight-faced resolution, then, with an almost reckless
swiftness, the Kyrosdyn took Pinnatte’ s right hand and pressed his thumb lightly on the back of it. Ashe
did s0, hiseyes glazed and then closed. For atimeless moment, Pinnatte felt as though he was
somewhere, something, € se—abrightness, without form or place, beginning or end.

Then, abruptly, he was in the square again, snatching back ahand that was no longer being held. He
began scrambling away from the two men over the rough cobbles. The Kyrosdyn made no movement to
pursue him, and kept arestraining hand on the arm of hisguard.

‘Cometo the Vaskyros when you are ready,” he said, his tone strange, almost respectful, then he turned
and waked dowly into the busy crowd.

Pinnatte watched him go, unable to accept for amoment that nothing € se was going to happen. His
confidence began to return.

Lunatic! hethought witheringly as he limped back up the steps of the fountain.
Sitting down, he leaned back againgt the wall, and began massaging his bruised foot.
Ashedid s0, he noticed asmall blemish on the back of hisright hand.

Chapter 4

TheThloggard

‘It wasin thetime of the Final War, when the Greet Lord sought to wrest His birthright from the usurper
Edtrith. So terrible was this War that from the depths of the ocean to the highest of the clouds, no haven
was to be found, and no living thing escaped its bloody taint.

‘And the Great Lord built amighty Citade to the south of Estrith’ sland so that Hisarmy might find rest
and shelter there before they ventured forth, and so that His many aides could study and teach the ways
of war.

‘But Edtrith’ s spies brought to him news of this place and he sent to it agreet gathering of the



cloud-lands, having deceived their peoples so that they denied the justice of the Great Lord' s cause.

‘From the east they came, in numbersthe like of which there had never been before nor have been since,
and all decked and dressed for battle. Black and terrible they were, darkening the Citadel and the land
about it and bringing terror to His people.

‘And asthey gathered there was a strange silence. Then, the army of the Lord, which stood outside the
Citadd, heard the rushing of awind and looked to see winged warriors, shadows within shadows,
descending upon it, bearing missiles and fire. And great harm was done, for, being without true courage,
it was the way of the cloud-land warriors to soar above the reach of arrow and spear.

‘For many daysthe army stood fadt, yet it seemed that it must be destroyed utterly, and great was the
anger of Hissoldiersthat they should perish thus, unable to strike ablow in their own defence.

‘Then the Lord was with them, come suddenly and mysterioudy from afar. He moved among His
soldiers, brilliant, like aslver star in the false darkness that the cloud-lands had brought. And when He
saw what had been wrought, such was Hisfury that He gathered His lieutenants about Him and, railsing
the Power that was Histo command, struck at the darkest of the lowering cloud-lands. And so grest was
His Power that the cloud-land wasrent in two, and the sky was filled with the cries of its dying people as
their extremity gave them the vision to see now the truth of Estrith’ s deception.

‘But there was no regjoicing from those in the Lord' s Citadd, for it was seen that the stricken cloud-land
would fall upon them. Seeing their plight, and spent though He was, the Lord sent forth the last of His
Power o that the cloud-land fell to the east of the Citadd .

‘Yet so awful wasthisfall that much of Hisarmy was destroyed, and not abuilding in the Citadel was not
shaken to itsfoundations, many being tumbled into ruins.

* And the land upon which the cloud-land fell, once beautiful and prosperous, was broken and crushed,
and made barren for ever. And it was named by the Lord, Thlosgaral, from an ancient tongue.

‘ And the Lord wept as He sought amongst the destruction for remnants of Hisarmy, for He was sorely
weakened and the hurt was beyond even His mending and, some said, He saw portents of His ultimate
defeat through Estrith’ streachery. Y &, such was the justice of His cause, that where Histearsfdll, the
blasted |and was sown with His wisdom, to be harvested in the times to come so that He might rise again

* k% k% %

Thus went one of the many taes of the cresation of the Thlosgaral —ableak and blasted scar of jagged
and broken rockland cut deep into the land to the east of Arash-Fdlloren, between The Wyndering and
the Wilde Ports. It ran north to south, and was the sole source of the crystals that were so important to
the city and the Lowe Towns around it.

Many other tales existed about its origins. It had been made by one of the Great Lord’' s Appointed, who
had launched his given Power from hisvery handsto destroy Estrith’ s mighty army. It had been caused
by one of Edtrith’ sterrible lieutenants, in an attempt to tear gpart the land itself and plunge it and the
Lord sarmy into the ocean. It wasthe funeral pyre for the Lord Himself after He had been so
treacheroudy betrayed and dain in the ninth hour of the Last Battle.

Not that al such taesreferred back to the time of the Final War. Some said that long before people had
cometo theland, in times beyond any remembering, astar, blazing and thundering, had falen from the
heavensto tear open the greet rocky cleft. Still others said that it came from perturbations in the bowels



of theworld itself. And one strange telling declared that the Thlosgard was aflaw which slemmed from
the very beginning of the world, from the First Heat in which al thingswere formed, and that in it were to
be found the keys to the Forbidden Ways that spanned between the worlds.

The scholars and learned men of Arash-Felloren speculated and argued along less esoteric lines, seeking
more logicd explanations. But while much was |earned about the place, none could determine how it had
come about. Still less could they determine how the crystals had been formed, or even account for their
many strange properties.

Whatever its origin however, the Thlosgaral wasthere, and it was an anomaly. An eerie and dangerous
place, permanently hot and utterly different from the lands that bordered it. Strangest of dl, it was given
to moving, like adow and stately ocean, though to rhythms and tides that no one could ever measure.

‘Ever restless, His spirit seeksto break free. . .

* * % %

Barran had cometo the Thlosgara quite inadvertently. At the time he was amercenary and had been
heading north following rumours of agreat war pending there. Finding himsdf on the wrong side of the
Thlosgara he decided to crossit rather than retreat and move around it. But, like many before him, he
migudged the nature of the rocky desert and was taken unawares by one of its sudden, stinging dust
storms. His horse had panicked and, while normally he might have regained control, aloose shoe brought
it down, unseating him and knocking him unconscious. When he came round it wasto find his horse
bolted with most of his possessions, pain suffusing his entire body, and threeill-favoured individuas
looking a him suspicioudy.

Hisimmediate fear was of robbery, but adiscreet check on his purse and hidden weapons reassured
him. One of the three men came forward, offering him a battered canteen. After amomentary hesitation,
Barran took it. Thewater had adightly metallic taste, but he drank it eagerly and thanked the man. He
could see now that though the men were dirty and unkempt, they did not have that air about them that
would mark them as robbers. They were probably labourers of some kind, he decided.

Levering himsdf into agtting position he made to stand up, only to discover, asdl the painsin his body
suddenly focused in one place, that his ankle had been injured in the fall. The three men watched
impassively as he did back to the ground.

Some cautious probing and manipulating told him that there were probably no bones broken, but it was
going to be dmost impossible for him to walk on that foot for some time. He cursed his horse, the desert,
and fate generdly, but managed to keep hisface impassive. Injured, and with his horse gone, he had little
aternative now but to ask for help from these strangers, and astring of oaths might well be
misunderstood.

‘| can't wak, hesaid. ‘Can you help meto the nearest village?
Thethree men looked at one another and held a brief, soft conversation.

‘Nearest town’stoo far to reach today even for agood walker,” one of them said. ‘ And we can’t be
wasting time going there anyway. Least of dl carrying you. Y ou should' ve been more careful. We Il take
you to our camp and tend you if you'll give ustwo months' of your labour.’

Barran gaped. He had had many bargains put to himin histime, but none quite as odd asthis. Questions
flooded into his mind. He picked one of them. ‘What do you do?



Therewas ahint of surprisein the three surly faces. ‘ Come from far away, have you? thefirst spesker
declared flatly. Barran nodded.

‘Crystd miners” the man said, answering the question without further comment.

Barran was no wiser. He reminded himsdlf of hisposition. Lost and hurt and with little money and no
food, thiswas no timefor questions which might try the patience of hispossible saviours. ‘I'll work my
way if there' swork | can do,” he said.

‘“There swork.’
Despite the circumstances however, it was against Barran' s nature not to bargain.
‘But two months. .

Therefollowed abrief bartering, at the end of which it was agreed that he would work for them for four
weeks from the time when he could walk again.

As he hobbled adong, hisarms around the shoulders of two of the men, he congratulated himsdlf. He had
no intention of kegping any bargain, but he would have shelter and food until hewaswell enough to
escape. And, apart from telling him that the leeder of the group was caled Aigren, the exchange had
taught him something important — these people were fools. Later he learned that he had been very lucky
not to be found by some of the wiser miners who worked the Thlosgaral — men who would have done as
hewould in their position —taken lost travellers as daves.

His opinion of the men was reinforced when he reached what they referred to astheir camp. It wasa
large, ramshackle wooden hut, leaning, so Barran thought, against asteep rock face. In front of it, three
women were working with tal, double-handled pestles, and four children seemed to be playing in the
dust that pervaded everything. All looked up as the men arrived but there was no greeting or display of
affection, and Barran was given only acursory glance as his presence was explained.

Whatever crystal mining was, there was agreat deal of work involved and little or no money to be made
at it, Barran decided, taking in the poverty of the scene and the weary appearance of even the children.
Still, that was not his problem. He would adopt his normal practice when amongst sirangers, of seeming
stupid and remaining slent while he listened and watched and learned.

Aigren picked up along-handled hammer and pointed to a pile of rocks by the huit.
‘Break those,” he said, thrusting the hammer into Barran’ s hand.

Barran looked at it and then at the rocks. Hisimmediate reaction to the order and the surly manner in
which it had been voiced was to use the hammer on his new employer —he'd killed men for less. But a
twinge from hisfoot reminded him that he had few choices a the moment and, supporting himself on the
hammer, he hobbled over to the pile.

‘How small do you want them? he asked, barely keeping the sarcasm out of hisvoice.

‘“The women' Il show you,” came the reply, as the three miners disgppeared into the hut. Barran stood for
amoment leaning on the hammer and staring at the closed door.

‘Work if you want to eat.” The voice was followed by arhythmic pounding.

He gtarted and turned round. The women were working with their pestles again, beating out adow,
ingstent tattoo. It was one of them who had spoken. He caught her eye and nodded towards the rocks.



‘Just break them? he asked.
‘Just break them.’

Not being able to stand, wielding the hammer proved to be no easy task, but eventualy he managed to
make an impromptu seat anongst the rocks from which he could work to some effect. Part of him
rebelled at being obliged to do such menid and seemingly pointless work, but as he worked, he began to
remember digging trenches and excavating under foundationsin conditionsthat were far worse than this.
At least no onewastrying to kill him here. And, when need arose, he was good at this kind of
undemanding, physical work —he just had to find his pace. The memory recalled, he gradually relaxed
and was soon working with an easy rhythm, his hammer-blows counter-pointing the dull pounding of the
women's pestles.

Stll, it was hot. An airless, clinging heat soon brought swest to his brow, griming the dust there into an
unpleasant grittiness. He was tempted to complain about it, but the sight of the women working on,
glently and steadily, prevented him.

After awhile, the reason for what he was doing became apparent. The women were grinding the rock
fragments that he made into a coarse powder. From time to time one of the deep mortars that they were
using would betilted and rolled aong its bottom edge to be emptied where the children were playing in
the dust — except that they were not playing. Liketheir parentsthey were working, nimble fingers
spreading out the dust and young eyes searching through it intently.

After sometime, one of them cried out and there was abrief halt to the relentless besat of the pestlesas
the women broke off and went to examine some find. At the second such call, Barran sivung himself
upright on his hammer and hobbled across to see what was happening. At first he could see nothing, then
the child twisted his hand and a bright flash between histhumb and forefinger reveded atiny crystd. The
women nodded approvingly and one of them, wetting her fingertip, dabbed it up and took it carefully
over toasmall pot. Seeing Barran following her, she motioned him back to hiswork defensively. He
gave an gpologetic shrug and did as he was bidden, affecting an indifference he did not fedl. The sudden
brightness of the crystal had cut through more than the dusty air; it seemed to have cut right through him
as0. AlImogt in spite of himsdlf, he wasintrigued.

‘That’ swhat you're after isit? hesaid, as he settled himsdlf back on to hisrough seet. ‘ They're very
small for jewelery. Are they worth the trouble?

‘Jewdlery? Thewoman paused and haf-turned towards him, then she turned back and delicately
dropped the tiny find into the pot. Her face was puzzled as she stood up. ‘ Crystals are crystadls. They're
al precious’

Barran resorted to honesty. ‘I’ ve never heard of such things before. What are they used for? Who wants
them?

The woman wasfilling a bucket with the rock fragments he had broken, throwing back on to the pile
those that were too large. She looked a him with open suspicion. ‘ Everyone' sheard of crystals,” she
said stonily. Barran met her gaze. Under the grime and weariness was a strong face. He decided not to
argue the point. He' d find out al he needed in due courseif he was patient. ‘I’ ve come from far away,’
he said softly, but in atone that ended the exchange.

The work continued as before, Barran breaking the oddly brittle rocks, the women working their pestles,
and the children gfting through the dust. Barran willed hisfoot to heal quickly. He might be good at this
kind of work but he had no desire to be doing it for longer than necessary.



Therewas only one more crystal found during the remainder of the day. Barran remained where he was,
continuing his pretended indifference to what was happening. But thistime, the women' singpection
resulted in an excitement that had not attended the previous ones. Barran craned forward discreetly to
catch the ensuing conversation but heard only, ‘Ellyn, it satint—I’'m sureitis’

Ellyn was the woman who had spoken to him; Aigren’ swife, he presumed. He did not hear her reply, but
her manner was doubtful. She held up the crystal and moved it from Sideto Side, peering at it thoughtfully
for some time before she shook her head. There was an appeal from the first woman, of which Barran
caught, ‘. . . arainbow vein heregbouts . . . dways said s0.” Then, apparently by way of compromise, the
crystal was placed in adifferent pot to the two previous finds.

The brief snatchesintrigued Barran further. What in the name of sanity wasatint? And what wasa
ranbow vein? That they were matters of some significance was confirmed dmost immediately, for
despite Ellyn’s caution about the latest crystal, the mood of the women changed perceptibly. Even the
rhythm of their pounding seemed to be lighter, and from time to time they spoke to one another. Once,
Ellyn gave atight, thin smile and looked up at the sky. For an ingtant, Barran, who had been desperately
trying to hear what was being said, saw her asthe younger, more hopeful woman she had once been.
The sight disturbed him.

Shortly afterwards, as the light faded, the men reappeared. In so far as he had thought about them,
Barran had presumed that they had been idling the day away in the hut while he and the women did the
work, but each was carrying a pannier of rocks on his back. These they proceeded to tip on Barran's
heap, making it consderably larger than it had been at the beginning. He watched them blankly.

Then the pattern of work shifted. Barran was told to continue with his rock breaking but the women and
children vanished into the hut, taking the mortars and pestles and the two small potswith them.
Subsequently, severa more panniers of rocks were brought out but eventually Aigren came to the door
and motioned Barran inside.

The door was closed behind him immediately — and well bolted too, Barran noted, as adull thud made
him turn. A heavy crossbeam had been dropped into stout brackets behind the door. What would these
impoverished people need such protection for? He set the question aside, with dl the others.

It took amoment for his eyes to adjust to the comparative darkness, the process not being helped by a
sense of disorientation. For, what he had taken to be alarge lean-to hut built against arock face was
actually only an entrance hall to a cave. Furthermore, he redlized, the cave was man-made. He had done
enough sapping in histime to recognize the toolmarks. Despite himsdlf, he wasimpressed.

“You cut thisyoursalves? The question came out before he had time to consider it.

‘Some,” Aigren replied, tersely. He showed no sign of enlarging on this comment and Barran remained
slent. Just how foolish these people were he had yet to decide, and until he did o, it was important that
he gave away aslittle as possible about himsalf.

Helooked around. Thelight was coming from afew oil lamps perched on ledges cut into the rock, and
the air was remarkably fresh for acave. There was even ahint of abreeze, but therewasawarmthiin it
that was not pleasant. The wooden entrance hall was apparently used primarily as a store-place for tools.
It was more substantia than it appeared from the outside, though the roof and walls were canted and
twisted as though amassive hand had tried to push the whole structure over. Surdly it hadn’t been built
like that, Barran thought. And yet these solid rocks couldn’t move, could they? More and more
guestions. He pointed to abundle of hammer handlesleaning againgt thewall. ‘ Could | use one of those
for agtick? heasked. ‘ Thishammer’sabit awkward for walking with.’



Aigren nodded.

Barran tested afew before picking one that would serve him both as a support and awell-balanced
weagpon should need arise. As he hobbled back into the cave, he saw that the women were preparing
food while the men sat sullenly at one end of along wooden table. Tentatively, he joined them, watching
carefully for any sign of offence being taken. Now he should learn something. There was nothing like
food after ahard day’ swork to loosen tongues, and they must surely want to learn about him —who he
was, where he was from, how he had come there and so on. They were obvioudy not a garrulous group,
but once the conversation started he was sure that their taciturnity would fade away and that he would be
able to nudge events along to learn more about them and their strange trade.

He was to be disappointed however. The food was smple and filling, if gritty, but it was eaten in dmost
complete silence — a silence which degpened on two occas ons when a distant creaking sound drifted into
the cave. Everyone except Barran abruptly stopped eating. Aigren and the other men craned forward as
if to hear somefaint message in the noise, and the women and children watched them anxioudy. Then the
sound was gone and they were eating again, but the atmosphere was tense and Barran sensed that any
attempt at conversation would be unwelcome.

And, quite suddenly, he was adeep. A great dea had happened to him that day — he had been unhorsed,
knocked unconscious and injured, lost both horse and possessions and finally transformed from
mercenary soldier into oafish labourer, working in amine such as he had never even heard of, in an
unfamiliar and bizarre land. What amounted to combat readiness had kept him dert so far, but as soon as
that relaxed — and the bolted door and the food was sufficient to do this— his body sought to fulfil itsown
needs. He had a broken impression of being dragged from the table and laid down somewhere but,
despite the pain of hisinjured foot, he remembered nothing until Aigren’ svoiceintruded on him.

‘Dawn, Barran.’

His eyes opened and though he was siff and sore, he was immediately wide awake in anticipation of the
violence that had so often accompanied awakeningsin strange places for him. But all was quiet. He
blinked to clear hisvision. Aigren waswalking away from him through the lamplit gloom. Around him,
otherswere tirring. He saw that their beds, like his, were little more than rough blanketslaid on the
ground in awide recess cut into the cave wall. He had dept in worse places, but the knowledge offered
little consolation as the pains caused by his unyielding bed and hisinjured foot redlly began to make
themsdvesfdt. His hand landed on the hammer handle that he had chosen as staff and weapon and he
levered himsdlf up onit. Ashedid so, his attention was caught by a patch of deeper darkness further
along the cave. He peered into it and saw others. Tunnel entrances, he decided. That must be where the
men worked. Doubtlessthey had it in mind for him to work along with them eventualy, and the
opportunitiesfor flight from underground would be considerably less than those he would have bresking
rocks outsde. He tested hisinjured foot gently. It was alittle eesier. Normally he healed quickly —as
much alearned inner discipline as afortunate natural attribute — and sitting while he worked the previous
day had obvioudy helped. However, it would perhaps bein his best interests to exaggerate his
incapacity.

Aigren waslifting the crossheam that secured the side door. Barran hobbled awkwardly over to him.
‘Isthere any water? 1’ d like to wash.’

Aigrenlooked at him. For thefirst time, Barran sensed violence in the man — smouldering and distant, but
there nonethel ess. Be careful, he reminded himsdlf, tightening his grip on his saff. Y ou know nothing of
these people and you' re in no position to defend yoursdlf properly here.



Aigren nodded towards a barrel standing by the side of the door. ‘Water’ sfor drinking,” he said. ‘ Some
for washing in a couple of days maybe. Unless you want to walk to theriver.’

Despite reading the answer in Aigren’ sface, Barran asked, ‘Whereisit?

Aigrenflicked hishead. ‘Half aday east.” Therewasahint of asneer. ‘If you know theway.” Then
bitterness. *And if it has't moved.’

The comment meant nothing to Barran.

‘Here’” It was Ellyn. She was offering him a canteen and a basket of bread. ‘ Thiswill get you through the
day.’

‘See heearnsthat,” Aigren said to her harshly as he pushed open the door. Warmth, dust and areddish
morning light rolled into the cave. Ellyn gave Barran an enigmatic ook as she walked past him.

* k% k% %

The day passed much as the previous one until about noon when three men walked into the camp.
Chapter 5

Barran’ sinterest quickened as soon as the strangers appeared. Their arriva was apparently unexpected
but they were obvioudy known to the women, who suddenly became subservient and ingratiating. One of
them ran, dmost girlishly, tothe hut, * To get the men.’

Barran eyed the men surreptitioudy while he continued hiswork. One was carrying asmal case and was
conspicuoudy better dressed than the others. Hewas dso dightly ill at ease.

A client and two bodyguards, Barran decided. The latter were quite unmistakable. One of themwasa
tall hulking individua who rolled from side to sde when he walked and whose arms arced away from his
Sdes. He stood close to his charge, face set. The other was of more average build and had settled
himsdlf against arock, gpparently uninterested in the proceedings. The dangerous one, Barran concluded,
as he watched the man looking indifferently about the camp. The first would be some moronic de-house
bruiser whose physica presence was intended to deter would-be attackers. Barran thought it unlikely
that he would be able to use the sword that hung from his belt. The second, however, would be the one
who anticipated and thought. He would go to some lengths to avoid trouble but would move in quickly
with deadly forceif red need arose. Hewould be able to use a sword — and the knives he would have
secreted about him. Barran was grateful for the fact that he was sitting at amenial task and covered in
dust. Just as he had read the man, so he knew that he himself would be the object of an intense
ingpection. He must do nothing to give away hisown caling.

Heturned his attention to the bodyguards’ client.

The man was an incongruous sight againgt the bleak rocky surroundings. He was anxioudy —and
fruitlesdy — brushing dust from an ornately embroidered shirt and periodicaly mopping hisflushed face.
Barran knew two things about him aready; he was important and he was afool —or most probably so.
The women's actions marked hisimportance and the two bodyguards gave some measure of hisfolly —
men bought for protection could always be bought by others. And the man did not even carry aknife!

But who was he?

Aigren and the other two miners emerged from the hut. They were carrying atable and two chairswhich
they set down in front of the stranger. Awkwardly, Aigren swept akerchief over one of the chairsand



motioned him to sit. When he had done so, the man nodded, and Aigren sat opposite him. The other
miners stood a respectful distance away.

The women having stopped working, Barran did the same. He leaned forward, rested his chin on the
hammer and prepared to watch. The stranger glanced at him and there was a brief conversation which
Barran deduced involved an explanation by Aigren of who this new worker was. The man looked at the
smdler bodyguard who made adight hand movement. Seemingly thisindicated gpprova and the man
turned back to Aigren again.

Not redly expecting serioustrouble, are you then? Barran thought. Thismust be aregular meeting—a
routine affair. Had it been otherwise, a conscientious bodyguard would have been holding aknife at his
throat while such ajudgement was made. Much would be given away hereif he had the wit to seeit.

Aigren gestured to Ellyn, who, amost like aserving girl, brought the two pots containing the crystalsto
thetable. A merchant, Barran decided. Thiswould be interesting.

The man delicately lifted thelid of one pot, inserted afinger and stirred it around gently as he studied the
contents. He seemed satisfied. Ellyn said something to him and pushed the other pot forward expectantly.
Thisrecelved amore thorough examination, with individual crystals being taken out and inspected
closely. At one stage he opened his case and took out alarge eye-glassto facilitate this. In the end,
however, he shook his head dowly, and with an gpol ogetic shrug towards Ellyn, carefully tipped the
contents of the second pot into the first. Though she gave little outward sign, Barran could fedl her
disappointment. One of the other women actually gave a subdued cry.

Then, bargaining proper began. Aigren pulled out abag from histunic and dowly emptied the contentson
to the table. Despite his control, Barran could not restrain astart asthe crystals caught the dusty sunlight
and transmuted it into a disproportionate brightness. The glint that he had seen between the child' sfingers
the previous day was multiplied manyfold. It seemed to reach out and pinion him, and something tirred
deep within him. Asdid hard-learned warning sgnds. When he finaly managed to pull hiseyesfrom the
crystals and back to the two men, he reslized that he was holding his bresth and craning forward with his
hands clenched tightly about the top of the hammer handle. He cast aquick glance at the bodyguard by
the rocksto reassure himsdf that his momentary lapse had gone unnoticed. Lucky, he reproached himsalf
with somerelief. But that had been a shock. He had no name for what he had just felt, but it wasalong
time since anything had moved him so. He had to force himsdlf to keep his gaze awvay from the crystas.

Fortunately, the bargaining was now underway. The merchant’ s high-pitched and whining voice weaving
around Aigren’ s dow grumble gave Barran something to concentrate on. He had not been impressed by
the ability of the minersto drive abargain at their first meeting, and he had a strong suspicion that
something smilar was going to happen here. And, for some reason, even though it was not he who had
swesated beneath the Thlosgara to wrest these crystals free, he now felt a powerful resentment that they
might be parted with at too low aprice.

But soit proved to be. He had acquired some knowledge of the local currency on hisway through the
Wilde Ports and though he could not hear what was happening, he could see that the coins the merchant
was stacking on the table were the wrong colour for the value that he had just placed on the crystals.

What kind of adolt was Aigren? Couldn’t he see the clothes this man was wearing — and the kind of men
he was employing to accompany him? Items worth only what was being put on the table did not need to
be protected by one bodyguard, still lesstwo!

And there was something el se about the merchant. Something wrong about this meeting other than
Aigren’ sincompetence. Barran could not help himsdlf but lean forward intently as he reached out to



snaich thisdusive impression.

And it wasthere. Clear for anyone to see who had any vision worth speaking of! The man was desperate
for the crystas—it wasin hisevery gesture, in every inflection of hisvoice. He would have paid ten times
what hefinally conceded with alittle moue of reluctance. Barran glanced round &t the two other miners
and the sullen faces of their wives and children, but they were obliviousto the redlity of what was
happening. Sheep for shearing. For an ingtant he actualy considered intervening, but the notion quickly
transformed itsdlf into a heightened determination to find out more about this place, about the crystals and
what made them so precious. And too, about the merchants and who they in their turn sold the crystals
to. He must do thiseven if it meant delaying his escape. Somehow, there was agreat dedl of money to be
made here.

Y et, even asthisresolve formed, a sense of foreboding suddenly swept over him —anameessfear which
awakened hisevery battle ingtinct. But unlike the previous shock, this one he recognized as an old friend,
awful though it was. More than once in the past it had saved him —made him turn to find an attacker at
his back, made him seek out an ambush ahead. Heignored it at his peril. But what possible danger could
there be here? The miners had offered him none — and they needed him for work. Besides, injury or no,
they were so dow that he could probably dedl with all three of them a onceif he had to. The mines
themsalves were dangerous, of course, and he had no gresat love of confined spaces, but he had no
intention of going underground. And the bodyguards would do nothing unlesstheir charge was attacked.
Then, as suddenly asthe fear had come to him, came the answer. The hint of something unnatura about
the downess of the miners and their women, the anxiety of the merchant. It isthis place that makes them
likethis Something about the Thlosgaral drains the life out of people.

It was avivid redlization. Even though no reasoning came with it, Barran knew that this concluson was
true. He must not stay here too long or he too would degenerate into one of these dull-witted creatures.
It added an urgency to the resolution he had just made.

Y et how was he going to learn anything from these people? Such conversation as he had heard so far

had been confined to smpleingtructions and requests — and even these had been few in number. Perhaps
tonight, with abargain struck, there might be asmall celebration of somekind that he could useto ease
hisway into their confidence? He dismissed the conjectures — they were beginning to cloud hismind. He
wasn't going to fal adeegp s0 easlly tonight and, at the very least, he could ask outright what the crystals
were used for and who bought them. Showing himself stupider than his employers might perhaps make
them moretalkative.

Aigren and the merchant were concluding their business, the merchant having produced abaance from
his case and some kind of ameasuring device. Aigren’sface wasimmobile, but his posture was full of
sdf-satifaction. Barran wanted to strangle him.

After the merchant and his escort had |ft, there was a brief debate amongst the miners and their women,
before the men disappeared back into the hut and the women returned to their pestles.

Barran found it difficult to concentrate. Thelight from the crystal's seemed to have lodged within him so
that when he closed his eyes they were there again, making al about them seem distant and gloomy —no
longer red. He wanted to handle them, hold them up and scatter their light about him, peer into their
hearts. Hewanted to . . .

Hewanted.
Wanted.

And mingling with this desire, two other contradictory needs pulled at him: the need for knowledge about



the crystas, and the strange redlization that the Thlosgaral was in some way a dangerous placeto linger
in. It did not occur to him that al thoughts of smply escaping this place, of hislost horse and possessions,
of employment in thewar in the north, were gone. Asthe Thlosgard itsdlf did every day, Barran had
subtly changed.

However, the relentless rhythm of the group soon reasserted itself and Barran could not have said how
much time had passed before he looked up and saw five men approaching the camp. Just as he had
made an immediate assessment of the merchant and his bodyguards, so now he made one of these new
arrivals, though thistime it was easer. Their dress and demeanour were unmistakable: they were
scoundrels of some kind. Barran noted however, that though they al wore swords, they were carrying
staffs obvioudy fashioned from the hammer handles such as the one he had chosen for support. Robbers
then, but perhaps not casual murderers, he concluded. He stopped hammering and discreetly reached for
his own staff leaning on therocks by hissde.

In the few seconds which it took Barran to reach this conclusion, the new arrivals were seen, first by the
children, and then the women. The children jumped up and ran to their mothers who ushered them back
to the hut. Barran could see that the women were alarmed but not terrified. That was good.

A further look at the newcomerstold him that they were little more than street ruffians. Nasty and brutal,
but no match for aprofessiona soldier. Still, he had no desire to defend himself againgt five opponents,
particularly in his present condition.

‘Stay whereyou arel” The command froze the children, but the spesker sill choseto emphasizeit by
purposefully smacking his gaff into the palm of hishand.

‘There' sno need to frighten the children, Fiarn,” Ellyn said, ahint of anger cregping through her sullen
manner.

‘It saswdll they don't disturb your menfolk at their work, isn'tit, Ellyn? the man replied. He walked
unhurriedly towards the woman. The othersfollowed. Y ou know how . . . concerned . . . they become
when they haveto pay the Landgeld.’

The woman bared her teeth asif to say something, but thought better of it. Instead she lowered her head
to avoid looking at him. *We ve nothing for you. It’s been bad lately — poor qudity crystals and few of
them at that.’

Farn nodded, full of mocking concern. ‘Normdly there snothing | like better than listening to your tales,
Ellyn. Y ou've such an entertaining imagination. Not quite as dow asmost around here—yet. Butit's
been atiring day — there ve been so many buyers about recently that, asyou see, I'm actually having to
do some of the collecting mysdf.” He took hold of her chin and forced her head round towards Barran.
Barran made no response but remained Stting, carefully maintaining an expression of indifference. * And
things can't be too bad if you' ve taken on aworker, can they?

Thewoman jerked her head free. ‘He' sjust atraveller —got an injured leg — he' sbound to usfor a
month, that’sal. We ll be lucky if he digs enough to cover hisfood.’

Farn's expression became one of impatience and he pushed her to one side. ‘ Enough,” he said. ‘ Just get
the money and don’t waste any more of my time.” He waked towards Barran. The woman stared after
him for amoment, then turned to go into the hut. * And remember, don’t go shouting for your men. You
know what happened last time.” Fiarn raised his staff warningly.

Ashedrew nearer, Barran took his hand from his staff but made no effort to stand. If need arose he
could do the man greater damage, more quickly, from this position than standing face to face. Fiarn was



taller and heavier than he was, though he doubted he was as strong. And he could see ahint of that
downess about him that pervaded the miners. Everything about him confirmed street fighter rather than
soldier, but Barran still needed to know agrest deal more about what was happening here before
interfering. He would have to hold histongue and await events. Act dow and Stupid.

He allowed himsdf to look confused as he met the man’ s gaze.
‘What’ syour name, traveller? Fiarn asked, towering over him.
‘Barran, Sir”

‘“What are you doing in the Thlosgaral, Barran?

‘Came here by chance, sir. Thought it might be a short-cut. I'm not from round here. | waslooking for
work. I'm afarm [abourer by trade, but these good people helped mewhen | lost my horse” He became
earnest. ‘Y ou haven't seen a horse wandering about loose, haveyou, sir?He'sa. ..

Farn raised ahand to sllence him and then stared into hiswilfully vacant eyesfor amoment in amused
dishelief. ‘It sether sold or eaten by now . . . farmer,” he said, scornfully emphasizing the last word.
Ellyn came out of the hut. She had asmdl pouch in her hand. Fiarn glanced from Barran to the purse and
back again, then abandoned his interrogation and, shaking his head, turned back to Ellyn. ‘Have we seen
ahorse! Not often you come across someone even stupider than aminer,” he announced, for everyone's
benefit. His men laughed. Snatching the pouch from the waiting woman, he took a handful of coinsfrom it
and dropped the rest on the ground.

‘Just haveit ready for meinfuture, he said grimly, holding afist in front of her face. ‘I know how much
you get and I’ ve had enough of these games.” Suddenly he was angry. ‘Y ou people have no gratitude for
anything. Y ou owe for the equipment, the right to dig here, and for protection from the robberswho
haunt this place. Robbers who wouldn’t hesitate to dit your throatswhile you dept . . . children and al.
Don't forget it. Do you understand? Explain it to your husband very dowly when he gets back. He
doesn't seem to have grasped his position fully yet and | don’t want him coming round causing problems
again. He was lucky not to have been more badly hurt than hewas.’

They were gone.

Ellyn crouched down and picked up the money then silently returned to her work. Barran watched the
three women for awhile before he started working again. So many thoughtsfilled his head that he felt as
though he was cutting through dense undergrowth in search of aclear path that lay nearby.

Sowly it emerged. These people had avaluable resource which they bargained away more foolishly than
children. Then they alowed themsalvesto be robbed in silence. Therewas money to be made here. All
that was needed was alittle more information so that a plan could be formed. Then alittle determination
—acharacterigtic Barran had in great measure. That, and other less commendable traits.

For aslong as he could remember, he had earned hisliving by fighting for other people. Through the
years, al manner of lords and dukes and petty princes had employed him and his kind when their greed,
intranggence, or just plain fally, had transformed a dispute of words into adispute of swords. Without fail
they had al claimed to beinjured partiesfighting for naturd justice againgt treacherous enemies, though
Barran could scarcely recdl atime when he might have been inclined to believe such protestations.
Fighting first for one Side and then the other as his commander of the moment negotiated better terms
was acommon occurrence.

Onething Barran did remember from the earliest days was that, on the whole, he was brighter than most



of hiscompanions and, fortunately for his continued well-being, bright enough to keep such knowledgeto
himsdlf. And two things he soon learned. One was that while fighting and pillaging might satisfy certain
needs within him, the money and power that he craved was to be found not by those who fought but by
those who commanded their services. The other was that — like the merchant — those who had to buy the
swords of othersfor their protection invariably became hostage to them. He had resolved long ago to
profit from the first and avoid the hazards of the second.

Thus, he had worked diligently at the art of soldiering. He had a particular aptitude for the darker side of
that art, for he could be vicious and crud, ddighting in hurting others, sometimes even where no gain was
gpparent —and the adul ation and acclaim that that had brought him soon taught him the fundamentals of
true leadership.

Eventualy he came to have his own band of mercenaries and for awhile it prospered. But despite his
clear-eyed schemes and his savage bravery, dowly but inexorably the wild vagaries of combat took
away trusted friends and battle-hardened adlies dike, and |eft him approaching the middle of hislifewith
no more wealth than he had once set out with, but many more scars, both inward and outward, and an
increasngly desperate view of what lay ahead.

Yet it wasal he knew and he could but follow the call to armswherever he heard it.

And it wasfollowing such acal that had brought him to the Thlosgaral. Rumour declared that it wasthe
Great Lord returned to mete out vengeance to those who had once dispossessed and banished Him, but
Barran gave such nonsense no heed. It was more practical considerationsthat had lured him north—a
reliable contact who had paid a portion of cash in advance, the promise of agood, well-written contract,
offering many benefits not least amongst which was equitable shares of dl profits from the campaign.

The events of the last two days however, had dispatched such remaining enthusiasm as he had for joining
another army. The merchant had shown him the presence of great wedth in the vicinity; Fiarn had shown
him opportunity. And here he was, awolf amongst the sheep. With each blow of hishammer he saw a
sunlit path to power and riches opening before him.

He stopped hammering and began to sketch out his new future. He must wait alittle and build up his
strength, learning what he could about the crysta's, the merchants, and Fiarn and thiswhole frightful

place. Then he would probably have to ded with Fiarn. Unless the man had others more powerful behind
him, that shouldn’t present too much of a problem. Only afool would have approached a stranger and
stood in front of him as he had — so vulnerable. He must have become so used to bullying women and
weary men that he had lost whatever fighting edge he had once had. And there was that hint of the

miner’ s downess about him. Barran pursed his lips and nodded to himself, but even as he reached this
conclusion, old habits cautioned him sharply — casudly underestimating people thus could prove fatd.

‘Work, Barran, if you want food.’

He started, jerked suddenly back to the present. It was Ellyn. He grunted and began breaking the rocks
again. The admonition wastimely —assume Fiarn is sharp and dangerous, he thought sternly. Assume he
hasdlies. But don't linger. Thisisno placeto befor any length of time. Again hefdt afraid. The emotion
ingpired him.

‘The man frightened me,” he shouted across to the women.
Therewas adight fatering in the rhythm of the begting pestles.

‘Hefrightens everyone,” Ellyn replied. She did not seem inclined to continue, but Barran noticed her jaw
tighten. Thiswoman was not yet completely crushed. Probably because of the children, he thought. One



day, her anger might spill out.

‘Where| come from, adebt isadebt. A lawful thing. Something to be given and repaid without reproach
by either sde. Why did he come with so many men and threaten you like that?

Ellyn’s pestle came down with unusua force, disrupting the rhythm. *Y oumust come from along way
away, Barran. Debtsto the likes of Fiarn are never paid off. He and hiskind own this place.’

‘Own it? How can someone like that own aplace likethis? IsheaLord or aDuke?

All the women turned to him, pausing in mid-stroke. Managing an expression of naiveté, he looked at
them briefly, without stopping his own work.

‘There sno Lord, no Duke, dispensing justice and maintaining order around here, man. Not evenin
Arash-Fdloren. Fiarn’sjust abandit.” Ellyn amost spat out the words. * One of a score or more such
living off the backs of the mining families. The only respite we get from them iswhen they fight anongst
themselvesfor theright to persecute us’

Barran shook his head in feigned bewilderment. Y ou should stand against him. There must be law
somewhere hereabouts.’

Ellyn’s shoulders dumped, her anger crushed like the rocks under her pestle. Barran cursed himsdlf.
Somehow he had stopped her talking. He took a chance.

‘“Why don’t you stand against him? he demanded.

Ellyn’ stemper flared briefly. ‘ Because others have doneit, and been killed and maimed for their pains.
Get on with your work and be quiet.’

Barran was content to accept the rebuke. In that short exchange he had learned a greet deal about lifein
the Thlosgara. And even more about hisfuture. And it was good. Merchants desperate for the crystals,
bands of men terrorizing the miners and fighting amongst themselves.. . .

It al held out great promise.

Asif in confirmation, there was acry from one of the children and the three women abandoned their
work to examine the latest find.

Later, the men appeared. They had had abad day. A rock-fall had buried much of the work of the
previous days and one of them had recelved an ugly gash to hisarm. As a consequence they looked set
for severd days hard work before they could expect to mine any further crystals. Ellyn read her
husband' s face as soon as he emerged from the hut, and Barran in turn read hers. She had become
increasingly nervous astime passed and now he could see her struggling not to flinch avay even though
she was holding her husband’ s gaze as she told him what had happened. For her pains shereceived a
back-handed blow across the face that knocked her to the ground. 1t was followed by afurioustirade.
The children scuttled hurriedly into the late-afternoon shadows. Not an uncommon scene then, Barran
thought, but he watched impassively as Ellyn struggled to her feet, in the shade of her glowering,
fig-clenched husband. Almost reluctantly her hand cameto her bruised face.

Suddenly, and to his considerable surprise, Barran found himself attracted to her. Too long without a
woman, he thought, as he looked &t her, dishevelled and degraded. Buit it was not that — not that alone,
anyway. There was something beneath the grime and despair. That strong face, and that momentary flash
in her eyes as she had struck the ground — a flash that spoke of aknife between the ribs of her deeping
husband one night. He added a caveat —if this place doesn't et the heart and brains out of her fird.



Then helooked at the husband. Jaw jutting in wordless anger, the man seemed about to strike her again,
but though she backed away she did not cower. And there was that flash again. Dangerous, thought
Barran, though he doubted that the man saw it.

‘1 couldn’t do anything else, could 1?7 Ellyn shouted. ‘He' d have started on me or the children, you know
that.’

The man turned from side to side, like atrapped animd. Barran braced himsdlf. Uncharacterigtically he
fet that he would intervene if the man renewed his attack on the woman, even though doing so might
bring therage of dl of them down upon him. But no attack came. Instead the man let out an dmost
animal cry. Ellyn reached out to touch hisarm but he dashed her hand aside. The two stood silent and
motionless for what seemed to be avery long time, then the man said, * Enough.’

Hisvoice was suddenly very soft and controlled. At itstouch, every part of Barran became aert. The
man had passed beyond a certain point. He was going to do something wildly dangerous. Watching him
intently, Barran could fed his own hands shaking and his breath coming faster. He paid no heed. They
were familiar and appropriate responses and he was too experienced afighter to be afraid of being
afrad. Hisbody was preparing itsdf and he knew he could trust it. If the man turned against him, he
would be ready —and hisinjured leg would not impede him.

Ellyn, though schooled in different sengtivities, o felt the change. “What are you going to do? shesaid,
bending forward urgently and trying to catch her husband’ s eye. He did not reply and she repeated the
question even more anxioudy, thistime seizing hisarm.

‘Get our money back from Fiarn,” he replied smply, brushing her aside roughly and picking up along
hammer.

Ellyn did not respond immediately but gazed at him vacantly as though unable to grasp what he had said.
He was amost out of sight by the time she recovered. Then she was running after him, shouting, ‘No!
Hell kill you thistime’

When she reached him she seized hold of him and was dragged over the rocks for severa paces before
he stopped. Her shrill pleading ended abruptly as Aigren struck her again. Shelay till. Aigren walked
away without a backward glance.

It was only alittle later, as the women were bathing Ellyn’ s bruised face and trying to console her, that
Fiarn and his companion returned to the camp. They were carrying Aigren. Asthey dropped him onto
the ground, Barran did not need to look at him to know that he was dead. Ellyn made to move to him but
Farn grabbed her roughly.

‘Didn’'t | tell you to keep him away? he snarled. She was wide-eyed with fear. ‘ He was alwaystrouble’
He kicked the body and swore. ‘I’ ve let you get away with too much. And what have | had in return?
Endlessingratitude from Aigren and the lowest yield of any of my mines.” He was shouting now. ‘1I've
had enough of you. I’'m doubling the Landgeld on thisplace. Youcan. ..

‘No! You can't!” Ellyn snatched hersdf free and struck him astinging blow acrossthe face.

Don’t do it, Barran thought, reading the woman' s temper as Fiarn recovered from the shock and, his
face contorted, lifted an arm back to strike her. White and shaking, Ellyn let out a piercing shriek and
legpt at him, handstearing at hisface, feet lashing out wildly. Fiarn crashed to the ground, Ellyn flaling on
top of him. It took Fiarn’s companions some time to drag them both upright and, even then, three of them
were having difficulty in restraining the demented woman. Fiarn’ sface was dight with rage. He stepped
back and pulled out aknife.



‘No! Put the knife away. We need to talk.” Barran's powerful voice cut through the din.

The camp was suddenly slent and dl turned towards him — even the miners and their wives who until
now had smply been watching events, completely bewildered. Barran remained seeted, his staff resting
casudly across hisknees.

Farn's expression became one of dishdief. * Tak? he mouthed.
‘Tak, Barran confirmed purposefully.

Farn gestured to his companions and made a circling motion with the knife. ‘ Fetch that oaf here. We'll
see how well he talkswith histongue cut out.’

Asthe men waked towards him, Barran took in adeep breath and let it out dowly, a the sametime
forcing himself to relax. He tested his grip on the staff. Thiswas going to be very dangerous. He would
have preferred agreat dea more information before making amove againgt Fiarn but, if Ellyn waskilled,
thisgroup would disintegrateand . . .

And there was something about thiswoman . . .
Damn! Why was he doing this?
Two men werein front of him. All choices were gone now.

He let them reach down and take hold of hisarms but resisted asthey tried to drag him to hisfeet. Then,
carefully favouring his uninjured foot, he stood up suddenly and drove his saff straight upwards.
Propelled by legs, arms, and many years of harsh experience, the ends of the staff caught each man under
the chin with appaling force, lifting both of them off the ground. The two of them were till collgpsing as
Barran did his hands together and swung the staff round to bring it down with a crushing blow on the
head of athird.

Urged by panic rather than consideration, Fiarn's fourth companion lunged out and grabbed the staff
hadtily. He was abig man and seeing hisinadvertent success he grinned triumphantly at Barran. There
was gtill avestige of agrin on hisface when Barran let go of the staff and drew aknife and stabbed him
under the ribcage. Almost gently, Barran eased the staff from the man’s dying grasp.

In the span of scarcely half a dozen heartbegts, Fiarn’s power in the Thlosgard had been destroyed. Alll
he could see, however, was Barran' s awful focused intent as he moved towards him, hislimping gait
serving only to make him more frightening.

The blow that knocked the knife from Fiarn’s trembling hand was scarcely necessary. He reached out to
grab the end of the staff in the vague hope of defending himself, but it vanished upwards. Ashiseyes
followed it, ablow behind hisknees swept hislegsinto the air and sent him crashing down on to the

rocky ground.

Through the clamour of hisfrantic bresthing and his pounding heart, Fiarn became aware of afoot on his
chest, the end of the staff pressing on histhroat, and a voice saying, ‘We need to talk.’

* k% k% %

Within three years, Barran, with Fiarn as hislieutenant, held siway over more than athird of the minesthat
worked the Thlosgard. Unlike hisrivals however, Barran had extended his enterprise to include nearly al
of the crystal merchants. His power grew relentlesdy.



Chapter 6
‘Come on, move yourself. It' s nearly dawn.’

Dvolci’ s degp voice rumbled cavernoudy through the dumbering darkness where Atlon wasfloating. It
provoked aresponse that Atlon felt waslucidity itself, but it was adistant and unintdlligible grunt that
actudly drifted into the gloomy Wyndering room. There was an exasperated Sgh, then asignificantly
more purposeful, ‘Move yoursdf,” accompanied by apoke at the form under the blankets.

Atlon repeated the grunt more dowly and waved avaguely defensve arm towards his tormentor, but
otherwise did not stir. The poke was contemplated again but abandoned in favour of avigorous shaking.
Atlon sworeinto his pillow then plunged his head underneathiit.

Dvolci chuckled darkly, ‘Liethere, if you wish then. But you' ve made better choices. “ Mattress was
given agood besting only last week”.” 1t was an darmingly accurate imitation of Ghred’svoice. ‘A
beating, no less. There' s house pride for you. | wonder what a bed bug with a headache thinks about
people sharing its home.’

Atlon, abruptly awake, emerged from under the pillow and rolled over sourly, scratching himself. “1t’snot
evendawn yet, he grumbled. A nerve-jangling grinding sound filled the room, making him clamp his
hands over hisears.

‘Must you do that?
‘It smy breakfast,” came theinjured reply. ‘ Do you want some?

Atlon forced himsdf to focus on his companion in the dim light. Narrow taunting eyes met his bleary gaze.
Dvolci was sitting on his haunches and leaning forward intently. His sinuous body ended in a pointed head
which wastilted ingenuoudy to one side. A taloned paw was offering Atlon aheavily scored piece of
rock. Atlon scowled. * Get off my chest, I'm awake now.’

Dvolci dithered gracefully to the floor. He began chewing the rock again, reveding white and darming
teeth. Atlon grimaced at the noise and swung out of the bed.

“You dthink with al your learning, especidly with your knowledge of the Power . .. Dvolci hung
mockery about theword. “. . . you' d be able to wake up in amore civilized manner — greet the world
with alittle cheerfulness, perhaps.” He stopped chewing and looked up at the celling thoughtfully. ‘It's
amost asif you reverted to something more primitive when you went to deep. Of course, you' re not
aoneinthat. It ssemsto be avery common human trait. Mind you, I’ ve dwaysthought that . . .’

‘... humans are not aparticularly well-evolved speciesyet.” Atlon finished the sentence as he douched
over to the sone sink and began pumping the handle. * Unlike thefelcis, they have no teeth worth
speaking of, rather inadequate hands, and a quite pathetic digestive system, as | remember.’

Dvolci nodded sagely. ‘Y es, indeed. One wonders at times how you’ ve dl managed to get thisfar
considering such disadvantages.” He crunched the remains of the rock nogily. * Still, don’t fret, you're
quite endearing on the whole. And your imperfections can sometimes add to your charm.’

‘At least we don't irritate people by being brisk and hearty when wewake.” Atlon plunged hisfaceinto
the cold water to end the conversation.

Dvolci delicately picked histeeth while Atlon washed and dressed.
‘Where shdl we go fird? he asked eventudly.



Atlon thought for amoment and then shook his head. ‘1’m no wiser about that than when we started,” he
sad. ‘WE ll just have to keep asking and following the trade route back to its source—if it has only one
source.” Hefrowned. ‘1 must admit, I’ m surprised we' ve never heard of thiscity on our travels. . . what
was it — Arash-Felloren? Does the name mean anything to you?

‘There’ s something vaguely familiar about it. It' sgot an old sound —very old—but | can't placeit.” The
felc gaveadismissve shrug. ‘ It’ s probably only asmall town when dl’ s said and done. Y ou know how
parochid people are — everyone thinksthat their village is the centre of the whole world.’

Atlon looked doubtful. ‘ Thisisabig innto serveasmall town.’
‘Well, we might learn something over breskfast. There are quite afew other people staying here’
Atlon’ s expression changed to one of surprise. ‘How do you know that?

‘I looked, of course,” Dvolci replied. ‘While you were comatose in your pit | had agood prowl around
the place.’” Hisvoicerose. ‘And don't look at melike that. One of us hasto stay dert. Y ou know how
treacherous your kind can be. This could be aden of thieves and murderersfor all we know.’

Atlon buckled on hissword. ‘| can look after mysdlf quite well, thank you.’

Dvolci snorted. ‘Half aday with the Queen’ s dite troops doesn't make you awarior, you know,” he
sad. ‘Especidly when al you did wasraid an empty fortress.’

‘It could have been very dangerous.” Atlon protested defensively. ‘ And it was more than half aday. |
spent alot of time with them — as you know. They were quite impressed by me.’

Dvolci gave ascornful whigtle. Y ou mean they remembered you vividly —it’ snot the samething.’
Atlon straightened up. ‘ Impressed. Their word, not mine. They said | wasavery quick learner.’

Dvolci moved to the door. “Why don't you try learning to wake up in the morning then.’

* * % %

Breskfast at The Wyndering was both constant and variable. Congtant in that Ghredl and thefare he
served each week were aways the same, variable in that those present on any two consecutive days
wererarely the same.

Not that the latter was anything to do with the former, for Ghred, oddly enough, was aremarkably
competent cook. It was smply the location of the inn, which stood at abusy crossroads. All the traffic
between the Wilde Ports and Arash-Felloren passed by it, as did such traffic as moved through the
region north and south.

Thus, though he had imagined himself to be asolitary guest the previous evening, Atlon now found himsdlf
in aroom with ascore or o others, dl busly eating at four long tables. Some were grouped together,
others sat done, but that they were dl travellers was apparent from their dress and general demeanour.
Beyond that however, Atlon could not deduce anything about their various trades and professions.
Nevertheless, he was relieved to note that they appeared to be an improvement on the group that had
been decorating the place on hisarrival. Two boys and, occasiondly, Ghred, were moving amongst
them, serving food.

Atlon sat down at the end of one of the tables. Dvolci jumped up beside him. The man sitting opposite
darted dightly but Ghred, who was lumbering by, gave an dmost feminine cry.



‘What the hell’ sthat?
The genera hubbub dropped and al eyesturned towards him.
He answered hisown question. ‘It' sarat!’

Embarrassed, but managing a smile as he met Ghred’ s gaze, Atlon forced himsdlf to be pleasant. ‘It'sa
he, and he' safelci. Hetravelswith me. HE s my companion.’

‘Not herehe' snot. He—it —isn't staying in my inn.’

Atlon looked around the room. There were at least three dogs lying under the tables. * The dogs stay,” he
sad.

But Ghred was not going to bandy words with this know-al teacher from far away. Momentarily
forgetting Atlon’s easy way of paying, he leaned forward menacingly. ‘ Get it out of here, or I'll throw it
out.

“Y ou don’t know anything about felcis, do you? Atlon said. He motioned to a passing boy for food in
the hope that morning routine might divert hisirate host. Then helaid ahand on Dvolci’sdeek neck. ‘It's
not agood ideato touch him. Felcisare ahighly intelligent species and they don’t like being mishandled.
They're deep rock-dwellers, and . . .’

‘| know arat when | seeone’

Therewas aflicker of impatiencein Atlon’s eyes but he kept histone conciliatory. ‘ Then when you look
alittle more carefully, you'll seethat heisn’'t one, won't you? Look at him. He snothing like arat. He

Ghred however, was not ligtening. He put hisfingersto his mouth and whistled. One of the dogs pricked
up itsears, then scrabbled to its feet and sauntered over to him. It was alarge, muscular anima with torn
ears and scars on its face bearing witnessto its history as afighter. Atlon gave Dvolci an inquiring look.
Thefelci gaveadight nod and Atlon edged resgnedly away from him.

Ghred seized the dog by the chain around its neck and turned it towards Dvolci.
‘Seeit off!’

Immediatdly, the dog set up agreat clamour, barking furioudly, its paws scrabbling on the rough floor asit
pulled against Ghred’ s grip in an attempt to reach its prey. The big man staggered as he Struggled to
restrain it. Atlon looked anxious but Dvolci seemed unconcerned by the uproar, sitting on his haunches
and peering curioudy about the room.

‘Get it out of hereor I'll et him go,” Ghred shouted to Atlon above thedin.

Atlon was about to reply when Dvolci gave alow whistle and turned towards the dog. Asif seeing it for
thefirst time he began to sare a it intently, tilting his head first one way, then the other. The dog
redoubled its outcry at the challenge. Dvolci continued staring for alittle while then dropped gently on to
al foursand, crouching low, began to crawl dowly dong the bench.

‘Quietly, if you can,” Atlon hissed between clenched teeth asthefelci crawled over hisknees.

Dvolci made no response, but stopped briefly about two paces from the dog. Then, without warning, he
legpt forward. There was a collective gasp from al those who could see him, and more than afew jerked



their feet off the ground in avery unmanly anticipation of awild flight by thefelci. But it was suddenly
quiet. In between frantic barks, the dog had found itsalf nose to nose with thefelci and, for some reason,
had lost interest in itsloudly announced intention. Though al that could be heard was the felci’ swhistling,
now very soft, the dog’ s earsflattened againgt its head, itstail curled tightly and protectively between its
legs, and it dropped to the floor with awhimper. So sudden was this collgpse that Ghred dmost
overbalanced.

It took the innkeeper amoment to grasp what had happened, then he swore at the dog and yanked
violently onits chain. But to no avail —the dog remained motionless, its head turned away from Dvolci.
Eventudly Ghred drew back hisfoot to kick it.

‘No!” Atlon cried. ‘Leaveit. | told you you didn’t know anything about felcis. It' s lucky your dog had a
bit more sense. It could have been cut open from noseto tail by now.” Suddenly he was on hisfest, very
angry. ‘And what the hell were you playing a anyway? Do you dways set the dogs on to anything you
happen not to have seen before? Isthat the way travellers are treated at The Wyndering? Hewaved an
arm across the watching room.

Dvolci, leaving the scene of histriumph, gently bumped into the irate Atlon as he trotted back aong the
bench. *Quietly,” he said, softly and with heavy irony.

‘Get memy breakfast, Atlon demanded to conclude histirade, then he sat down. * And be quick about
it. I've paid enough for it.’

Ghred wasin no mood to argue. The unceremonious rout of hisbest dog, and the intensity of Atlon’s
sudden and righteous outburst had |eft him fedling exposed and foolish. He affected an indifference to
what was said about him beyond the limits of The Wyndering, but he knew that he had just made a
mistake, not least in underestimating Atlon and that stupid animal. He was known for dedling ‘firmly’ with
troublesome customers, but news of his subjecting one of his guests to such unjustified violence could
spread like agrassfire and do his business great harm. Helet go of the dog, which scurried quickly to the
far end of the room, then he aimed an angry blow at one of the passing boys. Apparently used to such
treatment, the boy ducked and continued on his business, barely missing astep.

The varioustravellersreturned to their meals but now the atmosphere was dive with chatter as, in the
wake of the tension, they became as familiar with each other as old friends, telling the tale of what they
had just seen to one another over and over. There was agreat dedl of laughter and knowing
head-nodding, and eyesturned repeatedly to examine Dvolci and Atlon.

‘Heading for the fighting pits, are you?

The question had to be repeated before Atlon redlized it had been addressed to him. It came from the
man Sitting opposite. Atlon apologized awkwardly then, asthe words impinged on him.

‘Fighting pits? What are they?

The man gave him an uncertain, haf-amused, haf-suspiciouslook. ‘ The fighting pits,” he echoed, dmost
asif he had been asked where the sky was. ‘ Everyon€e' s heard of them.’

Atlon shook hishead. ‘Not me, I'm afraid. | come from far away.’
The man nodded. * | suspected as much when you were so polite to Ghredl. Y ou staying here long?
‘I'mnot sure. I'm travelling south for . . . some friends, but I’ [l need to find work localy to pay my way.’

The man gave him another look then seemed to reach a decison. He rested hisarms on the table and



leaned forward confidentidly. ‘It’'s perhaps as well you bumped into me, then,” he said. * Y ou have to be
careful around here, you know. There are plenty of people who're only too willing to take advantage of a
stranger such asyoursdlf.” Heleaned further forward and lowered hisvoice. ‘But | think | can help you.’
Helooked at Dvolci and touched the side of his nose with hisforefinger. ‘1 know my fighting animals, and
that . . . isafighting animd. He snot big, I'll grant you, but he sgot it ingde, you see. Heart. Guts. That
quality only other animas can see’

‘Other animdls, and you.’

Atlon, struggling to understand what the man was talking about, started dightly. It was hisvoice, but he
had not spoken. Dvolci looked up at him innocently.

‘Exactly,” the man replied, not realizing who had spoken and apparently not noting the sarcasm.
‘Experience, you see. Saw it assoonasyour . .. what isit?. .. Felci?. . . looked at that dog. | saw
what Ghred didn’t . . . the muscles under that fur, those claws, the teeth.” There was unfeigned
admiration in hisvoice. ‘ And the way it moved. It' sintelligent too —look at how it’sweatching everything.
Y ou' ve got afortune waiting for you in that animd, trust me.’

Stll bewildered and alittle fearful that Dvolci might intercede on hisbehdf again, Atlon said, ‘I'm sorry if
| seemfoolish, but | still don’t understand what you' re talking about.’

The man waved the remark aside airily. * Strange you' ve never heard of the fighting pits,’” he said. ‘ But
there’ s nothing much to understand.” He tapped hishead. ‘ Doesn't tax the brain. Animasfight in the pit,
and people bet on them.’

Atlon’sbreskfast gppeared in front of him but he scarcely noticed it. He was having difficulty in believing
what he had just heard. *' Y ou mean, people wager money on one animal killing another? he asked
uncomfortably.

The man shook his head reassuringly. * Oh no, there snot aways akilling.” He smirked and returned to
hismedl. ‘Lot of money goesinto training agood fighter. Can't afford to risk losing them too easily, can
you? No, people just bet on which will win.” He tapped the table as he spoke. * Peopl€' |l bet afortune on
agood fight.’

A sharp flick from Dvolcdi’stall and asoft whistle told Atlon to restrain hisincipient indignation and to
listen and learn. In deference to the felci’ s command, he managed not to speak, but his hands were
shaking as he began to edt.

‘1 wouldn’'t have thought the authorities would alow something likethet, he said, after awhile.

The man laughed outright, in genuine amusement, spraying food. * Authorities What authorities? No one
has authority over Arash-Felloren. Quite afew think they do —the Prefect, the Council, the noble families
and thelike’” He gave the word noble a scornful emphasis. ‘ And alot morewould like to —the trading
houses, the Weartans, the Kyrosdyn, the Guilds—adl looking after themselves. But it's everyone for
himsdf, redly. Always has been, dwayswill be. Arash-Felloren’ stoo big for one man to control —even
one man and an army.” He became avuncular and set asdethisdigression. ‘| can seeit’ svery fortunate
you've met me. Y ou must’ ve come from far away indeed, by the sound of it. Don’t you worry. No one
could stop the pit fights even if they wanted to.” He rubbed his thumb and first two fingers together
knowingly. ‘ There' sfar too much money to be made at it.’

Atlon chewed hisfood energeticdly to hide hisincreasing agitation. He tried to deflect the conversation.
‘“Who are the Kyrosdyn? he asked.



The man’'sface twisted into an expression of distaste. * Crystal-workers,’ hereplied. ‘Why?

‘Crydas| know alittle about,” Atlon said brightly, surprised at his good fortune in encountering this
information, and more than alittle rdieved to have found something that would take him away from the
fighting pits. ‘ Perhagps there would be work for me with them.’

The man cast an anxious glance at Dvolci then leaned forward again, urgent now. ‘Listen to me. Don't
you have anything to do with them. I’ ve heard tell that working with crystals can do strange thingsto a
man, and looking at the Kyrosdyn, | can believeit. They're aweird bunch. Humourless, scheming devils.
Meddling with things they ought to leave done’

‘“What do you mean?

‘Oh, they have afinger in every part of the political squabbling that goes on. Eterndly playing one sde off
againgt the other for whatever suits them, though no one seemsto seeit except us ordinary folk.’

‘“Why would they do that?

The man looked surprised. ‘1 don’t know — power, influence, control over the city likel sad. . . who
knows? They call themselves artists and craftsmen but they’ re no better than al the othersredly. Worse,
infact. Rumour hasit there savast hoard of tints under the VVaskyros—they certainly employ enough
guardsto protect the place. But they’ re dways looking to make more money. They'reinvolved in all
sorts of things that have nothing to do with the crystal trade, but dways secretly — behind the scenes. If
you ask me, they wouldn’t be happy even if they did manage to take over the entire city. They’ d want dl
the Lowe Towns, probably, even the Thlosgara and the Wilde Ports.” His voice dropped to awhisper.
‘And there s other things, too. They have. . . powers.’

He seemed to regret thislast remark almost immediately and glanced quickly from sideto Side, asif even
the mention of the Kyrosdyn had brought a maign influenceinto The Wyndering.

‘Find out more,” Dvolci’ swhigtled ingtruction was urgent.
‘“What do you mean, powers? Atlon asked bluntly.
The man gave him a startled look.

‘It snot important,” Atlon added hastily. ‘1 wasjust curious. I’ ve seen all sorts of strange thingsin my
travels, and heard some odd tales, but they al usualy come down to trickery and craft in theend. Are
you dl right?| didn’t meanto darm you.’

Theman bridied dightly. *You didn't darm me,” he said, atouch too loudly. ‘But it’ s not something that’s
talked about alot. The Kyrosdyn certainly don't likeit. They aways deny everything, play the innocent,
theinjured party. But everyone knows they meddle in things they shouldn’t. They’ re queer things,
crydds!’

The man fell slent. Though anxiousto pursue the topic, Atlon sensed that nothing wasto be gained by
pressing him. Reluctantly he drew the man back to hisorigina topic.

‘| undergtand,’” he said. ‘ Hypocrites. Y ou can find them anywhere. The kind that wouldn’t be seen at
your fighting pits, but who' d have someone there making money for them.” Hewinked significantly.

The man nodded a confirmation but still seemed to be unsettled by the talk about the Kyrosdyn. The
genera hubbub of the room came into the awkward silence between them. Atlon was loath to lose this
first tenuous contact with the crystd trade. * Tell me more about these pits,” he said, setting asde his



distaste and affecting enthusiasm. *What kind of animasfight there? Not felcis, surdly.’

‘No,” the man replied, looking relieved. ‘ Never seen anything like him before.” His confidence began to
seep back. ‘Mainly it’slike on like — cocks, dogs, cats, horses — fads come and go. But there' re no rules
—it' swhatever the owners agree. In fact, agood mixed fight usudly attractsalot of attention.’

‘And thus money,” Atlon added.

‘Exactly,” the man replied, fully himsdlf again. He pointed a Dvolci. Y ou see, an anima like that —not
big, not fierce-looking and, if I’'m any judge after seeing him with that dog, not keen on fighting more than
he has to — can do well for hisowner. Y ou' d be able to take him from pit to pit and make alot of money
before his reputation got widdy known.’

Atlon could not think how to continue the conversation. The man misunderstood his sllence. When he
gpoke again, histonewas dmost reverentid. * Of course, if you'reinterested in red fighting —and redl
betting — you have to go to one of the L oose Rits!’

Atlon looked a him blandly.

‘There' severything there,” the man went on, taking Atlon’s continued silence asa question. *All the
animastha no onewill chdlengeinthe ordinary pits” Hisvoicefdl. ‘ And somethingsthelike of which
you' d be hard-pressed to dream about. Terrible things. Things that might have been wolves or bears or
worse once, but certainly aren’t now.’

Atlon did not need Dvolci’ s softly whistled urging. ‘What do you mean? he asked.

Once again, the man looked about him. When he spoke, it wasin awhisper. Y ou need to seethem to
understand. Some say that the Kyrosdyn have actualy made these things, but I’ ve heard it said that
they’ re bred from creatures which have been found in the lower depths.” He pointed a curled finger
downwards. *You know . . . inthe caves’ He dmost mouthed the words. ‘ Lower even than the old
tunnes’

Atlon leaned back. Suddenly hefélt very cold. He had countless questions that he wanted to ask, but
knew that this man could not answer them even if he had been willing to. ‘ This city sounds very
interesting,” he managed to say. ‘ L ots of opportunitiesfor an enterprisng man.” Helaid hishand on
Dvala.

‘With theright kind of guide,” the man suggested.

‘Indeed.’” Atlon pursed hislips and looked thoughtful. *As| said, I'm on ajourney for some friends—
travelling south. But it’s not urgent, while my need for work is’

The man smiled broadly. ‘Work’ sthe refuge of a desperate man.” He flicked athumb at Dvolci. ‘My
name s not Irgon Rinter if good money isn't to be made by putting that in the pits’

Atlon shook his head and pushed his plate to one side. ‘I’ d need to think about that. I’ ve been along
time aone and he' s been good company. I’'m very fond of him. | couldn’t throw him into apit full of
those creatures you were talking about.’

The man held up hishandsin denid. ‘ There sno question of that,” he said quickly. * To make money in
the ordinary pitsyou try to remain unknown. But to get into the Loose Fitsit’ sjust the opposite. You
have to make yoursdf well known —fight your way up — get areputation. There’ sno money to be made
betting on what happens when you just throw acat to the wolves, isthere? And fighter though he might
be, hewouldn’t stand a chance against some of the thingsin the Loose Pits’



Helooked at Atlon narrowly for amoment, then held out his hand. * Y our name, stranger?
Atlon took the hand and introduced both himsdlf and Dvolci.

Rinter reached across asif to stroke the felci, then catching Dvolci’ s eye, changed hismind. *Odd kind of
aname,’ he said, with anervous laugh. ‘ But then he' san odd kind of a creature, isn't he?

‘Odd kind of acresture!’
Atlon winced as Dvolci ground histeeth violently and repested the phrase yet again.

Y ou told meto find out about him,” Atlon protested. ‘ And he' s pointed usto the crystal trade. He could
be ussful!

‘Yes, yes, yes. | know,” Dvolci replied irritably. He ground his teeth again and returned to hisdiatribe.
‘What kind of acreatureisit that makes other animalsfight just for the spectacle? A human, that’ swhat.
| should' vetorn his blathering heed off.’

Atlon knew from experience that there waslittle point in attempting to ssem Dvolci’ s ondaught on the
character of Rinter and, consequently, humanity in generd, but he could not resist ajibe. ‘1 thought you
didn’t gpprove of fighting.”

Theféci glowered at him, then raised a paw to strike an arbitrary blow at the end of the bed. ‘Don’t
damagethefurniture” Atlon cried hadtily. *We' re hardly in favour with Ghred asitisand I’ ve no desire
to be thrown out of here until we' ve got some more money from somewhere.’

Dvolci blew aviolent raspberry, then for no apparent reason ran round the room five times, recklesdy
bounding over anything that got in hisway.

‘Haveyou finished? Atlon asked unnecessarily when hefindly cameto ahdt.
Dvolci shook his head violently, sat on his haunches and began to scratch himsalf.

‘Sorry,” hesaid, after amoment. He looked straight a Atlon. ‘1 don't think you' ve any ideawhat a
difficult speciesyou areto live with.” Hisvoice was cam and assured now.

Atlon did not argue the point.
‘Bad taste in your mouth again? he asked gently.

‘My own fault. | shouldn’t get so angry. Especialy about humans. And it'snot asif | didn’t know what
you'relikeat your worgt, isit?

‘It snot asif both of usdidn’t know,” Atlon added.

Dvolci jumped up on to the sone sink and began working the handle energeticaly. When the water
garted to flow he took severd large mouthfuls, gargled noisily and then spat them out. He shook himself
vigoroudy, sending afine oray of water inal directions.

“We go with him, though? Atlon asked.

‘Ohyes,’ Dvolci replied without hesitation. ‘ If the redity of hislife matches hisgossip, we should learn
someinteregting things, movingin hiscircles’



Atlon voiced hisresarvations. ‘ Not such asmdl town, after al, by the sound of it. And darming aswell.’
‘You afrad?

‘Nervous,” Atlon conceded, pulling awry face. ‘ There are timeswhen I’ d much rather be back at the
Caves, sudying in peace and quiet.’

‘But . ..7 Dvolci caught the doubt.

Atlon blew out along breath and picked up his pack. ‘ But the only way to get back to that isto go
forwards, isn't it?

Dvolci gave amocking whigtle. *Very philosophical. Y ou must write that one down.” Then hewas
serious again. ‘“We must find out all we can about these Kyrosdyn. Some of the things Rinter was saying
about them were very darming. Powers, for pity’ s sake. If that meanswhat | think it means. . . if these
people are using crystalsto meddie with . .

‘Yes, | know.” Atlon cut across Dvolci’ sconcern. ‘But if they are, they are. And they’ || have been doing
it for along time. I'm sureweé Il have no troublein finding that out. We'll haveto wait and see’

‘ And caves benegath the city — and strange creatures?

Atlon wiped hishand across his mouth nervoudly. ‘| don’t even want to think about what that might
mean.’

‘We'll haveto find out. Dvolci’ stone held no enthusiasm at the prospect.

‘1 know, | know,” Atlon acknowledged grimly. Hefluttered hishands asif to dispel animageintheair in
front of him. ‘In the meantime we have more pressing problems—like finding a source of income around
here’ He dung his pack on to his back.

A trail of fine dust eddied about his feet as he opened the door. Stepping on to the long balcony, he
looked up at the hazy sky and the low bright sun just breaking through the dust that hung permanently
over the Thlosgard. There was an unhedthy, dmost feverish quadity about it. The promise of ahesat that
would drain rather than sustain.

‘Yes’ hesad, answering Dvolci’searlier question. ‘| am afraid.’
Chapter 7

Though not normally concerned by dirt about his person, Pinnatte nevertheless tried to remove the stain
from the back of hishand. Hisfirgt ingtinct wasto lift it to hismouth, asan injured anima might, but
something stopped him. At least he could see the mark whereit was. If he sucked it into his body, who
knew what it might spread through his system. Perhaps that was what the Kyrosdyn had intended —
perhaps the mark contained some subtle poison. Pinnatte felt more pleased than unnerved by this
conclusion. It confirmed his own assessment of himsalf: he knew how to survive on the streets, hewas
not one to be so easily trapped.

He wasless pleased afew minuteslater when avigorous washing in the cold water of the fountain failed
to make any impression on the stain. A chill dowly formed in the pit of his ssomach. What had that freak
doneto him?Hefelt sick at the random chance of it dl. Like most of the Guild of Thieves, hewas
meticulousin avoiding stealing not just crystals, but anything from the Kyrosdyn. Though an eaborate
system of statutes announced otherwise, punishmentsin Arash-Felloren were usudly dependent on the
whim of theinjured party. Weartans, typicdly, could be bribed, unlessthere were severd of them, in



which case a beating was more likely. The private guards who looked after noble houses were more
immediately inclined to violence, but, incongruoudy, often hesitated to creete a disturbance that might
distress their masters. Those employed by the traders, by contrast, would often call on their master to
joinin, which they invariably did, and with relish. But no one redly knew what the Kyrosdyn did. There
were only vague and frightening rumours — mysterious disappearances and peopl e returned who were
dlent and haunted — * never the same again'.

Pinnatte had been luckier than averagein his career. He had had many narrow escapes but had only been
caught twice. On thefirst occasion he had managed to escape by paying a substantia bribe to a Weartan
officer, while on the second he had had to serve aspell as abound worker in one of the lesser noble
houses. But as he stood |ooking into the bubbling water of the fountain he felt asthough al the
punishments he should have had were now about to be brought down upon him.

Hardly noticing what he was doing, he turned and began making hisway through the crowded square.
Again likeawounded animd, hisingtincts were now leading him to where he felt safest — Lassner’ s Den.

It' sonly amark, he kept saying to himsdlf, over and over, but there was no comfort in the thought. A
peculiar darkness had comeinto hislife that refused to be so casualy dismissed. For some reason he
could see nothing beyond it.

Not that he was without resource. In amore practical attempt to push the concern from hismind, and in
direct contradiction of hisearlier vow, he had managed to steal two purses before he turned into the
familiar twisted street with its uneven, cart-rutted surface and disordered tiers of neglected and
abandoned dwellings on either side.

Lassner wasin hisusual position; apparently adeep, with his hands curled over, the top of hisstick and
his chin resting on them. The dingy room, off an equaly dingy entrance hall, had awelcoming air that
Pinnatte had never noticed before. He threw the two unopened purses on the table in front of the old
man. ‘Clean cuts,’ he said, as Lassner’ s eyes snapped open and looked a him sharply. Thesmple
statement, meaning that the owners were unaware of their purses being taken, was more than a casud
remark. A chase attracted attention. Faces otherwise lost in the crowd might be recognized, and perhaps
remembered a afuturetime. A Den Master might decide that a particular areawasto be avoided for the
time being. Failure to report achase was liable to bring down a punishment on the offender’ s head —
sometimes severe, particularly if the chase had been brought anywhere near the Den.

Lassner hdf-closed his eyesto acknowledge the message then looked at the purses shrewdly before
emptying them on to the table. After carefully rooting through all the pockets to ensure that nothing had
been missed, he threw them to an old woman sitting in the corner, with afew rapid instructions about
how they wereto be dtered. Therewas abrief, ill-tempered exchange at the end of which the woman
turned her back on him and, muttering to hersalf, bent over her work. It was aregular ritual; Lassner
issued the ingtructions, she ignored them and went her own way and, within a couple of days, the purses,
as new, but quite unrecognizable, would be for sde on astall somewhere. Lassner could sdll the bark
from adead dog, hisfriends proclaimed.

Bony fingersflicked quickly through the coins and persond items on the table, ng and ordering
them. Persond items, like the purses themselves, would be atered and resold, if possible, for the ‘funding
of the Den’, though no one ever questioned the fate of the money from such sales. Coinswould be
returned to the thief, with a premium being paid to the Den Master. When he had finished, Lassner drew
apileof coinsand aring towards himsdlf and looked up a Pinnatte.

‘Agreed?



‘Agreed.

Pinnatte did not actualy agree. Lassner had been taking too much by way of premium lately, but nothing
wasto be gained by arguing the point. He swept up the balance of his day’swork and turned to leave.

‘What' s the matter, lad? Theywere clean cuts, weren't they?

The questions made Pinnatte start. For amoment he considered making an off-hand reply, but
experience had taught him that it was pointlesstrying to keep anything from the old man once he had
chosen to ask about it. Thusthe tale which earlier he had hoped to tell bravely and with great styleto win
himsdlf freelodge for aday or so, sumbled out amost incoherently.

Lassner’ s attention was rapt nevertheless, and afew sharp questions ordered the events as nimbly as his
finger had ordered the contents of the purses. ‘Bad mistake,” he declared when Pinnatte had finished.
‘Very bad.’

‘There was nothing to show who hewas.” Pinnatte anxioudy repesated what he had aready said. ‘No
gaff, no robes, nothing. Just another plum for picking.’

Lassner frowned, but nodded. The excuse was accepted. Pinnatte did not normally make mistakes, least
of dl anything as serious asthis. He reached out. * Give me your hand.’

Rinnaite thrust out hisright hand stiffly, haf-fearing some form of punishment. But Lassner merely took it
and examined the mark.

‘A typicd Kyrosdyntrick,” he pronounced disparagingly, releasing the hand. * Something to make you
fussand fret — chew your nailsover. And it sworking, isn't it? Look at you. Y ou're here, but your
mind’ s kittering about the city like acat with atin onitstail.’

‘He used Kyroscreft on me,” Pinnatte inssted. ‘He just pointed at me and | couldn’t move my legs. And
he was surrounded by . . . something.” He rubbed the back of hishand. *What if he' s done something to
me?

A flicker of impatience crossed Lassner’ sface and he let out aloud bregth. * Y ou’ ve got the makings of a
good thief, young Pinnatte. That' swhy you' re here and why | don’t take much premium off you for the
learning you' re getting. You could gofar . . . get aDen of your own one day, perhaps. But you' ve dill a
lot to learn; there’ smoreto red thieving than just cutting purses.” He became unexpectedly confidentia.
‘Some of the best thievesin the city are heading trading houses or serving on the Council. The only
difference between them and usisthat we ve got a sense of honour.” He waved his digression aside then
tapped his head. ‘ Making people think they’ ve seen something that they haven't, or seen nothing when
they’ ve seen something, is asimportant to you aslearning how to use asharp knife and a soft touch when
you' retaking purses.’

‘Therewas no trickery,” Pinnatte protested. ‘1 felt what he did to me. | couldn’t move my legs.’

Lassner shrugged. ‘I’ m sure you couldn’t,’” he conceded, ‘ as you thought. Kyrosdyn aren’t people to
trifle with, for sure, everyone knowsthat. But from what I’ ve heard, they can’t do anything that | haven't
known many agood thief capable of.” He became dmost earnest. *When you' re frightened, your mind
playstricks, betraysyou. They play onthat. And play well. They’ re treacherous and clever.’

Pinnatte shook his head and made to spesk.

‘Listlento me, lad.” Lassner’ stone made Pinnatte stiffen. The older man had an ugly temper at times, and
though he no longer had the skills that had once made him one of the Guild of Thieves' finest, he was ill



highly respected, and someone to be reckoned with. ‘What you need above dl sein thisbusinessisto
seethings asthey are. Not as you think they are, or as you think they ought to be, but asthey are. Use
your eyes, use your wits, look into the heart of what’ s happening. Let everyone e se be confused, chasing
shadows. . . but not you. Y ou need to be the one who seeswhat’ s really happening.’

Pinnatte nodded earnestly. Tempered with relief that no punishment was coming, it was amixture of
respect and fear that was holding him there now that he had told his story. Though he was listening to the
old man, he had no ideawhat he was talking about. How could you not see something theway it was? he
thought scornfully. All he wanted to do was get to his room and set about his hand with hot water and a
gtiff brush. Lassner looked at him for amoment, then his eyes narrowed shrewdly. * Get some hot water
and give that hand agood scrub,” he said.

Despite himself, Pinnatte gaped and momentarily stopped rubbing his hand. The old man chuckled darkly
and waved him out of the room. ‘Y ou see how easy it is, lad, when you use your head and your wits.
Seethingsasthey are’

The demondtration made avivid impression on Pinnatte, but his dominant concern soon returned. Within
afew minutes he had collected a pan of hot water from the grumbling and dangerous boiler at the back of
the building, and made hisway up therickety stairsto his own room on thefirst floor. There he began
vigoroudy scrubbing hishand, grimly determined to remove the Kyrosdyn's mark, no matter what
Lassner choseto say about it. Within afew minutes the back of his hand was red raw. But the mark was
unchanged. Ashe stared at it, the memory of the sudden loss of the use of hislegs, and the Kyrosdyn's
eerie presence as he had taken his hand, returned with dreadful clarity. His hand was trembling asthe
brush dipped from it and clattered on to the floor. For amoment, fear threatened to overwhelm him
completdy. Unclear but intense visions rushed in upon him, telling him of afuture where somehow he
would beirrevocably bound to the service of the Kyrosdyn. A crystd glittered in front of him.

‘I'll have your worthless soul. Bind it in here. Listen to itsfutile struggling. Trapped. For ever.” Thevoice,
the manner, everything, chilled him.

‘“When you' re frightened, your mind playstricks, betraysyou. Seethingsasthey are.’

Lassner’ swords entered his swirling confusion. He latched on to them. Lassner, at least, he knew.
Insofar as anyone could be trusted, Lassner could —whatever el se hedid to hischarges, hedidn’'tlieto
them. A trick, he'd said. Something to make him fussand fret . . .

‘Andit'sworking, isn'tit?

But he hadn’t been able to move hislegs. And the sainwouldn’'tgo . . .
A howling cry built upinsgde him.

For an ingtant there was only darkness— closing al about him.

Then, years of assessing consequences made themselvesfelt. If he gave in now, succumbed to the
darkness and the scream within him, what would follow? He might be one of Lassner’ sfavourites a the
moment, but that would soon change if he became atrembling clown who sat shivering in hisroom all

day.

Anather future unfolded in front of him, displacing that of the Kyrosdyn' s bondage. Onein which he had
neither Den nor Den Magter. In which he waswithout friends and companions, diding relentlessy down
through the complex socid order of Arash-Felloren, down to begging and scavenging around the

decaying dumsthat pocked the city, down to scuttling about the tunnel s and sewers, capable of preying



only on hisown kind, down to some disma, unsung desth.
The cry found adifferent voice, soft and strangled and full as much of anger asfear.

‘It samark on the back of my hand,” he whispered desperately through clenched teeth. Nothing more
than some fancy dye like the old woman downstairs used to colour purses. Y ou could scrub that until the
skin peded and it wouldn't come off. That'sal it was. That, and a mess of sinister-sounding thrests.
How could he be put in acrysta, for pity’ s sake? It made no sense. A grown man caged in athing like
that. It wasridiculous! How could he not have laughed outright when the words were spoken? Lassner
was right, they weretricks, that'sall —tricks. Still, now he redly knew why the Kyrosdyn weren't to be
trifled with. They were good at playing tricks—very good. Even Lassner had made him think for a
moment that he could read minds. Who could say what could be done by someone who practised that
kind of adeception day in, day out, just as he did cutting purses?

He was breathing heavily, forcing air in and out of hislungs as he did whenever he was about to tackle
anything particularly difficult.

‘It samark onmy hand,” he said again. *Nothing more. Like the old woman’sdye, it’ [l wear off intime.’

He walked over to the window and looked at the mark closdly in the dust-filled sunlight. He was il
shaking from his ordea but, seen with hisnew vision, the mark looked quite innocuous. He blew out a
relieved breath. It was fortunate he hadn’t made a bigger fool of himsdlf in front of Lassner.

Ashetwisted and turned his hand, hefancied that the mark had adightly green huetoit.

He flopped down on the crude mattress that served for abed. Hefelt drained. It had been abizarre and
terrifying day. He needed to think, to rest.

Helooked at the faint lines and patches of colour that were the surviving remnants of apainting that had
once decorated the cracked and stained ceiling. A painting done presumably when the house had been
part of amore salubrious area, though it had had many tenants since then. The shapes and patterns were
reassuring in their familiarity. He was fortunate indeed just to have aroof over hishead, let doneto be
part of aDen, especidly Lassner’s Den. But even as the thought came to him, so did another, provoked,
perhaps, by the vison he had just had of the dismal, degraded future that might liein front of him. He
must never again alow anything to happen that might bring him to the head of that road, yet while hewas
out in the Streets, snatching such things as he could, the risk would aways be there,

‘Some of the best thievesin the city are heading trading houses or serving on the Council’

Lassner’ swords told Pinnatte nothing that he did not aready know. Indeed, such ideas were an envious
commonplace amongst dl the city’ sthieves. But Pinnatte saw them now as he had never seen them
before.

It was not enough to be astealer of purses.

True, hewasgood at it, and it would ways make him aliving. But what kind of aliving? The cracked
ceiling suddenly looked tawdry and squdid, exuding nothing but countless years of neglect. The question
came again. What kind of aliving? He sat up.

Thiswas not enough.

He had been scared out of hiswitstoday —for what? For alousy room in alousy house and afew coins
tojinglein his pockets. The memory of the Kyrosdyn's purse returned, bringing anew message thistime.
He could not have afforded such a purse with the proceeds of an entire year’ sthieving. And if he had



stolen the purse, what would he have sold it for? A mere fraction of itstrue worth. There would have
been shaken heads and in-drawn breaths from even his most reliable buyers—* Difficult to sell qudity
suff likethis” But someone, somewhere, would sdll it for something likeitsred price, and wak away

with hismoney.
‘Seethingsasthey are’

Pinnatte nodded to himself. Lassner’ s advice was sound. He would do just that. And though it was not a
conscious decison, he started with Lassner himself. Questions began to form such as had never occurred
to him before. They were disturbing, but Pinnatte could do nothing to stop them. Who wasthis old man
that so dominated hislife, sitting in hisdingy room al day and living little better than his Den charges?His
Den Magter was not only arespected man amongst the city’ sthieves, he was, reputedly, awealthy one.
But surely no onewould livelike that if they had the wedlth to live otherwise? And could even Lassner
afford such athing asthat Kyrosdyn's purse? Suddenly Pinnatte had no doubts about the answer. It was
No. And with that redlization, starker contrasts burst in upon him. Thiswas only the man’s purse! His
miserable purse, atrivia thing, aminor piece of property. Whatever itsvalue, it was the least indication of
the man’ strue wedlth. If he had a purselike that, what would be the worth of the rings on hisfingers, or
the clothes on his back? What possessions would he have back at the Vaskyros? What did it cost him to
employ abodyguard to follow him round al day? Wasit likely that such aman would now belying on an
ancient, crushed mattress, staring up at a cracked and grimed celling?

Pinnatte ran his hand across his forehead. He was sweeting with excitement. Whatever else had
happened today, a new pathway had been opened for him. He looked at the mark on the back of his
hand. It held no terrors now. It had been a stupid, petty gesture by a man embarrassed and angered by a
merethief. But it had unbound that thief. Turned him into someone entirely different.

Pinnatte lay back. Only minutes before he had been tired, but now he was wide awake. Now he must
think. It was one thing to concoct grandiose ideas, but quite another to do something about them. For
onething, he was bound to Lassner for another year. Not by any written document, but by hisword —
the code which every thief in Arash-Felloren honoured. Well, nearly every thief. Those who wererich
and powerful enough — or dangerous enough —to go their own way did so, accountable to no one, but
that was not a choice available to Pinnatte. To break hisword to Lassner would be to bring
repercussions on his head which would leave him without any dlies, and more concerned with saving his
lifethan enriching it! Thus, Lassner must not learn of this new-found ambition. Care must be taken to see
that he got no wind of it. He might not be able to read minds, but he read people wel enough. Any hint of
didoyaty or untrustworthiness and Pinnatte’ s other future could yet come to pass.

A dight twinge of guilt intruded into Pinnaite’ s exhilaration. Was heright to do this? L assner wasthe
nearest thing he had to afather. The old man had taken him in somefive years ago when he had been
changing from one of the city’ shomelesswaifsinto awild and unstable young man, destined to end his
days on someon€e s knife or under ahail of Weartan staffsin an aleyway somewhere. Lassner had given
him ahome, of sorts, and had dso taught him many things, not least amodicum of discipline. Now he had
taught him something ese, dbat unintentiondly.

The moment passed. His obligation to Lassner was based on necessity, not affection. And some of
Lassner’ steaching had been brutal. The old man could use his stick for more than leaning on and Pinnatte
had received many beatingsin his early days until he had learned that Den Master redly meant Master.
And now, contrary to his constant protestations, the money he took by way of premiums was excessive.
Pinnatte did something he had never done before other than to evaluate his day’ stakings—hedid a
cadculaion. There were at least forty in this den; few of them earned as much as he did, but most of them
would earn at least half asmuch. ..



He scowled with effort. Arithmetic was not his strongest suit but it was good enough to show him that
Lassner would be making agreat deal of money out of his charges—agreat ded of money for which he
did very little. In fact, he did nothing, Pinnatte decided, except Sit in that damned room like a scavenging
Ccrow.

And what did Lassner do with al this money? Pinnatte was suddenly angry. Unlike the mgjority of his
Den-Mates, he had a shrewd ideawhere much of Lassner’s money went —it disappeared into the
pockets of the men who ran the gambling rings at the fighting pits.

On one occasion, quite by chance, Pinnatte had seen Lassner there. He had not recognized him until, at
the height of the excitement, ahood had dipped to reved the old man at the very edge of the pit,
wild-eyed and frenzied like the rest of the spectators. Pinnatte was about to shout across to him when the
fight came to a sudden and, apparently, unexpected end. The change of expression on Lassner’ sface
gruck Pinnatte like ablow, seeming, asit did, to minglein an obscene harmony with the find pitiful
whimper from the pit. Hefdt the acrid stench of the placefilling hisentire being, and his greeting died
before it formed. Whatever had happened, it was bad, and Lassner would no more want to be seen thus
by one of his charges than be seen naked in the street. Pinnatte backed discreetly into the crowd,
resolving to act with the utmost surpriseif he chanced to bump into his Den Master before he had a
chanceto get awvay. Someimp, however, held him there. He had rarely seen Lassner outsde the Den
and was curious about what the old man was up to, particularly in view of hisviolent reaction at the end
of thefight. Thus, againg his better judgement, but keeping carefully out of sight, he had watched him for
much of the evening. It proved to be an unsettling revelation as he saw Lassner part with substantia sums
of money in predominantly unsuccessful wagers. When hefindly left, Pinnatte had made a further
resolution to say nothing to anyone about thisingght. At thetime, it had been out of amixture of loyalty
and fear for, though he had been uncomfortable about what he was seeing, he still presumed that L assner
would only act in the best interests of the Den — and who was he to question his Den Master about such
amatter? Over time however, his assessment of Lassner’ sdtruism had gradudly changed and, though his
suspicions about the gambling were strengthened into certainty by his growing experience of the man, and
such contacts as he had at the pits, he ftill remained silent. Nothing was to be gained by exposing
Lassner’sfally to the others, and agreat ded wasto belost.

Now however, the matter, having Smmered over the years, seemed to have been brought to aboiling
conclusion by today’ s shaking events. He would not be Lassner’ s creature any longer. He would work
now to break away and to earn himsdlf the kind of money that would meet the needs of his new
agpirations.

He rubbed the mark on his hand.
Chapter 8

Dreaming about breaking away from Lassner was one thing — doing it, quite another. Pinnatte was an
experienced and skilful thief and he knew more ‘useful’ peoplein histrade than Lassner would have
guessed. Further, over the years he had done an unusud thing for athief — he had accumulated some
money. It was carefully hidden in discreet niches about the city, and while it was not agreat ded, it would
at least buy him board and lodge for aweek or 0, if need arose. He had managed to achieve this by not
declaring al his‘earnings to Lassner —amatter requiring very careful judgement and a stern control over
his natura greed, for the Den Master had an uncanny knack of knowing when he was being given purses
that had aready been lightened, and he was brutal to anyone he caught. One of Pinnatte' s earliest
memories after he had joined the Den was of Lassner’ sgtick hissing violently through the air and of an
offender trying vainly to escape, his cries mingling with Lassner’ s curses.

‘Not for your greed, you vermin. For your stupidity in thinking that | was stupid!’



The recollection reminded Pinnatte again that striking out on his own was not only a daunting prospect,
but probably hazardous. Y et it did not radicaly diminish his new-found resolution. He would just haveto
continue being careful.

Why the day’ s events should have brought the idea of freedom to him, he could not have said, but he
knew now that he would not be able to turn away fromit. All that was to be decided was the manner in
which his parting from Lassner was to be achieved. Vague notions came and went, leaving nothing in
their wake that would direct him to the next act in his quiet rebdlion. Gradudly his enthusiasm turned into
frustration until, in the end, he was pacing thefloor, fists clenched.

There had to be away!
There had to be aplace for him somewhere other than thisdisma Den.

He stopped. Hewas at the window, staring out &t the Street and the familiar decaying buildings opposite.
On animpulse, he turned and ran out of the room and up the severd flights of stairsthat led to the Den's
deserted atic. From here, alittle nimble footwork carried him through a dormer window, up the roof and
onto the ridge. He paused to catch his bregth, then, leaning against achimney stack, gazed around.

He had first come to this place some years ago thanks to a scornful challenge by one of the other
Den-Mates. Hismesting of it had enhanced his status within the group dramatically but, more important
to him, both then and since, was the knowledge that here was a place to which he could retreat and be
alone. The bright blue sky and the cool breeze of that successful day had been like a benison, and some
part of it was dways with him when he came here. Even now, when the sky, strained by the relentless
heat of thelong summer, looked grainy with effort, he fill fdt alightening insde him ashe looked dong
the hump-backed ridge and out across the familiar roofscape.

Asfar ashe could seg, in every direction, there were buildings. Walls and rooftops rose and dipped in a
chaotic landscape, their jagged contours adding to those of the innumerable and long-forgotten hills upon
which the city had grown. In the distance he could make out the Vaskyraos, spiky againgt the dusty sky. It
was thought to be the highest building in the city but Arash-Felloren was so hilly that no one building
could dominateit and, from so far away, it looked smal and inggnificant. The scaffolding that encased it
—solid, elaborate and confusing at close quarters— became only a cobwebbed raggedness. Pinnatte had
never known the Vaskyrosto be free of the parapherndia of masons and builders and their dlied trades.
Time after time, walls, towers, spires, high-spanning arches had been started, abandoned, restarted,
changed, demolished, but never to any discernible plan. Few bothered to ask any more why the
Kyrosdyn were dways dtering thar building.

‘“Women can't ever make up their minds.’

He recalled the sarcastic explanation and the sneering face asif the words had been spoken within the
hour, athough it must have been years ago and he could not now remember even the name of the
gpesker. Nor could he remember the name of the older man who had rebuked him, though he
remembered a strangenessin his gaze. ‘Hold your tongue, boy. A man who rises to become Ailad of the
Kyrosdyn isto be respected. A woman who does it isto be feared. It bodes no good for any of us.” The
sneering face had chosen not to pursue the matter.

Work on the Vaskyros had indeed begun shortly after Imorren had become Ailad. That much Rinnatte
had learned from Lassner, though he had learned preciouslittle since. Asfar as he could determine, that
had been some time before he was born and, insofar as he ever thought about it, he shared the common
view that the endless changes to the building were the folly of people with too much money and too little
work to occupy themsalves with. Not that, until today, the VV askyros had ever occupied histhoughts very



much. Still lessdid Imorren. She was an even more distant figure than the Prefect, athough admittedly,
together with other femae notables, she featured occasiondly in hiswilder flights of fancy, when some
adventitious act of courage on his part would lead him on to wedlth, power and, above dl, sensua
gratification. For dl her years, Imorren was said to be a* striking’ woman. Pinnatte had never seen her at
close quarters and was not quite sure what that meant, so he usualy assumed the best.

He rubbed his hand. Imorren was in his thoughts now, but not as an idle dream. What kind of woman
could she be, to control the Kyrosdyn as she did? He let the question float away. It brought back to him
the memory of his encounter with the Kyrosdyn and the fear that hung about it. The fear wasless now,
diminished by confession, revelaion and physica effort, but it was il there. Y et too, the thought of
Imorren brought an unexpected encouragement. Thiswoman had risen through an organization
dominated by men and, somehow, for whatever reason, she impaosed her will not only upon them but on
their very fortress. It would be how she wished it to be, regardiess of any obstacle or opposition.

The redization was visceral and sudden. Pinnatte found he was holding his breath. She would alow
nothing to stand in her way.

He must be the same.

Steadying himsdlf againgt the chimney-stack he turned around dowly to look at the full panorama of the
city. Buildings, large and small, ornate and smple, faded gradualy into a complex patchwork and thence
into amottled uniformity; dl detail, dl individudity gone. But dill the buildings would be there—and the
city went on and on. He knew that he would see the same sight from the roof of any other building he
choseto climb.

And just as his sensing of the ambition of Imorren had shaken him, so now the vastness of
Arash-Fdloren forced itself on him for thefirst time.

He was the merest mote! He was nothing.
How big wasthe city? Did it ever end?

‘No man has ever walked acrossit. So far doesit reach, so densely woven itsways, that any who have
tried to span it have never returned.’

‘A lifetimeis not long enough to walk a different Street each hour.’
‘Sunset and sunrise are ever-present in the city.’

Ale-house legends uttered with the unimpeachable conviction of unnumbered but Sincere and varioudy
poetica drunkards rose up to answer his question. They were anonsense, of course. A city couldn’t go
onforever...couldit?

How would he know? He, who had never travelled more than haf aday from the Den! He had heard of
the Thlosgara to the east, where the crystals came from — and of the Wilde Ports beyond, though he had
no ideawhat they were—but in every other direction. . .?

And there were other tales, more foolish till —yet they were tales that even drunkards whispered. There
were more tunnels and caves beneath the city than streets and buildings aboveit. There were more
people beneath the city than aboveit. And there were other things beneath the city, in the caves. . .
ancient and terrifying things. And buildings that just vanished, to be replaced by different buildingsand
strange people speaking unintelligible tongues, or that regppeared e sewhere in the city, the inhabitants
seemingly unaware of any change. It was even said that there were places where asingle thoughtless



stride would carry aman into the past or the future.

Pinnatte shook his head to break free of the city’ s unexpected grip. He was only partialy successful. The
immengty of Arash-Feloren was not so lightly set aside. But his perspective had changed. Still hewas as
nothing in such acity, but what did that mean for him? It meant that there were countless places where he
had never been, countless places where he could find another home, countless people who did not know
him, countless opportunities. All he had to do was ook for them, and then reach out and take them.

Sowly hismind spiralled back to some semblance of calmness. Now he must think. He sat down on the
ridge and leaned back against the chimney-stack. His problem was starkly simple — he needed more
money. A great ded of it. The solution wasless clear —where wasit to be found, and how might he go
about acquiring it? He was good at what he did, of course, very good. But that knowledge merely
heightened the need for him to look to other than purse-cutting to serve the needs of his new ambition.
Hewas one of the best in Lassner’ s Den, but even if he paid no premium, the money he made would not
be sufficient for him to live much better than he did at present. And it was arisky business. Many apurse
contained little or nothing, while dl held danger. And how much better could he become at this craft? He
could not take many more purses each day than he already did, and twice the number would not bring
him anywhere near the realm where he might sport a purse such asthe Kyrosdyn had casudly taunted
himwith.

And too, seeping into al these thoughts was the presence of Lassner. Another redlization cameto
Pinnatte as he sat gazing a the dimming western sky. He till had agreat dedl to learn from the old man.
He smiled to himsdf. Wasn't it Lassner after al who had taught him to smile and make afriend rather
than an enemy?

‘“Won't stop you robbing him in the end, will it? But there’ sno need to be unpleasant about it.” Pinnatte' s
smileturned into a chuckle and he felt an unexpected surge of affection for his mentor. Thoughts of
Lassner brought his mind back to where much of his premium was spent, thanks to the good offices of
his Den Mader: thefighting pits.

When Pinnatte had gone there origindly, it was to see what opportunities the crowds offered for easy
pickings. He had learned two things very quickly. One was that there was a great deal of money to be
found there; the other was that he was unlikely to be able to make off with any of it. Herelied on his
ability to move quickly through crowds to save him when things went amiss, but that would be out of the
question around the pits where the crowd was so packed that it was sometimes impossible to move at
al. Adding to this assessment of his chances wasthe fact that the typica pit crowd was not one he would
wish to antagonize. Thistoo, wasimmediately apparent. The air stank of bloodlust and savagery, and it
needed little sengitivity to see that there was more cruelty and viciousness around the pit thaninit.
Subsequently he had had a dream in which he was seized in the act of taking a purse and hurled bodily
into the pitsto be torn apart while his eager-eyed captors dowly passed money to and fro, waging on the
nearness and the manner of hisend and discussing in leisurdly terms the techniques of theraging animas.
The dream had recurred severa times after hisfirst visit and each time he had lurched out of deep, bolt
upright, gasping and covered in swest. It came less frequently after he forced himsdlf to go to the pits
again, handsfirmly tucked in his belt and knife tightly sheathed, and it had stopped atogether after he had
learned about Lassner’ sgambling.

Also deterring him from trying to pursue histrade a the pits was the fact that many of those present were
from the darker fringes of Arash-Felloren’s crimind fraternity: those who earned their money by
bludgeoning people in the street, or even in their homes; those who kidnapped and extorted; those who
even preyed on their own kind and who killed at the behest of others. He, and most of the Guild, affected
to despise such asthese for their brutality and lack of skill or finesse, but the scorn was away's carefully



hidden. Fates worse than being thrown into afighting pit were waiting for those who needlessly provoked
suchindividuds.

Y et the pits were the only place that Pinnatte knew of where substantia sums of money were
congpicuoudy available. True, there were banking and credit houses, and there were the larger shops and
market galls, but it was beyond him to attempt to rob any of those. They invariably had their own guards
who would watch the likes of him constantly from the instant he gppeared. He looked down at his clothes
to confirm this. Perhaps he could smarten himsdlf up alittle? Heimagined himsalf preened and e egarnt.
‘Some of the best thievesin the city are heading trading houses or serving on the Council.” But Lassner’s
words only reminded him where he stood in the city’ ssocia and crimina hierarchy. He hadn’t the faintest
idea how such people did their thieving; he was lacking far more than decent clothes. With atwinge of
regret, he let the peacock image fade.

Y et, incongruous though it seemed, he knew that he should be working to acquire that knowledge; he
should be thinking about how he could take money from these people. Just because it was difficult did
not mean that it could not be done, even by him. He placed the notion carefully to one side, quietly
resolving to think about it from timeto time,

He could waysresort to burglary, of course, but that held even less charm than cutting purses. True, he
was agood climber, but he liked to have severa avenues of escape available at al times and the
prospect of encountering an enraged householder while clambering through awindow high abovethe
dreet gave him vertigo.

Inexorably histhoughts gravitated back to the pits. Was there anything more for him there than anywhere
else? Purse-taking was out of the question and he had no money for placing wagers—not that that would
have earned him much in view of what happened to Lassner’ smoney, and he, presumably, knew
something about the business. Besides, it had not taken Pinnatte very long to redlize that the people who
made money out of wagers were those who set the odds— the men who ran the pits— and they were
very jedous of anyone attempting to usurp their rights. But even as he reviewed his prospects a the pits
he redlized that they offered opportunities not found el sewhere in the city; they brought together people
from the highest to the lowest. They were places of levelling.

‘We'redl blood-lusting brothers under the skin,” Pinnatte had once heard someone say, with agrim,
knowing laugh, when dl eyes had been temporarily drawn away from the conflict to look at agroup of
smartly dressed young women whose frenzied shrieking was overtopping that of the blood-soaked
anmas

His stomach rumbled. Despite the day’ s happenings, bodily needs were making themsdlvesfelt. Hewas
pleased now that he had managed to bring enough money back to ensure he would be fed for aday or
0. Clambering to hisfeet hetook afinal ook around the city. The western sky was reddening with the
setting sun while adull, brooding redness on the eastern horizon marked the Thlosgard. There would be
aplacefor him somewhere, he resolved.

Then, dmost childishly, he did perilously down the roof on to the top of the dormer, leaned over and,
seizing the edge of the window, swung dowly out over the street, taking hisweight on hisarms until his
feet gently touched the sill. Ashe usudly did, he paused for amoment and peered straight down defiantly
into the tapering perspective of the building to the crooked pavement below. Then hewasinsde again,
the attic of the Den closing about him familiarly, at once sheltering and oppressive.

A little later, he was eating and listening to the noisy chatter of his Den-Mates and Lassner’ sregular
harangue about the failings of modern Guild membersin comparison with their predecessors. He found
that he had to struggle to prevent old routines from brushing his new ambitions aside and, from timeto



time, he glanced down at the mark on hishand. The sight of it brought only ahint of fear now. It was asif
the Kyrosdyn had written asubtle sign for him that would keep him reminded of this violent day, and of
Imorren and her reentlesswill, for ever.

After he had eaten, he set off for the nearest of the fighting pits. He strode out asiif the smple act of
walking would carry him to his new future. Hitherto, hisvigitsto the pits, perhaps everything he had ever
done, had been without any truly clear purpose. But no longer. Now he was going to watch and learn as
never before.

Now hewould look continualy for anything that would lead him to that place that was his.

As he marched through the ill-lit streets, afigure, drifting from shadow to shadow, moved slently after
him.

Chapter 9

Theroad from The Wyndering to the city was awell-trodden one, and Atlon and Rinter were soon part
of agteady stream of travellers. There were as many travelling away from the city astowardsit.

Atlon looked about him congtantly, taking in such as he could of the busy scene. Hewould have
questioned Rinter about many of their fellow travellers, but his new found guide sat hishorsewith a
preoccupied air that did not invite interrogation. Their silent progress puzzled Atlon somewhat. Rinter
had, after dl, shown an enthusiastic interest in Dvolci, conceding even that he had never seen afelci
before, yet now he asked nothing about him. Nor did he ask about Atlon’s homeland or the nature of his
journey. In similar circumstances, Atlon was sure that he would not have been so restrained.

Rinter’ ssilence, in fact, had two causes. Firdly, he had little interest in where Atlon had come from. In
common with most of the citizens of Arash-Felloren, he knew that while aworld existed beyond the city,
it was an inadequate and inferior place, and held nothing that could not be found in excessin the city
itsdf. Secondly, in answer to Atlon’s unspoken question, he was indeed thinking very hard about Dvolci,
though solely with aview to luring Atlon into placing thefelci in the pits. He had been quite truthful when
he claimed to be agood judge of fighting animas, and Dvolci’ s demonstration with Ghred’ s dog had
impressed him grestly. Furthermore, an unusual creature like that should prove to be aconsderable
attraction. Not many chances such asthis came aman’sway, and he mustn’'t let it dip away. He had
been lesstruthful about his contacts and organizing ability.

Atlon unsettled him. It didn’t help that the man kept the damned anima asapet, of dl things, but there
was moreto it than that. The horse he rode, for example, was splendid —well muscled, well
proportioned and with alook inits eye that Rinter could scarcely mest. It occurred to him that it might
have been some kind of awar-horse— acavary mount, perhaps? But how would someone like Atlon
come by such an anima? Hedidn’t look like asoldier, and he certainly didn’'t behave like one. Then, for
amoment, Rinter found himsdlf teetering on the edge of panic. Was he the one who was being lured
here? Was Atlon’ s seeming naivety merely adeviceto ingtil confidence? He had a brief vision of some
mercenary, once sure and aert, lying dead in the mountains, treacheroudy murdered while he dept. He
cleared histhroat and cast aside-long glance at his companion. Nothing Atlon had said or done had
given any indication that he was anything other than what he claimed to be— ateacher looking for funds
to continue hisjourney. But that meant nothing. Rinter knew enough violent charactersto be aware that
amiles and affability were not dwayswhat they seemed. What was he getting himsalf into, meddling with
this stranger? Should he just dip into the crowd and leave him while he could?

But to lose the chance of getting that felci in the pits. . .
Easing his horse back alittle, he studied Atlon carefully. Senses heightened by hisingtinct for



sef-preservation, he noticed dmost immediately that Atlon sat his horse as though he were part of it, so
much so that the horse was responding to signasthat Rinter could not even see. Neither Atlon nor the
horse were disturbed by the increasing clamour of the traffic asthey drew nearer to the city. No, Rinter
decided with some relief, thiswas no stolen anima. Wherever Atlon had come from, he had been riding
al hislife and he had been with that horse for along time. Hisinitid assessment of the man had been
correct. He may or may not be ateacher, but he was harmless. Theimage of the murdered mercenary
faded and Rinter urged his horse forward again.

Thusfar, Dvolci had remained on Atlon’ s shoulder, dso looking about himsdf curioudy, dthough
occasiondly hewould disappear into Atlon’s back-pack and reappear, chewing.

‘If it wasn't for all these hills, thiswould be like one of the roadsto the Great Mart,” he said softly into
Atlon'sear.

The reference to his homeand gave Atlon amomentary spasm of homesickness. He looked around.
‘Not redlly,” he said, alittle more harshly than he had intended. ‘ The horses are a poor lot on the whole,
ill-tended and ill-controlled. And there slittle or no semblance of line discipline on the part of riders
round here.” He shot an angry glance a alarge, heavily laden cart asit swayed past him very closdly,
obliging his horse to step sdeways. * Thisroad' sin an gppdling state, too.” He dapped hishand on his
deeve, sending acloud of dust billowing into the sunlight. ‘Why in theworld it’ snot paved, with this
amount of trafficuang it, | can’t imagine. | suppose people round here must like choking on dust in the
summer and snking in mud in the winter.’

‘What?

Rinter’ s voice made Atlon start. Dvolci chuckled and jumped down from the horse. As heran off, adog
on anearby wagon barked furioudy after him, provoking a stream of abuse from its owner.

‘I'msorry,” Atlon said. ‘With travelling so much aone, I'm afraid I’ m in the habit of talking to mysdf.’

But Rinter was not interested. The sight of Dvolci’ s brown sinuous body scurrying into nearby rocks
shattered the vision of alucrative future that he had dready invested in the animal.

‘It srunning away,” he cried out in darm, standing in his stirrups and pointing franticaly. Hishorse
protested, making him drop heavily back into the saddle.

Atlon smiled. ‘He |l be back when he' s had agood look round,’” he said reassuringly. “It'sjust that he's
not too keen on crowds.’

Rinter massaged his behind. ‘He snot going to like the city, then,” he said, affecting a heartiness he did
not fed.

Atlon laughed. ‘H€E |l bedl right. He mightn't like crowds, but he' sbeen in busier placesthan this, and
he' sextremely curious’

Y ou seem very easy about it.’

‘Felcisareintelligent and resourceful — Dvolci more than most. And he knows | need him more than he
needs me.’

Y ou’ ve been far too long on your own, Rinter thought, though he managed to keep it from hisface.

Atlon turned his attention to the people around him again. Despite hisdightly irritable response, Dvolci’s
remark had been accurate; apart from clothes and accents, the crowd in essence waslittle different from



that which could be seen any day travelling to and from the grest market in his homeland. With the
exception that is, of the number of wagons and riders that were being escorted by groups of armed men.
It took no soldier’ s eye to see that these men were not formal escorts for the purposes of decoration or
for declaiming their master’ s status, but men ready and used to action, dbeit only stregt-fighting in many
cases. He asked Rinter about them.

Rinter seemed surprised. * No disrespect, but you must come from avery sheltered place,” he said.
‘“They’'rejust for protection, that’ sdl. None of the bigger merchants will risk sending goods acrossthe
Thlosgara without one’

‘There are agreat many robbers there, then?

Rinter gave astrange laugh and shook hishead ashereplied. *Yesand no.” Helooked around then
nodded discreetly towards arider being escorted by four men on foot. * Those men, for instance, belong
to Barran. They’re there to protect that merchant, as| said.” He lowered his voice conspiratorialy and
gave Atlon aknowing wink. ‘ But the person who controls most of the robbersin the Thlosgaral isBarran
himsdf.

Atlon frowned. ‘| don’t understand.’

Rinter’ s expression became that of aman faced with the need to climb alarge hill. Thelast remnants of
his concern about Atlon as a secret n faded utterly. * The merchant hasachoice. Hecantry to
cross aone, in which case he risks being robbed. Or he can employ some of Barran’s men and be
substantialy guaranteed a safe passage.’

‘Againg ... Barran'srobbers’ Atlon said dowly, hisfrown degpening. Rinter nodded then waited for
Atlon to grasp what he was being told. In amoment there would doubtless be an indignant outburst from
this naive newcomer.

It did not come, however. Instead, Atlon grimaced and blew out along breath. * There’' s much wrong
with thiscity of yours, | fear, he said quietly, asthough to himself.

Rinter felt suddenly indignant. Who was this man, this tescher, to criticize his city —thefinest city inthe
world? He was about to give voice to his outrage when he remembered why he was here. The prospect
of thefelci asasource of income intervened to soften his response, though histone was till heavily
sarcastic when he spoke. * Y ou have no robbersin your land, | suppose. That's why you wear asword.’

Atlon paused before hereplied. ‘My remark was out of place,’ he said quietly. ‘| gpologize. Yes, sadly
we do have robbers — and worse than yours by far. The darknessin each of usemergesin any
community.” His eyes became distant. * No matter from how far or how near you look, there’ saways
darkness and light mingled. Always.” Helaid ahand on the hilt of his sword. * And you're correct, we do
go armed — aduty and atradition. Each of us must be prepared to defend his neighbour aswell as
himsdf, mustn’'t he? He dapped the hilt and smiled. * Be prepared to bring alittle light into mattersif
necessary.” He made amock sword thrust with his hand.

Rinter returned the smile involuntarily, even though he was not sure he understood what Atlon was talking
about. Suddenly, and uncharacterigticaly, he wanted to know more about this newcomer. What kind of
land wasit he came from? What had brought him so far from home? Where did he get that horse from,
and where had he learned to ride like that? And, not least, what did ‘and worse by far’ mean?

His curiosity did not last long however, as his dominant concern returned in full force. They were drawing
ever nearer to the city and he had gtill not thought of atrategy that would put Dvolci in the pits—if the
damned anima hadn't got itsdlf lost! He could improvise as circumstances dlowed, if necessary, but he



preferred not to do that. Things could go wrong even when you had aplan, but without one.. . .
Hewould haveto force theissue.

“How much money have you got? he asked bluntly. The words were no sooner uttered than he was
wishing them back, but Atlon did not appear to be offended.

‘Enough for afew daysat The Wyndering,” he replied.

Rinter decided not to overreach himsalf by asking how many were afew, but in the albsence of any better
ingpiration, pressed on with his direct gpproach. He nodded significantly. * Y ou redlly should give some
serious thought to putting the felci into the pits.” Despite himself, he glanced anxioudy around to seeif
Dvolci was anywherein sight. * Even with afew minor fights, you' |l make at least enough money to give
yourself amonth a The Wyndering.” Thiswas not true, but he embdllished it anyway. ‘ And have some
|eft to carry you on your journey.’

Atlon used this abrupt return to Rinter’ smain concern to reiterate hisown. ‘I'll have alook at them,” he
conceded, anxious not to aienate his guide with too resolute arefusal. ‘But | think I’ d rather be looking
for amore conventional way of earning something. There must be schools, places of learning, surely? Or
familiesthat want tutors?

Rinter was beginning to fed helpless. Helied. *You'll haveto bein one of the Learned Guildsto get that
kind of work, and you can only join those if you' ve been educated in the city.’

Atlon frowned. ‘I’ ve never heard of anything like that before,’ he said.
“Y ou’'ve never been to anywhere like Arash-Felloren before.’

Asthough faling back on apoor dternative, Atlon moved to hisred interest. “Well, I’ ve worked with
crystasinthe past —I’m quite good at it actualy. Surely | wouldn't needto beinaGuildto get ajobina
crystal workshop, would 17

Caught unawares by Atlon’s casualness, Rinter had shaken his head before he redlized it. He resorted
quickly to dark warnings. ‘Y ou'll not get paid much. The Kyrosdyn didn’t get rich by paying well. And
they’ re hard masters.” His concern became genuine. ‘ In any case, you don’'t want to be near people like
that. They’re very odd — dangerous even.’

Atlon refused to be cast down. *I’'m sure you' re exaggerating,” he said cheerily. *All the crystal workers
I’ve known in the past have been welcoming once they see your interest is sincere. They tend to be
preoccupied, I'll admit, but it's addlicate job and needs alot of concentration.” Seeing from Rinter’'s
gloomy expression that the warnings were about to be renewed, he offered acompromise. ‘Let’ shavea
look at your fighting pits, then you can show mewherethe crysta dedlerstradeand I'll find out for
myself.” Helooked at Rinter earnestly. ‘1’1l pay you what | can for your time, of course. Y ou’ ve been
very patient and helpful’

Rinter made avague, hdf-accepting, half-regjecting shrug, accompanied by agrunt. This man kept
catching him off-guard.

Atlon put hisfingersto his mouth and whistled. After amoment, abrown shape appeared asif from
nowhere, and nimbly threaded itsway through the whedls and hooves grinding the dusty highway. Atlon
casudly dipped low out of his saddle, held out ahand, then swung back equaly effortlesdy asthefelci
clambered up hisarm and on to his shoulders. There was asmall burst of spontaneous applause and
cheering from agroup of menin acart moving in the opposite direction, but Atlon did not even redize



that it wasfor him. Rinter too, found that he could do no other than gpplaud the action.

‘“Youridevery well,” hesaid. ‘Been doing it al your life, I'd say. Are you sure you' re ateacher and not a
cavaryman?

Atlon, uncertain what to do with acompliment, sammered, ‘ Everyoneridesin my country. It'sa. . .
tradition.” Adding weskly, ‘Welike horses’

Equally uncertain what to do now he had given acompliment, Rinter coughed awkwardly and turned his
attention back to his problem. He felt much more relaxed now that Dvolci had returned. It seemed that
the thing was well-trained, after all —that would doubtless be useful. And the way it had moved through
those wagons and horses! It hadn't faltered once. The road might as well have been empty. Every time
he looked at the anima hefelt its potential asapit fighter more and more. But, he redlized resignedly, he
was going to have to direct events as they happened. Any more attempts to persuade Atlon and he might
just turn away and pursue his own search for employment.

Thetwo menrodeonin slence.

* k % %

Atlon had not known what to expect of Arash-Felloren but, there being many hills on the journey, he had
hoped that at one turn in the road he might find himself on ahigh vantage overlooking the city. That would
have enabled him to compare it with the hyperbole that marked such descriptions as Rinter had offered
him, and hence give him ameasure of the worth of the man’ swords. But Arash-Felloren was built on,
and surrounded by hills, and this, coupled with its sprawling size, ensured that no place existed anywhere,
save the clouds, from which it could be viewed asawhole.

Thusit took Atlon alittletimeto redize that he had actualy entered the city. They had passed through
two smadll villages on the way and, on reaching another untidy cluster of buildings lining the road, Atlon
had assumed that thiswas athird. After afew minutes however, it dawned on him that the traffic about
them was becoming more confused and that they were encountering many more side roads than
previoudy. Glancing dong some of them, he saw houses and other buildingsin far grester numbersthan
might be expected in avillage.

‘We' rehere? he asked tentatively.

Rinter pursed hislips. ‘ Sort of,” hereplied dismissvely. ‘ Thisisjust the outskirts redly. There s nothing
much to see around here except houses.’

‘Nothing to see! Theman’sblind,” Dvolci whistled softly into Atlon’sear. ‘ Look at the buildings. They're
fascinating. All manner of styles. No two of them the same’

Atlon nodded. ‘But the people, Dvolci. Look at them. Theremust be. . . onein ten of them who seems
to bein need of somekind.’

Rinter’ sangry voice intruded. He was cursing an old woman who was trying to make her way acrossthe
road. She was struggling under the weight of alarge bundle clutched in her arms and she staggered as
Rinter’ shorsereared dightly.

‘Becareful!” Atlon shouted, angry in histurn. He jumped down from his horse and ran acrossto the old
woman.

‘Areyou dl right? he asked, taking her arm. Shedid not reply, but just looked a him with amixture of
adarm and bewilderment. * Can | help you with that? hetried again, indicating the bundle, but the only



response she gave was to wrap her arms more tightly about her burden and edge away from him. Then,
without aword, she turned and scurried away.

Rinter was shaking his head as Atlon remounted. * Y ou’ re wasting your time trying to help haf-witslike
that, hesaid. ‘ Thecity’sfull of them.’

A combination of the old woman’ s unexpected response and fear of losing hisonly guide to the city kept
Atlon dlent, but it was an effort and his horse stamped its foot and shook its head, sensing hisinner
tenson. He leaned forward and spoke to it softly.

Rinter had watched the incident with concern. Keeping agood fighting animal as apet he could just
about understand, but stopping in the middle of the road to tend to some old fool who hadn’t the wit to
look where she was walking, was beyond him. What kind of a man was this? From his general manner
and conversation, he didn’t seem to be wesk in the head, but something must be wrong with him. In
some way's he behaved like afoolish child, yet he must bein histhirties and there was ahint of careinthe
lines on his face which belonged to amuch older man, so he had had troublesin histime. And too, he
could not have travelled thisfar without being able to fend for himself effectively.

Unnervingly, theimage of Atlon asadeceiving killer dipped once again into hismind. Vividly. His hands
tightened involuntarily about the reins. Atlon might not be smple, but that did not mean that he wasn't
crazy. Rinter had heard of people whose minds were incompletely formed and who belonged to along
gone and darker age. People who could mimic normality to perfection until the opportunity cameto dip
from behind the mask and reved their true selves—to their victims. His mouth went dry. How would you
recogni ze such aperson? He watched Atlon talking to hishorse, asif some clue might liein his
demeanour. Ashe did so hiseyefell on Atlon’ssword. It waswdll crafted and had a used and practica
look about it. Probably cuts firewood with it, he forced himsdf to think, but the thought did not convince
and theideathat Atlon might be amurderer refused to fade asit had before. Rinter reached acrisis.
Perhaps he should walk away from this man now, forget about him, his strange anima and hiseven
stranger idess. But the felci had made too degp an impression on him when it had intimidated Ghred’ s
dog into retreat, and the lure of success at the fighting pits after years of dealing with mediocre animals
wasirresstible. Herationdized. Atlon had done nothing untoward to warrant such ajudgement, and after
al, hewas aforeigner — he was bound to be peculiar. In any event, he reassured himself, there was no
reason why he should ever find himsdlf aone with the man. He cheered up. It helped in reaching this
conclusion that hewasin the middle of acrowded strest.

Cursesfrom other riders hated by Atlon’s abrupt stop brought both Rinter and Atlon back to the
moment. Atlon raised ahand in gpology but Rinter returned the verba assault in kind and they set of f
again. Rinter adopted afatherly manner. ‘If you don’'t mind my saying so, Atlon, you'll haveto learnto
beabit more. . . forthright, dealing with people around here. The strong shall inherit the world, asthey
say. If you don't stand up for yoursdlf, people here will take you for afool, and will take everything else
you haveaswell.

‘Yes’ Atlon replied enigmatically, leaving Rinter with nothing e seto say.

Asthey rode on, the character of the buildings changed in that they became generally tdler, though the
plethoraof different styleswas till bewildering. Greet piles of ornately carved masonry jostled with
austere straight lines and seductive, arching curves. And crooked ramshackle buildings, obvioudy of
great age, squinted out from between them al defiantly. All the older buildings and many of the new bore
signs of movement. Street traders too, began to abound: some with fixed stals, some with outrageoudy
decorated carts, and others who carried their stock in their hands and accosted passers-by. All were
shouting and none could be heard. Rinter, in common with most other riders, Atlon noticed, wasfairly
freewith hisfoot in dismissing any who came too near.



‘It savigorous plece at least, Atlon said to Dvoalci.
‘So’saweed patch,” Dvolci muttered back. ‘ Thisplaceisn’t vigorous, it’srunning wild.

Rinter turned to Atlon with alook of pride. ‘I’ Il wager you' ve never seen anything like this before,” he
sad.

‘That'strue,” Atlon replied. *My country’s much flatter. It'san odd feding, walking either up or down &
every turn. And our buildings are not quite so . . . varied, nor so crowded together. We aso usualy build
down rather than up, so the buildings are not so high, but often quite deep.’

Rinter pondered thisrevelation, then thrust his city forward again.

‘Deep!” he exclaimed, prodding afinger downwards. ‘ Thiswhole city’ sunderlain by tunnels. Level after
level. Some you could get two carts Side by side down, they say. And so many that no one' sever
managed to draw amap of them.” He laughed. ‘ Mind you, no one' s ever managed to draw amap of the
dreetsyet, there' salways so many people building and changing things.” Thefinger prodded again, with
even greater pride. ‘ And under the tunnels are the caves.’

Atlon inclined his head to acknowledge this laudation then said, * Tell me about the caves. I'd be
interested to seethem. And Dvolci’ sacave animad. Helikesto spend time underground whenever he
can. Too much sky for too long upsets him.’

Rinter’ sjovidity fdtered. ‘Nobody goes down there unless they have to. There' s people and things
down there that you don’t want to meet, believe me.” Helaughed again, but the sound was forced.
‘Ther€ squeer enough thingslivein thetunnds, let donethe caves’

‘Nobody goesinto them? Atlon repeated. ‘| thought you said the Kyrosdyn found animals down there
for the Loose Aits’

‘Nobody norma,” Rinter emphasized. ‘ A few cracked miners, maybe — outcadts, fugitives from the Guild
of Thievesand thelike. Asfor the Kyrosdyn, no one really knows how they come by their animas, but
they’ re capable of anything —that’ s why you don’t want to be working for them.” He waved the
uncomfortable thoughts aside. ‘I wouldn’t worry about what fightsin the Loose Aits. Thefelci might be
tough but he' s not tough enough for there. Y ou take my advice, | know this business; with the right kind
of handling there salot of money to be made from the ordinary pits. You'll be staying a better than The
Wyndering before we' vefinished.”

‘I"d like to see the Loose Pits though. They sound interesting.’

Rinter turned away casualy to hide the smile he felt he could not contain. Coming round to the ides, are
you? he thought. Things were starting to move hisway. ‘ It might be possble’ he sad. * But they don’'t
happen as often asthe ordinary pits and they’ re expensive to get into.” He was pleased he had managed
to drag in areference to Atlon’s need for money. ‘ Still, I’ [l make someinquiries’

Atlon gave anod of thanks. ‘Have we much further to go? he asked.
Rinter shook his head then pointed. ‘ Thisway.’

The street he led them into was only margindly less busy than the road they had just |eft, and Atlon had
to ridein file behind him. They had not gone far when their surroundings changed radicaly. The buildings
they had passed through hitherto had been unfamiliar to Atlon and widely varied, but they were
nevertheless evidence of some prosperity. Now he was riding through al manner of sheds and makeshift
buildings which sprawled, seemingly at random, over the undulating terrain, transforming the path he was



following from asmple thoroughfare into part of amaze of ill-defined dleyways. He looked back to see
at what point this change had occurred, but all he could see were shacks and hovels. It was as though the
city had never been. The squalor of the place was almost pal pable and the atmosphere was not improved
by such people as he could see. All of them looked surly and unwelcoming and they were everywhere —
leaning out of windows, Stting on steps, adegp on the ground, standing in groups or just wandering about
with varying degrees of purposdalessness. Worse, Atlon fdlt that every one of them was turning and
examining him with cold, judging Sares.

The noisesfilling the place were as inseparable as the tangled aleys. Everyone seemed to be talking a
once, asthough they were dl involved in adesperate debate. Everyone talking, no one listening, he
thought. Not good. This conclusion was confirmed as from time to time he heard outbursts of violent
cursing and shouting. Even such laughter as he heard wasjarring and unpleasant.

Weaving through the clamour were unidentifiable bangings and clatterings as of tradesmen working,
though Atlon could seelittle sign of anyone doing anything useful. And there was livestock, he realized,
though this he noticed because of hishorse’ sgait asit delicately stepped between the hensthat were
wandering about, seemingly indifferent to the passers-by. Other sounds, and scents— and there were
many scents hanging in the fill, warm air, most of them unpleasant —told him that there were dso pigs
and even cows nearby, but these he could not see. Severa times he caught sight of incongruous splashes
of green—abent and twisted tree growing in atiny, improbable space between two buildings and
graining towards the light, asmal garden full of weary-looking herbs and vegetables, grass-choked
gutters, and creepers clambering over broken and stained walls.

And it was unplessantly hot. Atlon made to loosen the collar of histunic but it was aready undone.

Even more disturbing than the hegt, the noise, and the general demeanour of the citizenswasthefeding
that he was riding through peopl€ s homes as his horse, following Rinter, picked itsway through lines of
washing and other patently domestic pargpherndiathat littered the place. Hefdt it most acutely when,
ducking to avoid jutting eaves, he severd timesfound himsdf staring in through open windows.

‘Not much different ingde than outsde,’” Dvolci said to him softly, echoing histhoughts.

‘ Spare me one of your lectures on the failings of humanity,” Atlon said. ‘I’ m having trouble enough with
thismysdf.” Dvolci did not reply.

Rinter, by contrast, seemed to be very much at home — a gesture here, anod there, the occasiond reply
to ashouted greeting — but al with the air of abusy man dedling with people who, for the most part, were
hisinferiors. Atlon, filling with questions at every dtride hishorse took, found it difficult to stay slent. Just
as he had not been able to gain an overal impression of the city asthey approached it, so now he
hesitated to extragpolate from what he was seeing. Neverthel ess, when the winding pathway became wide
enough he pulled dongside his guide and asked, quite unable to keep the incredulity from hisvoice, ‘Is
thewhole city likethis, away from the main Streets?

Rinter turned to him, puzzled. ‘Like what?

‘Likethis Atlon replied, with asmal but encompassing hand movement. He searched for wordsthat he
hoped would not cause offence. * Disorganized, crowded. It's. . . it'sno place for anyoneto live.

Rinter’ s expression showed no enlightenment. He looked about him, following Atlon’ s gesture, then
shrugged. ‘ Everywhere s different, if that’swhat you mean,” he said. ‘ There' s other placeslikethis, of
course— Spills, they call them, | don’'t know why. Some are better, some are worse — much worse. They
get cleaned out from timeto time.” He leaned forward and spoke confidentiadly. * Y ou have to
understand. These people here—they wouldn't know how to live any other way. It' swhat they’ re used



to. It sall most of them arefit for.’

Atlon frowned at the response and seemed inclined to pursue the subject, but another turn in the path had
brought them to a place where the shacks and huts were replaced by blackened fagades and scorched
timbers. Some areas had been completely levelled. A faint smdll of burning hung about the place, catching
at the throat and adding a subtle menace to the scene which the sound of afew unseen children playing
nearby deepened rather than dleviated. It took Atlon amoment to redlize that what he was looking at
were the remains of dwellings smilar to those he had just ridden through. Rinter reined his horseto a hdt.
He looked worried.

‘What' s happened here? Atlon asked, affecting not to notice his concern.

‘I'venoidea’ Rinter said softly. ‘It wasn't like thisaweek or so ago. I’ d have come another way if I'd
known. It might’ ve been a dispute between families. That hgppensfromtimetotime.

‘ And the people who lived here?
Rinter shrugged.

Atlon’s eyes narrowed angrily, but before he could speak, Rinter was urging his horse forward. * Come
on,” he shouted back. ‘We' Il take achance. It'snot far now. It's not worth going al the way back.’

Atlon was not reassured by histone, but he had little choice other than to follow. For afew minutesthey
cantered through the bleak, dead landscape, Rinter obvioudly ill-at-ease travelling on a horse at speed,
Atlondert.

Asthey rounded a bend, afigure stepped out in front of them, sword in hand.
Chapter 10

Rinter reined his horse to a clattering halt, nearly tumbling from his saddle in the process. Atlon, by
contrast, while remaining dightly to the rear of Rinter, moved quietly to one Sde, positioning himsdf to the
left of the man standing in the centre of the pathway. It was an innocuous movement, intended to provoke
no response, but it was also one that placed him where the man would need to take a backhand stroke if
he wished to attack, thus allowing the horse enough timeto retresat or to lash out with itsfordegs and end
the matter. It had been trained thus, but so had its countless sires and dams through the ages, and the
movement to protect both itself and itsrider was amogt ingtinctive. Aswas Atlon’scompletetrust iniit. It
was the way of his people. He knew that the horse was in a place of its choosing and that it would wait
until heingtructed it or until the man offered ared threst.

Dvolci’shead emerged discreetly from Atlon’s pack but he did not speak. Atlon reached up and gently
touched the deek head, though whether to reassure the felci or himself, he could not have said. Dvolci
retreated.

As Rinter struggled to quieten his horse and regain his seat, Atlon took in the swordsman’ s appearance.
His manner was authoritative and confident and he was wearing a uniform of some kind; dark brown,
amogt black trousers and atunic of the same colour with insigniaon the arms and shoulders. It was clean
and well-tended, amarked contrast to the dress of the people Atlon had been seeing since they entered
the Spills, or, for that matter, to both he and Rinter. Hisinitiad darm eased. Despite Rinter’ s clams that
no civic authority existed in Arash-Felloren, this could only be arepresentative of such abody.

‘What are you doing here? the man demanded of Rinter.

Rinter attempted an ingratiating smile. * Just passing through, Weartan,” he said, rather too heartily and



with ahint of asammer.

The man waved an arm across the charred remains of the buildings all about them. * Are you blind or
something? Can't you seethis ared s being renewed?

Rinter’'s stammer worsened. | ... | ... saw no marker, Weartan, or we' d have turned back. Just rode
graight into it. | thought it was perhapsafeud . . . aprivate clearance’

The Weartan raised his eyebrowsin weary dishelief. ‘Name? he intoned with heavy patience.
‘Irgon Rinter.’
‘Where are you going?

‘“We were going to the pits—the Jyolan pits.’ He pointed vagudly, then indicated Atlon. *We ve come
down from The Wyndering —this was the shortest way.’

The gesture drew the Weartan’ s attention to Atlon.

‘He sadranger here, atraveller,” Rinter volunteered. ‘He. ..

The Weartan waved him silent and began a close scrutiny of Atlon. Atlon met his gaze camly.
‘That’ safine horse you'reriding,” the man concluded. ‘Where did you stedl it from?

The question startled Atlon and he was not able completely to keep an edge from his voice as he replied.
‘The horseismine, Sir. Has been sinceit was afod. It snot an exceptionad anima where | come from.
My people take apridein their horses.’

The Weartan looked unconvinced.
‘Isgot aneyel don’'t carefor.’

‘He snervous,’ Atlonsaid. ‘ The amel of smoke' sdisturbing him.” Then, gpologeticdly, ‘And I’'m afraid
your sword' sfrightening him.”

Atlon had taken control of hisvoice and his quiet manner caused the Weartan to hesitate and glance
down at his sword. For amoment it seemed that he might sheatheit, but in the end he smply lowered it
to hang by hissde. Hisvoice was less harsh when he spoke again. ‘| can tell from your accent that
you' re not city bred. What' re you doing here?

‘I'm looking for work to pay my way so that | can carry on my journey south.” Atlon gave adisarming
ghrug. ‘I'mafraid | didn’t know how expensive everything was here. I ve nothing left. | met this
gentleman a The Wyndering and he kindly offered to help me find something.’

The Weartan' s expression announced that he considered Rinter’ s altruism to be extremely improbable.
‘Wdll, dl he sfound you so far istrouble” He studied Atlon thoughtfully for amoment, then flicked a
thumb over his shoulder. *On your way. Don't come back here, and if you see anything likethis, keep
out of it or you might find yoursdf losing your horse and the coat off your back if you’ ve no money to
pay afine’

Atlon bowed. * Thank you, gr. I'll do asyou say,” he said. ‘But I've no ideawhere | am, or even how to
get back to the city. And if Rinter has offended, perhaps | can speak for him. He wouldn’t be here but
forme’



The Weartan looked at him as Rinter had done on severa occasions. asthough he were arare and
improbable animal. Then he thrugt his sword into its sheeth and pointed aong the path, impatient again.
‘Go that way, dowly. This. . . gentleman . . . and | have matters to discuss about his offence. He
shouldn’'t betoo long.” He glanced at Rinter significantly. ‘ If he ssensible’

Atlon gave hisguide an inquiring look, but Rinter urgently motioned him to do as he wastold.

‘| didn’t redlize you could be such a sycophant,” Dvolci said softly, when they were some way from the
two men.

‘Diplomat isthe word you' relooking for,” Atlon replied, looking back anxioudy over his shoulder. ‘What
arethey doing?

‘Just talking, by thelook of it.’

Then the path carried them around a bend and down a dope, and Rinter and the Weartan vanished from
view behind the charred landscape. Atlon reined in his horse and waited.

‘Seeif there' sanyone ese about,’” he said. * This place has given us too many surprises aready.’

Dvolci clambered out of the pack and disappeared into the remains of anearby house. Uncomfortably,
Atlon haf drew his sword, pondered it for amoment, then dropped it back into its scabbard and took
hold of aheavy saff that hung from his saddle. Hefting it familiarly, he swung an arcing blow first to one
side and then the other. Thiswaswhat he would use if necessary, he thought. Not as casually deadly asa
sword, and at least he could use it properly.

Dvolci returned. ‘He' scoming,” he said as he dropped back into Atlon’s pack. ‘ And there sno one else
about. That Weartan seemsto be leaving aswell.’

Rinter came trotting around the bend. Despite his obvious discomfort at having to ride a even modest
speed, he looked relieved.

‘Luck’ swith ustoday, Atlon,” he said, wiping asoiled kerchief over hisflushed face. ‘Let’ s get out of
here before it changes.’

‘Who wasthat? Atlon asked asthey moved off. ‘ And what were we doing wrong?

‘That was one of our blessed Prefect’ s guards. One of the virtuous souls charged with the task of
keeping order inthecity.” Therewas congderableirony in Rinter’ svoice. ‘ Fortunatdly for us, hewason
his own, and he was one of the more honest ones.” Rinter’ s brow furrowed as athought occurred to him.
‘Or perhaps that was just because he was on hisown.” He shrugged the possibility aside. * Anyway, it
doesn't matter. 1t's enough that he was content with only asmall payment.”

‘Payment? What for?

Rinter’ s expression became weary again. ‘ It must be very difficult, being ateacher,” he said. ‘ Explaining
the obviousal thetime’’

Atlon’seyes narrowed. The squaor of the Spills, the sudden trangition to thisravaged areaand, findly,
despite the calmness he had affected, the encounter with the Weartan had al conspired to shake him
badly, and hiswillingnessto be treated as afoolish relative from the country was deserting him rapidly.

‘Itis’ heagreed, though there was amenacein histone that made Rinter glance at him nervoudy. ‘ But
you do it anyway —it’ sthe safest in thelong run. Y ou never know who you might be ingtructing.” He



urged his horseto move alittle faster and, reaching across, took the reins of Rinter’ s horse. It was aswift
and expert movement. ‘We Il be quicker if you let me do theriding. Y ou just hang on and tell mewhich
way to go. Y ou can explain the obviousto mewhileweride’

Naked fear appeared on Rinter’ sface as his horse quickened, first to a canter and then to amodest
gdlop. It was no cavalry pace, but it was faster than Rinter had ever travelled and, after aniinitia fumbled
falure, he made no further attempt to stop Atlon’s assumption of command, concentrating instead on
following his advice, and hanging on. Nor did he make any attempt to ‘explain the obvious to his
companion — partly because his sarcasm now seemed ingppropriate, but mainly because he was holding
his breath. A stern demand from Atlon made him release it sufficiently to gasp out adirection whenever a
fork appeared in the road, in time to ensure that the pace of the charge did not fater. Rinter closed his
eyes aswdll asheld his breath as the two horses galloped around a corner.

The path wound and undulated through the blackened wreckage, and where the two riders passed, the
horses hooves stirred up acloud of black ash which lingered behind them in the heavy air. At one point
they encountered two Weartans, but though Atlon deftly steered the horses past them, his appearance
was S0 sudden and his progress so relentless that they legpt to one sde ingtinctively. When they
recovered, coughing in the dugt, the riders had vanished from view.

Then, as abruptly asthey had entered the destroyed area, they were out of it and riding through squalor
and disorder different only in its details from the one they had passed through previoudy. Atlon reined
back the horsesto awalk, returned Rinter’ s reinsto him, and motioned him to lead on. * Y ou did want to
get away quickly, didn't you? he said pleasantly. ‘| thought it wastheleast | could do after you'd been
50 helpful bringing me here’

Rinter was patting his chest with one hand and gesticulating vaguely with the other. 1t was sometime
before he could speak coherently. His opinion of Atlon had undergone a drastic change during the brief
chase. Whatever e se this stranger might be able to do, he could ride like no one he had ever seen
before. And when he wasriding he was avery different person from the one who had just politely
returned hisreinsto him.

‘There won't be a problem with those two officers, will there? Atlon wasasking. ‘I don't want to break
any of your laws, but | presumed you didn’t want to speak to them.’

Rinter shook his head. Seeing the two Weartans brushed casualy aside was the one part of theride that
he could recall with relish. ‘No, no. Y ou did right. We were lucky with the first one; we mightn't have
been with those two.’

“Y ou must explain to me about these people. They wore the same uniforms and the one who stopped us
was obvioudy used to people accepting his authority. Who are they? And why were al those houses —
those shacks — burned? And what did he mean, the areal s being renewed?

Rinter raised ahand to stem the questions; when he spoke it was with the embarrassed air of someone
explaining about a crazed relative kept in the attic. ‘ They’ re Weartans, the Prefect’ s Guards. They . . .’

Y ou told me that —who'’ sthe Prefect?

Rinter frowned, though only because he was trying to order histhoughts. ‘ The Prefect ishead of the city,
or at least is supposed to be.’

‘Likeaking, or aFfyr&?

Rinter was till struggling. ‘1 don’t know what aFfyrst is, but the Prefect’ snot redlly like aking. He's



gppointed by the Council’
‘ And the peopl e gppoint the Council,” Atlon offered.

Rinter looked as blank as he had at the mention of a Ffyrst. *No, of course not. The Prefect appoints the
Coundil.’

Thistimeit was Atlon who frowned. ‘But . . .’

Rinter wanted to be free of the subject. He was recovering from his enforced gallop and was anxious to
get back to the business of luring Dvolci into the pits. * It s very complicated,” he said. * Everyone has
fingersin everything —the Noble Houses, the Trading Combines, the Congress of Artisans, mercenary
groups, the Kyrosdyn.” At the last moment he managed to mumble the word Kyrosdyn, loath to risk
turning Atlon’ sthoughts back in that direction. ‘ Even the Guild of Thieves has asay, oneway or
another,” he added heartily. * Then there’ sthe Weartans and the hordes of clerks and scribes and
jumped-up little jacks-in-office running round, making their own rules up. They’ re dwaysthere, no
matter who the Prefect is or who's on the Council’

Atlon was screwing hiseyes up asif that might clarify mattersfor him. ‘1t is complicated, asyou say.
And, with al due respect, it doesn’'t seem to be avery good way of looking after aplacelikethis” He
looked around at the makeshift shacks and the surly people they were passing, but Rinter did not notice.

‘It stheway it'sdwaysbeen,” hesad. ‘Different groupsdl jostling for power and influence” He
sneered. ‘And for what? Heturned to Atlon and looked at him squarely. * This placeisjust too big, too
full of too many opinionated people, to be ruled by anyone. Y ou might aswell say you ruleariver
because you stand in it and fill abucket. These people do more harm than good, meddling with things
that’ Il work themselves out anyway. Everyone sonly looking to survive, that' sdl. | don't know why they
can't leavethingsaone.’

Therewasapasson in hisvoice that took Atlon by surprise. And Rinter had not finished. Hisfist beat the
ar. 'Too big. They say that in the old days, when the Great Lord built the city, His enemieslost an entire
army trying to occupy it —literdly lost it —just disgppeared without trace. It sthat big. And these fools
think they can take charge of it asthough it were amarket stall.” He spat. 'Y ou want to keep clear of
peoplelikethat. Y ou stick with me. Smplefolkslike you and me have got to look after each other.
There saways aliving to be made hereif you' re sharp enough.’

Atlon however, was dtill having difficulty with the seeming lack of civic order that Rinter was describing.
‘But there must be laws, surely? And courts of some kind where people can settle disputes or where
criminas can be examined.

‘Oh, there’ slaws enough to choke every street twice over. And courts and tribunals and assizes and
boards and benches and all manner of grey-hearted “ servants of the city” looking to separate you from
your money. That'sif you get that far, if dl your money’ s not gonein buying off the Weartans. Persondly,
I’ d rather take my chance against the Guild of Thieves. At least they’ re honest robbers.’

Atlon decided to leave the subject. It was more than possible that Rinter’ s view of the matter was
jaundiced for some reason, but it would contain an element of truth for sure. He renewed his earlier
resolve to be watchful and to be careful about whom he trusted.

Asthey talked, they | eft the Spills and they were now making their way adong a paved street, bounded by
high brick and stone buildings. Atlon was glad to fee something of permanence about him after the aura
of transience and decay which had pervaded the ramshackle congtructions of the Spills.



Hewas pleased a0, to be amongst people of aless overtly surly demeanour, for the street was quite
busy. He looked back, but once again the city’ s curved and doping streets had removed the Spills from
view. It was asif they and the burned buildings and the Weartans had never existed.

Like adream.

The thought was flegting but vivid and peculiarly unnerving, and Atlon hastily turned back to the solid
reassurance of his present surroundings.

The upper floors of the buildings were distinguished by barred and shuttered windows, though many of
these were thrown open, asif greeting the bright sunlight. At sireet level, many of the frontageswere
brightly decorated and there were all manner of shops, interspersed amongst what Atlon took to be
warehouses and other commercia premises. Looking round, Atlon identified a dozen trades d most
immediatdly, and noted many more that meant nothing to him. And there were the inevitable stalls and
pedlars hawking their goods.

Dvolc wasat hisear again, whigpering softly. ‘1 think your little run through the Spills has improved our
guide sattitude,” he said. ‘But his account of how this place is governed was disconcerting, to say the
leadt. It verges on anarchy. Y ou redly must be very careful .’

‘| redizethat, Atlonreplied, alittletetily.

‘No, you don’'t, Dvolci countered coldly. *Y our people—in fact, al the people you know —live free but
within aframework of order of some kind. These people seem to be unfettered — theyare running wild.
And you're too immature a peciesto cope with it, especialy crowded together likethis. Thisplaceisas
dangerous as a battle front, even without people fooling around with crystals and the Power.’

Exposing thefollies of humanity was one of Dvolci’ s many amusements and he frequently delighted in
proving his point by rousing his antagoniststo fist-clenching fury. Now however, hisvoicewasleve and
cam; the voice of someone bearing the ancient wisdom of hiskind. It was atimely reminder and Atlon
nodded in acknowledgemen.

‘| understand,” he said.
‘Herewe are.” Rinter’ s voice ended the soft exchange. He dismounted.

They had stopped outside atall, solid-looking building which, insofar as Atlon was able to judge, seemed
to be much older than itsimmediate neighbours. Flanked by two narrow aleyways, it sood alone.
Carved figures, weathered and featurel ess, stood guarding the corners of the roof, lichen stains running
down thewalls from their feet. And where most of the other buildings had plain bars sedling the upper
windows, this one had elaborately worked meta frames, some portraying strange and sinister-looking
animals, others gaunt and malevolent faces. By contradt, it was aface of remarkable beauty that
decorated the massive keystone of acircular arch which spanned the entrance. Unlike the rest of the
building it appeared to have been untouched by time, and the rough-hewn stones of the arch rose up to it
asif inhomage.

Dvolci nudged Atlon and pointed to it discreetly. Atlon drew in asharp breath and circled his hand over
his heart. Then he coloured and drew his hand down his tunic awkwardly as though to wipe the gesture

away.

‘It sdl right, Dvolci said. ‘More than afew of your learned e ders would have done the same under the
circumgtances. It safrightening piece of work.’



‘I'venever seen . ..” Atlonlooked at the face again.

‘No. Leaveit. It'sonly apiece of stone—askilled piece of carving. There' Il be more potent
manifestations of Him about this place to be dedlt with, if I'm not mistaken. Let it go’

Dvolci had to repeat hislast ingtruction to make Atlon tear his gaze from the face. With an effort he
forced himself to look at the gate sedling the entrance. Thiswas aheavy timber, two-leaved contrivance,
obvioudy newer than the rest of the building. In crude lettering across the top, it borethe legend ‘ The
Jyolan Pits— The Oldest Fighting Animas Arenain the World', while the rest of it was covered with
noticesin varying states of decay, and garish, ill-drawn pictures of blood-stained anima s fighting one
another.

‘Ddightful workmanship,” Dvolc said acidly.

By now, Rinter wasin earnest conversation with someone through a grille in awicket-door. Atlon
dismounted and walked to the gate. Though he made a ddliberate effort not to look at it, he felt asthough
the face on the keystone was watching him intently. He studied the many noticeslittering the gate. They
meant little to him. Times, prices, specid appearances of named animals, cancellations, were displayed
indiscriminately, dong with awide variety of extravagant claims about the ‘ unbridled ferocity’ of
‘specidly sdlected’ animals, and more than afew sentimenta eulogiesfor recently deceased ‘fighters'.
Onasmdl and very old notice, partly hidden behind ancther, Atlon found the fighting rules. They were
very smple, while on amuch larger notice, the wagering rules were displayed. Atlon sudied them intently
for alittle while—they were in an extremely fine print — but was obliged to give up after only afew lines.

‘1 think they mean, give usal your money and go avay,” Dvolci summarized. ‘Or ese’

Rinter was with them again. He was agitated. ‘ There' saproblem, I'm afraid. I'd hoped you' d be ableto
get in right away and see what happens, but there’ sa specia fight tonight and they’ re closed until then.’
Hefidgeted and looked up and down the street anxioudly. *And I’ ve got other mattersto attend to
beforetonight.’

Atlon hid hisrelief. “We. .. I'll .. . look around the city until then,” he said, histone conciliatory. ‘Find
somewhere where | can water the horse. Find my way about.’

Rinter fidgeted alittle more while he debated this proposition before reluctantly accepting it. * Go that
way, hesaid, pointing. * Otherwise you might end up in the Spills again. Keep to the main streets, don’t
go wandering off down any dleyways.” He nodded towards the mouth of the dley by the Sde of the
Jyolan building. * And remember where this place is so that you can find your way back.’

Atlon smiled. “Y ou sound like my mother,” he said.

Rinter grinned weakly, made a tentative start at a couple of sentences, then shrugged. Y ou’'ve no
timepiece, | suppose? he said. Atlon shook his head. ‘ About sunset, back here, then,” Rinter said,
looking at him earnestly.

‘Sunset,’” Atlon confirmed.

As he prepared to mount, Rinter sngpped hisfingers. ‘“Walk your horse” he said knowingly. ‘You'll be
less congpicuous. And don't leave it with anyone. In fact, don't leaveit at al. And kegp where it’ sbusy.
And... Thewordsfaded, leaving Rinter tapping hisfoot nervoudy. He had been about to tell Atlonto
avoid any of the crystal marts, but decided at the last moment that it was probably wiser not to remind
him about them, now that he had got him at least asfar asthe door of the pits.



But he was not happy at seeing his future prospects wandering off unguarded into the city, and he stood
garing after them even when they disappeared from view.

He would have been even less happy had he been privy to their conversation.

‘A fortunate parting of theways,” Atlon said. ‘I think he would have been more than alittle persstent
about your fighting if that place had been open. Now let’ s seeif we can find someone who dedlsin
crysas’

Chapter 11

Imorren could scarcely contain her fury. It was many years since she had known emotions, of any kind,
S0 strong that she had had to struggle to master them, and the knowledge that such traits still lurked
within her unsettled her profoundly, adding to her anger.

The room in which she sat, upright and sill, wasacoldly glittering place of polished white stone and
elaborate crysta congtructs. It wasthe Hall of Endings and Beginnings —the Chamber of the Ways—and
it lay deep within the Vaskyros. Nine domes formed the celling, borne on carved walls and dender,
many-sded columns that seemed at once to reach up in fearful praise and to hang like moonliticicles.
Rare, tinted crystals swept out intricate, abstract patterns over the entire Hall; patterns within patterns,
endlesdy, smdler and smdler, drawing the eye into unknowable depths. Full of subtle complexity they
tumbled from the domes, down walls and columns, to spill acrossthefloor like frozen tributariesto a
slent ocean — an ocean which lapped, motionless at the feet of crystal towers whose surfaces and edges
drew light from an unseen source to cut and shape yet more patterns. Jagged and bewildering symmetries
formed in every direction.

To amean-spirited man, it was merely a place that would demondtrate extravagant wedlth, whilea
craftsman would fal silent in the presence of such ancient skills practised at their finest. But to Imorren,
the Hall of Wayswas, above dl, the essence of her purpose; the place that al her will was focused upon
and whichinitsturn, she believed, focused upon her such of Hiswill as could reach into thisream.
Eventudly it would form the gleaming heart of the Way that would bring Him forth.

‘Learn dl that isto belearned of these things,” she had been told. * And make that which iswithout flaw.’
And thus she had striven to build. Y et the Hall was not perfect —nor ever could be, she knew. All was
flawed in this mismade world, and would inevitably be so until He came again. But the paradox did not
disturb her. Y our perfection will make good dl blemish, Hehad said. ‘ Trustin me.’

And she had. And been raised above al others as He had promised.

And now, rage had come upon her. Not the rage with which she had sworn vengeance on His enemies—
pure and absolute, and which sustained her constantly — but arage larded with pettiness and bitter gall, a
manifestation of that grossnessin her character that she had worked so relentlessly to excise. A
manifestation of her humanity. Would she never be free fromits cloying presence?

She sat for along timein the stillness of the Hall before revel ation suffused her; her anger was not a petty
gpasm but atimely reminder — perhaps atouch of Hiswill reaching acrossthe voids? Just as she
struggled incessantly to grasp the deep mysteries of the Power and the crystal's that would enable her to
perfect this enclave and shape the V askyros about it, S0 she must ever struggle to master and understand
the flaws inherent in mankind that she might use them to manipul ate those whom she needed, while
remaining unmarred by them hersdlf.

Sowly sheturned to look into amirror mounted on the arm of her chair. There were few mirrorsin the
Vaskyros. Mirrors were dangerous, especialy in the unseen but ever-present and resonant flickering of



crystals. Capturing redlity and folding it back upon itsdlf, they could be random doorwaysto the worlds
beyond. And that which was random was beyond control, and thus anathema.

Y et too, they were needed. Paradox again. For only through mirrors could those ways be made that
gretched without end and were filled with the rushing of light to and from those places an infinity away
which were ever beyond itsreach.

Sheturned the mirror until her face was framed init centraly. It was abeautiful face, showing nothing of
her true nature and bearing none of the signs of the yearsthat it should have. It was necessary that she be
thus, she reasoned, only vaguely aware of another human frailty fluttering nearby — vanity. Black hair
framed the dender, grey-eyed face, againgt the reflected pattern of the Chamber’ sinexorable symmetry.

The glowering expression that had been there when shefirst entered the Chamber was gone and, as she
dared at hersdlf, adight tautness about her jaw gradually faded. She righted the mirror, so that it faced its
partner on the other arm of the chair, then spoke.

‘Enter, Rostan.’

Her voice was cam and measured and she spoke as though to someone immediately in front of her, but
the Chamber carried the words through to the cause of her anger, standing outside at the centre of a
circular entrance hall. Tall and lean, Rostan was dressed immaculately in the formal robes of hisorder
and bearing his saff of office. Had he been dressed thus when he was abroad in the city, Pinnatte would
not even have considered trying to steal his purse. Indeed, he would probably have crossed the road to
avoid him.

Though he had been standing straight and immobile, as befitted his position, hisleader’ svoice drew him
even graighter. The only other betraya of hisinner turmoil was atightening of his grip about the staff, and
ahesitant attempt by his other hand to check the perfect fal of hisrobes.

The two doors to the Chamber opened silently as he approached, and a crystal-etched pathway pointed
him directly to the chair upon which Imorren sat. As he passed through the doorway he lowered his
heed, after the manner of anovice. It was an involuntary response rather than awilful attempt to placate
the Ailad. He knew well enough that Imorren was not one to be diverted from her concernsby atrivia
show of respect. Fear it was that bent Rostan’ s head, and afear that grew with each footstep he took.
At the end of the path, he kndlt.

The coldness of the Hall was no pleasant contrast to the heat of the relentless summer searing the city. It
was not athing of temperature, it was of the spirit and the mind and, for Rostan, it chilled both now.

Therewasalong slence.

‘Look a me, Rostan.’

The softness of the voice served only to chill him further.
‘Look at me!’

Twice bidden! Rostan cursed himsdlf and forced his eyes upwards. Such moisture as il softened his
throat dried up as hetried to meet Imorren’ s searching gaze and failed.

‘Ailad, he managed to say.

There was another long pause.



‘Kyroscreft, Rostan. Kyroscreft. How long isit since that word waslast called out in the Streets?

Rostan swallowed. He was about to say smply, ‘Many years,” but caught himsdlf intime. ‘1t had been
many years, Ailad.’

‘Had, indeed, until?
Thelook of regret on Rostan’ s face was not feigned.
‘Until today, Ailad.’

‘Until today, Rostan. When you, the Highest of the Order, saw fit to pursue a petty thief through the
sreetslike an aproned merchant after a stolen cheese.” Despite herself, Imorren’ srage spat itsdlf out.
‘Then you compounded your fally, first by using the Power to restrain him, and then by allowing himto

escape.

Awarethat more wasto follow, Rostan remained silent, fixing his eyes somewhere vaguely on Imorren’s
face. Not for thefirgt time he found it impossible even to imagine the time when they had been lovers—
the time before she had become Ailad.

‘Isit not enough that we have continudly to divert our energies from our true purpose by binding
ourselves with dliancesto other powersin this place? The gesture that accompanied thiswas dow and
sweeping, yet it seemed to rend the air, so till had Imorren been. Reflected images of it moved silently
about the Chamber like accusing fingers. ‘Isit not enough that we must waste our energiesin feuding with
yet others? Are we S0 securein our position here that you should so cavdierly risk releasing thewild
ignorance of the mob against us?

Imorren’ s eyes flashed, cleaving Rostan’ s tongue to the roof of his mouth. He could not have said
whether it was the force of her presence or whether she had subtly used the Power against him by way of
ademondtration.

‘Granted, there have been timeswhen it suited our endsto alow such civic strife—when diversons were
needed to draw attention from other matters. But rarely. And in al cases, sacrifices have had to be
made.’

Shefixed hisgaze with hers.

“However, you do not need meto tell you of this. There must have been areason for your conduct. For
you to risk such athing when we are so far dong our way; when we are stronger in the city than we have
ever been; when so few could reasonably expect to assail our influence.’

Shefell slent and looked a him expectantly.

Rostan had been clinging to the hope that an admission of error might be sufficient to assuage Imorren’s
anger, once he discovered that she had learned of his escapade. But by the same token, her learning of it
meant that others had learned of it —and Imorren would put the discipline of the Order above all other
things. Worse, far worse, he would haveto tell her what he had done to Pinnatte. She obvioudy did not
know about that.

Or did she?
What did she know?



Shewasimpossibleto read. And so sengitivel Even searching her face for clues might bring arebuke
downon him.

Aswould dday.

Hewould haveto tdl her everything, and astruthfully as possible. However dangerous that might be,
anything else would be far more so.

He made no attempt to keep the fear from hisvoice or his manner. He would not have succeeded, and
the attempt would have angered her further. He lowered his eyes.

‘I erred, Ailad. | conducted myself in amanner that was not fitting. | have no excuse.’

Hetried not to cringe as he waited through the silence that followed. A small part of him told himto
prepare to use the Power to defend himself, but he chased it from hismind, for fear that the dightest hint
of defiance might show itself in his manner. Had he looked up he would have seen aflicker of uncertainty
in Imorren’s eyes. She had not anticipated either so immediate or so abject a confession. Following in the
wake of the uncertainty came clear suspicion. Thiswas worse than she had thought.

For Rogtan, the silence continued unbearably.

‘I did not ask for an excuse, Highest. Excuses are for novices and acolytes and lesser initiates—for those
who have paid too high apricefor atint, or ill-cut astone. Y ou are above excuse. Her voicefdl. ‘|
asked you for your reason.’

The word, reason, hissed out, echoing about the Hall, from column to column, from crysta tower to
crysta tower, magnifying, debating —judging. Asthe sounds, transformed, returned to him, it was as
though the frozen ocean at hisfeet was suddenly thawed and about to engulf him. Rostan managed not to
gibber, but the words he spoke were unknown to him until he spoke them.

‘I have no reason, Ailad. When the purse was snatched . . . Helooked up and met her gaze again. ‘1 felt
such. . . fearful confusion. They were primary crystals and of awater and asize that’ sfound scarcely
onceinfifty years. Just to be near them wasto fed the future opening up before us. And even as| felt
them dip away from me, | felt also not only your anger and reproach, but that of the whole Brotherhood
at my betraya of their trust. Thetirelessworking of those who had gathered the price of the stones, the
work — our work —our holy work, set back perhaps for years. For amoment, | wasindeed reduced to
the state of aclumsy novice’

Evenin histerror, Rostan had sufficient control to avoid mentioning the fact that it had been Imorren who
suggested they transport the crystalsin this casual manner rather than in aheavily escorted coach. *One
pursein acrowd. Where best to hide abook but in alibrary? she had said. She had even dlowed
hersdf ahint of asmile as she had echoed the thieves dictum, ‘No onewill stedl aKyrosdyn's purse.
But acoach and escort could bring larger predators on to the streets.’

Rostan snatched at the implication of thismemory.

‘Then it occurred to me that a deeper matter might be afoot than the random snatching of a purse. Had
the thief perhaps been sent by Barran himsalf? With dl due respect to the man, heisa consummeate
opportunist and quite ruthless, and more than capable of steding back something he had just sold to us!’
He began to warm to histae. * And he has skilled cuttersin his pay. Unthinkable though it might beto us,
the crystalscould be. . " He hesitated. To cut such stoneswould indeed be unthinkable; even the idea of
it disturbed him. He forced himself to continue. * The crystal's could be cut to make many smaler ones,
which in their turn could be sold to us’



‘| am aware of Barran’ s character,” Imorren said. ‘ But he has akeen grasp of redlity. Don’t compound
your folly by maigning aman who has aways traded honestly with us’

‘It was afleeting impression, Ailad, joined dmost immediately by otherswhich pointed to Barran’ srivals
asbeing the culprits.” He had hisexcuse! He could barely keep therdlief from hisvoice. He might yet
survive thisencounter. Until . . .

What did she know?

He went on hadtily, loath to think ahead. * It was this that made me pursue him, even when the purse had
been recovered. | wanted to question him, to bring him here so that the truth could be discovered.
Knowledge of whoever had laid the plot could be nothing other than valuable, either asalever againgt
Barran or asatoken to buy hisfuture loyalty.’

There was another silence. Aswas her way, when she spoke, Imorren offered nothing that he could
support himsdf with.

‘But you did none of these things. The thief escaped you, humiliating the Brotherhood in the process—
and you know what that might cost us. And we know nothing of hismotives. Was hejust afool inthe
wrong place a thewrong time, or was heindeed atool of weightier foes? Sheleaned forward dightly,
and Rostan heard again the murmuring of the seas at hisfeet as she said, * And you used the Power likea
carnival fraudster, causing the word Kyroscreft to be loosed amid the herd.’

Rostan affected an expression of deep and puzzled concern as he bowed his head. Another inspiration
was coming to him.  Strange circumstances seemed both to protect the man and to lead meto him,
Ailad. Though he held the crystals for only amoment, their potency seemed to cling to him. It was such
that | could fed their presence dmost tangibly —hanging in the air. Run though he might, it would avail
him nothing, | knew. He wasjoined to me—to us.” Imorren’s eyes narrowed dightly and she turned her
head dightly to one Sde. Rostan, eyes|owered, did not notice the movement. ‘ And, indeed, | found him
at thefountain in the square as easly asif | had agreed to meet him there” He paused uncertainly. ‘Y et
too, he was able to oppose me. He resisted both voice and gesture” He moved hishand ashe had in
front of Pinnatte' sface. * And the crowd were drawn to him in someway.” He shook his head then gave
aguilty shrug. ‘“When he threw off my guard, Gariak . . . and you know how powerful heis...” Imorren
made no acknowledgement. ‘Whenthis. . . skinny bundle of rags tossed him aside so casudly, I'll swear
| felt the Power being used.” He looked up and held out ahand to forestall aprotest. ‘ It makes no sense,
| know, but | felt something. And when he suddenly made to dash into the crowd, | reached out and held
him before | redized fully what | wasdoing.’

He bowed his head again. He had amost convinced himsdlf of the truth of the tale he wasweaving. A
conspirator both by inginct and training, he had naturally followed the safest path, lying only dightly, and
making the rest of the story logically consigtent.

But ill thereal enormity of what he had done had to betold.
‘And il he escaped.’
Imorren’ s voice returned him to the present. He clung to it, patheticaly grateful.

‘He must have been protected by someone. How e se could he have taken back control of hisvoice and
swayed the crowd?

‘Do not question me, Rostan. Y ou forget yoursdlf.



The cold rebuke made Rostan stiffen. He may have spun aplausible tale but even ahint of euphoriawas
premature. ‘ Forgive me, Ailad,” he said quickly.

Imorren looked down at him. Hewaslying, of course. Rostan had dways had a spiteful disposition.
Almogt certainly it was thisthat had made him pursue the would-be thief. But he had had the wit to
accept full respongbility and to make no mention of her contribution to the affair. And histale had

reved ed some strange aspects to the incident. That the thief had tried to snatch the purse offered no
puzzle. 1t was obvioudy arandom event — Rostan, for some unfathomable reason, had not worn even the
least Sign of hiscaling, and the quality of his clothes would have marked him out as arich man. Nor had
there been any conspiracy. Thethief, by throwing the purse back, had obvioudy been horrified when he
realized what he had done. And Barran had a peculiar honesty — he set store by hisword. In any event,
he was too clear-gghted to risk stealing and re-sdlling the crystals. They might be worth afortune, but
Barran’ srelationship with the Brotherhood was worth far more. And no one el se could have known what
was happening. Y et it was strange that amere Street thief could resist Rostan’ s power. It was possible,
that in his spleen, Rostan’ s control had been poor, but even so.. . .

She set the thoughts aside. They could be pursued at leisure. Nothing had come of the Kyroscreft cry
and Rogtan'’ stale had confirmed the information which she had aready received. But as he had been
speaking, she had gradually become aware that something more serious had happened — something that
she had not learned about and which he had not yet found the courage to confessto her.

She spoke dowly and softly. ‘ Do you deserve my forgiveness, Highest?
Rogtan fdlt the words searching into him.

Sheknew!

She knew!

It took al of hiscontrol to prevent himself from gasping for breath, but he could do nothing about the
swest that appeared on his brow.

How could she...?

It didn’t matter. He must spesk immediately. Delay now would surely damn him. As, probably, would
confession. Yet it wasdl that was|eft to him.

‘| spoke as| did because | am adrift amid confusion and uncertainty, Ailad.” He made no attempt to stop
the tremor in hisvoice. ‘1 do not know why | did what | did, savethat | followed aninner cdling. If |
have erred, then | make no plea other than that, and will accept the wisdom of your judgement.’

Thetautnessin Imorren’ sjaw that she had carefully relaxed before Rostan’ sentry, returned. Asdid a
look in her eyesthat would have frozen the words in his mouth had he seenit.

‘There was a strangeness about the man, Ailad. Indeed, as| said, there was a strangeness about the
whole affair. Trusted with such an errand, what could have made me act so recklesdy? Why had the
power of the crystals clung to him so? Why had he been drawvn to me, and | to him? Why would | use
the Power as| did? And how could he have opposed it? His voice became amost awhisper. ‘1 knew
thefolly of what | wasdoing, even as| did it, but | could not stop myself. But, a the end, as | looked
into his eyes— his defiant, mocking eyes—there was a certainty. Everything that had happened seemed
suddenly to become part of awhole, aguiding. There had been apurposetoit. | knew. | was but atool.
| must play the part given me’



In His name, what had this dolt done? All of Imorren’s considerable will was scarcely sufficient to
prevent this roaring thought from being voiced. When, after along pause, she spoke, it waswith painful
deliberation as she struggled to refrain from committing some atrocity against the man for hislingering
telling. Whatever he had done, he was the strongest of the many props that sustained her, and to destroy
him would be to injure hersdf and thus the Brotherhood. She managed to remain outwardly cam.

‘ And now the certainty has become doubt? She commended hersaf on managing a hint of motherliness.
‘I Anointed him.

As Rogtan heard the dreaded words coming from his mouth, it sesemed to him that al movement in the
Hall ceased. His pounding heart and every part of his body were no more. Dust motes ceased their
wavering journeys. The endless silent song of the crystalswas stilled. Even the light passing through the
air no longer moved for fear of what wasto follow.

And Imorren too, for atime ess moment, seemed to have absorbed the cold heart of the HAll and
become apdlid ice statue.

Then the movement returned, frenzied and panic-stricken, washing away from her in terror. Rostan,
however, remained motionless, filled with the ancient knowledge of prey, that flight will but bring the
predator down.

Imorren sat dowly back in her tal chair. With an unseeing gaze, shelooked at her hands then rested them
on the polished arms of the chair. Once again she was part of the many symmetries of the Hall.

Rogtan, forcing himsalf to keep his eyes open, saw only the flickering remnants of this movement that the
Hall’ s myriad reflecting surfaces carried back to him through the shining floor. It was as though acloud
were gathering over him, or the shadow of afearsome bird. He waited for Imorren to turn the Power
againg him.

Asshe surdy must. And nothing he could do would protect him fromit. Imorren’ s skill with the Power
was of akind that he could not even aspireto.

But Imorren remained motionless. It was asif she were being held immobile by the remorsaess
patterning of the Hall.

And indeed, she did not move because she could not move, for Rostan’ s revelation had unleashed two
opposing aspects of her character and the conflict between them demanded her every resource.

Only minutes before, she had found hersdlf in the grip of an anger she had long thought conquered, but
that was as nothing compared to the emotions possessing her now. It was as though that anger had been
thework of skirmishersfrom afar greater army lurking in ambush for her. Had Rostan drawn aknife and
lunged at her, he could not have delivered her such ablow, so great was the shock of this assaullt.

Not since she had heard the terrible news of His digpatch from thisworld had she known such ferment.
Asthe enormity of Rostan’ swords impinged upon her, ablack hatred surged up within her which, had it
been given freerein, would have destroyed every last remnant of Rostan, and probably much of the
Vaskyros, perhaps even herself. Out of the unknown darknessit had come, from a direction she did not
even know existed, full-armed and terrible.

But even asit welled up, so had her appaled dismay that so much uncontrolled human savagery should
dtill exist within her.

For amoment, it seemed that al she had achieved would be swept into nothingness, like smoke in the



wind. But years of brutal self-discipline had provided her with other unknown resources, and before the
destruction was unleashed she found that a colder, crudller rage had arisen to stay the ondaught.

To and fro the two forces swayed, agrim dynamic equilibrium: Imorren, greatest of dl the Ailads of the
Kyrosdyn, and Disciple of the One True Light, againgt the primitive frenzy of her own corrupted human
origins. For atime that could not be measured, there was only turmoil and confusion, but dowly she
became aware of a conscious thought hovering abovethe field, likeasingle slver star in agolden sky,
bright and clear.

Thisisategdting!
He reaches across the unknown Ways, to test me yet!
AsHemud ever.

For there can be no perfection here until He returns, and even the soundest of vassals might be found
wanting in the splendour of that time.

The screaming hatred fatered, and other thoughtsrallied to her.

The Anointing was to be the culmination of her work here. The act that would open the Waysto His
return. Y et too, it was adeed fraught with unknown perils, set asit was at the very limits of the
Brotherhood' s knowledge. There was sufficient understanding to know that the consequences of failure
could beterrible, and great doubts existed. When should it be? In what manner should it be done? And,
not least, by whom and to whom? There was a presumption that one of the Kyrosdyn would be the
Chosen, perhaps Imorren hersdlf, but it was no more than that —a presumption. All calculations, dl
reasoning, failed before any of these conclusions could be made with certainty, disspating themsdavesinto
regions of wild nonsense and seemingly confirming irrefutably that the only certainty was uncertainty.
There was no understanding of the consequences of success, save that the Ways would in some manner
be opened.

Y et Rostan had done thisthing. Casudly, in amarket square brawl with astreet thief. An individud who
had fled, to hide in thisvast city. He had applied the unguent which only he and she dared carry, and
impressed it with the Power.

Hatred flared again, feeding on the fear she could scent rising from the form crouched at her feet.
Brutaly, she forced her mind to pursueits course.

Rostan was many things, but he was not afool. He was the Highest of the Order and deservedly so, with
skills, knowledge and ruthless ambition far above anyone e se in the Brotherhood, save hersdlf. It defied
al histraining, indeed dl logic, that he should have donethisthing in afit of petulance.

But he had doneit!

And he had lied about the reasons why he had doneit. She could smell that too. She had not attained her
present position without developing an unerring sense for prevaricators and liars. Perhaps hehad done
the deed as an act of spleen. Theideadid not invoke the response it would have done scarcely adozen
heartbests earlier; the clamouring fury was abating as her mind gradudly took control of the events. The
only question to be asked was, what had caused such acomplete loss of control in him?

Teding.

The word came to her again. She pondered it. It would be presumptuous to assume that He would test
her done, but . . .



What was the word Rostan had used?
Guiding!

Could it be that He had reached out from His distant, scattered fastnesses, to show usthe way over the
fina abyssat the edge of which al our resources had foundered and where we had so long trembled?

She closed her eyes. It was as though she was once again at Hisfeet, learning of the world that wasto be
when His enemies had been destroyed and He was once more free of the cold northern land in which He
had been bound.

Another of Rostan’ swords returned — certainty.
Y es. Shefdt it too. His hand wasthere. It was so.
It was 0!

She opened her eyes and breathed in the splendour of the Hall which she had created. She was herself
again. Very cdm. There were only the merest rumblings of anger at the very edges of her mind. It had
indeed been atesting. A grim trial, but she had been found whole.

Shelooked down at Rostan. Though he did not appear to be moving, she could fed his entire body
quivering.

Likethe heart of acrystd, she thought. The ideaamused her.

Y et Rostan had been chosen to do the Anointing. What she would have perceived as aweakness, Hein
Hiswisdom had seen asthetool to begin the making of the Way. She was humbled. No calculation, no
logic, no ingtinct, could have led her to such aconclusion.

Fleetingly the thought cameto her, ‘ Am | too being used? but she dashed it away. It was heretica. Her
faith, above dl, must betotd.

‘Leave me, Rostan. | must ponder this’

Therewas abrief pause while Rostan disbelievingly took in thewords. Then relief overrode the questions
bursting in upon him, and, with such dignity as he could muster, he rose, bowed and retrested sllently
from the Hall. It was an unsteady leaving, hislegswere shaking so violently.

Asthe doors closed slently behind him, so the Hall became intact again. Imorren looked about her,
moving her head dowly from sdeto Side, taking initsrich and intricate perfection. Echoing the many
patterns, details within details were beginning to unfold in her mind — conseguence upon consequence.
Rostan must not know of the honour that had been bestowed upon him, of course; he had dways had a
tendency to vanity and the thought would fire his ambition, perhaps even cause him to turn his eyes once
again to her position. And that would mean his death, which would not bein the interests of the
Brotherhood. He was too valuable an asset to be lightly cast aside. And too, who could say what further
use He might find for him in due course? Rostan must know that he had erred but that, with redoubled
effort, the damage could perhaps be repaired. That would befitting.

Thethief would have to be found, but that should present no problem. Astime passed and the effects of
the Anointing grew, even the dullest of noviceswould be ableto find him.

But these were mere details. Shelooked at her hands as she had when Rostan had told her the fateful
news. A cold smilelit her face. She could fed it dl around her. The world was different now. Aswas



she. Just aswhen she had heard the news of His defeat, and sworn her terrible oath of vengeance, so it
was now. She had been renewed, re-forged, shown the way forward.

Histimewas near.
Chapter 12

‘Thisplaceisincredible,’ Atlon said. ‘I’ ve never seen so many people, and so many trades being plied in
one place. And so many different buildings I’ m beginning to think that Rinter wastelling the truth after
al’

‘What about? Dvolci grunted acidly.

‘ About the size of the place. | thought hewasjust telling usalocal’ syarn. Every street you look down,
there are others branching off . . . more shops and stals, more people. .

‘... More noise, more stink, moredust.” Dvolci chattered histeeth irritably. ‘ This placeisrapidly
becoming the stuff of my worst nightmares.”

‘Ah, confirms your darkest fears about what mankind can sink to whenit'ssoinclined, eh? Atlon said
mockingly.

‘1 don’'t need any confirmation of that, I've seen you in battle” Dvolci’ stone was unexpectedly grim.
Atlon reached up and touched the felci’ s head.

‘Comeon, hesaid gently. *It'sabewildering place, for sure, but at least it’sfull of energy and bustle.
The people here are getting on with their lives. Not like those we saw in the Spills’

‘Ohyes. Plenty of energy and bustle, but to what end? And how many of these people do you see
gmiling?
Atlon had no answer to thefirst point and, looking around, could only concede the second. As usua

however, when Dvolci wasin thisvein, Atlon found himsdf provoked to speak in defence of hisown
kind.

‘They’re probably dl very busy,” he said, knowing it was a mistake even as he spoke.

‘Towhat end? Dvolci rasped again. ‘ Getting rid of gppalling areas like the Spills, perhaps? Renewing
them, whatever that meant. Riding down potty old women? He snorted. ‘Y ou know what they’ re doing
well enough, don’t you? They' re busy wagting this minute in their haste to get to the next, that’ sdl. Every
one of them. Y ou can smell it. Y ou people can be staggeringly unaware of whereyou are, at times.’

Despite himsdlf, Atlon raised hisvoice. ‘ Even a home, people don’t go around grinning a everybody
dsedl thetime’

‘No, but they know what matters. They stop and talk with friends, pass the time of day. Y ou don’t see
pushing and ebowing like this even on market days.’

Atlon gave up. There was atesty, impatient quality about the bustle around them, and his own training
and temperament gave him as clear an ingght into itstrue nature as Dvolci’s.

‘People havethar different ways,’ he perssted. * And the heat isabit wearing.’

Dvolci did not pursue hisvictory. Hewas silent for alittle while, gpparently lost in thought. Then, ‘Do you
remember those. . . rat things. . . the oneswe met in the tunnels? he asked eventually.



Atlon looked a him blankly.

“You can't have forgotten. A great black sea of them — bright red eyes. We dl had to divefor cover.’
Then hetutted to himsdf. *I’m sorry. Y ou weren't there, were you? | forgot. Anyway, I'm sureyou've
heard thetale’

‘Many times, now you mention it.” Atlon just managed to keep an edge from hisvoice. It had been a
nasty incident for those involved, one of many in adark time—atime whose shadow till lingered with
sufficient menace to draw him out on thisjourney. *What' s your point?

‘I keep seeing them when | ook at these crowds. Rats, trampling over one another, trying to escape
from that creature chasing them.’

Atlon frowned. Thiswas not are-opening of their well-rehearsed spat. Dvolci rarely referred to those
times. Now he had aserious point to make. * Y ou're being unusually severe,’ Atlon said. ‘ There sno
panic here, still lessany ancient predator. We' re new here. It's confusing. We're just not used to these

people sways.’

Dvolci looked around again. ‘ Just speaking as| fed,” he said thoughtfully. ‘ Theimage persstsand | can't
ignoreit. There's something about this place that’ s very unsettling — something more than the crowds and
the generd confusion. | don't know what it is, but I'll not find it by staying quiet, you know that.’

Atlon nodded. He too, had been sensing something disturbing about the place, something other than the
generd clamour. It had grown asthey had neared the city. And Dvolci’ sintuition was sharper than his by
far. It would be foolish not to pay heed to him.

They walked on, agentle eddy in the torrent.

‘On thetopic of fruitless activity, we seem to be doing little better ourselves,” Atlon said, asthey reached
the top of another hill to find the street opening out into awide square. *We ve passed dl manner of
shops and gtdls and traders— I’ ve never seen so much relentless buying and selling — but nothing that
seems to have anything to do with the crystal trade.” He grimaced. ‘ And the day’ sdipping by. I'll haveto
find some kind of employment if we' re going to stay here. | don’t think our host Ghredl is over-burdened
with charity for impoverished travellers’

Dvolci jumped from Atlon’s shoulder on to the horse and, standing upright, scanned the square intently.
‘Nothing here, ether,” he declared, returning to Atlon’s shoulders.

Atlon blew out aworried breath and then cast an anxious glance at his horse. That was another problem.
He must tend the animal before he bothered about himself. Perhapsif he could see one of the Weartans
he might be able to seek advice, though from Rinter’ s comments, and his own limited contact with them,
he did not relish the progpect.

As he gazed around the square he could see many more streetsjoining it.

‘We |l haveto look at each one before we decide whereto go next,” he said wearily. Atlon wasfinding it
increasingly difficult to keep his concernsfor theimmediate future a bay. In the mountains, in the
countryside, he could fend for himsalf without too much difficulty, but here, surrounded by stone and
brick and thousands of his own kind, the natural resources of the terrain seemed to be peculiarly limited.
And, standing behind these worries were those about the purpose of hisjourney. That would have to be
addressed, and soon.

‘Comeon, then.” Dvolci’s command set the horse walking.



‘Don’'t do that!” Atlon said crosdy, hastily taking hold of the bridle. The horse was supposed to respond
only to hisvoice—and neither he nor his companions at home had ever managed to work out why their
horseswould obey Dvolci. But then, there were funny things that felcis could do which puzzled finer
mindsthen Atlon's

‘Well, you were dawdling.’

The brief exchange dispelled Atlon’ s mood. Hisinnate optimism cameto the fore, dbeit not very
convincingly. He d find something eventually. He should worry less about himself and more about his
horse and Dvolci. Thefelci was not averseto travelling on his shoulder, or on the horse, but he much
preferred to wander free. Today’ sjourneying would be taxing him sorely though he made no complaint.

They were about hafway aong one side of the square when afamiliar noise penetrated the hubbub and
drew Atlon’ sattention like a beacon. Following it came an equally familiar smell. It did not take him long
to find the source of both. On the far side of the square was a blacksmith’sforge. It was alarge and
prosperous-looking establishment situated incongruoudy between a shop sdlling elegant clothes and one
sdling dl manner of what appeared to be medicina items. Over the wide entrance was awooden sgn
bearing in bold letters the legend, ‘HEIRN —BLACKSMITH’, and displaying inaccurate but brightly
painted pictures of harnesses, horseshoes and various other iron implements. Thereal counterparts of
these hung under the sign and could be seen along the walls of theinterior. As could the glow of afurnace
and the shadow of alarge figure working at an anvil. Atlon began making hisway acrossthe busy square.
Ashedrew nearer he saw alarge water trough and along wooden bench in front of the forge.

He was about to lead his horse to the trough when he remembered he was in a strange place. ‘May |
water my horse? he shouted to the hammering blacksmith.

The man looked at him narrowly for amoment, then struck afew more blows and plunged the hot iron
shoe into a bucket of water.

‘From out of town, areyou? he said, through the hissing steam.
‘Yes. Just arrived today.’

There was a pause as the man withdrew the steaming shoe, examined it, then hung it with otherson anail.
Hewas amost ahead taler than Atlon, with short-cropped black hair. He was aso powerfully built, but
his manner exuded no menace as he emerged from the forge, wiping his hands on adirty rag. A white
grin split his grimed face as he stopped in front of Atlon and looked down at him. ‘ Thought so,” he said,
pushing therag into hisbdlt. ‘ It' sapublic trough, young man. Even the Prefect gets some thingsright
from timeto time. Like listening to people, for instance. Water your horse with pleasure. And yourself
too, if you want —though | wouldn’t recommend the trough water.” He produced a flask from aclutter of
equipment hanging on thewall and held it out. Atlon smiled and pointed to one hanging from his saddle.
‘Thank you,” hesaid. ‘ Y ou're very kind, but I’ ve sufficient for the day.’

The blacksmith nodded, took along drink from the flask himsdf then poured water into his cupped pam
and splashed it over hisface and neck. The ablution merely rearranged the dirt on hisface, but he looked
cooler. He pointed hesitantly at Dvolci, sitting on Atlon’s shoulder. ‘Doesyour pet .. .rat . . . want a
drink?

Atlon felt Dvola stiffen. He reached up and touched him nervoudly.

‘It sdl right, Dvolci’swhisper was heavy with redtraint. * If he thinks you' re ayoung man, hiseyesight’s
probably not too good. Lift me down, | want to get acloser look. Thison€e sinteresting.’



Atlon did ashewastold. ‘He snot arat, he safeci,” he said to the blacksmith. * And he’ snot a pet,
he' safriend. Someone who' straveling the same way. HE saso very curious— can he stretch hislegs
around the forge? It' s not very comfortable for him sitting on my shouldersor the horseal day andit's
too dangerousfor him on the ground.’

Dvolci stood up and, resting hisforefeet on the blacksmith’ sknee, stared up at him. The blacksmith
smiled and reached down to stroke him. Unexpectedly, thefelci did not avoid the huge hand.

The blacksmith could be trusted then?

‘| can seehe'sno rat now. My apologies. I'venever seena. . . felci . . . before. Infact, I’ ve not even
heard the name.’

‘That’ snot surprising,” Atlon said. ‘ They’ re mountain creatures, and they don’t bother too much with
people’

The blacksmith nodded. * Aswise as he' sfine-looking, en? Then, alittle concerned, ‘He won't frighten
the horses, will he?

‘No,” Atlon replied, indicating hisown horse.

Dvolci dropped on to dl fours and sauntered off into the forge. The blacksmith watched him for a
moment, then splashed hisface again.

‘Poor westher for thiskind of work,” Atlon said, putting his horse to the trough.

‘Itisindeed,” the man replied. ‘ Never known asummer likeit. Day after day, no clouds, norain. It fees
asif it sbeen likethisfor ever and will go on likethisfor ever.” He chuckled. ‘ Still, | suppose with the
first coldwind and rain, it’'ll al be forgotten. Winter’ skissand al. Shrivels most things” He turned
casudly to look at Atlon’s horse. Almost immediately hisinterest quickened. ‘May |7 he asked, eyes
widening.

Atlon nodded.

The blacksmith was silent as he ran his hands expertly over the horse, but he could not disguise his
enthusiasm. The horse' s quiet response confirmed Dvolci’ s assessment to Atlon.

“How much do you warnt for it?

The blacksmith’ s manner was so blunt and open, that Atlon could not help laughing. ‘He snot for sde,
I'm afraid.” Helooked at the smith squardly. ‘Would you sdll ahorselike that if you had one?

The unexpected question made the smith start. ‘1 could do,” he replied hesitantly, after abrief reflection.

‘Y es, but you wouldn’t, would you? Y ou couldn’t part with it. And | doubt you' ve any need for such an
animal, so you wouldn’'t buy it inthefirst place, evenif it wasfor sde’

The blacksmith’ s brow furrowed as he considered this reasoning. ‘ Are you sure you' re from out of
town? he asked.

Atlon laughed again and ignored the question. * Tell me, does everyonein thiscity buy and sdll dl the
time?

The blacksmith ignored the question initsturn. *Where are you from?



‘Thenorth.’

The blacksmith’s expression darkened and the furrows deepened. ‘ Heard there’ s been awar up there!’
Atlon said nothing and the blacksmith did not pursue the matter. ‘ Never been much beyond the city
mysdlf, though I’ ve heard tell of aland to the north that’ sfull of fine horsesand riders. A place wherethe
people ride before they can walk and spend more time in the saddle than on their feet.” Hewas
examining the harness now, with the same attentiveness he had shown to the horse.

‘Welike horses,’” Atlon sad.

‘| can seethat.” The smith moved to the horse' sfeet. Helifted one and let out alow whistle. Then he
stood up and cast an equally assessing eye over Atlon. ‘ Thisis better tack than I’ ve ever seen, and I'd
consder mysalf amaster of my tradeindeed if | could make shoes hdf asgood asthese.” He
straightened up and pointed to the sign above. *I'm Heirn. Not much of asign-writer, asyou can see, but
the best blacksmith in the whole of Arash-Felloren. Until the man who shod your horse arrives, that is’

Atlon gaveadight bow. ‘ It wasawoman, actudly,” he said. ‘* And she' swel content to stay where she
is’

‘A woman!” Heirn laughed loudly and shook hishead. * Then I’d be doubly lost if she set up here. I'd
probably have to marry her to stay in business.” He thrust out ahand. Atlon watched nervoudy as his
own hand disappeared into it, but the big man’ s grip was very gentle.

‘My name sAtlon,’” he said. He waved vaguely into theforge. * And my friend’ snameisDvolci.’

‘Welcome to the centre of theworld, Atlon,” Heirn announced, raising an ironic eyebrow. He motioned
Atlon to the bench and sat down next to him. Hislong legs sprawled out, so that passers-by had to move
around him. Taking another drink from hisflask he leaned back against the wall. No sooner had he
settled himsdlf than Dvolci appeared from the forge and, quietly clambering onto hislap, curled up. The
blacksmith began to stroke him.

He looked from Atlon to the horse and back again and seemed to cometo adecision.
“Your first day here, you say?
Atlon nodded.

Heirn pursed hislips. “You'll haveto forgive my spesking to you likethis. | wouldn’t normdly, to a
stranger. Not my affair. But | can see from your manner and your horse and your . . . friend that you're
an honest kind of aman, so there’ sthings you' |l need to know abouit this place’

Atlonwasfinding it increasingly difficult to maintain any sense of caution about this bluff figure.

‘I'm surethereis,’ hesaid, meeting Heirn' sinquiring gaze. * It’ s bewildering, to say theleest. I'd
gppreciate any advice you can offer.’

Having gained permission, Heirn now seemed uncertain about where to start. After taking another smal
drink and clearing histhroat, he said, * Answering your question, most people do buy and sell here, myself
included. It sthe way of things. Anything’ sto be had in thiscity if you know whereto look. And
everything' sfor saleif you know the price.”” Heleaned towards Atlon, confidentidly. ‘ But there smore
than afew people who just take. Some with fast words, otherswith . . .” He stopped stroking Dvolci and
punched hisfigt into hispam, very gently, asif reuctant to disturb the apparently deeping felci. ‘Watch
your horse and your goods carefully — very carefully. And your back. Andtrust . . " He hesitated. * Trust
no one.” He pointed significantly at the staff hanging from Atlon’ssaddle. ‘Don't be afraid to usethet if



you haveto. A man needsto be able to fend for himself here.’

Atlon gave an acknowledging nod. ‘I’ [I heed what you say, but you seem rather harsh in your judgement
of your fellows'’

‘That’ saso the way of things here, I'm afraid. There' s plenty of good things and fine peoplein this city,
but more than enough bad ones to mar the whole, and there’ s no point saying otherwise. As| sad, |
wouldn't normdly talk to astranger like this, but there’ s something about you, and I've afeding |
wouldn't deep easy tonight if I’d let you go on your way innocent of what could happen to you here’

Almogt in spite of himsdf, Atlon was moved by the man’ s genuine concern. ‘I’ m truly grateful to you,” he
said. ‘ Perhaps | might ask more advice of you?

The blacksmith mationed him to continue.

‘I'm staying at aplace cdled The Wyndering.” A thought suddenly jolted him, bringing hishand to his
head. ‘ And I’ ve no idea how to get back to it, now | think about it.” He waved the problem aside. ‘But
that wasn't what | wanted to ask you.’

The blacksmith chuckled. ‘1t's no great problem, young man. Any road east islikely to take you back to
The Wyndering sooner or later, but ask what you want to ask, and then I ll tell you the easiest way.’

Atlon thought for amoment, but finding no subtle approach, voiced his problem directly. ‘I need work.
I’ve got thingsto do in the city that’ || take me sometime, and I’ ve only got enough money to keep me at
The Wyndering for afew days.’

Heirn glanced at the horse again asif consdering making another offer for it, then rgected the idea.
‘What can you do? he asked.

‘I’'m ateacher by profession, but | can work crystals and that’ s the business | came here to learn about.
We ve been wandering the city al day in search of acrysta merchant or aworkshop of some kind, but
without success. Can you tell mewhere| can find one?

Heirn wrinkled his nose unhappily. ‘Not agood businessto beinvolvedin, crystals” Helooked at Atlon
earnestly. ‘1 wouldn't have taken you for one of those poor souls drawn herein hope of finding the
rainbow vein, or looking to find the streets strewn with crystals. Y ou' ve not heard such tales, have you?
Because if you have, | suggest you turn about and head for home right away.’

Atlon shook hishead. ‘I’ ve no ideawhat the rainbow veinis, and I’ ve got al the real wedlth | need. | just
need money so that | can buy food and lodging for my horse and mysdlf. And as | haveto learn about the
crysta business and have some skill in working them, ajob in aworkshop or with a merchant would
probably serve both ends.’

The blacksmith’ s expression did not ease and he folded hisarms and let out anoisy sigh. ‘Why crysds,
of dl things? heasked. * There sminers, diseased and broken, dl over the Thlosgard, trying to wrench
the damned things from the ground. There' s Barran gradually taking control over the whole trade, and
who knows what el se, by murder and extortion. And then there’ sthe Kyrosdyn.” He shook his head.
‘They’ re stranger than ever since Imorren became Ailad. | wouldn't even hazard a guess at what they're
up to, other than that it’ s for no one' s good except their own.” He became stern. * Arash-Fdlloren’s
aways been awild place, but it's much worse now than it waswhen | wasyoung. And I’ d say most of
its problems these last ten, twenty years, stem, in one way or another, from crystals. None of my
business, of course, but | wouldn’t recommend anyone | caled afriend to have anything to do with them,

beit digging, buying, sdling, working —anything.’



Atlon was welghing consequences. He had had few qualms about raising the matter of work with the
blacksmith but the purpose of his journey was adifferent matter. But, as he had reminded himself barely
minutes earlier, it would have to be addressed, and preferably sooner rather than later. Both his horse
and Dvolci had signdled their trust in this man and neither gave thet lightly. His own ingtinct wasto do the
same. Still, he should be cautious. He had strange thingsto relate, and Helrn was nothing if not down to
earth. It was difficult to judge how hewould respond. He met Heirn' s gaze.

‘| appreciate what you' re saying, and your frankness. | know only too well that crystals can present
problems, but | don't really have any choice. I’ m tasked by others with discovering about the crystal
tradeinthecity, and | must doiit.’

‘Why? The question was abrupt. Like any resident, Heirn might criticize his city, but the threet of prying
outsiders struck deeper chords.

‘Thetae snot fully minetotdl,” Atlon replied. ‘But there snoill intent involved, for what you fed my
word isworth. It' sjust that as crystals have caused difficulties here, so they’ ve caused them elsewhere.
Far further away than | suspect you' dimagine.” Heirn was watching him intently. He continued, softly and
dowly. ‘Also, in the hands of certain people, crystals can be used for far more than making mere
ornaments.’

Heirn' s expression announced that he was being told something he already knew. He nodded and flicked
athumb back into the forge, amost relieved. ‘| use them to make my iron stronger, or harder, or easier
to work —whatever’ s needed.” The thumb moved on to the shops on ether side. * Don't use them mysalf
but some swear by their medicina qualities, and crystal needles—good ones— are better than anything |
can make.’

Atlon held up a hand that was both restraining and reassuring. ‘ Yes, | know that crystals have many
valuable uses, perhaps more than we know, but they can dsobeused . . . He hesitated. Was he going
too far? Could this man redly be trusted?

More than anyone he had met so far for sure, he decided findly. A colder thought came: should he prove
difficult, Heirn could always be made to forget! Atlon suppressed ashiver as he set the thought aside.
That would be alast extremity. It was up to him to see that such a conclusion was unnecessary. He
pressed on. ‘ They can dso be used as weapons. Not just for hardening the tips of spears and the edges
of swords and knives, but as ameans of harnessing and directing forces— natural forces—to unnatural
ends. Awful ends’

Heirn's expresson became suspicious.

‘Let me show you something.” Atlon stood up and began searching through one of his saddlebags. After
abrief struggle he pulled out asmall flat box and opened it as he sat down again by the blacksmith.
Inside, each in its own shaped recess, lay two rows of crystals. Heirn stared at them uncomprehendingly
for amoment, then he drew in asharp breath. Very quickly but with adeliberate affectation of
casualness, he reached across Atlon and closed the box.

‘They weretinted crystas, weren't they? he said increduloudy under his breath. He was gtill maintaining
an air of massive unconcern, but his eyes were flicking up and down the street frantically.

‘Mogt of them, yes.’
‘Including agreen one?

‘Y%,,



‘In the name of sanity, man, keep them out of sight! Have you no idea how much that green doneis
worth, let doneal the others?

‘A great dedl, it would seem, judging by your response.’

Heirn closed hiseyes asif searching for guidance. * A great ded indeed. | don’t know what they’ reworth
where you come from, and I’ m no expert in these things, but | suspect you' re casudly carrying around
with you crystalsworth morein this place than I’ ve earned in ten good years. I’ d say that not only have
you no need to seek work, you’ ve no need either to fret about your food and lodging for avery long
time.’ Helaid apowerful hand on Atlon’sarm. ‘I pride myself on being an honest man but there’ swealth
in that box that would tempt anyone. Y ou'reredly going to have to learn about this city. There are
people here who wouldn't hesitate to cut your throat for afraction of what you' re carrying in that box.’

Atlon did the box gently from under Heirn' s hand and dipped it into his pocket. ‘ They’ re worth agreat
ded where| comefrom aso,” hesad, ‘but in adifferent way. | think. I ...

Heirn, increasingly agitated, interrupted him. *Let’ s get back ingde. Too many eyes and ears out here.
And for pity’s sake, keep your hand on that box. There' s pickpockets about as well as cut-throats.’
Uncertainly, he shook Dvolci gently to wake him, then lowered him to the ground before standing up and
striding back into the comparative gloom of the forge. * Bring your horse,” he called over his shoulder.
‘There' sstals back here.” Atlon hesitated for amoment then tapped his horse and moved after the smith,
keeping hishand in his pocket. The horse followed him.

At the back of the forge, Heirn opened adoor and beckoned Atlon. Atlon whispered something to his
horse, which positioned itself so that it could see both the door and the entrance to the forge.

The door opened on to asmall room. There were no windows, but Heirn was turning up an oil lamp
which lit the place adequately. A smdll table stood at the centre, surrounded by old, well-worn chairs. A
few bedraggled papers were scattered about the table, some covered in figures, others with sketches.
There was als0 a plate with the remnants of aloaf onit.

Heirn indicated a chair and pulled one up for himsalf. He ran an arm across hisbrow.

‘Did | redly seewhat | think | saw? he asked, studying Atlon anxioudy. ‘ Or wasit just the brightness
out there after being so long a my anvil?

Atlon took the box from his pocket, laid it on the table and opened it. Heirn leaned forward to examine
the crystds, then sat back and put his hands to his temples. He was wide-eyed when he looked a Atlon.
‘“Who are you? What can you want here — looking for work with these in your pack? Have you redly no
ideawhat they’ reworth? He leaned forward again and reached out asif to touch the green crystal, but
hisfingers curled asthey drew near. ‘ They’ re dangerous, aren’t they? he asked nervoudly.

Atlon made to close the box then changed hismind. ‘ They can be hesaid. ‘They can haveavery . ..
peculiar effect on people. But only if you handle them for along time or are surrounded by a great many
or . .. do other things with them.” He picked up the green crystal and held it out to the smith. *Look t it.
Hold it. No harm will cometo you. Especiadly with me here” His mouth twitched asif that might draw the
words back. He hurried on. ‘ Perhaps here, in this city, this stone could indeed bring you coffersfull of
coins, but | think, like me, you know what true wedlth is. Y ou know that, beyond a certain point, those
coinswould be merely dross. Worse, perhaps, they’ d become a burden, binding you to alife you didn’'t
want. Imprisoning you. Have you constantly looking up and down the street in fear, asyou just were!’

Heirn nodded, but Atlon was not sure that he was even listening as his shaking hand took the crystal. He
held it up between histhumb and forefinger and peered at the hissing lamp through it. A green hue



suffused hisface, making him look sinister and dangerous.

‘Seeitasitis’ Atlon said softly. ‘A beautiful thing come down to usthrough spans of timewe can't even
measure. Full of echoes of the forces that shaped the world. Bound there in the endless complexity of its
Sructure.’

Heirn was breathing heavily and his hand was still shaking as he placed the crystal back in the box. His
fingers hovered over the box uncertainly for amoment asif receiving warmth. Then he ran hisarm across
his brow again. He looked distressed. ‘ There' ve been timesin my life— dark times—when I’d have laid
you out and left you in an dley for theleast of these.” Atlon stayed silent.

Heirn dowly closed the box and pushed it away from him. Many emotions were playing across hisface,
not the least of which wasfear.

‘Tl methetruth of dl this, stranger,” he said coldly.
Atlon looked a him uncertainly, then a Dvolci.

Thefeci jumped on to hisknee and placed hisforefeet on the table. He studied Heirn for amoment then
turned to Atlon.

‘Tel him,” hesaid.
Chapter 13

Heirn started violently and jumped up with acry, knocking his chair over. The plate dithered to the edge
of the table then tumbled off and broke noisily asit struck thefloor.

‘“Tricksl’ Heirn shouted angrily. ‘ Damn you. | should' ve known.” Helevelled afist a Atlon. ‘Out! Now!
Do you think I'm achild? Thisis Arash-Felloren. Y ou don'’t trade here without meeting every
conceivable piece of charlatan trickery sooner or later.

Atlon looked up a himin congderable darm. The smith’s menacing figurefilled the entire room.
‘Hethinks you' re throwing your voice,” Dvolci hissed urgently.

Heirn made to move around the table to implement his command by force. Dvolci scrambled on to the
table, stood on hishind legs, and let out aseries of high-pitched and piercing whistleswhich made Heirn
stagger and bring his handsto hisearsin distress.

When he was satisfied that the intended assault had been abandoned, Dvolci stopped whistling.

‘Sit down, Heirn,” hesaid quietly. ‘1 didn’'t speak earlier because since we left home, thisisinvariably the
reaction we get when | do. | gpologizeif | artled you.” A hint of irritation crept into hisvoice.  Though
why you humans should consider yourselves the exclusve users of this particular language defiesme. It's
not asif it saparticularly good one. Horses don’t get upset when | talk to them in their language.” He
sghed. * Still, that' sthe way it seemsto be, so I’ velearned to hold my peace. Now please sit down, I'm
getting acrick in my neck.’

Heirn glanced warily from Dvolci to Atlon severd times.
‘Please” Dvolci repeated.

Sowly, and watching Dvolci intently, Heirn picked up his chair and sat down.



‘Thank you,” Dvolci said, dropping back onto al fours.

There was an uncomfortable silence. Dvolci pushed the box towards Heirn and flicked it open. Heirn
looked at the crystals sourly.

‘It'snot anew trick, you know,” he said. Atlon frowned, puzzled. ‘ They' re fakes, aren’t they? Imitations.
Y ou had me believing you for aminute. Let me guess. Y ou were going to tell me they were part of your
father’ s collection and that you'’ d part with them for a hundredth of their value because you werein
desperate need of money?

Atlon looked down for amoment, unable to meet the accusation in Heirn'seye. ‘No,” hesaid. ‘1
understand how you fed, and I’'m sorry I’ ve handled thisin such away asto make you think that. It's
justthat | ...we...areonour owninacity thelike of which neither of us has ever seen before, and
I’m gradudlly redizing that the task I’ ve been given is perhaps beyond me.” Heleaned forward. ‘ The
crystas are genuine. They're not my father’ sbut, in amanner of speaking, they do belong to my family.
They're not for sale at any price, and anyone who tried to stedl them would soon find that he’d made a
serious mistake. Crystds have the potentia for doing harm beyond anything you canimagine, and | have
to find out where they’ re coming from. | want nothing from you except alittle help to find work so that |
can get money for food and lodging. But if I've offended you . . .’

Heirn tapped the box uncertainly.

‘Do asl said—tdl him,” Dvolci sad firmly. ‘I trust him, and so doesthe horse. HE sas honest aswe're
going to find, and everything' sled usto this city. From what we' ve heard, this must be the source.
Insofar as we expected anything, we didn't expect aplace like this, and we can do nothing without
someoneto help us’

Heirn was watching Dvolci closdy. He crouched low, bringing his head leve with thefelci’s. * Y ou redlly
talk, don't you?

Dvolci stared back at him. Atlon cleared histhroat warningly. ‘Yes,’ Dvolci said. ‘1 dotak. And |
scratch and shake myself and pick my teeth.” He did each of thesein turn, thelast involving reveding his
ferociousteeth and prying ddlicately between two of them with an equally ferocious-looking claw. ‘| a'so
edat . .. Helooked around then jumped off the table and picked up a piece of the broken plate. * Rocks,
preferably, but thiswill do. May 1?7

Without waiting for areply he put the fragment in his mouth and began chewing it noisily and with great
relish.

Heirn winced and sat back in his chair. He was beginning to look helpless.
‘Areyou dl right? Atlon asked.

Heirn nodded, very dowly. ‘1 think so,” hereplied. ‘ Though | wouldn't be surprised if | wokeupina
moment. Who areyou?

Atlon picked up the box and put it in his pocket. ‘| gppreciate your caution, but let’s go back outside into
the sunlight. I doubt anyone will be interested in two men talking on abench, and | think you'll fed much
eader out there!’

“You're probably right, Heirn said unhappily. Then, host again, ‘But mind you keep your hand on that
box.’

‘It' s perfectly safe,” Atlon assured him.



On their way back through the forge, Heirn paused and spent afew minutes tending his furnace, anxious
to have normality about him again. Before he returned to the bench he went to abasin in the corner and
washed hisface thoroughly. As he sat down, he offered Atlon hisflask again. Atlon took it and thanked
him.

‘| am sorry about startling you like that. But I’ ve told you no lies. | am ateacher, | do have to find out
about the crystal trade, and | do need work.” He looked round at the busy square. ‘ And we can walk
away from you right now, if that’ swhat you want.’

Hernfollowed hisgaze. ' Y ou said that crystals are doing harm even in your country?

‘No,” Atlonreplied. ‘1 said they caused difficulties. There' ve been.. . . incidents. We want to act now
before they start doing red harm.’

“What kind of incidents, and who are“we’?

Atlon looked up at the grainy blue sky. ‘1 belong to agroup of scholars, an Order founded along time
ago and given the task of gathering knowledge againgt the day when an ancient enemy might return to this
world.’

Hern'seyeswere narrowing. Dvoldi, lying on the bench beside him and resting his chin on the
blacksmith’slap, said, ‘Listen to him, Heirn. Thisisno child'stae.” Though hisvoice was soft, there was
aqudity init that commanded the smith’ s attention. * Y ou yourself mentioned rumours of war in the north.
Well, there was awar. Fought and finished severd years ago, now. At least, we hope it’ sfinished. It
happened because Atlon's people, and others, let things become legend and tradition that should have
been kept dlive and red. And then the “legend” returned and many are dead and maimed now asa
consequence. Because of that neglect, people are travelling far and wide, learning about the world that
lies beyond their own realms, some searching for those who pledged alliance to the old enemy and led
Hisarmy, others searching for signs of the corrosion that He might have secretly spread before He was
discovered.’

Heirn shuffled uncomfortably. ‘ Be patient,” Dvolci said. ‘| livein the mountains, well away from people, if
possible, and Atlon lives—or used to live—in alush flat land where the towns and cities are full of low
buildings and wide, wide Streets, and where the people take a pride in caring for one another. So this
tale’ sno more bewildering for you than this city isfor us’

‘I'm doing my best,” Heirn said, ‘but it’ snot easy. A large part of meis saying, see these two off and get
on with your work.’

Atlon looked back into theforge. ‘ Y ou say you use crysta s to change the qualities of your iron?

Heirn was thankful to be back on safer ground. * Not crystalslike those in your box, or even such asa
woman might havein anecklace or aring,” he said. * Just the very smal ones—they’relike dust, amost.
There are different mixtures. And you have to use them sparingly.’

‘Because they’ re expensive?

‘No, not really, though they’ re not cheap, but if you use the wrong quantity —too much or too little—the
ironwill be spoiled.’

‘Why?

Heirn’s mouth dropped open as he made to continue his explanation and could not. After amoment, he
shrugged. ‘It'sjust theway itis” he said. ‘ Like the heating and the cooling, it hasto be done acertain



way, or it doesn’'t work. Theiron'll betoo brittle or too soft.’
Atlon jabbed again. ‘“Why?

Heirn’ sreply wasfull of frugtration. ‘| don’'t know!” he exclaimed. Then he sammered, ‘1 . . . | just know
these things. | learned them from my father and he from hisbefore. And I’ ve learned from others, and
experimented . . .’

“Y ou wouldn’t say it was magic, then. Or trickery.’
Heirn became indignant. ‘No, of coursenat. It's. . .it's..".
‘Theway itis’ Atlon said.

Heirn et out anoisy breeth. ‘Yes,' he sad, with findity. ‘What isit you want meto say? What kind of a
questionisit you're asking?

‘Onel knew you couldn’t answer. It could have been any one of thousands. Why does aflower openin
the morning and close at night? Why do the clouds change shape? Why rain, why snow, why wind?

‘And why am | stting here? Heirn made to stand up. Atlon laid ahand on hisarm.

‘Please, bear withme,” he said. ‘| need to make you understand. Y ou know that many things are so, but
not why, and it doesn’t trouble you. Y ou’ ve seen them all so many times that you take them for granted.
But, imagine, if you didn’t know how to harden your iron, and if sSomeone came aong and added alittle
more than apinch of crysta dust in the melting and then produced an edge that was hard and keen, what
would you think?

Heirn was gill debating stepping back into the gloom of the forge, but acombination of his natura
courtesy and Atlon’searnestness held him there. ‘I’'veno idea,” he said after amoment. Then, reluctantly,
‘I"d probably think it was atrick.’

‘Just likemy crystds, or ataking felci, or this Atlon said. ‘Look at that horseshoe.” He pointed casudly
back into the forge. As Heirn turned, the horseshoe did to the end of the long nail it was hung over, and
clattered to the floor.

‘No!” Dvolci hissed furioudly.
‘No choice,” Atlon retorted sharply. ‘He hasto understand.’

Heirn's head jerked from side to side as he intercepted this exchange and at the same time tried to keep
watching thefallen shoe.

‘| did that,” Atlon said, before he could speek. * It'sa skill as commonplace to me astempering iron isto
you. | know the how, but only alittle of the why, save that it touches deep into the power that’sin all
things. The power that can be harnessed and magnified with crystals and directed to greet ill by anyone
0inclined”

Heirn was clenching histeeth, both curiosity and agrowing darm congpiring to siop him from walking
away from these strange visitors. He was dmost snarling when he spoke.

‘The flowers open every day. My edges are dwaystrueif I've done my work properly. Do it again.’

Two more horseshoes did off the nail. Dvolci’ s hair stood on end and he was baring histeeth. * Enough!”’
he shouted.



Some of the passers-by, sensing aquarrdl, turned to look at thetrio. Dvolci clambered recklesdy over
Heirn’sknees and brought his face closeto Atlon’'s. Though he did not raise hisvoice again, his anger
was unmistakable.

‘If there are people abusing the power around here, and there’ s every indication that there are, they’ |l
probably be deranged, and certainly dangerous. Acting like this, you might aswell have had our names
called out for everyoneto hear.’

Atlon flinched away from the felci’ s outburst, then, scarcely less angry, snapped back, ‘I’ m aware of
that. But time and our money are dipping away from us and we need help. Half aday’ stalking wouldn't
have convinced him atenth as much as moving those shoes.” Unableto hold Dvolci’ sglare, he became
defensive. ‘ Besides, no one' s noticed anything. And who' s going to pick up afleeting ripplein acrowd
likethis? | was going to show him asmplefocus usng acrystd, but that might have been less effective
and evennoiser.’

Dvolci’ s manner softened dightly. ‘It was still reckless!”
‘All right! But . . .
‘But nothing.’

Heirn stood up, tumbling Dvolci to the ground and effectively ending the dispute. He picked up the
horseshoes and carefully examined the nail from which they had falen, then helooked at Atlon.

‘I'mnot doing it again,” Atlon said, anticipating the request. ‘ Dvolci’ sright, it wasrisky —and it could
draw attention to us. But it was the only way | could think of to get you used to the idea that some of us
possess skillsthat you' d consider impossible. Then perhaps it might be easier for you to understand the
nature of the enemy we fought and how dangerous Hisfollowers might still be’

Heirn was absently diding the horseshoes back and forth along the nail. Delicately helifted one of them
over thelarge round head asif testing itsweight.

“Why would you want me to know about this enemy of yours? And whose atention are you frightened
of'? heasked.

Theresidue of Atlon and Dvolci’sargument vanished and they |ooked at one another unessily.

‘Because Hewasn't just our enemy,” Atlon said, stepping back into the forge. *He' s an enemy to every
living thing. Had He defeated us— and He nearly did —you' d have known about Him by now. Y our city
would have been razed or endaved. And you' d have been either in chains or making them.’

Heirn seemed inclined to disagree but did not speak.

‘And the peoplewe' re afraid of 7 Atlon patted the pocket containing the box. * Anyone who has
knowledge of the Power and who uses these. Probably your Kyrosdyn, from what we' ve heard. They
do have strange powers, don't they?

‘Soit'ssaid,” Heirnreplied tersdly. ‘ But supposing | accept thistae of yours—and it' sawild one, you'll
admit —what’ s the difference between you and them with your power and your crystals? He tapped the
horseshoes, making them jangle.

Atlon stood silent for along time, silhouetted against the bright clamour of the square beyond.

‘We usethe Power very rarely,” he said eventudly, hisvoicelow. ‘It offers dways the easy path, and the



end of that isinvariably corruption and degradation. Asfor crystds, they magnify this manyfold; we use
them even more rarely, and then only with greet caution and after much deliberation.” He paused. ‘ But
perhaps you' reright and there' svery little between myself and the Kyrosdyn if the truth be known.” He
turned and looked out at the square. ‘Born in thiscity, | might well have become one of them.’

Heirn stared at him intently. ‘ That doesn’t answer my question though.’

‘| can’t,” Atlon said, shaking his head. Y ou know the Kyrosdyn better than | do, and we're just two
bizarre strangers performing party tricks and talking wild tales, asyou say.’

Heirn stopped fiddling with the horseshoes and shoved his hands deep into the pockets of hisapron. ‘I
hope I’'m not going to regret this, but I’ ve spent most of my working life trusting my judgement about
people, and I’ ve been luckier than many | know. For dl your foolish talesand tricks, you till don’t strike
me as either mad or bad, and as you’ ve not tried to get money out of me so far, | seeno harmin listening
toyou at least.” Heindicated the bench again. Ashewaked past Atlon, he said confidentialy, asthough
someone might be eavesdropping, ‘Besides, I'd no more trust aKyrosdyn than I’d use the anvil for a
boat.’

‘Smith!’

The harsh voice made both Heirn and Atlon start. Standing in the entrance was a robed and hooded
figure. Dvolci drew in ahissing bresth and quietly retreated behind a stack of rusty iron chainslying on
thefloor.

Heirn shot aglance at the figure, then, turning back to Atlon, reached up and began pointing to the rows
of horseshoes hanging from thewall. ‘I'm sureyou'll find onethat’ |l suit your horse' s problem, gr,” he
sad briskly. ‘ Fed free to examine any of them, while | attend to this gentleman.’

As he approached the new arrival, he took the rag from his belt and wiped his hands on it as he had
when he greeted Atlon. He positioned himself squardly in front of the man, obliging him to step back
dightly, out into the street, and obscuring hisview of theinterior of theforge.

‘Yes, dr. What can | do for you? hesaid, folding hisarms and standing very straight so that the
newcomer had to look up at him.

The figure was not intimidated, however. ‘ Has anything unusud just happened around here? Thevoice
was that of someone used to commanding obedience.

Heirn craned forward dightly, peering into the hood. Atlon, watching from the corner of hiseyeashe
pretended to be examining the horseshoes, noted that the figure seemed to lose some of its assurance.

‘Unusud, ar. What did you havein mind?

There was clear impatiencein the reply. ‘Unusua, man! Unusud! Out of the ordinary. Something that
does't normaly happen, something you couldn’'t explain.’

Heirn became bluff. ‘“Well, gr, I've only to sit on my bench there and watch the square for ahalf aday
and something unusud’ slikely to happen. I'm sureif | sat there long enough I’ d see as much of theworld
as any seasoned traveller —and not get saddle-sore into the bargain.” He laughed loudly at his own joke
but the figure only stiffened. * Then there’ syou coming, Sr. That’ sunusud. Don't get many Kyrosdyn
Brothers stopping by, you not generaly being horseriders. And asfor things | can’t explain, they're
legion. Why do flowers open in the morning, why wind, why rain, why snow?

The Kyrosdyn stepped past him angrily and strode up to Atlon.



‘ And you — have you seen anything strange in the last few minutes? His manner was no different from
that he had adopted with Heirn.

Atlon’sjaw tightened, but he continued looking at the horseshoes as he spoke. * Y ou are amember of an
Order of learning, aren’t you? A thinker, a searcher after knowledge and the great truths of the world?

There was a pause before thereply, ‘ Yes, emerged. It sounded forced, prised out by the unexpected
question rather than given willingly.

Atlon nodded, but sill kept on examining the horseshoes. ‘ Then the only unusuad thing I’ ve seen recently
isamember of aso-caled learned Order addressing arespected craftsman and a complete stranger with
an inexcusable lack of civility. Good day to you.” He tapped one of the horseshoes and leaned forward
around the Kyrosdyn to look at Heirn. ‘ Blacksmith, when you' ve finished with this gentleman, | think |
may have found what | need.’

Heirn's eyes widened and his mouth dropped open. Not because of Atlon’'s abrupt dismissa of the
Kyrosdyn, but because he was suddenly surrounded by a deep silence, and everything about him seemed
to have been transformed into an unnatural but carefully arranged tableau: Atlon, smiling plessantly,
holding out the horseshoe to him, the Kyrosdyn, rigid and staring at where Atlon had been, and he
himself, unable to move. He was sure that, had he been able to turn around, he would have found that the
square behind him was no longer there. And the atmosphere in the forge was like that before a
thunderstorm, with the motionless Kyrosdyn at its quivering heart.

Then, just as suddenly, it was gone, and the clamour of the square was washing over him like asurge of
relief. Without speaking, the Kyrosdyn spun round and strode out of the forge, obliging Heirn to step
quickly to onesideto avoid him.

Dvolci emerged hurriedly from behind the chains and ran acrossto Atlon. ‘Make sure he' sgone,’ he
shouted urgently to Heirn, then to Atlon, ‘ Areyou al right?

Atlon was bregthing heavily and rubbing his hands together. He nodded. ‘1 think so, yes,’ he said shakily.
‘Did you fed it?1’m sorry about the trick with the horseshoes. | didn’t think for one minute that there' d
beanyonewho . .’

‘It sdl right, it'sdl right,” Dvolci said, at once anxious and reassuring. ‘Neither did | redlly. And did |
fed it? How could | not?

Heirn interrupted them. *He' s gone. Stormed across the square straight asif 1”'d thrown him. People had
to jump out of hisway.” He looked at Atlon. *What the devil happened?

Atlon swayed and reached out to steady himsalf against thewall. *Help him, man,” Dvolci cried angrily.
‘Get him out into the open air.’

Heirn draped amassive arm about Atlon’ s shoulders and led him gently from the forge. He repested his
guestion as he sat him on the bench and crouched down in front of him, though thistime hisvoice wasfull
of concern. ‘What the devil happened? Y ou look awful.’

Atlon closed hiseyes and let out along, dow breath. Colour gradually returned to his cheeks. He opened
his eyes and scanned the square without moving his head. ‘He sgone,” hesaid to Dvolci. ‘And | can't
fedl anyone else about.” He drew a shaking hand across his forehead and looked at Heirn.

‘My little demongtration with the horseshoeswas amistake, I'm afraid,” hesaid. ‘I put you in danger. I’'m
sorry. | never thought . . ." Hisvoice faded and he shook his head.



‘There was no reason why you should,” Dvolci said. He gave aviolent shudder.

‘Areyou al right? Atlon asked.

Dvolci wasdismissve. ‘ Of coursel am,” he said. ‘It was just the thought of what al thismeans.’
Heirn interrupted with strained patience. ‘Will you pleasetell mewhat . . .’

‘Did you know the man? Atlon asked him.

‘No. They dl dressmore or less the same, and they usually keep their hoods well forward. And they
have their own smithsfor such work asthey need. | did the odd thing for them when | was young, but
they’ re bad clients— argue your price down to next to nothing, then argue about your workmanship, then
you haveto wring your money out of them, drop by drop.” He grimaced angrily as old memories
returned.

‘Well, answering your previous question, if that man’ stypicd of the Kyrosdyn, then it’sthem I’'m afraid
of. And much more so now than before.” Atlon put hishand to hishead. ‘| can hardly believeit.’

Heirn was about to spesk again but Dvolci answered his question. *He nearly attacked Atlon with the
Power,’” he said. ‘Right here, out in the open, with no regard for human flesh or the consequences. I've
never seen such grotesque, such frightening, indiscipline.’

‘I don’t know what you' re talking about,” Heirn said.
‘Yes, youdo,” Dvolci sad. ‘I saw the hairs on your neck standing on end even from where| was!’

Heirn gritted histeeth and looked up and down the square uncomfortably before replying. He had to
forcethewordsout. ‘I just shivered, that’sal. Y ou know — a goose walked over my grave.’

‘Inthisheat? Dvolci wasderisive. 'Y ou were scared iff. And rightly o, too.” Therewas such forcein
hislast remark that it stopped Heirn's protest. “ Think yourself lucky you were on the edges of it. And we
can al thank those who taught Atlon that sometimesiit’ s better to receive than to give. | shudder to think
what would have happened if you' d retaliated.’

Atlon tried to stand up then changed his mind. ‘ There was nothing to retdiate againg, fortunately,” he
said. ‘ Otherwise | probably would have done. But he didn't actudly do anything. That wasjust alittle
fis-clenching. He wasn't that undisciplined.’

Dvolci snorted. ‘Don’'t beridiculous,” he blasted. ‘ He reached for the Power asif it were no more than
scratching hisbacksde. He must useit dl thetime, it sappaling.” One foreleg came up nervoudy. ‘Did
yourespond at dl . . . even alittle? Do you think he realized you had the skill too? Histeeth chattered
anxioudy. ‘And what if they’ redl that powerful ?

‘No, | didn’t respond, but more by good luck than anything else” Atlon replied. ‘And no, | don't think
he suspected anything. He wouldn’t have left so easlly, if he had. Asfor them al being like that, then all
we can do isreturn home with the news.” He dgpped his knees with unconvincing heartiness. ‘But we' ll
have to find out more about these people and what they’ re doing. We can’t go back crying theaarm on
the strength of one chance encounter, can we?

‘Wemightn't survive another,” Dvolci said darkly. ‘Hewas using acrysta, you know.’

‘I know,” Atlon confirmed. ‘ Though I can’t think how.’



Dvolci wasangry again. ‘Don’t be so obtuse. Y ou know how.’
Atlon shook hishead. ‘It can’'t be’

‘Can’'t be? Of courseit can! You said it yourself before: the easy path — corruption and degradation —
and crystas magnifying the way manyfold. Someone who usesthe power so casudly istotaly under its
sway —totaly! He' s probably addicted beyond recovery. Tumbling headlong into hell. And it’'shard to
imaginehe' saone’

Atlon turned to Heirn. “What do the Kyrosdyn look like— physicaly —in themsalves?

The smith shrugged. ‘I’ ve not redlly seen dl that many. As| told you, they usually keep themsalves
hooded. But such as| have seen look pale. . . unhedthy.’

‘Gaunt?
Heirn nodded. ‘ Too much working indoorsin ill-lit workshops, | suppose’
‘Butthey’re. . . vigorous, for al that?

Heirn nodded again. ‘Yes,’ hesaid. ‘ Though I’ d use the word tense rather than vigorous — stiff, jerky
and sudden in their movements. And they’ ve always been arrogant and unpleasant.’

For amoment, Atlon looked much older. He shook his head dowly asif reluctant to accept hisown
conclusion. ‘I’'m afraid you'reright, he said to Dvolci.

Heirn sat down heavily beside Atlon. ‘I’ d value an explanation,” he said. ‘One| can understand. I’'ve no
ideawhat you' re both talking about, and, pleasure though it was to see one of them dismissed like astray
dog, even | felt something strange happen.’

Atlon was matter-of-fact. ‘ The Power | used to didodge those horseshoes, he was prepared to use
againgt me. Except that what he was threatening to use was many times stronger. It was akin to your
smashing me with your hammer for the same offence’

‘But hedidn’'t actudly do anything? Heirnlooked at him anxioudy, searching for reassurance.

‘No,” Atlon replied. Helooked unhappily a Dvolci. ‘Had he done, I’ d probably have defended mysdlf
ingtinctively. | don't think | could have done otherwise. And who knows what the consequences of that
would have been . . " He paused and studied the smith for amoment. * But he raised the hammer, Heirn.
Would you have done so in those circumstances? | doubt you' d have raised anything other than your
eyebrows. What he did was not the act of atruly sane person. If the others are the same, then they’re
much more than just another group of people scrabbling for power and wedth within the city. They're
profoundly dangerous. They’reliable to bring this place downinruins.

Heirn grimaced. ‘| can't accept this,” he said with abroad wave of hishand. ‘ No disrespect, Atlon, but
you'rereally beginning to talk nonsense. Y ou’ ve no ideawhat this placeislike. How bigit is. How many
conflicting groupsthere are. The Kyrosdyn are an odd lot, for sure, and undeniably not peopletotrifle
with. But the city’ sfull of determined and organized groups. Always has been. The Kyrosdyn are one of
the oldest —they’ re supposed to go back to the very beginnings. Why would they want to harm the
place? And how could they? If they started to muster mercenaries, newswould be dl over the placein
days— hours, even —and that would unite amost everyone against them, not least themob. It's
happened before with other groups.”

Thetrio sat in slence for along time, each absorbed in his own thoughts. Eventualy, Atlon looked up at



the sun, now quitelow inthe sky. ‘ It' sgetting late,” he said, standing. He held out hishand to Heirn.
‘Thank you for your help and your kindnessto two strangers,” he said. ‘| apologize for the problems

we' ve caused you. | won't ask you to accept what | just told you, though it istrue. The Power unleashed
issomething far beyond anything you' ve ever known and you' d think metruly mad if | tried to explain it
toyou, sol won't. If | could ask you to direct us back to The Wyndering, preferably avoiding any of the
Spills, we'll be on our way and trouble you no further.’

Heirn too, stood up, and took the offered hand. He looked down at Atlon sternly. ‘ Thetrick with the
horseshoes, | thought could probably be just that —atrick. But Kyrosdyn don’t cometo my forge, and
that onewas herelike adog after arat. That's apuzzle. Then your manner, your horse, the tack, the
shoes, and not least the crystals, al mark you out as being someone unusua. Another puzzle. And the
busnesswith the Kyrosdyn. Asl said, even | fet something. Y et another. Y ou’ ve given me so many
questionsthat I'm unlikely to deep tonight asitis’ Heleaned forward, looming over Atlon. ‘But this
city’smy home, and the home of many good people, for dl it leavesalot to be desired, and if the
Kyrosdyn are adanger, I’ d like to know more about it.’

Atlon glanced up a the sun again. *Sowould |,” hesaid. *But I' ve ill got the problems | arrived with,
and one day lessin which to solve them. | need work to pay for food and lodging. Until | get thet, there's
preciouslittle | can do about the Kyrosdyn or anything.’

Heirn nodded thoughtfully. ‘1t occursto methat, you coming from such ahorse-loving land, you might
have some rudimentary skillsin say, leatherwork, shoeing, and the like.” He gestured back into the forge.
‘I’'ve usudly got afew horses back there that need tending for aday or so. | could perhaps offer you
food and board in return for alittle help. And while we worked, you could talk.’

Atlonlooked a Dvolci uncertainly. Heirn, the inveterate bargainer, pressed his offer before thefelci could
contribute histhoughts.

‘I don’t think you want to work in a crystal workshop any more, do you? he said significantly. ‘ Or get
too closeto any of the Kyrosdyn. At least for the moment.’

Atlon’s expression conceded the point.
‘“Then you're hired? Heirn asked encouragingly.
Rdief lit Atlon'sface. *Yes, hesad, smiling broadly. * Y ou're very kind.’

‘I'mvery curious,’ Heirn admitted bluntly. He looked up and down the square knowingly. ‘ And aswe' re
not likely to get any customers at thistime of day, I’ll shut up and we' Il go dong to my place. It'snot far.
We can have something to est, then perhaps. . . talk awhilein peace, en?

After he had damped down the furnace, it took Heirn only afew minutesto swing a series of heavy
shuttersinto place. They were robust and ingenioudy designed to provide no leverage pointsfor
would-be thieves, but they were scarred with various impacts nevertheless.

‘“Who'd want to stedl what’sin here? Heirn said as he saw Atlon examining them. * But they try. Always
they try. It'sapity they don’t put the same effort into plying an honest trade.”

Asthey moved away from theforge, Dvolci clambered on to Atlon’s shoulder and whispered urgently in
hisear. ‘He' s come back.’

Atlon nodded. ‘Yes, | know.” He spoke to Heirn. * The Kyrosdyn's back.’

Heirn looked around, startled. ‘| can't seehim.”’



‘He' shere even so. How far isit to where these people live? he asked.
‘The Vaskyros? Quite away —why?

‘ Could he have been there and come back since he left the forge?

‘No. Not even if he' d beenriding.’

Atlon’ sface became grim. ‘We |l haveto ded with him.” Helooked around anxioudy at the busy street.
‘Isthere any secluded way we can use to get to your home?

Chapter 14

Pinnatte felt good. Very good. In fact, he could not remember when he had last felt so good. It was as
though his every heartbeat reinvigorated him as he strode through the gloomy streets towards the Jyolan
Pits. Among the many fantases that he toyed with on the way was one that had him seeking out the
Kyrosdyn who had left the mark on his hand, and thanking him for setting him on the path to finding a
new future for himsdf. It made him glow and he rubbed the back of hishand ddightedly.

As he neared the Pits he made a conscious effort to calm down. Strutting conspicuoudy through the
darkened side streets and alleyswas not only out of character, it was foolish. Once or twice he actualy
fancied that he was being followed, though when he spun sharply on his hedl he caught no sudden tell-tde
shift in the shadows behind him. However, drawing attention to himsdlf in the Pitswould be particularly
unwise. He was known to be one of Lassner’s Den-Mates, and if he were to act the way hefdlt, the eye
of every Pitguard in the place would be drawn to him inexorably. The very least that would happen then
would be Lassner hearing of his excited behaviour and presuming, naturally, that he had been lessthan
honest about histakings for the day. The worst that could happen would see him trying to convince the
Pitguards that he hadn’t suddenly had a* stroke of particularly good fortune’ which he might like to
‘share’ with hisold friends. No, this night was for watching, not being watched. He must be hisold,
inggnificant dif.

Apart from his own safety, thiswas the correct way to behave in any event. He had no clear idea of what
he intended to do, or to whom he might wish to ally himself, but he knew that it would have to be done
discreetly —very discreetly. He had seen enough in histime to know that the people who wereredly
successful —the likes of Barran, for example—were not flashy and raucous, but modest in their public
gppearances, and slent and secret in their business dealings.

Barran. ..

The name had dipped into his mind unexpectedly. He mulled it over. To be part of Barran's
ever-growing empire was an improbably high aspiration, but then, today was proving to be an
improbable day. And if hewaslooking to improve hislot, there was redly not much point in following the
dar of just another Den-Master, someone precious little better than Lassner.

Why not Barran? he decided extravagantly. There was no harm in dreaming, though evenin hiselated
state he knew there wasllittle chance of finding away into such aman’s service—not least because he
had no ideawhere to start.

He cameto the top of arise and joined the street that led to the Jyolan Pits. To his surprise, it was much
busier than usud, with dmost everyone walking or riding in the same direction. And while there were
some familiar faces to be seen, the mgority were not the typical night people that were usualy to be
found here. He joined the stream.



Intrigued, he was taking a considerable interest in the crowd as he rounded the final corner before the
Jyolan — part professiond, part curiosity. As helooked ahead however, he stopped with aviolent intake
of breath, and al thoughts of the crowd were gone. In front of him, chilling and awful, wasamaevolent,
winking face. It filled the entire street. His knees sarted to buckle and his mouth dried as he saw that the
surging crowd, now no more than ablack flood, was disappearing into its gaping, blazing maw. For an
instant, heart pounding, he was about to turn and flee back into the darkness, to the safety of his Den.
But even asthe intention formed, the image changed. He gave a nervous, self-deprecating laugh. It was
only the Pits. Normadlly, al that could be seen of the place at night was such asthe inadequate
street-lighting revedled, and whatever light spilled out of the entrance door. Tonight however, the place
was illuminated. The high-arched entrance was ablaze and lights on the roof played on the carved figures
there, making them seem to move like restless guards around aflickering campfire. Lightstoo, hung al
about the front of the building, and some had been placed behind the windows to the upper floors, to
glint through the ornate metd frameslike so many squinting eyes. Pinnatte let out anoisy breath and
shook his head to digpel the residue of the image that had greeted him.

Everyone around him was heading towards the Jyolan, to join an aready large crowd gathered there—a
much larger crowd than was usual, he noted as he drew nearer. And much more excited. And richer, he
redlized very quickly, as he reached the outer edge of it. He could see liveried mensarvants,
maidservants, grooms, forma guards and more than afew individuas whose sharp-eyed attention to their
surroundings marked them out unequivocally as bodyguards to the very quietly rich. Coaches bearing the
inggnias of noble houses and rich traders were arriving and leaving, or just anding in the street, their
horses skittish in the noisy crowd. There could have been red pickingsfor him here had he so chosen,
but though he could fed hisingtinct for theft stirring, he kept it sternly under control. Apart from his
new-found ambition, purse-cutting at the Pits was profoundly foolish even under ordinary circumstances,
with so few avenues of escape and so many Pitguards about. Apart from the fact that most of them knew
him, they guarded their exclusiveright to separate the spectators from their money most jealoudy. To be
caught stealing by them meant a beating —no smaller matter in itself — but with the place dive with
mercenary bodyguards, always dert for an opportunity to justify their wagesto their employers, he could
end up with ahand over hismouth and a silent knife under hisribsfor hispains. No one would even
know he was dead until the crowd moved away and he tumbled to the floor. And then there wasthe
crowd itself. He' d heard tales of would-be thieves who' d been literdly torn apart by afighting-pit crowd.

He shook off the thoughts and, thrusting his hands deep into his pockets, asif to emphasize that he was
keeping them out of trouble, he settled into the crowd' s shuffling progress. Whatever was happening was
perhaps fortunate. At least he could look happy and excited and no one would remark on it especialy.
But what was going on? The Jyolan Pits were the oldest in Arash-Felloren and, reputedly, had once been
the finest, but now they were rather down-at-hed and definitely not the kind of establishment that
attracted this class of clientele.

A man, smilar in build to himsdlf, wasjostled into him by apassing horse. Pinnatte caught and steadied
him.

‘I'm sorry,” the man said after he had finished cursing therider.

Pinnatte gave an uncharacterigticaly gracious nod. Then the man was stretching up and looking from side
to Sde asif searching for someone. His modest height however, proved to be too much of aproblemin
the growing crowd.

‘ Something speciad on tonight? Pinnatte asked.

The man nodded absently, il trying to look around. ‘Y es, more sthe pity,” hesaid. ‘ It' salLoose Pit.’
He made one more quick inspection of the crowd then gave up. Turning to Pinnatte, he spoke asif they



had known one another for years, asis the way with strangers thrust together in crowds. ‘1 ask you, how
often do the Jyolan have a L oose Pit? Once in a green-cheese moon, that’ s how often — never. And they
have to have onetonight of al nights’

A Loose Fit! Pinnatte thought. He hadn’t expected that. But it accounted for the sze and quality of the
crowd.

“Y ou haven’t seen aman wandering about looking logt, have you? The man was spesking again. He
held a hand above his head. * So high. Long riding coat and abig hat.” He leaned forward. ‘ Fine horse.
And probably got arat on his shoulder.’

Pinnatte’ seyeswidened. ‘A rat?

‘Well, asort of rat.’

Pinnatte shook his head and smirked uncertainly. ‘No,” he said.
“You're sure?

‘I'mcertain. I’'ve only just arrived, but I’ d have noticed someone with abig hat and arat on his
shoulder.” Pinnatte’ ssmirk became alaugh. * Y ou were waiting for him?

The man nodded and grimaced. ‘He' snew in town, he' s probably got lost.” He swore. ‘| shouldn't have
let him wander off. Years|’ve been training animasfor the Pits—not in abig way, you understand, but |
know my business—and that rat-thing would have made me afortune. And the owner, of course,” he
added hadtily. *Y ou should’ ve seen the way it backed down Ghred’ s dog at The Wyndering.” He swore

again.

Pinnatte had no greet interest in some failed Pit-animal trainer, but the crowd was holding them together
and he seemed affable enough. Besides, it dawned on him, failed or not, thisindividual would know more
about the men who ran the Pit than he did. He could be useful.

‘He might be anywhereinthislot,” hesaid. ‘Perhgpsyou’ll ssehimingde’

The man looked unhappy. The crowd continued to edge forward. Pinnatte offered consolation. ‘ Besides,
| don’t think arat would' ve stood much chance in a Loose Pit, would it?

‘Ohno,” theman said. ‘ It wouldn’t even have got in, of course—an unknown fighter and dl. But its
owner was beginning to show ared interest. | was surethat if | could ve got him in here and talked to
him — shown him the way of things— he' d have been redlly enthusiastic. He needed the money, and that's
dwaysahdp.

The crowd tightened around them. He held out hishand. * Irgon Rinter,” he announced. *Y ou haven't got
any animasyou d like trained up, have you?

Pinnatte introduced himsdlf, untypicaly using hisred name. ‘No,” hereplied. ‘ Not unlessyou count the
bed bugsin my lodgings, they’ re bloodthirsty enough for here!’

Rinter cackled. ‘Maybe we should run aminiature fighting pit. Fleas, maggots, soidersand thelike!’

‘1 don't think two fleas battling to the desth would pull acrowd likethis, Pinnatte said off-handedly. He
was not too keen on joining in Rinter’ s humour. *What' sfighting, do you know? He dapped his pocket.
‘Moreto the point, what' sit going to cost to get in?



‘A lot,; Rinter said. ‘ They’ll have opened up the top terraces for this crowd and I'll wager they’ll be
charging the normal Pitside pricesjust for them.” He leaned forward and tapped the side of hisnose. ‘As
for what' sfighting,” he said, in aconspiratoria undertone, ‘ according to my friendsinsde,’” he nodded
towardsthe building, ‘it's something very specid.” Helooked around as though someone in the heaving
crowd might be eavesdropping, then mouthed rather than spoke hisrevelation. * Something the Kyrosdyn
havefound.’

He pointed downwards significantly. ‘ From the caves’

Pinnatte was genuindly impressed though he managed not to show it. He rubbed the mark on his hand
unthinkingly.

‘Why here? he asked, for want of anything better to say.

Rinter maintained his congpiratorid air. ‘1 don’t know. It's unexpected — only heard about it myself this
afternoon. But I’ ve heard it said that Barran’ s been taking an interest in the Pits. Probably looking for
new businesses now he'sin control of so much of the crystd trade.’

But Pinnatte was not listening. The words Kyrosdyn and Barran had collided in hismind and were
echoing there, taking on alife of their own. They began to circle round and round like high-flying birds of
prey, their very presence dowly paraysing him. Then al meaning was gone from them and, sounding
over and over, they became a cacophonous babble — a chaotic choir of innumerable voices crying out in
aharsh and dlien language.

And something was pressing down on him.

He could not breathe! 1t was as though an iron ring was tightening around him. He should go no further.
He should get away from here!

‘Areyou dl right?

Rinter’ svoice filtered weekly through the clamour. Pinnatte seized it and clung to it desperately, and to
the grip that was shaking hisarm. The choir wavered and the ring tightened. He must get away.

‘Areyou dl right?

Somehow, Pinnatte forced his head back. He had to look up —to find air to breathe above this choking
press—to seeif anything wasindeed circling high above in the darkness, preparing to swoop down on
him.

For hewould be able to seeit, he knew.

But instead, his eyes met those of the face carved on the keystone of the arch that spanned the entrance
to the Pits. They seemed to reach out and embrace him. At their touch, he felt the sense of oppression
lifting from him, or rather, being lifted from him by some unknown agency and replaced by one of eation.
And the grip about his chest was gone too.

‘Areyou. ..
Rinter began his question for the third time. He continued shaking Pinnatte’ sarm.

“Yes, thank you,” Pinnatte said, putting his hand over Rinter’ sreassuringly to il it. * Just felt abit dizzy
for amoment. The crush, | expect.’



But hismind was racing, and he could not stop staring at the face. How could he have come here so
many times and never noticed anything so beautiful ? This was aword he could not remember having ever
used before, but it did not disturb him. It must be thelights, of course, he thought, but that had afalse,
inadequate ring to it as an explanation. It was something more than that, for as he edged forward, the
face seemed to be following him, tdling him not to be afraid, telling him that al would be well, that greet
things lay ahead of him, that he was protected. His body was permested with the knowledge. It was
unlike anything he had ever known.

Then a sudden eddying shuffle ran through the crowd and he was carried under the arch. For amoment,
it was as though he had been plunged into darkness, even though the lightsinside the building were
brighter than those outside. Part of him cried out in pain a the separation, but then the image of the face
waswith him again, distant now, but till sustaining him. And it remained there even though normality
began to close about him again as the crowd dowly moved across the stone-floored entrance hall of the
Fits.

‘Probably the heat, aswell.’
It took Pinnatte amoment to redlize that Rinter was diagnosing the dizziness he had clamed.
He nodded and smiled broadly. ‘Wdll, it’s gone now, and I’'m in the mood for watching agood fight.’

The sound of angry voices rose up ahead of them. Rinter stepped up on to the broad foot of aniron
stanchion to locate the source of the commotion. ‘Looks like we' |l see one beforewe get insde,” he said.
‘Someone' s objecting to the price.’” He jJumped down quickly and there was aragged movement through
the crowd as afigure, dripping blood through the fingers of his hand clasped over his mouth and nose,
elbowed hisway againg the flow. Abuse and laughter followed him.

Pinnatte joined in. What anidiot! Fancy arguing with the Pitguards, especidly in front of acrowd likethis.
Even 50, he discreetly thumbed through the coinsin his pocket. If Rinter’ s previous estimate was correct,
this was going to be an expensive evening and he' d no desire to go struggling back through the crowd,
bloodied or not. He had plenty, he decided, after a second count, though he felt abrief twinge of unease
about spending so much money. Still, he'd earned it today, and it would be folly indeed to walk away
from an event like this, not only because of what it was—the first Loose Pit at the Jyolan, and with a
Kyrosdyn animal as well — something from the caves —thiswould be aboasting point for years—but
because of what he might learn and whom he might yet meet in such acrowd. Admittedly, al he had
encountered so far was one unsuccessful Pit animd trainer, but he had made no effort to do that, and it
was still astep into the world he wanted to explore. If, as Rinter had intimated, Barran was going to start
taking over the city’ s Pits as he had taken over much of the crystal trade, then the Jyolan would be a
good place for him to begin. Old, respected, and long past its best, it occupied a building the constant
complaint about which, by those who went there regularly, wasthat it could be used far more effectively
than its present owners alowed.

‘Had agood day, young Pinnatte?

He jumped. He had been so absorbed in histhoughts that he had not redlized he was so close to the
inner gate. The greeting came from one of the Pitguards.

‘Could have been better,” hereplied. It was his normal response. It was the normal response for most of
the citizens of Arash-Felloren to such a question. He noted that the Pitguard was wearing not only a
livery, but anew, dbeit ill-fitting one, and that some of the others standing by the gate were unknown to
him. He considered an ironic remark about the livery but decided againgt it; he did not know the man al
that well, and he was|ooking both particularly proud and keen-eyed. Further, Pinnatte suspected, from



the glances being exchanged, that the apparently friendly greeting had only been to identify him to the
other Pitguards.

‘How muchisit tonight? he asked.

The Pitguard wesarily indicated alarge notice dominating the inner gate. Having prepared himsdlf, Pinnatte
managed to keep his mouth from dropping open, but he till felt awrench as he parted with the money.
Then he wasthrough.

‘Thought we' d never get here.” Rinter was by his Side again. He looked around. ‘Wdll, well, look at this.
I’ snot only the top terraces that have been opened.’

Infront of them, the crowd was being shepherded with varying degrees of politeness by more strange
Pitguards through arow of arched entrances. Rinter was drawing Pinnatte' s attention to two arches at the
end of the row. These were normally dark and completely blocked by piles of rubbish. Now they were
brightly lit and the rubbish had either been removed, or pushed aside.

‘That way,” anearby Pitguard called out before Rinter could say anything else. The man was pointing
towards one of the newly-opened arches with aheavy baton which he hefted in amanner markedly at
oddswith his polite demeanour.

The building that housed the Jyolan Pitswas very old, and no one now knew what it had originaly been
used for. Nor could ause be readily deduced from its congtruction, save that it must have been for some
kind of public assembly. Externdly, apart from being unusualy ornate and patently much older, the
building was not vadtly different from most of its neighboursin that it was, in essence, alarge rectangular
block. Internaly however, al was curved, snuous and confusing. An ova arenawith acentra circular
platform, raised and fenced, lay at its heart. It was surrounded by steeply stacked terraces on the lower
steps of which the spectators usualy stood. Around these, in turn, were severd levels of cloistered

bal conies, each of which, disconcertingly, protruded further than the one below, forming an arching line
which drew the eye upwards until the outer wallsfinally swept up to form adomed ceiling. The baconies
were normally empty and the rows of arches and their broad separating columns which formed the
balustrades, hovered around and over the assembly like dark, sightless eyes, giving the place not only a
gloomy atmosphere, but, at times, asinister one. More sinister yet was acircle of sharp-pointed horn-like
gpikes which unfurled from the ceiling. Each one bent downwards asif bowing in obeisance to asolitary
barb which hung from the crown of the dome. Its curving sides swept down from abroad base to an
amost needle thinness, at the end of which was what appeared to be a clear crystd about the size of a
child' sfigt. In the light now seeping from the bal conies, this occasionaly flashed bright, like asolitary
dlver dar.

Stranger than this central hall however, was the accessto it, which consisted of acomplex tangle of
interweaving and interlinked passageways. Like the streets of the city itsdlf, these twisted and turned,
dipped and rose, to no discernible logic. Some were wide and spacious, while others were narrow, with
low, claustrophobic ceilings, though none maintained the same shape for any great length. And for each
of these passages, there were innumerable other conduits threading unknowable pathway's through the
ancient sonework. These ranged in size from some that a stooping man might passaong, if he were so
inclined, to others scarcely large enough to accommodate a probing forefinger. Whatever the
passageways werefor, it was questionable that even the widest were intended for people asdl of them
had uneven, curved floors, sometimes amost semi-circular, which broke the strides of walkers and
congtantly forced them into the centre, awvay from the walls.

One of the wilder talesthat the smaller passageways spawned was that they moved. Waysthat were
Seen one day were gone the next, and new ways appeared where none had been before. It was even



said that, in the past, people, alone in the building, had heard voices and had wandered off and never
been seen again. Certainly, sounds echoed strangely adong al of the ways and even when dl else was
dlent, a soft moaning filled the place. Sometimes it was like awind from adistant and bleak land, while at
othersit had aliving, chilling qudity toit.

It was dong one of the narrower passages that Pinnatte and Rinter found themsdves walking, part of a
long file of would-be spectators. Pitguards, or crudely-written signs, directed them at the many junctions.
Asat the entrance, there was an aura of hasty organization about everything. All around wastheringing
clatter of feet on the stone floor and the echoing sounds of many people speaking too loudly. Excitement
was the predominant mood, generated by the unexpected staging of aL oose Fit, the opening of the

bal conies, and the appearance of new, liveried Pitguards. But too, some part of the clamour was perhaps
for reassurance in the long twisting passageway, with itslow, oppressive ceiling and the uneasy light from
intermittently placed il lamps adding an escort of milling shadowsto the moving line.

Rinter and Pinnatte were not immune to the general mood, but they moved aong in silence, bonded
enough by the new experience to Say together, but not enough to share any gleeful anticipation.
Eventualy, after asudden steep incline, they were walking up a curved stone stairway. It opened out on
to acloistered passageway that formed one of the higher balconies. Though it was wide, the outer wall
curved noticeably inwards and was pardleled by theinner face of the parapet wall, giving the scene that
greeted the two men an odd, canted appearance as they stared from left to right, uncertain which way to
go. They had little time for deliberation however, asthe press behind carried them forward.

There were many people dready there but there was till plenty of space dong the parapet wall for the
incoming crowd and Pinnatte and Rinter did not walk too far before choosing a place to stand. Peering
out over the arena, Rinter looked immediately downwards, searching curioudy aong the lower balconies
opposite. Pinnatte however, found himself looking upwards, towards the ring of curved spikes that
crowned the dome. For agiddying moment be felt that he waslooking not up, but down on the scene
and that the spikes were like the petals of agreat flower that had opened to release a central, solitary
bloom that now seemed to be sweeping up towards him. Though not afraid of heights, he tightened his
grip on the edge of the parapet involuntarily, asif he might tumbleinto the dome. He smiled unessily ashe
redized what he was doing and the unsettling sensation passed as his gaze moved from the dome aong
the tapering stem to the solitary crystal. He moved his head dightly asif that might improve hisview and,
catching alight from somewhere, the crystd flashed brilliantly. The light seemed to Pinnatte to passinto
him, unhindered by hisbody, and fill him utterly, shining to the heart of what and who hewas. It
embodied dl that was perfect and pure, and he was once again outside the building, staring up at the face
carved into the keystone of the entrance arch, though thistime it was dive and radiant, and the entire
crowd behind him was staring a0, in reverence and awe.

‘I never redized how big this place was.’

Rinter’ svoice, grating and sounding unnaturaly harsh, cut brutaly into the deep silence of Pinnatte’'s
vison. Fooding in its wake came the babble of the gathering audience. Pinnatte grimaced and his hands
were hafway to his ears before he remembered where he was. Rinter, however, was too engrossed in
the scene bel ow to notice the reaction. Pinnatte took a deep breath to cam himsalf and looked again at
the crystd. It glittered as brightly as before in the comparative gloom, but its strange, penetrating
presence was gone. Unexpectedly, he was possessed by aterrible rage that Rinter’ s mewling should
have torn thiswonder from him, and his mind was suddenly filled with avison of the animd trainer flailing
and screaming as he hurled him from the ba cony into the arenabel ow — afitting sacrifice. But, just as
suddenly, the mood was gone, leaving Pinnatte oddly empty and alittle puzzled that such aviolent image
should cause him so little concern. He had been subjected to violence many times, and was not afraid to
useit himsdaf when he had no dternative, but it was always aregrettable necessity and certainly it was not



hisway to take vengeful delight in it. And yet the reason he had not attacked Rinter was not because of
any moral scruple, but because the light from the crystal stayed his hand. 1t seemed to be reassuring him,
telling him to remain cam; it was not logt, it was merdly elsewhere; it had existed ways, and would
return to him. And it told him other things aswell, just as had the carved face. It told him again of afuture
quite different to the one he would have thought was his but days ago. He took another deep breath. Just
areaction to dl that's happened today, he thought. So many changes. It wasn't avery convincing
explanation, but he' d think about it later. He forced himsdlf to pick up the threads of Rinter’s continuing
remarks.

‘There must be three times as many people here as normal, and there' s space for as many again —look.’
Rinter was dmost having to shout to make himself heard above the clamour coming from every angle.

Pinnatte followed Rinter’ s pointing hand down across the lower bal conies and the terraces around the
arena. The man's estimate was probably right, he decided. There were far more there than he had ever
seen before, and though the bal conies were lined with people, they were far from crowded.

‘Where vethey adl comefrom? he asked. ‘1 didn’t know there was going to be aLoose Pit here tonight
and | livequite near.’

Rinter turned to him questioningly. ‘ Never been to one before, en?
Pinnatte shook his head.

Rinter became avuncular. ‘' Loose Pit people are different from ordinary Pit waichers, Pinnatte. Richer, as
you can see. More knowledgeable and discerning by far. Connoisseurs, you might say. And very well
connected.” He gave aknowing nod with the last remark, then leaned close. ‘ For instance, when | was
hereearlier withmy . . . colleague. . .” He frowned at the sudden memory of Atlon and Dvolci, and cast
aquick glance acrossthe hall asif he might suddenly seethem. It did not halt the momentum of hisnew
tale, however. *When | was here earlier, they were closed because there was going to be something
specid tonight. But it wasn't this. Not aLoose Pit. There was no hint of it. They’ d have told me right
away . . . me being known here. Don't ask me why, but this has come about within the last few hours.
But those people.. . .” Without looking away from Pinnatte, he pointed over the parapet, towards the
crowd on theterracesbelow. ‘. . . are connected. News of a Loose Pit gets to them quicker than if it
was being taken by agalloper. I’ ve seen it happen before. They come from al over.” He snapped his

fingers

Pinnatte inclined his head and pursed hislips by way of acceptance of thisinformation. After alowing for
alittlelicence by thetdler, the suddenness of it al seemed quite plausible. The entrancesto the
passageway's they had come aong had only been roughly cleared of rubbish and the lighting and signs
they had met dl bore the hdlmarks of hasty preparation.

Then he wondered whether Lassner was amongst the crowd —whether his Den Master was one of the
chosen many who supported these very specid events. The thought brought aflicker of bitterness. If
Lassner wasthere, it would doubtless be his, Pinnatte’ s, money that the old fool was wasting with his
inept wagering. And, presumably, wagers too would be much higher than norma tonight. Almost as
though he had accidentally picked up ahot cod, he let the thought go quickly — it was an unnecessary
burden. All he needed to think about Lassner now was how to get away from him without causing
problemsthat were likdly to pursue him into his new future. Now he was going to enjoy the experience of
thefirst Loose Pit at the Jyolan, and hisown first Loose Fit.

Enjoy.
Thistoo puzzled him alittle. Though he came to the Jyolan fairly frequently, he would not have described



himsdlf asagreat follower of the sport. In fact, there were times when he found it unpleasant and
distasteful, not least the behaviour of the crowd. It touched something in him that he rebelled againgt. He
went there as much for something to do asfor any other reason — usudly it was not an expensive evening.
Tonight, however, continuing the mood that had started to possess him as he had sat on the roof of
Lassner’s Den, he was actudly beginning to fed excited. Perhapsit was the genera mood, or just the
strangeness of everything that was happening here. Perhaps it was the prospect of the yarns hewould
haveto tell over the next few months. Then again, he thought more cynicaly, perhapsjust parting with the
extramoney had induced in him the ideathat what he was about to see must be worth paying alot for.

Whatever it was, he was glad to be there.
‘Any sgn of your friend? he asked.

Rinter’ s mouth twisted irritably. *No. | doubt he'sin here even if he'sfound the place. He didn’t have
much money and he till needed quite abit of persuading. | might go back to The Wyndering tomorrow
to seeif he' sHtill there. That rat thing was most impressive. | wouldn't liketo loseit.” He shrugged
regretfully. ‘But I’'m afraid he might be another lost opportunity now. | should never have let him wander
off on hisown. Hewasvery . .." Helooked at Pinnatte while he searched for aword. ‘ Innocent,” he
decided.

Pinnatte replied with an arch look that made Rinter chuckle craftily. He gave Pinnatte afriendly punch on
thearm. ‘Well, better | show him the ways of the city than some unscrupulousindividua who wouldn’t
have hisbest interests at heart.’

‘Of course,” Pinnatte concurred with mock solemnity.
The two men laughed asthey turned their attention back to the arena.

It wasthefirgt time that Pinnatte had redlly looked at the scene below since they arrived and he was
immediately struck by the remarkable view of the arena. It was not as good aview as Pitsde, of course,
but it was much better than he had imagined it would be when the Pitguards had directed them up here,
Rinter was not asimpressed. ‘| hope they’ re big, whatever’ sfighting tonight,” he said. * It' sgoing to be
difficult to see any niceties from up here’” Heleaned back from thewall and looked up and down the
bal cony. ‘Have you seen any blues?

‘No, Pinnatte replied. ‘ But there s plenty Pitsde.” He pointed. * And they’ re signalling up here. There
must be some further round.’

The blueswerethe*officials who controlled the wagering at the Pits. Wagering between individuals was
expresdy forbidden, and though it was common, it was risky. Anyone caught doing it would routinely
lose any money and va uables they had on them, by way of fines, and could well be given abeating to
emphasi ze the point. Ostensibly the blues were independent of one another, officialy appointed by the
Prefect, but everyone knew that they were chosen for their peculiar mathematica skillsand, likethe
Pitguards, were employed by the people who organized the Fights. They were caled blues because of
the bright blue neckerchiefsthat they wore, bearing theinsignia of the Prefect in Silver thread at one
corner. Although it was a characterigtic of them that they were loud in proclaiming their honour and
honesty, it was a commonplace that they worked together to ensure that the odds remained decidedly in
their, and thustheir employers , favour. Nevertheless, such judgements were invariably forgotten in the
heet of a Fight and the blues were never short of customers. They communicated with one another above
the din and confusion of the Pits by means of frantic aborate hand sgnasinvolving grest manua
dexterity and many violent dashing and throat-cutting gestures. Severd of them were standing around the
Ait, sgndling to others on the terraces and up to the ba conies.



Rinter sudied them for awhile then pursed hislips and shook his head. *Not for metonight, | think,” he
sad. ‘Minimum bet’ stoo high.’

Despite himsdlf, Pinnatte was impressed. * Y ou understand all that arm-waving? he asked with a
mimicking gesture.

‘Enough,’” Rinter replied. ‘I’ ve picked it up over theyears’

Before Pinnatte could pursue this intriguing discovery atrumpet sounded. Four repeated notes echoed
around the crowded hdl and the audiencefdl slent.

Chapter 15

Another trumpet joined the first. Then another. The sounds cascaded over one another, filling the hall.
Traditiondly, fighting pits dways opened with afanfare of some kind. More often than not it would bea
teeth-clenching affair of split notes and dissonances, though occasiondly it could be martid and stirring.
Pinnatte liked that — he responded to music, and agood fanfare thrilled him. So much so, that when he
heard one he would walk back to the Den, whistling a tuneless and inadequate descant to its echoing
memory softly under his breeth.

But this was such as he had never heard before. It was not merely confidently and accurately played, it
had adriving, rhythmic power that seemed to pick him up and shake him. At itsclimax, hefelt asthough
he was being transported to another place, far above and beyond this shoddy hall with its degradation
and its stench of bloodlust and greed. He was wide-eyed and gaping in amazement when eventually the
sound faded, and he felt asif every hair on hisbody was stlanding on end. How could such magic exist in
aplacelikethis?

Then ahbiting pain shot through hisright hand and, for amoment, suffused him horribly. It was asthough
his body was rebelling againgt hisdation at the music and it brought him crashing back to normality.
Somehow he managed to reduce an anguished cry to asharply indrawn breath, but he could do no other
than saize hishand and hold it tight againgt himsalf. The pain began to fade dmost immediately.

‘What' sthe matter? Rinter asked.

‘Nothing,” Pinnatte answered, grimacing. ‘| hurt my hand earlier and just caught it on something.” Rinter
nodded with casua sympathy and returned to watching the arena below. Unexpectedly, Pinnatte found
that he was relieved at the other man’slack of concern. He did not want to show the stain on his hand to
anyone, it was his, and hisaone. Heetingly it seemed to him that the pain and the music were associated
in someway —asif the pain were indeed a punishment because the music had taken him somewhere he
should not be. He did not dwell on the notion, for it made no sense.

Then the pain was gone completely. Slowly he released his hand, fearful about what he might see when
he looked down. He edged back alittle from Rinter and, manoeuvring himsdf into the light from anearby
lamp, nervoudy examined the back of hishand. To hisrelief he saw that nothing had changed. There was
no sign of inflammation or swelling, il less anything that might have caused a violent and sudden
reaction. Indeed, the stain seemed to be allittle fainter. Very tentatively, he prodded it with hisfinger. It
did not hurt. He prodded harder. Still there was no pain. Whatever had caused it, there was not even the
dightest tenderness now.

A raucous cheering came up from the crowd, dissipating hislingering concern about his hand. Likethe
fanfare, theroar grew inintensity and, also like the fanfare, it seemed first to pass through him and then to
carry him away. Thistime however, he was not so much lifted out of himself as possessed by the
wild-eyed and ravening excitement that wasfilling the hal. For thefirst time, the characterigtic stink of the



arenareached him. It had apeculiarly vivid intensity, almost asthough for an instant he had been given
the helghtened senses of an animal. 1t mingled with the smell and roar of the crowd, exciting him till
further. He heard, or rather felt himsdlf joining in the noise even before he was again looking over the
parapet to see what it wasfor.

The causelay in the floor of the high platform at the centre of the arena, where three curved and
overlapping sections were dowly drawing back to revea agrowing circular opening. Pinnatte stiffened as
the oval arenabecame agrest eye, with the dark circle that formed its pupil widening asif at the joy of
seeing him. Asit stared up at him, his own eyes widened in response.

Then afaint bloody thread was worming in the depths of the darkness. Only dowly did heredizethat he
was watching someone emerge through the opening. The image of the eye lingered however, until the
man stepped on to the platform.

Hewasafamiliar figure, to befound in dl thefighting pits, though Pinnatte was not used to seeing him
from such an angle. He wore a bright red, broad-brimmed hat, and along coat of the same colour
decorated with an elaborate gold tracery. In hisright hand he held adender silver staff, haf astal again
as himsdf. Thiswasthe Magter of the Pit, ostensbly the supreme authority over dl mattersthat occurred
inthe arena. His decisions were not to be disputed, however arbitrary they might seem, however enraged
the crowd. He it was who signalled the beginning and the ending of each fight and who determined the
winner when any doubt existed. He aso enforced disciplinein the arena, the merest touch of his staff
causing animals to rel ease even the most tenacious of grips and legp back in pain. More than once,
Pinnatte had seen asimilar fate meted out to irate owners who had so much forgotten themsdlvesin the
heat of the moment asto approach the centra platform and argue with the Master.

Following thistall and dignified figure came two men dressed in tight black tunics and trousers. They too
carried staffs though they were shorter than the Master’ s. These were the Judges of the Fit, though why,
no one knew, for their opinions were neither sought by the Master nor offered to him. Their duties
conssted of regding the crowd with the breeding and fighting pedigrees of the various animas, with
goading those that were reluctant to fight, and with dispatching any that were badly hurt.

Other figures entered the arena next through doorsin the sde of the centra platform. They entered
quietly and without ceremony. Carrying heavy staffs and long knives, they were known asthe Clerks of
the Pit. It was their task to implement any ingtructions from the Master and to help the Judges with the
digpatching of animals— sometimes a difficult and dangerous duty — and to clean up the arena after each
fight. Normally they were amotley, ragged group of individuas, but tonight even they wore liveries—pae
brown in colour, not dissmilar to that of the arenafloor. They were greeted with mock cheersand
whistleswhich most of them managed to ignore.

The Master extended his arms with his palms upwards and turned round to encompass the entire crowd.
The cheering became genuine and very loud, fading only as one of the Judges stepped forward to spesk.
Rinter and Pinnatte craned forward in anticipation of having difficulty in hearing asolitary voice from so
far away. So did everyone ese. It proved to be unnecessary however. When the man spoke, some
qudity in the congtruction of the hdl carried hisvoicein such away that it was as though he were
gtanding only afew paces awvay from everyonethere. A murmur of surprise rumbled through the hal, but
he spoke through it. He had anironic lilt to hisvoice.

‘Welcometo you al, my friends. Welcometo the Jyolan Fighting Fits. .
‘He'sanew one,” Rinter said. ‘ And the Magter, too.’

Pinnatte nodded.



‘Welcome to the new andfuture Jyolan Fighting Pits.” There was a cheer from parts of the crowd.
‘Tonight isnot what it was going to be. Even thismorning, this night was not foreseen. But changes have
come about and tonight’ s contests will show you thingsthat will remain with you not only when you leave,
but for therest of your lives. ..

‘That won't belong at thisrate. Get on with it,” someone shouted.

There was some laughter, and the Judge turned and levelled an open hand in the direction of the heckler.
‘And we may decideto finish the evening by throwing some extra fresh mest to our magnificent winners’
Thiswas greeted with araucous cheer from those standing near the man and, satisfied, the Judge
returned to his speech. ‘ Those of you who come here regularly, may doubtless be surprised at what

you' vefound tonight' He indicated the opened bal conies.

‘And at the prices,” came acry. There were some angry voices raised in agreement with this.

The Judge gave an airy wave. ‘ Quality, ladies and gentlemen. Quality. If you want to see rabbits, ratsand
bad-tempered dogs nibbling at one another, there are plenty of other placesto goto.” He became
dismissive. ‘ Some, I’ ve no doubt, would probably pay you to go in and watch. But for what we have
tonight, agrand re-opening, asit were, what you' ve paid isthe merest trifle. Y ou'll not regret the modest
amounts we' ve asked from you — not ever. For you are the fortunate, the privileged few whom fate has
chosen to be present at the very beginning of afuture which will seethe Jyolan Pitsrestored to a
splendour and fame that will exceed even its past greatness, the few who'll be talking about tonight’s
eventsto their grest-grandchildren.’

Despite the unusua nature of the Judge' s preamble, sections of the crowd were becoming restless. The
man faltered. Sowly, the Magter of the Pitsraised his S&ff vertically and brought the end down on to the
platform with acrack which, like the Judge' s voice, carried round the entire hall. Very few of the crowd
did not start at the impact and the hubbub faded rapidly.

The Judge cast ahasty ook over his shoulder at the Master who gave him a sharp nod to continue. He
cleared histhroat. ‘ My friends, we are providing you with this spectacl e tonight, because the Jyolan —
aways one of the finest pits—now has patrons who rank amongst the city’ s wedlthiest and most
powerful.” He bent forward and put afinger to hislips. ‘ Patronswho, asisthe way with people of
discernment and delicate sengbility, prefer to give their support discreetly and silently.’

‘It sBarran, I'll wager,” Rinter nodded significantly to Pinnaite. He spoke softly, asif hisvoice might
travel around the hal like the Judge's. ‘1 told you there’ d been talk of it. And it’ d take someone like him
to seethe potentia inaplacelikethis’ He rubbed his hands glesfully.

The mention of Barran brought Pinnatte fully back to hisreason for being there that night. ‘ Have you ever
met him? he asked.

‘Who?
‘Barran. Have you ever met him?

Rinter paused for amoment then took on a proprietoriad air. ‘“Well, with his businessinterests, helikesto
keep himsdlf to himsdlf and there’ s not many get closeto him, but | have met him —and spoken to him —
and, of course, | know Fiarn from the old days. Y ou’' ve heard of Fiarn?

Pinnatte looked at Rinter with considerably renewed interest.

He had accepted that this newly-found acquaintance might be a pit animd trainer — plenty of people



claimed to bethat just because they had afierce dog which they occasionaly entered in minor pits— but
it seemed highly improbable that he would know people such as Barran or even Fiarn, not least because
he was standing here in the cheapest part of the hal. Still, for some reason he had taken aliking to the
man and he was|oath to jeopardize their casua friendship by taxing him too closdly on such matters.
Nevertheess, firg thingsfirg, he had afutureto find for himsdf.

‘Yes, I've heard of Fiarn,” hereplied. *Used to look after minersin the Thlosgara, didn’t he? Until he
gtarted working for Barran.’

The Judge bel ow was beginning to describe the anima s that would be fighting in the first contest. Aswas
usud, the speech wasfull of flamboyant hyperbole and, also as usua, most of the crowd was scarcely
ligening.

Rinter chuckled knowingly. * Oh yes, that’s oneway of putting it. Fiarn used to look after the minersal
right.” He turned round and leaned back on the parapet wall. * In fact, | worked for him for awhile—
looking after the miners.” His face darkened and took on an expression amost of regret after this boast.
‘But it wasn't for me. Not my kind of work. Fiarn’sahard man — brutal when he wantsto be. And |
couldn’'t help but fed sorry for the miners— or their families, anyway. It' sdifficult to fed sorry for the
minersthemsaves—they’readismd, driven lot a the best of times.” His expression became reflective.
‘People go into aworld of their own after they’ ve worked in the minesfor awhile. Y ou can see it when
you look into their eyes—they’ re not there redlly, though | wouldn’t like to know where they are. And
the Thlosgard’ s a creepy place —downright frightening at times. Y ou know it moves, don’'t you?
Pinnatte nodded vaguely. The Thlosgard was not something that came up often in normal conversation,
but he had heard tales about its constantly changing terrain. Rinter cast aglance back into the arena—the
Judgewas il talking. ‘But yes, Fiarn “looked after the miners’ until Barran made him abetter offer.’

‘What was that?

Rinter chuckled again, then laughed openly. ‘ A typica Barran offer —work for me or die. Mind you, it
was more than he offered the rest of Fiarn’sgang.” Pinnatte raised an inquiring eyebrow. Rinter looked at
him squarely, asif making ajudgement, then he leaned forward and spoke softly. ‘ It dmost makes you
think there' s someone keeping an eye on you, the way thingswork out, doesn’t it? Hisvoicefdl lower
gill. ‘I'd left Fiarn only days before he and the others picked afight with Barran and ended up . . . He
drew hisfinger across histhroat. Abruptly, the humour went from his manner and redl fear cameinto his
eyes. He turned quickly back to the arena.

Thistime, Pinnaite was genuinely impressed. Whatever Rinter might be, there was no denying the
sincerity of hislast reaction. Thisman had actudly met Fiarn, Barran’smost trusted and feared lieutenant.
He edged closer to him. ‘Y ou think Barran would' ve done the sameto you? he asked, dmost

whigpering.

Rinter’ s cheeks puffed out and he searched the arenabelow asif anxiousto be firmly back in the present
again. ‘No doubt about it he said. ‘If I’ d been there then, | wouldn’t be here now. | can take care of
myself better than most would think, to look at me, but being able to fight wouldn’t have made much
difference from what I’ ve heard since. Fiarn’s men thought they were fighters—and they were, after a
fashion, but Barran’ sared fighter —amercenary who' sfought in battlesfar away from here, and he took
them just like that!” He snapped hisfingers. ‘ Four men in as many heartbests’

The story excited Pinnatte. He could hardly help himsdlf. ‘ Do you know Fiarn now?

Rinter hestated, torn between telling the truth and bolstering himself with afanciful tale. Thelatter would
have been his norma response, but this young man was oddly engaging. He had the look of athief —



probably a Den-Mate— but he seemed intelligent, and there was something about him . . .

Untypically, he opted for the truth. ‘Not redly,” he said. ‘We parted friendly enough. He knew | wasn't
much use for hiskind of work — he only gave methe job because | was out of luck at thetimeand we'd
known one another askids. But we went our separate ways. I’ ve seen him afew times since— had the
odd drink and talk about old times—but I’ d hardly claim to be abosom friend.’

A roar from the crowd drew both men back to the arena. The Judge had finished his rambling
introduction and, with his companion, was retreating to stand at the edge of the centra platform. Two
doors had opened in the outer walls of the arena, on opposite sides. As Pinnatte and Rinter began to
watch again, the first contestants and their owners emerged from the doors. The two dogs were dark
grey, squat-headed and bandy-legged, and both were straining at their leashes. The Master of the Pit
looked down at each in turn then made amotion to one to move towards the other. Thiswould
determine the direction of movement of thefirst part of the bout. 1t was along-established tradition which
ensured that all sections of the Pitside crowd would be able to see some of the action at close hand.

‘Can you take me to meet him? Pinnatte could hardly believe the words he was speaking. What was he
thinking about, making such arequest of so casud an acquaintance? And what could he possibly say to a
man like Fiarn, even if he did meet him? And say something he would haveto, for to triflewith such a
man. ..

Hetook asharp hold of histhoughts asthey careened recklesdy into innumerable futures.

Rinter’ shead jolted round, but somehow Pinnatte managed not to flinch avay from his shocked
expression. Right or wrong, the words were outt.

‘Can you take meto meet him? he asked again in the hope that attack would be his best defence.
Rinter did not speak for amoment, then he said both hoarsely and urgently, ‘I . . . Watch the fight!’

Keeping his eyesfixed on him, Pinnatte nodded an acknowledgement, though with adightly apologetic
expression that indicated postponement of the question rather than abandonment. He leaned forward
enthusiadtically over the parapet wall. Rinter had not actudly refused! Pinnatte had no ideawhat had
prompted him to speak as he had, but he could sense that an important seed had been sown, and that it
should be |€ft to germinate for awhile. And in what more favourable surroundings than these? Even
alowing for the Judge s exaggeration, thiswas probably going to be an exciting evening, and Rinter
would almost certainly be even more forthcoming at the end of it than now. Pinnatte felt very relaxed.

The two dogs were brought together, or rather kept apart, for they were both still leashed, and their
ownerswere keeping them sufficiently far away from one another to ensure that no serious damage could
be done too soon. Each time one of them charged it was yanked back before it could make contact with
the other. Thiswas awilfully provocative procedure which was used to raise both the animals' fighting
fury and the crowd' s anticipation to an even higher pitch. Sowly the snarling protagonists were dragged
around the arena, followed at awatching distance by the Clerks and, around the platform, by the Master
with the two Judges, one on each side of him, al bending forward and studying the proceedings intently.

Rinter, apparently recovered from the shock of Pinnatte s abrupt question, was soon totally absorbed in
thefight. He pulled a seeing glass from his pocket and peered throughiit. ‘1 thought I’ d seen them before
when they first came out,’” he said. ‘ They’re from the samelitter. They're brothers. This should be avery
interesting night indeed if they’ re starting with these two. They’ d normaly be brought on near the end.
They redly hate one another.” He cackled. ‘| aways say if you want atruly viciousfight, keepitinthe
family.” He handed the glass to Pinnatte, who placed it uncertainly to his eyes. Though he had observed
others using seeing glasses before, he had never actudly used one himsdlf, and at first he could see



nothing other than a disconcerting rainbow shimmer. He drew his head back, blinking.
‘Moveit backwards and forwards,” Rinter said, taking his hand and demonstrating. ‘ And turn this’

Pinnatte did as he wastold. Then, abruptly, he was|ooking at the two dogs as though he were standing
a the Pitsde. He gasped and jerked back from the vison, more than alittle disorientated.

Rinter seized hisarm. * Careful!” hecried. ‘ That’ sagood glass. | don't think dropping it from this height
would do it much good — not to mention whoever it landed on.” He seemed suddenly to be in remarkably
good humour. He motioned Pinnatte to continue hiswatching.

Cautioudy, histongue protruding dightly, Pinnatte brought the glassto hisface again, then herested his
elbows on the parapet to steady himself. The sight was incredible. On reflection he decided that even a
Pitsdeit was unlikely he would have such agood view. For amoment, his old self reemerged. If he
could stedl some of these, he' d make a fortune selling them to the crowds that would be flooding here.
He st the ideaaside for future consideration and turned the glass from the dogs to the Pitside crowd. It
did not take him long to appreciate the wedlth that was gathered there — expensive clothes, lavish
jewdlery, bulging purses and, of course, bodyguards, both liveried and otherwise. He had to remind
himsdlf strongly of the consegquences of succumbing to the temptations that immediately began tugging a
him. It did not help that the first wagers were being taken and he could actualy see large quantities of
money changing hands as the blues scurried about in afrenzy of activity. Some of it was even the
notarized linen money that was becoming popular amongst the city’ swedthy.

Hefollowed oneindividud for alittle while then it became too much for him and he reluctantly handed the
glass back to Rinter who replaced it in his pocket. Looking now at the crowd as awhole, Pinnatte could
seethat dl the terraceswere dive with dots of blue moving to and fro franticaly gesticulating to one
another. And so too was the balcony he was standing on, he realized, as he became aware of activity
going on behind him. Apart from arductance to indulgein it from what he knew of Lassner’ s experience,
wagering wasin any event amystery to Pinnatte and he had dways had alittle awe for these strange
people who worked out and constantly changed odds and whose spoken language was only marginally
lessdifficult to understand than their daborate hand sgnaling.

Rinter wastapping his purse uncertainly.

‘No,” Pinnatte said, with a determined shake of his head. * Go with your firgt judgement. It' stoo
expengve tonight. Why spoil agood evening by paying even more than you aready have?1 don't think
the blueswill missyour contribution tonight.’

“You'reright,” Rinter said stoically, giving his purse afind dap and abandoning it. He seemed relieved
that someone had made the decision for him.

When the dogs had made two circuits of the arena, they were pulled apart and the activity of the blues
stopped amost completely. Then, at asigna from the Master, they began another circuit. Thistime,
however, they were dlowed longer leashes and it was not long before blood had been drawn from both
of them, dthough greeat efforts were made by the ownersto ensure that they did not actualy cometo
grips. Despite this, one would occasiondly succeed in seizing the other and then one of the Clerkswould
dash forward and insert something into the offender’ s mouth to prise it open. Thiswasfar from popular
with the crowd, who loudly abused the owner for his carelessness—and hisintelligence, appearance,
parentage, and generd manliness. Such incidents were always followed by another flurry in the wagering,
as calculations were made about the effect the incident had had on each dog, and whether the Master
would have deemed it to be an offence against the honoured rules of the sport should the ending prove to
be inconclusive and his decision be required.



The greater part of the fight was occupied thus, with the dogs being separated after each circuit. Thiswas
supposed to befor the Magter to examine them and determine their fitness to continue, but in fact it was
for the owners, who could choose to withdraw their animasif the fight was not proceeding asthey
wished —this often being determined by any wagers they had placed.

Then the Master gave the Signd that the dogs were now prepared for thefind stage of thefight. By an
odd coincidence this decison was amost invariably reached a the same time as most of the betting had
stopped, and when the crowd had reached alevel of excitement from which it could only fall awvay.

The two dogs were released. Foaming and blood-spattered, they crashed into one another.

Rinter was laughing. ‘ Those two must have given their mother arare belly-ache when she was carrying
them. Look at them. They’ re dmost human the way they go at one ancther.’

Pinnatte barely noted the remark, however; he was completely engrossed in the fate of the struggling
animas asthey began rolling around the dusty arenaiin aconfusion of flailing legsand clashing jaws. The
Clerks stepped in to goad them on whenever they stopped and just stood panting and staring at one
another. Though he could no longer distinguish one from the other, Pinnaite suddenly wanted one of them
to win, and to win outright, tearing the throat out of the other and leaving it to gasp its last to the roar of
the crowd. It was not dl that common a conclusion, happening, when it did, usudly to animasthat were
nearing the end of their usefulness. Nevertheless, he wanted it. He was sweating. Though he had often
been to the pits before, he had never had so powerful, so visceral aresponse. It seemed to possesshim
utterly. And yet apart of him was till and slent —watching —watching him coldly from some strange
eyrie, far avay, in another place. He could fed himself as part of the crowd, hisbody shaking to itswill
as he screamed at the betrayed animals. He could hear his voice as part of the awful howling chorus, and
at the same time he could see hisown tiny figure, distant and preposterous, bouncing up and down on the
crowded ba cony. One shimmering mote againgt thousands.

Abruptly, it was over, the Master deftly using his staff to separate the two animas and declaring one of
them thewinner. It was anicely timed moment, provoking an equal mixture of abuse and cheersfrom the
crowd. Pinnatte was venting the former and, for amoment, as he did giddily back down to normaity, he
wanted one of the ownersto dispute the decison and receive the Master’ s Saff for histemerity. But dl
was orderly and mundane; the ownersreined in their dogs, by now exhausted aswell asinjured, and left
the arena quietly; the Clerks began cleaning up the mess that had been made; the Master and the Judges
conferred on some matter, and the crowd settled back into a state of noisy expectancy. Spasmodic
cheering accompanied the movement of the blues through the crowd as wagers were settled. Rinter had
taken out his seeing glass and was watching them with interest. * Smiling as ever, when they’ ve got their
backsto the crowd,” he said sourly. ‘1’ sagood thing you reminded me not to bet, or I’ d have been the
cause of some of that now if | had.” He pocketed the glass. ‘| gather you enjoyed yoursdlf,” he said with
alaugh. ‘Mind you, | got quite involved, too. That Master certainly knows his job. Couldn’t have finished
that fight better mysdlf. | wonder where they got him from?

Pinnatte certainly could not affect acool indifference to the conflict asthe memory of his behaviour
returned. He was both eated and disgusted. Unconscioudly he rubbed the back of his hand. Thewhole
experience had been something the like of which he had never known before. Would it happen againin
the next fight? he wondered. Did he want it to? He had no clear answer. ‘ It was exciting,” he conceded
awkwardly, leaning over the parapet asif fearful of what Rinter might read in hisface.

The scene below was unchanged. The blues had settled back into comparative stillness, and were
hovering at strategic positions, ready for the next frenzied burst of effort. The Clerks had finished tidying
the arena, and the Judges were standing asif waiting for an ingtruction from somewhere. It wasthe usud,
too-long pause between fights. The Master was turning round dowly, looking &t the crowd, and the



genera hubbub ebbed and flowed.

Playing with us, Pinnatte redlized. The thought burst into his mind with extraordinary vividness. It was asif
he should have known it dl hislife. That was the Master’ sjob — not smply the controlling and
adjudicating of the fights, but the sensing of thewill of the crowd and, by his contral of the rhythms of the
fights, the manipulating of it.

Towhat end?

To the profit of those who employed him, of course —those who owned the Pits. It was obvious. Why
had he never seen it before? Why had he not noticed this subtle, vital underplay in the great game of
wringing money out of people?

Briefly he fet the distant detachment he had experienced at the heart of the fight. It didn’t matter that he
hadn't noticed it before. He noticed it now, and it intrigued him. He had been right to search out anew
future for himsdf, and he had been right to come here asthefirst sep —finding himself at thefirst Loose
At at the Jyolan! And meseting Rinter, who knew Fiarn! As Rinter himsdf had said, it wasamogt asif
someone were looking after him —manipulating his destiny the way the Master was manipulating the
crowd. And more would happen tonight, he knew.

He could fed it.

He rubbed the back of his hand.

Below, ahooded figure at the Pitside turned and looked up at him.
Chapter 16

Barran dropped down heavily into achair, leant back, and looked at the elaborate array of angled and
irregular-shaped mirrorslining the wal in front of him. By each one was adecorated circular grille. He
had been there for sometime, but still he could barely believe what he was seeing. 1t was the culmination
of anincredible day.

Even without this room, the whole of the Jyolan building was amazing! How could the Kyrosdyn have
owned it for so long and done so little with it? When he had been merely a casual Pitside spectator he
had seen the potentia of the place, with its remarkable arena and enormous, largely unused audience
gpace. Later, as hisinterest had grown, he had done careful calculationsto assessitsrea worth. But, as
today had passed, these cal culations had been set at naught and his estimate of the value of the place had
grown considerably. And the discovery of thisroom had set even his new evauation at naught.

The Kyrosdyn' s neglect of the Jyolan puzzled him, but their failure to use thisroom defied him utterly. It
needed no sophigticated thinker to seeitsvaue in the scheming world of Arash-Fdloren’ sincessant
power struggles, yet the lock had been rusted dmost solid and, when it wasfinaly freed, the door had
opened into aroom that was thick with dust. No one had been in it for years.

He smiled broadly. It was asight few had ever seen. So much had cometo fruition so quickly. Even now
he found it difficult to grasp dl that had happened in one day. It was as though aboulder blocking a
choked river had just been torn free and he was being swept along on an uncontrollable torrent that
would carry him from high and spartan mountain plainsdown into lush and fertile vdleys.

For months he had been quietly pushing at the owners of the Jyolan —or those he thought to be owners—
and there had been no response. Nothing but evasiveness and indifference. It was a perfect reflection of
the way the place was run, but it made no sense. Asabusinessit was obvioudy bumping dong, barely



making aprofit, and dowly, but quite perceptibly, deteriorating in every way. He had offered them all
manner of different dedls, from various forms of slent partnership to outright purchase. He would put
money into the place, get a decent Master, some better animals, smarten the place up. He had threstened
and cgjoled, gently and reasonably persuaded . . . but dl to no avail. He had been on the verge of
resorting to direct violence when, during one of their routine meetingsto discussthe crystd trade, Rostan
had made a casua remark about the one-sided negotiations. It was unusual, because Rostan did not
make casua remarks—especialy when discussing business. Barran, aswas hisway, had confined news
of hisinterest in the Jyolan to only hisimmediate officers, so Rostan’ s comment had been to tell him that
the Kyrosdyn were involved and were interested in his proposals. This having been declared, abeit
covertly, Barran knew that the negotiations should continue.

He was both impressed and concerned by Rostan’ stiming — the Highest must have been watching

devel opments keenly, but was he, Barran, becoming so predictable? It was a salutary reminder that
athough he had along and relatively stable relationship with the Kyrasdyn, he should never take them for
granted. He did not remotely understand what drove them but he knew that their power wasfar grester
than they alowed generaly to be known, and their commitment to their own self-interest wastotd. All
were pawnsin Arash-Felloren.

The peculiar reticence of the Jyolan’s gpparent owners now made sense. The Kyrosdyn were obsessive
indl things, rarely doing anything openly or directly. Barran knew then that his pursuit of the Jyolan
would go theway of al his negotiations with them —it would be convoluted and dow. He had learned to
ded with that through the years, and he immediately abandoned hisintention for more direct action.
Nothing would be gained from it, and much could belost. The Kyrosdyn would dedl with him, either
directly or indirectly, when they were ready and not before. All he had to do was persist with his
approaches and ensure that he assessed their financia need accurately when they finaly succumbed —
and, for dl hedid not understand their motivation, he was good at that now, his normally taciturn exterior
disguising an obsessive deviousness of hisown.

Why they should be interested in having him involved with the Jyolan was a question that he knew was
not worth pursuing. Perhaps they wanted to keep close to him because of hisincreasing control over the
mining and distribution of the crystas. Perhgpsit was for some completdly different reason. Still, it did not
matter —it was sufficient that both parties now knew where they stood. All that would be needed now
was patience and watchfulness.

He had thus been more than surprised at the startling suddenness of the Kyrosdyn's actionstoday. It was
unprecedented and, even now, he wondered what vital Sgnals he had missed in dl the confusion.

There had been the summons to attend on Imorren. That was afairly rare event in itsalf, but being
marked ‘urgent’ made it unique. There was, of course, no indication of what she wanted to discuss, but
he had gone to the Vaskyrosimmediately and without questioning the messenger. He had met Imorren
severd timesin the past. In the early days she had tried to oppose him as he had begun taking control of
the digtribution of the crystals, but she had been too late. By then, having carefully studied the demand for
the strange rocks, he had quietly dedlt with dmost dl the disparate groups who dominated the miners,
and replaced them with his own men. He had allowed afew to remain and operate, on the grounds that
should he gain absolute contral, his various enemieswould amost certainly unite againgt him. Asit was,
there were sufficient crystals being traded outside his control to keep them all divided.

Since hisfirst meeting with Imorren, when he had shown her the benefits of stability in the crystd trade,
he had had no serious problem with the Kyrosdyn; each had an interest in ensuring the well-being of the
other, and though never overtly stated, thiswas clearly understood. Nevertheless, Imorren disturbed him.
Over the years, he had seen no changein her physicaly —no subtle, hardening linesin her face, nofilling



out of her form. And she had always|ooked far younger than the age that her known history in the city
indicated. But more than thet, he had dways found her unsettling to be with. For along time he

wondered why he felt no attraction to her. She was undeniably beautiful but, whenever he was with her, a
coldnessrose up insgde him to forbid dl thoughts of desire. Was it something in those searching grey
eyes? Or that fine, too-symmetrica face? Or that serpentine quality in her movement? He had never
found the reason, and he had long given up searching for it. Perhgpsit was no more than his natura
ingtinct for survival. To bein any way emotionaly attached to Imorren would have soon seen him under
her sway, and turned from anear equa into amere vassal. He would not have won the wedlth and

power he had today. Indeed, he could have been dead.

Stll, it was curious. And insofar as he could pretend to understand her — the most impenetrable of the
Kyrosdyn — he sensed too that she was as puzzled as he by this strange distance between them.

Meeting her today however, he knew that he had the advantage in whatever bargain was to be struck —
and there was a bargain to be struck or she would not have contacted him in such amanner. Asshe
entered the room, he could fedl her agitation, even though her appearance was as cdm as ever. He stood
up and paused deliberately, looking squarely at her.

‘Y ou asked to seeme, Ailad.’
“Y ou wish to acquire the Jyolan?

Sitting staring at the mirrors, Barran congratul ated himsdf again that he had managed to avoid any
reaction to this brusque question. Such directness he had never known from any Kyrosdyn, not even
from the noviceswhom he occasionaly met in his day-to-day dedingswith them.

Having taken thisfirst assault without responding, he had been tempted to make an evasive reply to see
how much further Imorren’ s directness might go. But awiser part of him reminded him who and what she
was, and that if she was being so blunt, she wastelling him that she had a genuindly urgent need and if he
did not fulfil it, and fulfil it now, someone would be found who would. He knew well enough that his
worth to the Kyrosdyn was a matter of balance. If, for example, they considered anarchy in the crystal
trade to be to their advantage, they would not hesitate to have him nated. Thus he must accept her
message and reciprocate.

‘Yes' hesadsmply.
Therewas no hesitation in what followed.

‘Itisyoursfor..."” She quoted aprice that was dmost exactly what he had hoped to pay in the end.
Again hewondered how predictable he was becoming. ‘But . . .’

The word pinioned the éation that was sarting to wel up in him.

“Y ou must openiit tonight —fully, and with aLoose Pit. We shdl provide you with suitable animasfor the
closing contest.’

Looking back, he felt atwinge of regret for hisdight fatering at this point. He should have just bowed
and left. Asit was, hefumbled into details. ‘| shal need the full co-operation of the present staff,” and it
was she who bowed and left, answering the request with a curt nod — and was that ahint of irritation, or
triumph? Detailswerefor other, lesser fry to ded with.

He had logt that part of the confrontation certainly, but he had no serious regrets. It had been awell-laid
ambush and he had handled himsdlf quite well, dl things considered. Y ears of secrecy and deviousness



on the part of the Kyrosdyn had made him ignore the possibility that one day they would resort to
directness. He shook his head and amiled to himsdlf again. There was aways something to be learned —
or, more correctly —to be re-learned. Whatever Imorren had gained from their bargain, he may or may
not discover in due course; it was of no great concern. All that mattered now was that he had the Jyolan,
and for the price that he wanted.

Not that the scaling of the bargain had been easy. Imorren’ s demand for aLoose Pit in amatter of hours
had been ataxing one, and Barran's current euphoriawas tempered by physica fatigueasa
consequence. Tentative plans, made in anticipation of the ultimate acquisition of the Jyolan were dragged
out, ruthlessly pruned, and implemented with unprecedented vigour; Barran himsdlf at hisfinest, coaxing
and menacing dternately, as each problem required.

Theleast of these had been announcing that aLoose Pit wasto be held. As Rinter had told Pinnatte,
news somehow seemed to travel amongst the followers of the Loose Pits faster than it could be carried
by agood horseman, and so it had proved. More problematic had been the gathering of decent animals.
Here, the senior Kyrosdyn Brother who had appeared from nowhere to give him abunch of keys and,
‘to be of service, friend Barran’, had proved to be invaluable. His actions had confirmed finally to Barran
the truth of the long-established rumour about the Kyrosdyn' s considerable interest in the fighting animals
themsalves. He was dso heartened by the man’ sarriva becauseit clearly indicated Imorren’ sdesire for
his success in the venture. However, the thought of the Ailad’ s directness after so many years of intricate
deviousness, buzzed about him al day like an unseen and irritating insect, though he dared not take the
timeto pause and think about it.

The most difficult problems had arisen from the neglected condition of the building and the revelation of
its confusing and complex layout. Even now, Barran was not entirely certain that everyone had returned
from the crowds that he sent in to move years of accumulated rubbish, and to hang lamps and mark the
ways to the various baconies. And, despite Imorren’ stacit agreement about co-operation, the existing
gtaff had been preciouslittle use. Suggish and dilatory by dint of years of practice, they did not fully
grasp Barran' s sense of urgency until he sent two of them sprawling. Even then they added little but
confusion, seeming to know amost nothing about the building other than what lay on the ground floor and
basement where the animas were held before fighting.

Only onewas of any red vdue—afrail, wizened individual who remembered ‘the place, likeit used to
be. Long before they came, with their frosty ways.” He it was who guided Barran's men through the
maze of passagesto the different ba conies, though, to hisinitia aarm but subsequent delight, they had to
carry him much of theway.

When they returned him from thistour of the building he refused the handsome sum that Barran offered
him with an airy wave. There was a sparkle in his eye that Barran hoped would bein hiswhen he
reached that age.

‘Put it away. Put it away,” the old man said excitedly. ‘1 should be paying you. Waited yearsfor this.
Seen the place going down —tragic.” He cast asignificant glance at the back of the Kyrosdyn, talking to
someone nearby, and, laying a confidentia hand on Barran’s arm, beckoned him to bend down. ‘ There's
other places here thatyou need to know about,” he whispered, giving amassive wink and touching a
finger to hislips. ‘One, very specid.’

‘Show me,’ Barran said quietly.

The old man had led him adong more twisting, winding tunnels, showing him lines of smadl roomsthat, to
Barran, could have been private quarters, and a series of larger rooms which might once have been
dormitories.



‘What arethese? he asked, asthey came to one of them.

The old man shrugged. ‘I’ ve seen them used as store rooms, junk rooms, meeting hals, quartersfor
specid guests, dl sorts of things, but what they were origindly, I’'ve noidea’” The admission of ignorance
seemed to offend him and his manner became defensive. * Course, no one knows what this place was
built for . . . or even when.” Helowered hisvoice. ‘But it' saqueer place, you know. There’ s some say
these tunndls actudly move.” He put his hand into one of the circular openingsin thewall. * Especidly
these small ones.” He removed hishand and wiped it on histrousers. ‘Can't say | believe it mysdlf, but

I’ ve seen and heard more than afew things here over the yearsthat didn’t make any sense, so..." He
|eft the sentence unfinished and looked up at the arching calling. *And I’ ve dways had the fedling that the
placeisbigger ingde than outsde’

‘It'sjust confusing,” Barran said, becoming alittle impatient a what he took to bethe old man's
ramblings. ‘I don't think there’ sa straight linein the place. It’ sdifficult to keep your sense of direction.’

But the old man was not listening. He was wandering off again, motioning Barran to follow. Asthey
neared the door at the far end of the corridor, the Kyrosdyn came through it. He gave adisplay to
indicate that he had been looking for Barran for some time and, ignoring the old man, waked fussily up to
him and took hisarm to direct him back theway he had come. ‘I think you should look at the large cats
that have just arrived. I'm not sure. . .” He staggered dightly as Barran did not respond to the pressure
onhisarm.

‘Inamoment,’” Barran said, catching apleain the old man'sface.
‘But...
‘Inamoment,” Barran said sharply, with alook that forbade any further debate.

Therewas a brief flash of anger in the Kyrosdyn' s eyes, but he turned away quickly and gave asulky
dhrug.

Then they had come to the room he was now sitting in. Asthey neared it, the Kyrosdyn became
increasingly agitated. ‘I'll ook at the animals shortly,” Barran told him, though more by way of agoad
than areassurance, sensing that this was not the cause of the man’s concern.

At the door the Kyrosdyn had stepped forward and, taking the keys from Barran, had selected one and
inserted it in the lock. His manner was one of strained hel pfulness and, to Barran, seemed to be covering
something gpproaching desperation. This continued as he made a half-hearted attempt at turning the key
before he yanked it out, announcing, ‘ It won't move. It's probably broken, or rusted.” He turned to walk
away, adding off-handedly, ‘ Besides, thisroom was never used.’

Intrigued by the man’ s anxiety, Barran laid agently restraining hand on his shoulder. ‘I’ ll have someone
work on the lock. It won't take amoment. Some of my men are very good at that kind of thing.” He
became hearty. ‘ Failing that, we'll bresk in’

Though the Kyrosdyn said nothing further, Barran could fed his nervousness. He took some ddlight init.
He traded with these people, but he had never liked them. They were a cold, twitchy lot, and to see one
struggling to conced ordinary human emotions gppedied to him.

‘They never liked thisplace,” the old man whispered to him as his men were working on the door. It
scaresthem. Don't know what it is, but when they first came here, they took onelook at it, then sedled it,
and never came near it again.” Barran nodded.



When the door finally cresked open, the old man grabbed alamp from one of the men and with a
command, ‘ You lot wait here” stepped inside, drawing Barran after him. At first, the room seemed no
different from many others he had been shown, though aong one wall was a decorated timber pandl.
Before he could speak, the old man took hold of the edge of the pandl and heaved on it. Barran watched
for amoment, then helped him. The panel did reluctantly to oneside.

The old man stepped back and held the lamp high. For amoment, the wall looked like the many-faceted
eye of ahugeinsect asrow upon row of dusty mirrors— or what appeared to be mirrors— sparkled in
the lamplight. The Kyrosdyn, who had followed them, hissed audibly and stepped back quickly into the
doorway. Placing the door between himself and the mirrors, he lifted a hand to the collar of hisrobe and
pressed, amost as though he were testing his pulse.

Then, looking congtantly over his shoulder at the door, the old man was softly explaining something to
Barran. Therewas agrille by each mirror. The old man clicked hisfingers and demanded, ‘Keys, keys!’
of hisincreasingly wide-eyed companion. Barran hurriedly retrieved them from the Kyrosdyn and
watched in continuing amazement as the old man showed him how the grilles worked. He moved very
closeto Barran. ‘1 might be old, but I’'m not stupid. | know what aman like you can do with aplacelike
this” He became amost inaudible as he directed a discreet but scornful finger towards the figure hovering
behind the door. ‘Me, you and them. We re the only ones who know about this place. They won't say
anything. Look at him —1I told you, the place scares them witless. | won't say anything—1’m just glad the
Jyolan’singood handsagain . .

‘ won't be saying anything either,” Barran said, anticipating the advice he was about to be given. His
mind was redling with the impact of what he had just seen and heard. Opportunities upon opportunities
were unfurling one within another in agreat confusion. But the background to thisferment was smple and
clear —thisroom must be hisand hisaone. *And | won't forget who showed it to me.’

The remark was wilfully ambiguous, for even as he was speaking he was consdering having the old man
and those who had opened the door killed. The thought was a natural one for him, but he did not
consder it for long. Killing the men would cause far more problems than it solved, and who could say
what el se this old man knew about the Jyolan? He placed a defending arm about the frail shoulders and
drew him close. ‘I’'min your debt,” he said. *What do you want?

As he had refused money earlier, so the old man gave adismissvewave. ‘| told you, I’'m just happy to
see the place waking up again. And now you've got it, you'll redlly look after the Jyolan, won't you?

Barran looked a him doubtfully. Y ou want nothing?

‘Wdll, agood place, Pitside, regular, would be nice,’ the old man conceded.
‘It'sdone’

The old man beamed.

‘And cometo meif you find you want anything else’

* k% k% %

The pressures of organizing the Loose Pit had obliged Barran to leave the room after this declaration,
though he had found it far from easy. It was not until much later that he had been able to return and
reflect on what he had been shown.

Helooked at the array in front of him, tapping hislipswith the key that the old man had given him.



Leaning forward, he inserted the key into aholein one of the grilles, and turned it. It was very siff, but
eventudly it moved and voices began to float into the room. They were echoing and strange, but they
were clear enough. Helistened for amoment, then closed the grille, and his normally immobile face was
briefly split by asmilewhich wasfull of both childlike wonder and cunning anticipation.

On each of the mirrors could be seen not areflection of himsdlf, but some part of the Jyolan Pits. And
from the grilles could be heard the sounds from that same place. He sat back and took in the scene as
though he were an emperor viewing his domain from amountain top. Some of the mirrors were till and
dark, otherswere aive with activity. But from here he knew that he would be able to watch and listen to
amost everything that happened in the Jyolan in complete secrecy. He could ensure that the Master and
the Judges were doing as they had been instructed, note the trends in the wagering, see who was there
with whom, especidly who was there with someone they shouldn’t be with, and he would hear what they
weretaking about —dl the fragments of information that would be so important to him in his expanding
business. His early career asamercenary had taught him the importance of good intelligence not only in
fighting, but in making dedls, and he had put that knowledge to considerable effect snce coming to the
city.

He had heard that there were supposed to be devicesin some of the older buildings which enabled
scenes to be viewed and overheard from a distance and in compl ete secrecy. Arash-Felloren, however,
wasfull of such nonsensica tales, and herardly gave any of them credence. The people here were greetly
given to exaggeration about the wonders of their precious city and, in his experience, it gave them at
timesagullibility remarkably at odds with their normally sharp and shrewd nature. It was no grest
surprise to him that they would find it easier to accept that some of the mgjor political changes which had
swept the city through itslong history were due to these fantastical mirror and echo ways rather than the
patient treachery and convoluted cunning of their own kind. But here were those salf-same devices, just
asthe gossips and tale-tellers had always declared.

Briefly he wondered how many other of the city’ swild tales might prove to be true — preciousfew, he
trusted, since some of them were extremely darming. Though the thought was dmost immediately swept
asde by the many other matters vying for his attention, it twisted atiny cold knot of fear deep in the pit of
his somach beforeit |eft. There were so many strange thingsin this city! However, even this chilling
acknowledgement could not survivelong in the heet of Barran’ sdation. Not now that thisincredible
roomwasal hid

But he must clean the place up. The mirrors were covered with afilm of dust. He reached out and made
to wipe one of them with hisdeeve. To hishorror it quivered then moved, and the view it was reflecting
blurred and vanished. He snatched his hand away fearfully and, for an instant, saw his new future crumble
inthe wake of his careless destruction of thisincredible acquisition. But the mirror dowly sighed back to
itsorigina position. He let out the painful breath he had been holding and pressed his hands together to
stop them shaking. Then, very carefully, he took the surprisingly thick edge of the mirror between his
thumb and forefinger and supported it while gently cleaning it with akerchief. It misted as his bregth
touched it and the image fatered dightly, reveding afaint reflection of hisanxiousface, but it steadied
amost as soon asherdeased it.

He made anote that one day he would have to find out how these things worked. He was never
comfortable with things whose workings he did not understand, particularly if he was relying on them for
anything important. Once he had been given charge of an eaborate siege engine and, full of youthful pride
and bdlieving the dlams of theinventor, had made wild clams about its vaue in aforthcoming assault.
‘What'll you do when the string breaks? an old sapper had sneered to generd amusement at the height
of one such peroration. Stung, he had sneered back, and in the subsequent mélée had killed the sapper.
Subsequently, the machine proved to be not only useless, but dangerousto its operators, and the



mocking comment had returned to bite deep into him. Like abarbed arrow, it had stayed with him ever
since. Herardly relied on anyone absolutely. Even now he aways carried severa knives and, though he
had had little cause to carry abow for many years, he still had two spare bow strings secreted in different
pockets.

Y et, unusually, he could think of no one to whom he might turn with such a problem, save perhapsthe
old man, though he suspected that he knew only that the Ways were there and what they did. Indeed, he
suspected that the strange irregular mirrors and their grilles were perhaps beyond anything that the
craftsmen of today’ s city could even aspire to. His doubts broadened into certainty. There would be no
one. He could not even think of anyone who could construct the building, with itsinnumerable twisting
tunnel's and passages and aarming ba conies. And if there were someone who understood the mirrors,
there was the problem of secrecy —whoever learned of this device would have vauable information —
too valuable. Grim amusement bubbled up within him. That was probably the very reason why no one
knew how to make such devices now!

He st the problem aside with al the othersthat the day had brought. It was not important at the moment.
He could clean the mirrors himself, and it was encouraging that, even though they had probably not been
used for many years, they seemed to work perfectly.

He relaxed and once again admired his new dominion. Severa of the mirrors showed the arenafrom
different angles. After alittle searching, and more careful cleaning, he found the old man, incongruous
amid the conspicuous wedth that siood around him, but smiling happily. Barran chuckled as he saw an
attractive young woman engaging him in conversation. Probably thinks he' sarich eccentric, he thought.
He had a suspicion that the old man was not asfrail as he made out and that he was going to get more
than agood Pitsde place for his efforts. Barran reached out to open the grille by the mirror, then changed
hismind.

He turned to the other mirrors showing the Pitsde. Even though he knew that he was both too excited
and too tired to makerational plans, he could not stop himsalf from speculating and scheming as he
looked at the wealth and power that was gathered around his arena. He let the ideas come and go for a
while, though he ddliberately avoided dwelling on any of them. Then, reluctantly, he drew the timber
pand over the mirrors and left the room, carefully locking the door and placing the key in a safe pocket.

Ashewaked dong the dimly lit passages his physicdl fatigue began to takeitstoll and histhoughts
reverted to more immediate concerns. Not least was the matter of why the Kyrosdyn had suddenly
decided to sdll. Why had they not used the place to itsfull? Surely they must know what they had given
him! They must want him to become even richer and more powerful than he dready was. But why?

He stopped and straightened up, and made an attempt to dismiss these unanswerable questions once and
for al. Just get through this day successfully —go and check the animasin the basement — go and check
thetakings. As he paused, the sound of cheering from the arena floated a ong the passageway. Asit
passed, it left alingering echo like alow moan. It waslike the sound that could sometimes be heard in the
Thlosgara, and the old memory made Barran shiver. He looked around at the many dark orifices
pocking the walls and the ceiling and even thefloor. They looked like so many eyes.

Could it be that someone, somewhere, was watching and listening tohim?
Chapter 17
Pinnatte pointed. ‘Who are they, down there? And why’ ve they al got their hoods forward?

Rinter followed Pinnatte’ s hand then peered through hisseeing glass. ‘I'veno idea,” he said after a
moment. ‘ They’ rerich, though. Look at their clothes—simple, but very expensiveif I'm any judge. |



doubt they even noticed tonight’s Pitside prices. Asfor keeping their faceshidden . . " He shrugged.
‘Some of theserich folk areabit odd, that’sal. They don't like their friends knowing that they cometo
the Pits, especidly the Loose Pits— mixing with the common herd and dl that. It snot dl that unusud.

Why?
‘That one there —the woman in the centre — she looked straight at me, just then.’

Rinter laughed lecheroudy and nudged him with hisebow. ‘ Heard that some of these young ladies get
worked up in more ways than one when they’ re watching a good fight, have you? Fancying your
chances?

Pinnatte was flustered. *Why not? he ssammered, eventualy managing to muster some indignation at the
implied dur on hismanlinessin Rinter’ stone. It passed Rinter by.

‘Well, for two reasons;” the older man said. ‘Firgt, it sunlikely she waslooking at you at this distance.
She could just aswell have been looking at me.” He laughed again. * And second, how do you think

you' re going to find her in this crowd? Not to mention the fact that she might have her hood forward for a
good reason.’

‘“What do you mean?

‘She could be ugly assin—or threetimesyour age.” Rinter’ s face became suddenly thoughtful. ‘Mind
you, that’sno. ..

A cheer from the crowd ended Rinter’ s exposition. One of the Judges had stepped forward and raised
his gaff to announce the next fight.

‘Givemeyour seeing glass,” Pinnatte said. Rinter handed it over with aleer. Pinnatte focused on the
figure that had looked up a him. The robe she was wearing was indeed ssimple, but even he could tell that
it was expensive. Though he could see nothing of the wearer, hefelt drawn to her. It was no ugly old
woman, he knew. Asif acknowledging his observation, the woman inclined her heed dightly. The
movement cut through him, and she seemed to be so close that he wanted to reach out and touch her.
The Judge' s voice and the noise of the crowd faded to adistant, background rumbling.

Then she moved forward suddenly, dipping from hisview, and Rinter was shaking hisarm. ‘ Come on.
Wake up. You don't want to missthis’

‘This wasthe entry into the arena of alarge dog and an equaly large cat, black and muscular. Both had
two |leash-holders who were wearing thick gauntlets and leggings and who were already finding their task
an ordedl asthe two animals strained to reach one another. A third man accompanied each animal,
carrying astaff with two prongs at one end and aloop at the other. These individuas pranced and
strutted about the arena, swinging and waving their staffsin an elaborate and acrobatic drill asif it was
they who were there to entertain the crowd. Their true function became gpparent dmost immediately
however, asthe cat suddenly twisted round and lashed out at one of the leashmen. A loop closed deftly
about its neck and dragged it to one side before it could pursue its attack. There was some applause
from the crowd.

Rinter was dapping his purse. ‘ The dog doesn’'t stand a chance,” he said, bouncing up and down. ‘Look
at that cat. It'll open it up with one blow as soon asthey close.’

‘What are the blues saying? Pinnatte asked, pointing to the flurry of arm-waving breaking out on the
terraces, the object of his desire forgotten for the moment.



‘The same,” Rinter said after abrief sudy through his seeing glass. ‘1 should bet now before the odds
drop.” He screwed hisface up in indecision. Pinnatte was reminded of atime when he had discreetly
watched Lassner debating about awager. It had given him an insght into wagering which was
subsequently confirmed by observation. No one best the blues! He also flt adistaste, he redlized. What
was important here was the qudity of the fighting, not this sordid scrabbling for money.

‘Don’'tdoit,” hesaid camly. Rinter looked at him sharply, surprised by the authority in hisvoice. ‘Don’t
doit, Pinnatte repesated. Then he smiled. * Enjoy the evening, remember? Save your money until you've
found your man with therat. The cat looks strong, but . . ." He ended the sentence with a shrug. Rinter,
not atogether happily, took hisadvice.

For thefirst three or four circuits he seemed to be regretting it as the dog cowered away from the cat’s
angry, spitting attacks. But as the leashes were | et out, the dog began to show an unexpected fleetness of
foot and an ability to move in very quickly, wreak damage with atearing bite, and retreat. It was not
aways quick enough though, and in the end, both animals being serioudy hurt, the Master declared no
winner. It was not apopular decision either with the crowd or the cat’ s owner, who strode forward,
waving aclenched figt at the red figure. The Master looked at him coldly, but made no reply other than
partly to lower his staff. The owner sobered abruptly, and with an apologetic bow, retreated.

‘Well, at least the blues seemed to appreciate that decision,’” Pinnatte said.
Rinter nodded knowingly. ‘Indeed,” he said. ‘I’ m glad we met. That’ stwice you' ve saved me money.’

Pinnatte gave a disdaining shrug. He was beginning to fed strange. He had never had any greet love for
the Rits, but now he wasfinding himsdf utterly engrossed. In future—in his new future—hewould come
here much more, and find the money somehow to buy a place at the Pitside where he could watch events
more closdy. Even from high above the arena he could fed the animd ferocity of the conflicts as never
before. He searched for aword.

Purity.
That wasit.

There was a purity about the hatred that the animals expressed. A perfection. A totdity of focusthat, to
Pinnatte, neither he nor any other human could begin to possess. No doubts, no vagueness, no
troublesome distractions of conscience or fear of hurt. He looked up at the solitary crystal seemingly
floating in the thickening air like adistant, watching star — it was another glittering perfection.

This place must have been atemple once. A holy place. The thought flooded through him like areveation
and he could do nothing but stand motionless, scarcely daring to breathe for fear that the moment might
just asquickly vanish.

Asit was, thefeding faded gradudly, but the memory of it remained with him for the rest of the evening
asaparade of animalsin various combinations were brought to the arenato fight one another. Sometimes
they had to be goaded, sometimes they had to be restrained, but in every case, under the watchful
tutelage of their caring owners and the Clerks, there was an inexorable climax, savage and rending, which
left blood and sometimes entrails splattered across the dusty floor.

Pinnatte shouted and cheered with the rest of the crowd but, increasingly, only because he felt the need
to keep hidden histrue, inner regponses — his growing empathy with the fighting animas. He seemed to
fedl each move they made, to taste asthey did, scent theair asthey did, feel his musclesand sinews
quicken and dart astheirs did. And both the ecstasy of victory and the terror of defeat became oneto
him, as though they were merely different agpects of acommon need which now he had theinsght to



understand. But even as hereveled in thisvison, some part of him knew that the clarity which he now
had was like that found in adream and that, when al was over, he would have no wordsfor it —just a

lingering desire.
Severd times as the evening passed, the hooded figure at the Pitside turned and |ooked up at him.

Then it wasthe last contest. The redlization struck Pinnatte like awinding blow, dragging his soaring spirit
back to hisbody leaning againgt the parapet wall. He wanted to cry out in pain. This should not stop.
Such athing should be without end. Thiswasthe true way. But he needed no anima instinct to know that
amongst his own, he must be asthey were, that to be too different wasto risk finding himself in the centre
of an arenaeven more savage than that below. He looked round at Rinter and the other spectatorslining
the balcony like a cautious predator . . . pack leader, but fearful of the pack. Then, suddenly, acold
wave of profound bitterness and hatred swept through him. 1t seemed to come from beyond him and it
was unlike anything he had ever known. He became the merest speck of dust borne along by forces
which were as uncomprehending of him as he was of them. Y et too, there was humanity here—foaming
rage and a blood-streaked lust for vengeance that reached back through times beyond his
comprehension, to roots that vanished terrifyingly into the grest heat of making.

Or wasit remaking?

Thevison faltered and, dmost tragic in character, the faintest hint of bewilderment seeped into it before,
abruptly, it was gone—torn away asthough by ajeaous hand. Pinnatte fet his own hand tightening about
the edge of the wall to steady himsdif.

“Yousureyou'redl right?

Rinter’ s voice was garbled and distant. Somehow Pinnatte managed to smile and nod, though he did not
trust himsdlf to spesk.

“You just looked abit odd,” Rinter advised him paterndly. ‘It’ s probably too much excitement. Y ou can
get very involved at times—it’s happened to me before now. And it’ s been quite anight.”

Pinnatte nodded again and forced out an uncertain, ‘Yes!’

The very utterance of the word brought him fully back to the present. Maybe Rinter was right. Maybe he
had just let the excitement of the night get the better of him. But he knew that was untrue. Something very
strange had just happened. Something he would have to think about. But later. Now he must see what
the culmination of thisnight wasto be. He leaned forward.

The Judges were sharing the announcement thistime, sometimes speaking together, sometimes
dternately. It was abizarre duet. Pinnatte watched the two men fixedly, patiently waiting for them to be
gone. He heard the words, but paid them no heed.

Thistime, three dogs were to be pitted against one—‘avery specia anima, brought to us by an
honoured supporter of the Loose Pits who wishes to remain anonymous.”

‘It sthe Kyrosdyn,” Rinter hissed. ‘1 told you so. They’ ve brought something up from the caves. Now
thiswill beasight to see’

Pinnatte did not respond. His gaze moved to the hooded figure below. She was leaning against the
Pitsdewall in the same posture that he was. Then, for a heart-stopping moment, she reached up and
took hold of her hood. Pull it back, let me see your face, he willed desperately.

Asif toying with him, the woman moved her hood back alittle, then dowly brought it forward again.



Pinnaite drove hisfingernailsinto his pam. His mouth was dry and his bregthing shallow.

Then hisfrustration seemed to fill the hal and the atmosphere became like that before the bregking of a
violent thunderstorm. Pinnatte felt omniscient, as though any movement he made now might sweep aside
the entire crowd.

Be slent, he thought vicioudy as he looked again at the Judges.
At the same time, the two men ended their peroration.

The Master raised his staff and brought it down heavily, twice. It did not make the sharp crack that it had
made when he had done this earlier to sllence the crowd, but more asound like a muffled funera drum. It
echoed ominoudy about the hall.

Asit faded, the doors opened in the side of the arena and three dogs emerged. They were larger than
anything that had gppeared in the arenathat night, being perhagps haf the height of atal man. And thelr
strength was demonstrated by the size of the two |eashmen who restrained each one. At their
gppearance, the sorm broke and atumult of cheering and whistling filled the hall. In reply, the three dogs
began afrantic barking, tugging at their leashesand risng up on their hind legs.

Pinnatte bared histeeth. Bay as much asyou like —you are doomed. The thought filled him — possessed
him —asthough it were not his, and, for an instant he had the feding of someone eselooking out through
hiseyes. At the sametime, atwisting spird of fear wormed deegp ingde him.

Hewasin danger! Something was happening to him that he must fight, or hewould belost for ever.
Then both sensations were gone, and he was himsdlf again.
Or was he?

He drew his hand across his mouth. It was damp —amost as though he had been davering at the
prospect of what wasto come.

And what wasto come? He could fed something stirring within him: acrud, rdentlesswill being drawvn
towards the focus of the waiting crowd. Thistime however, wrestling with hisdesire to stay, hefdt dso
an unsettling urgeto turn and flee from thisawful place.

The hooded figure leaning againgt the Pitsde wall moved her head from sideto Sde asif distressed. Her
companions turned to her, concerned, but she raised a hand to reassure them — or dismiss them.

Pinnatte did not notice the incident. His eyes were now fixed on one of the arenadoors, and hisears
were filled with the baying of the three dogs. He felt as though someone were tightening a hand about his
chest.

Sowly, the door began to swing open. It moved with agonizing downess, and the tightness about
Pinnatte' s chest became unbearable as the door swung inward to itsfullest extent, disappearing into a
black void.

Then, it seemed to him that the blackness itself was moving — shifting, changing, drawing itself together
and leaking out into the arena. For amoment, Pinnatte could not separate the images he was seeing from
the sensations dancing in hismind. It was only a puzzled exclamation from Rinter that brought him back
again to the balcony, with the gritty stone parapet wal under his hands. The dark shape became the form
of another dog. It was quite large, but till smaler than the three animasfrantically barking at it. So
anxious were they to attack that they were threatening to drag their leash-holdersinto the fray. By



contragt, the new arrival was being led quietly into the arena by a solitary figure.

Pinnatte turned to Rinter for the seeing glass, but his companion was peering through it intently, hisbrow
furrowed.

‘Well, it sugly,” he declared flatly after amoment. He handed the glassto Pinnatte. His reaction seemed
to be shared by most of the crowd and the creature was greeted with amixture of jeering and
incongruoudy polite applause. ‘It doesn’'t seem very enthusiastic. One leashman, and it’ s not even pulling.
It must think it’sout for itsevening walk.’

Pinnatte steadied his elbow on the parapet wall and focused the glass on the animal. As Rinter had said, it
wasindeed ugly. A pointed head, wolf-like except for abulging forehead, jutted forward benesth
hulking, muscular shoulders, and a curved back doped down to rear legs that were shorter than the
forelegs. Its eyes appeared to be closed and it had an uncomfortable, loping gait which, even to Pinnatte,
did not bode well for its chancesin avoiding its three opponents, il lessin counter-attacking. Wasthis
incredible night about to peter out in farce and anti-climax?

Y et there was something odd about this dog. Though it was making no effort to pull at itsleash, either to
attack or flee, its pointed head was moving dowly from sideto sde asif it were examining the crowd. It
ignored the three dogs amost completely, although once it paused to stare at them briefly. Asit did so, it
twisted its head dightly to one side then lowered it horizontaly, until it dmost touched the floor.

Almost like an obeisance, Pinnatte thought. Y et it was not like any movement he had ever seen adog do
before. In fact, he decided, everything about the anima was unfamiliar. It seemed to havenone of the
characteristic movements of adog.

Then—itwasn’t adog, heredlized. It had thelook of one, and perhaps its ancestors had been dogs, but
that must have been along timeago. Thiswas. . .

What?
An abomination!

Asthe word cameto him, Pinnatte felt again the urge to be away from this place, to set aside everything
that had happened this night as atawdry and shameful aberration. It could not stand againgt the force that
held him there, however —the longing — the lust —to witness, to be part of, another scene of combat. He
could fed the hunting fury of the three dogs, the straining to launch themsalves at this solitary and silent
intruder. Y et, oddly, he could fed nothing of the creature. The cruel will he had sensed beforeits
entrance was gone. It was dtill, slent and seemingly docile.

‘Out for itsevening walk.” Rinter repeated his previous remark. ‘What aflop! I'm having awager on this
one— it doesn’t stand a chance. Look at the odds. They’ re tumbling with each step it makes.’

He made to move away, but Pinnatte, still holding the glass on the creature, took hisarm. ‘I don’t know
Barran, but it makes no sense that he' d end anight as splendid asthis has been, with something that
would send everyone away disappointed.’

Rinter pulled hisarm free. * Anyone can make amistake. Maybe the Kyrosdyn are playing some game of
their own. Leading him on for some reason.’

‘Maybe,’ Pinnatte agreed doubtfully, still peering through the glass. * But there' s something strange about
this...

He stopped. Full in hisview, the creature was looking up at him. Its hooded eyes dowly opened and



Pinnatte found himself staring into two ydlow pits. And into recognition.
It knew him!

Without taking its gaze from him, the creature did asit had before, canting its head to one side and
lowering it dmogt to the floor. Thistime however, it bent itsforelegs.

Thiswas an obeisance!

Pinnatte could not tear his gaze free—did not want to tear it free. It wasfitting that he should be
acknowledged thus. All waswell.

The creature opened its mouth and uttered alow, moaning howl. The sound had a strange poignancy
and, asit rolled around the hall, Pinnatte was once again looking down the vertiginous span of long-gone
times, through endless tortured and unintelligible memories that were not his. Then the creature was once
more walking quietly by itsleashman and the memories were gone. Pinnatte took a deep breath and
finished hisadvice. ‘Don’t wager on thisanimal losing. It would be amistake.’

Rinter fidgeted uncomfortably. ‘| don’'t see how. Just look at it. I'd like to try to get the entrance price
back, at least.’

‘“Youwon't. You'll lose Pinnatte said, returning the glassto him. * Just watch.’

Before Rinter could pursue the matter, the Master signalled for the fight to begin and the first wave of
wagering was ended.

At the outset it looked asif Rinter’ s judgement was going to be correct. Asthe leashmen brought the
three straining dogs close, the creature made no response other than to continue looking about the hall.
When they began to snap at it, it Smply jumped away awkwardly, asif surprised. The crowd began to
whistle and boo, and there was afrenzy of activity amongst the blues.

After two such circuits of the arena, the Master gave another signa and the | eashes were extended,
alowing the animalsto come closer. Again however, the cregture did not seem to know what was
happening and made no effort to defend itself other than by trying to avoid the dogs' increasingly
ferocious charges. Even then, it never once tightened itsleash, dthough the men holding the dogs were
having consderable difficulty in keeping their feet. Three or four times the creature was actually knocked
over.

The crowd' sanger grew. Astoo did Pinnatte' s curiosity. Still he could fed nothing from the strange
anima —not even fear. And he had felt alot of that tonight.

Then, the Magter gave thefina signa. The dogs and the creature were separated by only twenty paces
and the man holding the creature bent down, unhooked the leash and moved quietly to one side. One of
the Clerks spoke to him, but he just shook his head politely and leaned againgt the wall, hisarmsfolded.
The Clerk shrugged his shoulders. The cresture sat down and the catcalls from the crowd turned to a
crud laughter.

At the same time, the three dogs were released. Asthey shot forward towards the waiting creature, the
leashmen, together with the Clerks, ran quickly from the arena.

Unexpectedly, the three dogs stopped their headlong dash as they reached the creature and began
arding it, snarling ferocioudy, but seemingly uncertain.

‘It sneither running nor fighting. They don’t know what to do,” Pinnatte said, as much to himsdf asto



Rinter. The crowd became strangely quiet, asif they too did not know how to respond to this behaviour.
Nor too, it seemed, did the Master who, for the first time that evening, began to show signs of red
activity, moving to the edge of the platform and leaning forward to study the encircling dogs and the sllent
cregture. Even without the seeing glass, Pinnatte could read the uncertainty in his posture.

Eventudly he reached out with his staff to touch the creature, but the cresture’ sleashman signalled to him
and hewithdrew it.

Pinnatte turned from the arenato look once again at the hooded woman. She was leaning forward with
her elbows on the Pitsdewall. As helooked at her, she lifted one hand dightly and dropped it asthough
shetoo were discreetly signalling to someone.

The creature was on its feet with such suddenness that the entire crowd gasped. Though it scarcely
seemed to move, it had hold of one dog' s €eft foreleg. Pinnatte could see the yellow eyes blazing and, as
though a smothering curtain had suddenly been torn away, he could fed the creature’ sawful presence. It
filled him with both stark terror and soaring eation. So overwheming was the sensation that he did not
hear the sound of the dog’ sleg being crushed, or see the violent shake of the creature’ s head which tore
thelimb free and sent it arcing bloodily out of the arena and into the crowd.

‘“Ye Gods!’ Rinter’ s voice mingled with the great roar that went up and the cry of the wounded dog so
that Pinnatte felt rather than heard it. Asthe dog, yelping piteoudy, hopped away, the creature |oped
after it, making occasiona chargesat it, but stopping short so that the dog kept sumbling and having to
druggletoitsfedt.

Pinnatte was enthralled. He could sense the fear of the one and the rapture of the other. For rapture it
was. The creature was feeding off the dog’ sterror, he redlized. And it wasrevelling in the crowd's
wild-eyed goading. What kind of an animal wasthis?

The other dogs, silenced for amoment by the sudden attack, were keeping their distance and confining
themsalvesto barking, asif that aone might frighten the creature away. But there was a high-pitched
quality to the sound that robbed it of any menace.

More courage than sense, Pinnatte thought. Y ou’ d be better advised trying to escape.

Almost asthough histhought had reached the dogs, one of them turned away from itsfruitless pursuit and
began jumping a the wall of the arena. The creature turned immediately and ran towardsit. It lowered its
head asit ran and its ungainly gait was suddenly gone. As had happened before, the entire crowd gasped
at the speed of the creature. It covered the length of the arenaand leapt up to catch the would-be fugitive
in mid-air in little more than two heartbesats. Asit landed, asingle blow from its fore-foot tore open the
sde of the dog.

Seeing this, the third dog followed the example of its luckless companion, voided its bowels and, jumping
on the creature’ s back, cleared the arenawall.

Uproar filled the hdl; cheers and laughter from those members of the crowd who were well away from
the frantic dog, cries of panic and terror from those who were not. But, for Pinnatte, risng aboveit al
was the cry of the creature—abellow of appalling fury at the escape of its prey. It possessed him so
totally that, for amoment, he was completely at one with the creature, consumed by its ravening
frugtration.

Then, something within him reached out and dashed the creature swill aside; it was an angry dismissa.

The creature hesitated for amoment, then seized the injured dog by the neck and shook it so savagely



that, despite its greater Size, the dog was lifted clear of the ground and smashed into thewall. To

Pinnatte, the act seemed casud, petulant even. Then the creature was waking over to the remaining
survivor, now lying down and whimpering asit licked the bleeding stub. 1t stopped asit saw the cresture
approaching and flattened itself along the floor, its ears drawn back, its eyes wide. The creature seized it
and dispatched it as contemptuoudy asit had the other, then it let out another roaring bellow of rage
before dropping down &t the feet of itsleashman. The man had not moved throughout the entire
proceedings. Asit lay down, Pinnatte felt al contact with it ebb away. The curtain had returned. He
folded hisarms on the parapet wall and let his head dump forward on to them. He needed darknessfor a
moment.

But Rinter was digging him excitedly in theribs. * Don't go nodding off. There’ s another show going on
down there’

Reluctantly Pinnatte looked up. The Master and the Judges had gone, and the Clerks were removing the
remains of the two dogs, but Rinter was directing his attention to the pandemonium on the terraces as the
escaped dog dashed to and fro in search of escape. Despite the fact that two such animals had been
eadly dispatched by the cresture, it was not something that anyone would face by choice. Further, it was
demented with fear and attacking anything it came near with the gppalling efficiency of atrained fighting
dog. Bodies were being crushed and trampled underfoot as the crowd swayed thisway and that, in
belated response to the dog’ sfrantic twisting and turning. And as much damage was being done by
people wildly waving swords and knives about in vain attemptsto protect themselves. The whole scene
was being cheered on by the crowds watching from the safety of the balconies.

‘Perhapsit wasjust aswell we couldn’t afford Pitside tonight, en? Rinter chuckled.

Pinnatte suddenly went cold. What had happened to the woman with the hood? Was she caught in that
awful méée? Foolish fantasies of an heroic rescue flitted through his mind as he peered urgently over the
balcony. But she was gone. Aswere her companions. He did not know whether to be relieved or
disappointed. He dapped his hands down on the parapet.

‘Comeon, let’'sgo.’

Rinter looked at him in exaggerated darm. ‘ And run into that thing, taking chunks out of everything it
comes near? He motioned Pinnatte back to thewall. ‘No, thank you. Let’ swatch the fun from up here.
When someone' s caught it or killed it, that' |l be soon enough to go down.’

The fun, however, did not last agreat dedl longer, though the dog was neither caught nor killed. It smply
disappeared from view.

Rinter and Pinnatte joined the dow-moving queue that was leaving the bacony. Therewas till agreeat
ded of commoation rising from the terraces, but this was mainly injured and shocked people shouting for
help, and of little interest to watch.

‘Serves ‘emright, rich bastards,” someone said behind Pinnatte. The remark was greeted with cries of
approval.

* * % %

The Jyolan’ stwisting passageway's, gloomy in the poor lamplight, were crowded with swaying figures
shuffling unsteadily over the curved and uneven floors. Though a ceasdless babble of voices echoed dll
around him, Pinnaite noticed that no onein hisimmediate vicinity appeared to betaking. It gavehim a
strange, detached feding — one intensified by the sounds which emanated from the many openingsin the
walls and which seemed to be trying to spesk to him — urgent, hissing whispers, dark, rumbling gloatings,



distant high-pitched screechings which wavered fearfully — sometimes even aclear voice spesking an
unfamiliar language, or two or three words that made no sense— once, even his name — but each dipped
away from him as he strained forward to listen.

So absorbed was he that he started when a sudden rush of sound announced that he was near the
entrance hall. Reaching it, he and Rinter found themselves confronted by uproar and confusion as agreat
crowd struggled to pass through asingle narrow gate in the heavy iron railing that divided the entrance
hall. The crush was being fed by streams of people from every archway, some blood-stained and
wild-eyed. Here and there, Pitguards were struggling to establish order but, increasingly unable to move
themsdlves, they were merdy making thingsworse.

Fear clutched at Pinnaite as the press closed about him and he felt himsalf being lifted off the floor. It
threatened rapidly to turn into panic as he was carried forward. Then he caught the eye of ayoung boy
clinging to awoman who was struggling to keep him safe in the lee of astone column. His shirt wastorn
and covered with blood. The boy looked straight at him, his eyesfilling the world —full of bewilderment
and fear. Something in Pinnatte lurched back to his own childhood when, abeit briefly, the world had
been happy and safe. The memory mingled with sights he had seen tonight — and the emotions he had felt
—and awave of nausea and shame passed over him.

Through it, far away, he heard himsdlf saying, ‘We must do something.’

Then, desperately, he was pulling his arms free and reaching up to take the shoulders of two men in front
of him. Trapped themsalves, they could do nothing but curse as he began to scramble up them, painfully
dragging himsdlf free of the crowd. Then he was running across the top of the crowd, jumping from
shoulder to shoulder, steadying himself occasiondly againgt the sone ceiling or someone' s head. Rinter,
pinioned now and fearful, watched open-mouthed as his new-found friend squeezed between the top of
the railing and the ceiling and dropped down out of sight on the far side.

Pinnatte, borne dong by urgency rather than clear intent to this point, stared helplesdy at the crowd in
front of him, pressed againgt the railing. Hands were reaching out to him. Someone shouted, ‘ The bar,
lad! Thebar.’

Pinnatte dithered for amoment before he took in the words, then he saw the bar that was holding the
main double gate shut. He sivung on it. But it would not move —the pressure of the crowd was wedging
it tight. He bent down, put his shoulder undernesth it and thrust upwards, hislegs straining.

L et them struggle and squirm, flawed worthless things thet they are. Let them fal and grind one another
into thedirt. It istheway it should be. It isthe way it will be.

The thought rang in hismind, cold and malevolent and hideoudly clear.

It sunned him. His strength drained away.

Then another thought filled him —just as powerful. He must atone for what he had felt tonight.
And he was pushing again, hislegsthrobbing and the bar cutting into his shoulder.

For atimelesstime, therewas only pain. Pain that had been for ever and would beforever. In his
shoulder, in hislegs—everywhere.

Then arending screech cut through it and the bar swung upwards, out of its housing.

The gate burst open, hurling Pinnatte to one side. Only chance saved him from being crushed against the
railling, o violently did the two halves swing back. Asit was, hefell awkwardly, scuffing the back of his



right hand on the rough floor and banging his head.

A dizzying blackness came and went many times. The din of the crowd came and went with it, roaring
and echoing in hisears. He was vaguely aware of trying to stand and of hislegs not obeying.

Then someonewas dragging him to hisfeet.
‘Did you seethat?

The voice was proprietorid. Rinter’ sface dowly came into focus. There was someone with him.
Someonelarge.

‘Saved usalot of problemswith that stunt, lad,’” thefigure said. ‘What' s your name?
Pinnatte grimaced and put his hand to the back of his head.

‘It sPinnatte,’ Rinter answered on his behdf. ‘ Friend of mine. Oddly enough, he was asking if he could
meet you earlier, Farn.’

Rinter’ sface blurred again, then the blackness returned to swallow it completely.
Chapter 18

Heirn sat bolt upright, wide awake, his mouth gaping. He had been about to cry out in terror in the
tangling depths of adark and vivid nightmare.

Not since he had been a child had he known such adream.

Y et, on theingtant of waking, it fled. And, with each pounding heartbest, its black tattered shadows
flickered further away, beyond any hope of recall.

But ill hefelt compelled to remain motionless— somelingering fear telling him that they might
mysterioudy return if he moved too soon.

Gradudly his breathing eased. He reproached himself for afool asthe familiar night sounds of hishome
enclosed him. There were faint hints of music coming from aninnin anearby street, the occasiond
unidentifiable bump echoing through walls and floors from some other occupant of the building, and the
usud intermittent clatter of night-time traffic —footsteps, voices, rumbling wheds. The soundsfrom
outsde were alittle louder than usual because he had left the window wide open in an attempt to keep
hisroom cool in the unusua and persistent heat that marked this summer. It had little effect. Even when
there was a breeze slently searching the streets —which was not the case tonight — it wasrarely sufficient
to disperse the heat that had been assduoudy stored by the brick and stone buildings during the day and
which they released each night.

The dream had |eft him sweating and clammy. Rooting through the folded bedclothes at the bottom of the
bed, he found a solitary thin sheet and, lying down, pulled it over himself. He made no effort to deep. It
would have been to no avail anyway; he was too wide awake now —indeed, it surprised him that he had
dept at dl after what he had seen and heard that night.

* k% k% %

At Atlon’ srequest, on leaving the forge Heirn had taken a detour which led them through deserted dleys
and across open derdlict Sites. It was not away he would have chosen, but it should have been safe
enough at that time of day, and both Atlon and Dvolci seemed convinced that the Kyrosdyn who had



accogted them &t the forge was following.

They were waking quickly aong anarrow cobbled road between two windowless buildings, Atlon
leading his horse, and Dvolci trotting along beside them.

‘| can’t seeanyone,’ Heirn said, looking round yet again. His new companions seemingly obsessve
concern about the Kyrasdyn was beginning to disturb him.

‘He sthere neverthdess,” Atlon replied. He glanced significantly at Dvolci who ran off down the aley.

‘Sowhat? Heirn asked impatiently. ‘He' s only one man. And low in the Order, I'd say — probably a
young novice judging by hismanner. If needsbeI’ll thicken hisear for him.” Atlon did not respond,
causing Heirnto raise hisvoice. *Why would hefollow you? To rob you? They're apeculiar lot, but they
aren't street thieves!

An angry voice behind them forestalled any reply.

‘Stay whereyou arel’

Atlon gtiffened. ‘Keegp moving,” he said urgently, taking Heirn'sarm and increasing his pace.
‘| said, stay whereyou arel’

The voice had the same petulant arrogance as when its owner had addressed them in the forge and it was
suddenly too much for Heirn. It was bad enough that he should be subjected to that kind of attitudein his
own forge where possible customers might be allowed alittle licence. But in the street —with friends!

He turned round angrily.

‘No! Comeon, he heard Atlon say, but he pulled free from his grip and raised a hand, both to reassure
him and to tell him to continue on hisway. Thiswas amatter between two locds, it wasn't something for
outsders.

The Kyrosdyn was striding purpossfully towards them. Heirn held out his hand asif to dow his progress
before he cametoo close.

‘“Who the hell do you think you'retaking to likethat? he shouted.

Without breaking step, and even though he was still some distance away, the Kyrosdyn waved hisarm as
if to brush theirritating impediment asde.

Something struck Heirn, sending him crashing againgt thewall.

Even as he was staggering backwards, he took in the sight of Atlon turning, hisface dive with anger and
fear, hismouth forming theword, ‘No!’" At the sametime, he saw the horse, seeming to mimic its owner,
rearing and backing away, white-eyed, its hooves clattering noisily on the cobbles. Then he struck the
wall, and for afew winded moments he was unaware of anything.

When he recovered, the Kyrosdyn had reached Atlon and was confronting him. Furious, and though he
had no ideawhat had happened to him, Heirn made to lunge &t the hooded figure. But he could not
move. Something was holding him againg thewall.

‘Who areyou? he heard the Kyrosdyn demanding of Atlon, his voice muffled and distant. * And who has
taught you to dabble with the use of crystals? He stepped forward menacingly.



Atlon reached out and held him a arm’ slength. Heindicated Heirn. ‘ Let him go,” he said.

The Kyrosdyn looked down at the hand on his chest. Y ou dare touch me — one of the Chosen?
‘Let him go,” Atlon repeated, hisface suddenly grim.

The Kyrosdyn closed his eyes and his face became tense with concentration.

Atlon stepped away from him. In stark contrast to the Kyrosdyn, he seemed to be completely relaxed
and cam. ‘No,” he said, with amenacing softness that made Heirn stop struggling againgt his unseen
bonds. Y ou don’t know what you're doing.’

Then the Kyrosdyn' s eyes were wide and his hands were extended towards Atlon. 1t would have been
an absurdly thesatrica gesture, had it not been for the malice that his posture radiated. Heirn felt the force
restraining him fater and shift, but not enough to allow him to move. Atlon leaned back alittle and turned
away with apained expression asif ablustering wind had thrown dust in hisface. Ashedid so, the
Kyrosdyn staggered back several paces and collapsed on to hisknees.

Then Heirn wasfree.

Hisimmediate ingtinct was to seize the Kyrosdyn and beat an explanation out of him, but before he could
move, Atlon saized hisarm with an unexpectedly powerful grip and began dragging him aong the dley.

‘Quickly, run.” He dapped his horse, which set off ahead of them, then helet out apiercing whistle. Heirn
tried to remondirate, but Atlon’s urgent tugging kept him off-balance.

They had gone barely twenty paces when ahigh-pitched shriek reached them. Resignation filled Atlon’s
face as he stopped and turned. The Kyrosdyn was clambering unsteadily to hisfeet. To Heirn it seemed
that the man was shimmering; it was as though he were looking at him across a scorching landscape.

Atlon stopped and lowered his head. * Go on, Heirn,” he said, hisvoice soft again. * There' s nothing you
can do, and you could well get hurt.’

Heirn backed away from him hesitantly. Born and bred in Arash-Felloren and having prospered honestly,
he was neither fool nor coward, but Atlon'sinitial desireto flee, and the now awful resolution in hisquiet
voice left him floundering. As he hesitated, helooked again at the swaying Kyrosdyn. There was amanic
qudlity about the man which contrasted so starkly with Atlon’s camnessthat it gave him the truth of
Atlon’ swords. He had no explanations but he knew that something terrible must surely flow between
two such opposites. And there was nothing he could do.

Nevertheless, he would not leave.
Something brushed past hisleg, making him jump violently. It was Dvolci.
‘Do you want meto deal with him? he asked Atlon, baring histesth.

Atlon, without taking his eyes from the Kyrosdyn, shook his head. ‘ The state he' sin, there’ sno saying
what might happen if hetried to fight you off. Or who ese might be drawn here. I’ ll try to calm him, but
Speak to the horse—he'll attack if | go down. Tl him to guard Heirn. And get them both away safely.’

Dvolci replied with arductant grunt and backed away. * Stay by me,” he said forcefully to Heirn ashe
passed him. ‘And if | say run—run! Don't argue!’ He clambered up on to the horse and perched himsdlf
on its head. Though till obvioudy frightened, the horse not only made no attempt to didodge him but
quietened alittle as he bent forward and whispered to it. It edged sSideways allittle, towards Heirn.



‘What'shapp . . .7

‘Shh!” Dvolci dapped down Heirn's pending question. Even as he did, Atlon was straightening up and
holding out both hands to the Kyrosdyn, pams upwards, asif greeting afriend.

‘Turn away from this” he said, very gently. ‘No harm’ s been done so far, and there are other, wiser
waysfor you to travel through your life’

‘He swadting histime,” Dvolci said, as much to himsdlf asto anyone else. * The man’ s corrupted beyond
redemption. Too little skill for the Power hel susing, and even less judgement.” He hissed angrily.

The Kyrosdyn did not reply but reached out with both hands, as he had before. Thistime, Atlon did not
move other than to open hisarmswider. Heirn could see nothing passing between the two men, but
where before the Kyrosdyn had staggered afew paces, thistime he wasllifted into the air and thrown
back twice the distance. Helanded heavily and lay still.

Atlon started towards him.

‘Leavehim,” Dvolci cried. ‘Let’sget awvay whilewe can.’

Atlon hesitated, looking from the falen figure to his friends then back again.
‘Wecan't leavehim,” hesaid findly. ‘He might be hurt.’

Dvolci muttered something vicioudy under his breath then ran after him. Curiosity overcoming hisfear,
Heirn followed them.

‘Leave him,” Dvolci said again asthey reached the fallen man. ‘If he' sdead, he’ sdead —and no loss. If
he'sdive, he' sill logt!

Atlon however, paid no heed, but knelt down and began examining the Kyrosdyn. He pulled the man's
hood back and reached out to check histhroat pulse. The Kyrosdyn's eyes opened and his hand seized
Atlon'swridt.

Despite himsdf, Heirn stepped back, tartled by the suddenness of the action and the expression on the
young man’ s gaunt face.

‘Thief,’ the Kyrosdyn said hoarsdly.
‘No,” Atlonbegan. ‘| wasjust. ..’
‘Thief.

Still holding Atlon, the Kyrosdyn brought his other hand to the elaborate kerchief about his neck and
pressed it tightly. Atlon frowned uncertainly at this strange gesture. Then suddenly, he cried out in darm
and started back, struggling to break the grip on hiswrist. But it was too strong. His free hand shot out in
front of Kyrosdyn' sface asif he was protecting himsdlf from something. Animage cameto Heirn of
himsalf making the same gesture in front of his overheated forge, though he could neither see, hear nor

fed anything hgppening here.

‘No! No!" Atlon was shouting repeatedly, as though he were trying to make himsdlf heard over aroaring
wind. ‘No! You'll ...

Hiswords faded as the Kyrosdyn tightened his grip about his own throat asif some grester effort was
needed. Then, abruptly, the man’s eyeswere unnaturaly wide and full of aterrible redization. Heirn



turned away, unable to watch such pain. For amoment, the Kyrosdyn’s back arched and his mouth
gaped in aslent scream, then he went limp.

‘... kill yoursdf,” Atlon finished, amost whispering, asthe man'slifelesshand rdeased hiswrigt. Witha
hasty gesture he drew the Kyrosdyn's hood forward then placed his ear in front of the open mouth.
When he sat up he completed the task that had brought on the attack; he reached into the hood and
checked the man’s pulse.

‘He' sdead,” he announced finally. He bowed his head.
‘What' s happened? Heirn demanded. ‘What didyou. . .’

‘Find them!” Dvolci’ s urgency cut across the question and through Atlon’ sdigtress. ‘ Find the damned
things quickly. | knew they were doing it. | could smell it intheair. | told you you were wasting your time.
Y ou could’ ve been killed, then what? Anyone who uses the Power likethat . . .

‘All right, I know!” Atlon blasted back a him furioudly.

Dvolci retreated a step and shook his head vigoroudy, as though dispatching the budding quarrel before
it grew into anything worse, then he began tugging at the Kyrosdyn' s neckerchief. Heirn, fearing some
atrocity on the corpse, reached down to take hold of him. But Atlon was dready intervening. Carefully
he unfastened a ddlicate clip that secured the neckerchief then gently removed it. Asheturned it over he
let out aresigned breath. Nesatly worked into the pattern of the kerchief wasarow of small green discs.
Dvolci chattered histeeth as he bit back some comment. Heirn gasped. Though, on his own admission,
he knew little about crystals, as with those that Atlon had shown, so now he recognized the brilliant green
sheen that was gligtening even inthe gloomy dley.

‘These must be ten times the vaue of those you're carrying,” he said breethlesdy. *Who isthis man,
carrying wedlth like that so casualy around his neck? | thought he was just anovice, but he must bea
Higher Brother. What are we going to do?

Atlon shook his head. * For this one, nothing,” he said. *He' sbeyond any help.” He stroked Dvolci’s
head, though for his own comfort, not thefelci’s. *He paid the price of what he was doing. It was
inevitable. | did my best to protect him from himself, but . . .” Hisvoicetailed off.

‘| don’'t understand. What' s happened to him? Heirn persisted. Atlon looked down at the green crystals.
‘Like me, he has—had —some <kill in the use of the Power. Unlike me, whoever ingtructed him led him
grievoudy adtray, teaching him to use it —misuse it — through the crystals” He folded the kerchief and put

it in his pocket.

‘What are you doing? Heirn exclaimed, horrified. Then heimmediately answered his own question. * Y ou
can't do that. Robbing him. Isn’'tit enough that you . . .’

He stopped uncomfortably.

‘Murdered him? Atlon asked rhetoricdly, but without any rancour. ‘1 didn’t murder him. | defended
mysdif, then | tried to stop him from killing himsdlf.” He stood up. * If anything killed him, it wasthese” He
patted his pocket. ‘Il wager they were clear, or scarcely tinted afew moments ago. Now they’ re tainted
with dl it wasthat animated this poor cregture.’

Heirn'smind waswhirling. ‘1 don’t know what you' re talking about,” he said agitatedly. ‘ The man was
aive, now he' sdead. And you' re sedling from him —taking crystals worth an unimaginable amount. We
have to tell someone about this— the Weartans, probably. And find out who those things belong to — his



family —the Order —I don’t know.’

Atlon looked down at the dead Kyrosdyn and, for amoment, his face distorted as though he were about
to weep. His voice was unsteady when he spoke. * Y ou must do what you seefit, Heirn, but Dvolci and |
can't say. If thisman’stypicd of the Kyrosdyn, then what they’ re doing is unbdievably dangerous—to
themselves, to everyone around them, and not least to this city. | have to learn more about it. My people
have to betold. They’ re the only oneswho can do anything. If the Kyrosdyn learn about me, they’ Il seek
me out, just as he did, and sooner or later they’ll find and attack me, just as he did. The consequences
could be appdling.” Hetook the neckerchief from his pocket. ‘ Asfor these, to leave them here might be
to sentence some passing innocent to death.” Hetook Helrn'sarm. ‘1 know you' ve no reason to believe
me, but | had no true hand in hiskilling. What happened to him he brought on himsdlf.’

‘I don’'t know,” Heirn said uncertainly, remembering the unseen force that had held him helpless againgt
thewall. ‘Thiscity’ stheway it isbecause too many people walk away from things— refuse to accept
responsbility for anything unlessthey see someganinit for themseves. | ..

‘We haven't timefor this; Dvolci said impatiently to Atlon. *If thisonefdt you moving a horseshoe from
the other sde of the square, there’ sno saying who felt what' s just happened.” He turned to Heirn and
motioned him towards the body. * Just ook at him.” His voice was powerful and commanding. * See what
those precious crystas did to him. Ask yoursdlf, how could Atlon possibly have donethat? Heirn stared
at him uncertainly. ‘Look at him! Lift hishood back. Look at hisface, hishands.’

Frowning and reluctant, Heirn knelt down by the dead man and hesitantly lifted back hishood. The pae
sunken face of an old man stared up at him. He started back, then edged away from the body, looking
from Dvolci to Atlon. ‘1 don’t understand. | could ve sworn he was ayoung man. Theway he carried
himsdlf, spoke, everything about him. Thisman’swithered dmost . . . hemust beincredibly old. Scarcely
abletowalk, I’d think, let aone strut about the way he was.’

‘Hewas young,” Dvolci said bluntly. * A foolish, misguided young man who used crystasto amplify
whatever kill he had with the Power. In hisignorance he went beyond where he should have gone and
ignoranceis often afatal condition. Doing what he did, he changed the nature of the crystals and they
took back what they had given him . . . and more. That’swhy they’ re green now. He waslike achild
with an assassin’' s poisoned blade’

Heirn was shaking his head. Atlon laid ahand on his shoulder. * Thisis not the time or the placeto explain
this. Dvolci’ sright. He and | must leave immediately, there' s no saying who'll have been drawvn to this. |
need your help now even more than before, but | understand your concerns. Do you want to stay, or will
you help us?

Heirn grimaced and looked from side to side, then up at the narrow strip of darkening blue sky above.
The high buildings looked back impassvely. * Say something — one word —anything that'Il hdpme. I'm
logtindl this. Him —young, then old — crysta s turning from clear into greens, you say —into afortune—
it'snot possible. And asfor stedling them, leaving a dead body lying here for the dogs and the vermin, it’s
... Hefdl dlent.

‘There snothing | can tell you, here, now,” Atlon said, taking thereins of hishorse and turning it round.

‘l can,’ Dvolci said coldly. ‘Look at these” He opened the dead man’ srobe further. Livid circular scars
marred his neck where the kerchief had been.

Heirn winced. ‘Bums,’ he exclaimed softly. ‘Bad onestoo.” He leaned forward. ‘ And new?

‘Portalsto the soul I'd say if | wasbeing poetic,” Dvolci said smply, gently closing the robe and covering



the dead man’ sface. * But choked and fouled drains would be a better description. The crystals did this
to him. Quickly or dowly, they’ll do it to anyoneintime. Especidly these, in thisstate. That' swhy we
can't leave them. Please help us. We came to this city because we were concerned about something in
our own land —to learn, nothing more. Now it looks as though we might be back in awar we' d thought
finished yearsago.” He placed apaw on Heirn'sarm. ‘ Thisisafearful placefor usboth. | can
understand your confusion and doubt —you don't know us and you do know the Kyrosdyn; we're
outsiders, they’re city people. It’syour judgement, but we re more lost than you can possibly imagine.
Help us, please. We'll tdl you what we can, but hel p us get to somewhere safe’

Heirn stood up. With afinal look at the dead Kyrosdyn, he said. * Ther€' Il be other bodies found tonight,
| suppose. There dways are—every night.” Hisfacewas pained. ‘| never thought I’'d be. .. He
stopped and straightened up. ‘1’1l take you home as | promised. But | must know what’ s happening.’

* k % %

Heirn levered himsdlf over on to hisleft sde and gazed at the open window, adim rectangle, yellow in
the reflected street lights.

* k% k% %

All three had been slent for the rest of the short journey to Heirn’shome; Atlon and Dvolci asif they
were listening for something, Heirn increasingly fretful about the wisdom of what he was doing. Scarcdy
had he shown them into hisrooms and sat them down however, than Atlon waslooking to tel histale.

‘Thiswill bedifficult for you, Heirn. Just hear me out, that’sall | ask.” He paused, uncertain how to
begin.

‘Sixteen years ago — I’ d only just become a senior Brother in our Order —we discovered that . . . an old
enemy . . . had returned to the land to the north of us.’

‘Isthiswhat you told me back at the forge? Heirn interrupted starkly. ‘I’'m warning you, I’min no mood
for firesdetales’

Atlon was unexpectedly grim and hisface looked old in the early evening light that was percolating into
theroom. ‘'Yes, itis’ hesaid. ‘Andit'sno child' stale, Heirn. It satade of areal war —oneinwhich redl
battles were fought.” He tapped hisfinger to histemple savagely and gritted histeeth. ‘Battles| can ill
seewhen | close my eyesat night. Bloody wounds, hacked limbs.. .’

Dvolci let out alow, soothing whistle.

Atlon fel slent for amoment as he recollected himsdlf. ‘I’'m sorry,” he said eventually. ‘ That’ s not your
problem, isit?It' sdifficult to remember that while my countrymen and our dlieswerefighting and dying,
the rest of the world was oblivious to what was happening. And till is. Or that, to them, the enemy we
faced was nothing more than an old legend.’

‘This. .. enemy ... hasaname? Hern asked impatiently.
It was Dvolci who replied. ‘I think you'd call Him, Sammradl.’

Heirn frowned uncertainly then tried a scornful smile asif that might somehow dismissal that had
happened that day. * Sammrad! isthe name of the man we cal the Great Lord — the legendary founder of
Arash-Felloren. But heis only alegend —ataefor children. And if he' sanything, he’'sno ogre but a
heroic figure— anoble man done down by petty and treacherous enemies.’



Atlon' sgaze dhrivelled hisaready waning amile.

‘Ligten carefully. Asl said, thisisn't going to be easy for you,” he said dowly. Heirn opened his mouth to
speak then changed his mind. Atlon went on.

‘No one knowswho, or what, Hetruly is. It’ s believed that He was one of those who came from what
we cal the Great Heet a the beginning of dl things.” Heirn's brow furrowed but he stayed slent. ‘His
sole intent seems always to have been to destroy the world that the others shaped. No one' sever
fathomed why this should be, but His deeds testify to it, over and over —as do most of the namesHe's
known by —the Great Corrupter, the Enemy of dl Living Things, many others. HE sdipped into legend
smply because the last time He was here was so long ago — far beyond most peopl€ s reckoning. Even
we made the mistake of thinking He' d gone for ever, and we knew He' d been asreal asyou or 1.’

Heirn protested. ‘ You can't ask meto believe. .

Atlon raised ahand to stop him. ‘I’m not asking you to do anything except hear me out,” he said urgently.
‘“Who or what Heis, how or why He cameinto being is, in any case, of no concern. But Hisredlity is.
That’'sameatter of unbroken, documented fact. I’ m loath to burden you with this but we need your help.
Y ou can walk away from usat any time, but I’ m asking you not to until you' ve a least heard what we ve
got to say. And when you fed yoursdlf dipping into unreaity —when you think you' relistening to the
ramblings of someone deranged — remember the horseshoes | moved and how it drew that wretched
man to us. And remember the force that knocked you againgt that wall and held you pinned there.’

Heirn, hisface set, looked away from him, but did not reply.

‘It could well bethat He did found Arash-Fdloren,” Atlon went on. ‘He' d many citadel s about the world
andI've. .. Hepaused and took adeep, nervous breath. “. . . I’ ve seen Hisimage here once already.’
He stiffened to suppress ashiver. * And there’ safed about thewhole placethat’s. . . disturbing.” He
kept his gaze fixed on Hairn. * The enemy we faced was this Great Lord of yours—be under noillusions.
| felt the touch of His minions. When He last walked amongst us, corrupting and destroying, a Great
Alliance of peoples eventudly defeated Hisarmies and, asthey thought, destroyed Him, though we think
now that He was only scattered — dispersed across many different worlds and times.” His hand fluttered
asif to wave away the distractions that were clamouring to be heard asjudtificationsfor hisstory.
‘Whatever the truth of it, some focus, some Power in His old fastness, made Him whole again.” He could
not keep the anger from hisvoice. * And our Order — nearly as ancient as He Himself, and tasked with
the duty of watching for His Second Coming and gathering knowledge to protect the world should it
happen — saw nothing, felt nothing, heard nothing. Blind, under the rocks—inward-looking . .

‘Enough!” Dvolci stopped him. ‘ That debate’ sfinished.” Then, to Heirn, * Sufficeit that His return was
discovered and He was defeated again, thistime before He could spread too much of His corruption out
into theworld.’

‘But? Heirn said, picking up theinflectionin Dvolc’svoice.

Atlon answered him. ‘ But we don’t know how long He' d been . . . whole. How many agents of His had
gone out into the world, or how far. What harm they were till doing. And agentsthere' d be. That was
aways Hisway. Working silently and insdioudly, likerot in the heart of an old tree, so that, one day,
when thewind blows. . ." He brought his hands together in asoft clap.

Heirn cleared histhroat nervoudy, as though haf-fearing that he was being made the butt of some bizarre
joke. ‘1 can accept that you' ve fought awar against someone,” he said. ‘But you're asking alot of meto
accept that it was against some mythic creature suddenly returned from the depths of time.” He looked a
his hands. ‘I’ ve seen and heard some strange things, but I' m gill ablacksmith —a practica man, dedling



with practical matters. Men live and then they die—adl of us. And they don’t come back to life. How can
aman do what you' ve described? It’ s not possible’

‘I've no good answers for you, Heirn,” Atlon replied. *He s not a man — perhaps not even amorta
cresture as we understand it. | told you, we don’t know what or why Heis, but that' s the case with many
things we accept. What we do know is that He' s taken human form twice now and on both occasions
brought untold horror into the world — horror that long outlived His apparent destruction. Horror that was
eminently practica and of thisworld!” He leaned forward and spoke very quietly. *We can only assume
that, whatever we did to Him, Hewill try to return yet again from wherever Heis. And He' ll succeed if
wedon't remain vigilant.

Therewas along slence. Heirn sat with his head bowed in thought. Atlon and Dvolci waited.

‘I don’t know what to make of any of this; Heirn said eventualy. ‘1 don’t doubt your sincerity, but what
you'vetold mejust makesno sense. Yet . .. Hewas pinned helpless against the wall again —then
looking at the shrunken form of the young man made suddenly old. ‘I can't just brushit dl to onesdeas
s0 much nonsense. Not after what I’ ve seen —and felt.” His distaste for this conclusion was written
clearly across hisface. He snatched at practicalities.

‘These agents you mentioned. Do you think they might have come here, to Arash-Felloren? he asked.

Atlon gave an unexpected shrug. ‘When the war was over, many people were sent out into the world.
Someto track down those who' d committed crimesin His name, othersto seek out those who'd smply
been led astray. Still others went out just to learn more of the world which we' d so long neglected.” He
looked at Dvolci. *As| told you back at the forge, we came looking for the source of the crystalsthat
had been appearing in our land.’

Heirn nodded, though the conversation they had held, sitting in front of hisforge, seemed now to have
happened years ago.

‘There’ d been “incidents’, | think you said.’

‘Similar to what happened to the Kyrosdyn,” Atlon confirmed. ‘ Though nothing remotely as bad asthat.’
Almost mimicking Heirn’s mannerism, helooked down &t his hands. ‘ But, because of who my
countrymen are descended from, most of us unknowingly have some gptitude for using the Power. And
when that' s done in certain ways and in the close proximity of certain crystals—aarming and dangerous

things can happen.’

Heirn's hand went to his neck. ‘Like those burns?

‘It can cause those kind of injuries, but they’ re only an incidenta effect of what’ sreally happening.’
‘Whichis?

Atlon did not reply immediately. ‘| don’t know that | can beginto explainit to you, Heirn. Itisn't easy to
grasp, not least because it’ sfar from being fully understood. Not even my teachers would pretend to
understand it other than vaguely, and most of them have been studying it for longer than I’ ve been riding.
It's something that seemsto lie near, perhaps even at the heart of everything we think of asbeing our
world, our existence.” Helooked around the room. ‘What we call the Power is some attribute — some
qudity —that pervadesal things; in away, it connectsal things. These chairs, that fire grate, those
pictures, those flowers—oursalves even, are.. . . He sought inspiration on the celling. ‘ Different
manifestations of it — different concentrations, for want of a better expression.’



Heirn looked at him blankly, and Atlon shrugged unhappily.

‘It sthebest | can do,” he said weakly. ‘1 did say it wouldn’t be easy.” He pressed on. * Put cruddly,
given theright circumstances, acrysta will draw the Power into itself, through the pulses, the meridians
...iInaway, storing it so that it can be used later. It'sahazardous thing to do, full of strange, unexpected
dangers. It' s gppallingly addictive for one thing. We—my Order —use crystaslike that only sparingly
and not without great thought for the consequences. It seems however, that your Kyrosdyn use them
quite recklessly.” His expression became distant and he shook his head in disbelief.

‘In attacking me the way he did, that foolish young man went far beyond what | imagine he’ d been taught
to do. When | resisted him, he drew so savagely on the crystals at his neck that he actually changed their
character.” He brightened alittle as a comparison cameto him. ‘Like apiece of iron,” he said, holding up
his clenched hands as though gripping abar. He demonstrated as he spoke. ‘ If you bend it alittle, it
springs back. But if you bend it too much, it remains bent. It's changed in someway.” He lowered his
hands, uncertain about his effort. The expression on his audience sface told him nothing.

Heirn looked at Dvolci. ‘ Porta s to the soul ? Choked and fouled drains?

‘ Stab wounds would be askind a phrase,” Dvolci replied sourly. ‘ The passage of too much too quickly
intoo smdl anarea’

‘It was asif the crystal's had suddenly become agrest pit,” Atlon said, abandoning hisiron-working
andogy. ‘ Or agreat whirlpool into which the energy that animated him, and everything nearby, was
drawn irresigtibly. Drawn and transformed.” Helooked old again. ‘| didn’t even daretry to save him
onceit had sarted. It was all | could do to save mysdf and you.’

Heirn was sllent for amoment, then he held out hishand. * Y ou'reright,” he said flatly. * It' s not essy.
Show methe Kyrosdyn'scrystas!’

Atlon pulled out the neckerchief and handed it to him. Heirn unfolded it carefully and laid it on asmall
table. The green crystalswere brilliant, even in thefading light. Tentatively he made to touch one, looking
at Atlon ashedid. Atlon reached out camly and took hishand. * It’' s possible you’ ve some natura gift
with the Power,” he said. ‘ People who work and shape materials often have.” He closed his eyesthen,
after amoment, nodded asif confirming something to himsdlf. * Crysaslike these are something you
should handle aslittle as possible. They won't do what they did to the Kyrosdyn because he had some
conscious skill in using the Power and he wilfully misused it, but they’ll do you no good in thelong run.’

He picked up the neckerchief and examined the crystals closdly. Hisface became angry. ‘ These have
been cut and worked to get the greatest efficiency out of them. It' s firgt-class workmanship and it shows
aconsderable knowledge of how they can be used.’

Hisanger changed into fear and then into awrenching helplessness.
‘Thisisawful,” he muttered to himsdf, putting the neckerchief down and leaning back into hischair.

Heirn ran afinger over one of the crydas. It tingled dightly — not unpleasantly — but he withdrew his hand
quickly asthe sensation ran up hisarm. Looking at hisfinger, he saw that the tip was white, as though
cold. Hefdt apeculiar urge to touch the crystal again.

* * % %

Heirn rolled on to his back. The chimes of adistant clock drifted through the open window. Too early to
get up, too late to get much worthwhile deep. He d be done for in the morning! But the strains of the day



made his body give him thelie and, scarcely had the thought occurred to him than he wasfalling adeep.
Thelast thing he recalled before he succumbed was Atlon briskly rolling up the neckerchief and returning
it to his pocket. Then he had leaned forward and taken Heirn’shand. As he held it, the whiteness of the
finger faded, and the urge to touch the crystal again passed.

Atlon’s gaze had been searching. He asked no questions but he seemed to know of Heirn's unexpected
need. ‘ They are subtle beyond any knowing, Heirn. They bind and compd. Y ou, who should be magter,
become dave. They are Histhings. And whatever the Kyrosdyn were once, they are His now, for sure’

Chapter 19

Imorren’ s entourage scuttled uncomfortably behind her as she strode a ong the passage in the lower
reaches of the Jyolan building. Senior members of the Kyrosdyn Order —mostly elderly Higher Brothers
—were used to her normally measured and careful progress and were having the grestest difficulty coping
with her now rapid and determined step. There was certainly no question of maintaining the sately dignity
that typified their escort duties about the Vaskyros. But then, many things had disturbed the Order’s
long-established proceedings that day — rumours about Rostan being involved in a street disturbance,
even sronger rumours that he had committed some dreadful folly resulting in his solitary audience with the
Ailad —not aspecid thing initsdlf, but it had been keenly noted that he was both immaculate and

pal pably nervous beforehand, and untypicaly flustered and edgy afterwards. Then suddenly,
pandemonium erupted, or what passed for it in the gtrict, regimented life of the Kyrosdyn. The secret
ownership of the Jyolan wasto be transferred to Barran. Like insects disturbed by a plough, the Order’s
clerks and scribes had been sent scurrying between the Vaskyros and Barran' s city headquarters bearing
hastily drafted contracts and agreements to implement this. Barran was aso to be discreetly helped to
organize alL.oose Pit that same night — this had prompted even more frantic scurrying. And the newly
found creature, its existence known only to afew, wasto be used. Rippling through the Order, news of
thisin particular carried silence in its wake as each of the naturally obsessive and conspiratorial Kyrosdyn
paused to ponder the intentions of their subtle and enigmatic Ailad. The normal work of the Brotherhood
came dmost to acomplete hat and the VVaskyros was aive with whispered questions. But the Ailad had
sought no advice, and no overt questions would be dared. Her commands were not to be debated.
Obedience was al — obedience and efficiency.

And her will had prevailed. What she had demanded had come to pass. And insofar as any of the
Kyrosdyn could pretend to know her mood, it was known that she was pleased. Not that this |essened
the Kyrosdyn's collective curiogity, but it did enable them to take solace from their faith in the rightness of
the Order and its |eader.

Thusit wastoo, that no hint of complaint or question arose from the escort bustling along after Imorren.

Accompanying, and discreetly supporting the less steady were severa of the Vaskyros sunliveried
bodyguards, while two carefully groomed Pitguards walked on either side of Imorren. They had been
given the task of leading the Ailad dong the complicated route, but it ssemed from the outset that they
were not needed. At each branch and junction — and there were many — Imorren continued in the correct
direction without hesiteting.

Thug turned businessman and aspiring diplomeat, in common with most of Barran’s senior ades, one of
the Pitguards attempted a courtesy to break what was becoming an unnerving silence.

“You'refamiliar with the Jyolan, Ailad?

There was no reply, but atap on the shoulder and a shake of the head from alarge bodyguard precluded
any further attempt at conversation.



Findly they came to awooden door. The same Pitguard, anxious now to atonefor his apparent error,
hurried forward and opened it fussily. Imorren stepped through, signalling the othersto wait.

‘Closethedoor, she said, without turning.
It swung to with adull thud.

Lamps were hung at random about the vaulted chamber where she now stood. They threw hazy
shadows between rows of squat stone columns, but their light seemed to makelittle impression on the
heavy darkness. Asthe sound of the door echoed and faded, there came the soft rustle of someone
moving. Imorren turned towards it and atall figure emerged from the shadows. He stopped in front of her
then dowly went down on one knee and lowered his head. Imorren rested her hand on his shoulder.

‘Keegper, you did well. Leave usfor the moment.’

Therewas a hesitancy in the man’ s posture. ‘Have no fears,” she said, dmost materndly. ‘What danger
could | bein? She motioned him to stand and indicated the door.

The man bowed and left the chamber.

After heleft, Imorren stood for awhilein the silence, her head moving dowly from sideto side asif she
weretesting the air for an dusive perfume. She pulled back the hood of her robe.

‘Come,’ shesaid. ‘Don't be afraid.’

The silence descended again. Imorren waited, motionless, showing no signs of impatience. Indeed, she
wasamiling dightly.

‘Do you think to hide from me? she said, asto achild.

There was asound, ddlicate, like grains of sand sweeping across awindy shore, and out of the shadows
from which the Keeper had emerged came the creature that had ended the Jyolan’ sfirst Loose Fit.

Head lowered, it moved directly towards Imorren, stopping in front of her asits Keeper had done,
without command. She crouched down and took its ugly head between her hands.

“You too did well, blessed one,’ she said. Y ellow eyes met hers. She stroked the creature’ s head. ‘ How
long isyour line? she said softly to hersdlf, ahint of wonder in her voice. ‘How long have your kin
roamed the depths, keeping dive His memory, waiting for Him to come again? Sowly it closed itseyes
and opened them again, asif wilfully accepting her authority. She gripped the coarse hair of its neck and
bared her teeth. *Would that you' d returned but afew years earlier —been with Hisarmies when the
enemy came againgt Him. They’ d have scattered like scalded ants before you. And you' d have seen the
weakness in His erstwhile lieutenants, wouldn’t you? Hollow vessels that they were. No ancient loydties,
old familiarities, would have blinded you to their inadequacy.” Her mouth curled into avicious snarl —
ferd and crud inthe ydlow light. The creaturetried to pull its head from her hands asif afraid, but she
hddit firm.

Themask of her normal face returned. ‘ But these things are not for our questioning. It was Hiswill that |
left Him, and who can say why you came so late? And the past isthe past. Hiswisdom in these thingsis
beyond our judgement —who can say what stratagem is afoot? For Heiswith usyet, isHe not? This city
isHis place. Beneath the clutter and clamour of the creastures who infest it for the moment, His presence
liesfirm and whole, deep in its ancient foundations. He is strong here. And Hiswill reaches out to us.
How else could you have sought out your Keeper and come to us? How el se could Rostan have been so
used?



She hugged the creature’ s head tightly. A low rumbling came from its throat and she laughed in response.
It was a cold and desol ate sound that darkened the vault where true laughter might have lightened it. Her
voicefell to awhisper, and she spoke quickly, amost excitedly. * And He will be with us again soon,
blessed one. More and more my dreams are filled with the true form of the VVaskyros— stronger, clearer
each time. Perhaps the Anointed will complete its shaping to open the Ways. Perhaps. . ." She stopped.
Speculation was pointless. The Way of the Anointed was, by its very nature, unforeseegble.

But she could not remain slent. * Y ou saw him, didn’t you? Asdid |. Glowing like a beacon of hope, high
up in the darkness above the arena. And | feared that he might belost.” Shelaughed again. ‘He was
drawn to us. Hewill bind himself to us more tightly than any bonds | could make.” She stopped again,
struck by something. * And perhaps more. | hadn’t thought such athing possible, but . .

Agitated, she turned away from the creature and looked into the darkness. She was hersdf again when
shelooked back. Her voice became awhisper again asif the words she was about to speak might
overwhelm her. * Could he prove to be more than aguide? Shedrew in along, tense bregth. *Once, I'll
swear, | fet Hiseyes upon me, His presence around me again.” She wrapped her arms about hersdlf then
stood up and began walking down one of the aides, asif the thought would be too much, containedina
motionless frame. The cresture moved silently by her side. ‘| wasright to seize the moment —to follow
thewild rushing that Rostan had unleashed — to bring you out into this noisy world, so full of richnessfor
you.” She stopped and began stroking the creature again. * Soon, the Anointed will be truly ready, then

She grimaced and put her hands to the sides of her face as though to crush her head. As, earlier, she had
discovered the human frailty of anger within her, so now she felt dation. It was no less despised.

She blazed inwardly. There had been such learning thisday! And re-learning! Learning that she was till
flawed, that she must ever beware the clinging power of her humanity with its treacherous emotions lying
awaysin walit to bring her low — contaminating her, marring her for Hiswork. Learning again that she
was but His servant and that His ways were not to be questioned or doubted — her faith must be
absolute. Learning again that the power she had seized and accumulated in this city of powerful people,
great though it was, was as nothing to what would be.

The dation faded, unnoticed amid her greater lusts.

The creature whimpered. ‘We must be patient, blessed one. Our travails are nothing to His.” She knelt
down by its side and draped an arm acrossits shoulder. ‘ But you were patient tonight, weren't you? she
said. 'Y ou waited and waited, and played their foolish games. Then you were deprived of what was
rightly yours. Y our prey was snatched from you.” She became uneasy. The creature was no threet to her,
she had more than enough Power to control it, but the Keeper had indicated concerns even though he
had not voiced them. The creature was a unique instrument of Hiswill, amemory of Hiscrafting in the
Great Age when His Power had spanned the world. It would be foolish of her to imagine that shefully
understood it, and perhaps reckless of her to use the Power to control it. There was no telling what
damage might be done. Then, dowly, strange, vivid images of thefind encounter in the arenabegan to
seep into her mind.

The creature was touching her in some way'!
And sheknew.

Though it showed no signs of disiress, the antics of its three victims had served to rouse the cresture
without satisfying it. Its need suddenly filled her, leaving her a once exhilarated and starkly cold. It was
not good that the creature was struggling against whatever forces were restraining it. Aswith people, the



best control was had by fulfilling needs, not denying them.
Shetightened her grip about the creature, holding it close. It did not resist.

Aswith the Anointed, she would have to have faith. Faith that His servants need not be bound by doors
and chains, for they could do no other than follow her as she followed Him.

‘Go down benegth the city,” she whispered, picturing in her mind the labyrinthine tunnels that underlay the
city. ‘ To the place above that you came from. Seek out avictim — sate your need. Y ou must be whole.
Return.’

The creature bent itsforelegs and lowered its head asit had to Pinnatte in the arena. It made astrange
mewling noise then drew its head back and let out alow, trembling howl. 1t was not loud but it was such
as Imorren had never heard before and it struck right through her. In others, she knew, it would ingtil the
deepest fear, but to her it was more ahymn of affirmation —this creasture wasindeed aharbinger of a
new age. Nevertheless, her skin—adl too human — crawled in response. The lamps seemed to flare at its
touch, and as the howl echoed around the vaultsit was asif the whole chamber were breathing along
sgh of recognition and delight.

The creature walked away from her silently and vanished into the darkness.

Imorren rubbed her hands down her arms to quieten her rebellious flesh. Then the presence of the
creature was gone. Aswith every other chamber in the Jyolan, many passages joined this cellar, passages
that plunged far beyond the confines of the building itsdlf.

It was an ancient building.

* * % %

He was moving through the darkness, powerful confident limbs remembering their honing at the other end
of thelong darkness. Scents assailed him, old and familiar, rich and heady, feeding the need that drove
him and drawing him on. And there were sounds too, distant and distorted, as though they were being
carried on abuffeting wind.

Then he stopped and dropped low, listening, feding. Ahead was prey. All around was prey. And no
danger! An expectant shudder ran through him, culminating in alow, rumbling growl. He began to crawl
forward.

What . . .?

He was here and not here —two things—two minds. . .

Hedid not belong!

The thought made no sense. Thoughts did not belong. Hewas . Thiswastheway of things.
And the noises disturbed. And the lights, hovering, watching . . .

But he crawled on, sensing every movement in the air about him, every crack and flaw in the ground
beneath him so that as he crawled, even he could not hear himsdif.

The scentsthat filled him drew him forward — and repelled. And the thoughts — no, the sensations— that
flooded in their wake, were ecstatic, unspeskable.

Protest. ‘Nol’



Noises. And lights. They hurt.
‘Did he say something?
‘He' sbeen making dl sorts of queer noises.’

Soon there would be prey near. A low growl to warn it, to make it flee— and then the chase, terror
growing asit flew, etching aluring trall through the swirling air, on and on, screaming.

Good.
‘Pinnatte!’

The sound crashed in on him, forming about him —giving him shape —tearing him free. The dark images
fel away from him like afouled cloak. And the dancing lights began to come together — hovering ovals.

Faces.

‘Rinter?

His own voice ran achingly through his head.

‘Y ou gave us afright. Thought you’ d been redly hurt when that gate burst open. Areyou al right?

Pinnatte made to push himself upright but ahand stopped him. ‘Lie dill.” It was awoman’ svoice. He
tried to turn to her, but his head protested painfully and the room began to sway.

‘I sad, liedill,; camethe voice again, authoritative. The hand returned, immovable. ‘1 don't think you've
had anything more than a nasty bump, but you' re going to have afine heedache for awhile” Moving
more carefully, Pinnatte managed to turn to his physician.

She was amiddle-aged woman. Quitetall, he thought, though it was difficult to tell from where he was
lying. Shewas certainly no frail thing, judging from the determination in the hand restraining him. Most
sriking however, was her face. She had been handsome once, he thought. Not beautiful —handsome. At
the same time he redlized there were more important things he should be congdering, but the thought
enticed him. Now, though there were lines of care etched into it, the dominant impression the face gave
was one of strength —great strength — the kind that only awoman can possess and which comeswhen
she has stood alone againgt dl troubles and then pressed on into and through the darkness.

‘Helo,” he said weskly.

Shelooked at him intently for amoment then, apparently satisfied, took hold of his hand and began
examining it. ‘Hello, yoursdlf, young man,” she said while she was doing this. She frowned.

‘It sonly agraze,’ came aman’ s voice from somewhere behind her. She made no response but
motioned to someone to bring alamp closer, then raised Pinnatte’ s hand closeto her face.

‘Nagty,” shesaid, very quietly. She shot aquick inquiring glance at Pinnatte asif expecting to see
something she had missed. ‘It looksdmost like acrystd stain.’

A large, heavy individual eased her to one Sde and a battered face bent down to examine the hand
curioudy. ‘Y ou worked in the Thlosgard, lad? In the mines? he asked, returning the hand to the woman.
His expression was amixture of puzzlement and concern.

‘No,” Pinnatte replied. ‘ Never been out of the city.’



The man shook hishead. ‘Couldn’t be,’ he said emphaticaly. ‘ Look a him. He sabit skinny, but he

looksfit enough. HE sa Den-Mate or I'm adonkey — city through and through. Half aday’ swalk from
here and he'd belost. There' sno way he' d learn to do that or even get the opportunity, for that matter.’
Helooked at the hand again. ‘ Besides, it looks almost green to me. No one but alunatic would do that.’

The woman looked doubtful. *Yes,” shebegan, ‘but . .. She shrugged. ‘ Couldn’t be, asyou say.” She
sared a the hand pensively. ‘ Still, I’ll put some drawing salve oniit. It won't do any harm, and the cut
needs cleaning anyway.” Shelifted aloose cloth bag on to her 1ap and, after some fumbling, produced a
amdl jar. ‘Long timesincel’ ve needed this’ she said, wrestling briefly with thelid. Then aclean, pungent
amell assailed Pinnatte and she was liberaly pasting something on to the back of his hand.

A violent burning ran up hisarm. With it, powerfully, came the knowledge that he must not dlow thisto
happen!

He gavealoud yd| and tried to snatch his hand back, but the woman was too strong and the action
samply drew him upright. The painin hisarm was replaced by an even greater onein hishead which
suddenly felt asthough it were about to burst. He dumped back, banging down on a cushion that was
sarving asapillow and making the pain in his head even worse. He could do no other than lie till and
moan until the pounding began to ease. Asit did, he became aware of laughter around him. Very
hesitantly he opened hiseyes. Even hisnursewas amiling alittle.

‘Some hero,” someone was saying. There was more laughter.

‘The ointment will deaden it for awhile and draw anything out that shouldn’t be there,” the woman said.
‘It sold-fashioned, but it' sgood.” She was bandaging his hand. The burning had stopped now and the
hand felt cold. Still he had the feding that this should not have been alowed, but it was much weaker
now — and the tightening bandage was reassuring.

Cautioudy helooked dowly around asfar as he could, without actually moving his head. Apart from
Rinter, the woman and the big man with the battered face, there were Pitguards milling about. He was
lying in aroom which, unusudly for the Jyolan, had aplain, flat ceiling and four sraight wals. It retained
however, the Jyolan’slong-neglected appearance, walls and ceiling being decorated with anonymous

gtainsand peding paint.

The Pitguards were coming and going at the far end of the room, attending to some kind of businesswith
aman sat at atable. Almost dl of them looked across towards the small group and one or two came
over to look at Pinnatte curioudly.

The events that had brought him here returned to Pinnatte as his vision continued to clear and the painin
his head settled into acomparatively tolerable throb. After alittle while, he began to fed not only at ease,
but very pleased with himself. He had no ideawhat had prompted him to clamber over the crowd, but it
had turned him into an object of some admiration by men of whom he stood in awe. Even though his
thoughts were occupied dmost totaly with his present circumstances, asmall part of him was registering
the fact that the esteem of these people could prove very useful in the future.

“You' d be best advised to rest for awhile,” the woman said.
‘| don't think | can do anything se’ Pinnattereplied. ‘Isit dl right if | stay herefor awhile?

‘Stay aslong asyou like, lad,” the big man said. ‘ Barran will see you get more than abed for what
you'vedone. A few minuteslater opening that gate and there’ d have been alot of peoplekilled for sure’
He shook his head. ‘We d have been up to our necksin Prefect’s men, Weartans and lawyers for
months, al looking for their share. Busnesswould' ve goneto hdll. Asitis, it'sonly half adozen or so got



killed. We can soon pay them off.’
Pinnatte had little ideawhat the man was talking about and just looked a him blankly.

‘ThisisFarn, Pinnatte.’ It was Rinter. ‘| told you about him earlier. We were talking to you when you

passed out.’

Despite his general weskness and confusion, Pinnatte’ s thoughts soared. Mesting Fiarn was worth even
more to him that the goodwill of ascore of Pitguards. He lifted his bandaged hand to take Fiarn’s. It was
il cold and dthough he saw Fiarn’ sfist envelopeit, he could fed nothing. It was asif it no longer
belonged to him. Heleft it hovering for amoment when Fiarn released it then tried to move hisfingers.
Nothing happened.

‘It sthe ointment,” the woman said, sensing his concern. ‘1 told you, it deadens. Y ou could chop afinger
off and not fed it. Don't worry, it' | be back to normal in afew hours’

Fiarn nodded knowingly. The woman thrust the jar and various bandages back into her bag and spoke to
him. ‘I’'vedoneal | can here. I’ll get back to Barran downstairs and see what | can do there’

Somewhat to Pinnatte’ s surprise, Fiarn’s posture in front of the woman was politely deferentia, as though
shewerein someway his superior. He even bowed dightly when sheleft. The impression was confirmed
when she sgnalled to the Pitguards and they set off after her.

‘“Who was that? he asked when she had gone.

‘Ellyn, Barran’swife,” Fiarn replied, looking at him in some surprise. * Y ou're lucky she was here. She
knows a ot about wounds.” He pulled up achair and sat down. ‘ Now, young man.” Hewaved ahand in
front of Pinnatte’ sface. ‘ Are you with us?

Pinnatte blinked in lieu of amore hazardousnod. ‘ Yes, | think so,” he said. *But | wish she' d put some of
that ointment on my head.’

Fiarn laughed and dapped his shoulder, both actions shaking Pinnatte bodily and making him wince.
Farn did not seem to notice. ‘ Barran was impressed by what you did —that’ swhy he got Ellyn to look
after you. | told you, you saved usdl alot of problems, and hel sknown for paying his debts. HE s busy
now, tidying up the mess, otherwise he' d have been here himsdlf, but he' [l spesk to you later. Inthe
meantime he’ stold meto talk to you — see whether there’ s anything we can do for you.’

Rinter, sanding dightly behind Fiarn, gave Pinnatte amassive, knowing grimace. It was not necessary,
Pinnatte was sufficiently recovered to appreciate fully the opportunity that was being presented. He opted
for honesty.

‘I'maDen-Mate,’ hesaid. ‘ Cutpurse, mainly —and good at it. Work on my own, or with ateam, it
doesn’'t matter.” Both men ingtinctively checked their belts and pockets. Pinnatte raised ahasty hand. |
never worked the Pits, though. Y ou can ask the Pitguards about that — the old ones, that is.” Fiarn was
watching him narrowly now, but was secretly pleased that his own estimate of Pinnatte had been correct.
Pinnatte looked at him squardly. ‘It's not enough. | want more. Could | work for Barran?

Even as he heard himsalf speaking, he could scarcely believe what he had done. So blunt, so direct.
What was he doing here? How could hiswhole world have changed so utterly in one day? He felt
suddenly disorientated, asif at any moment he might wake to find himsdlf lying in hisold room a
Lassner’sand thisall avivid dream.

But though looking doubtful, Fiarn was nodding. ‘ That, | don’t know,” he said. ‘ Barran picks his people



very carefully. But he might be able to find something for you. I'll tdl him. Who' syour Den Master?
‘Lassner.’
‘I’ve heard of him. What can you do apart from sted purses?

‘“What do you want? Pinnatte put his hand to his head and frowned. His head was not hurting
particularly but he contrived this smdl piece of theatre to distract Fiarn from answering the question.

It worked. Fiarn stood up. ‘ Y ou takeit easy for awhile. I'll have to get back downstairs and help now
you'redl right. I'll ask Barran about you when | get the chance, but be prepared to ask for something
eseif hesayshecan't useyou.” Heleaned forward. * And don't argue with him if that' swhat he says.
He' |l ook after you for what you' ve done — he aways |ooks after those who look after him —but he
doesn't tolerate fool s or impudence. Do you understand?

‘Yes,' Pinnatte said, with a careful nod.

When Farn had gone, Rinter took hischair. ‘If Barran can't useyou, I'll try to help you find something,’
he said. He drew his hand across his mouth. ‘It won’t be the same, of course, but | owe you more than
he does. I’ ve never been so frightened in all my life. As soon asyou' d climbed up those two in front, the
whole crowd just tightened around me.” He hunched hisarmstight into his sides and shivered. ‘And
when you dropped out of sight . . " He hesitated. ‘1 thought for aminute you' d just saved yourself . . .
run away. I’msorry.’

Pinnatte was beginning to doze off. ‘It'sall right,” he mumbled. ‘1 don’t know what | was thinking myself.
Just thelittle lad’ sface. . . had to do something . .

Hewas adeep.

And he was moving through the darkness again. Only thistime, it was different. Thistime, hewaswho he
was, and . . . what?

Deep, animd urgingsfilled him asthey had before, drawing him on. They were both repdllent and
desirable, but where before they had been a measure of him, now something was keeping him apart from
them, something cold and heavy. Y et he was bound to them. He could not escape. He must go wherever
they led. Be apart of whatever happened.

On through the darkness he was carried, following the strange trails that he knew and did not know.
Then therewas tillness. His nodtrilsfilled with an ancient perfume.

Prey was near, very near.

Animage formed, vague and unsteady in the gloom, yet etched vividly by his other senses. It wasaman,
gtting on the ground, leaning with his back against arocky wall. He was adeep.

Prey was chosen.

Something fearful was about to happen. Pinnatte began to struggle. But to no avail. He belonged here.
Thiswashisdegtiny.

No! he shouted out, though no sound came.

Hetried again. His cry became alow rumbling growl —not awarning, but an announcement. The figure
stirred and Pinnatte was aware of bleary eyes searching into the darkness. He was drawn nearer. The



growl came again and something from within, something that was at the heart of his purpose, reached out
and touched the man.

The bleary eyeswere suddenly wide and terrified. Benegth them, amouth formed into agaping hole.
Ancient memories consumed Pinnaite— an endless, overlgpping line of such sghts—filling him with
desre.

Then came the screaming.
Chapter 20

Heirn woke more easly than he had anticipated after hisfretful night. ‘ Probably fed it later,” he growled
to himsdif, but his complaint was unconvincing. Hefelt good. Thelight coming through the open window
told him that it was going to be another hot day, and while the continuing heat presented its own
problems, on the whole it was preferable to the grey dampness, raw winds and driving snow that would
inevitably arrivein afew months.

As hewashed himsdlf, the events of the previous day, with their fateful and fatal conclusion, rolled
through hismind again. They concerned him till, concerned him greetly —aman had died and al manner
of strange, frightening things had been revealed to him — but he did not feel burdened by them. It was not
the response he would have expected. He paused and looked at himsdlf in the mirror asif expecting to
see some change in his appearance that might account for thiscam.

Unfamiliar noises atracted his attention through the genera clamour from the street. Onewasthe rapid
clicking of smdll feet. Atlon and Dvolci were about. Perhapsit was the presence of these two that
accounted for hislack of agitation, he thought. Strange couple though they were, there was an openness,
an honesty, about both of them. And aquietness. Asif they had known far worse and survived it. Faced
their worst fear and walked throughiit.

Atlon’ sgreeting when he emerged from hisroom was a amile, and, ‘ Are you well?

Heirn could do no other than blurt out histhoughts. ‘1 am,” hereplied, ‘but | don’t know why. | was
awake much of the night and I’m surprised | got any deep at dl after what happened yesterday.’

Atlon nodded sympatheticaly. * Sometimes our bodies have more sense than our minds. And, in all
conscience, there slittle to be gained from trying to run away from thingslike this. We spent most of the
night talking and thinking, deciding what to do.’

‘Which was?

“Which was that we must find out much more about the Kyrosdyn and the crystd trade. We must find
out what they’ redoing. Arethey just an old cult that’ sfalen into corruption, or are they something more
dangerous? Arethey just blundering about, dabbling with things they don’t understand, or do they havea
focus, aclear end they'retrying to achieve?

Heirn looked uncomfortable. He gesticulated vaguely. ‘Likebringing . . . Sammrad . . . back,” he said,
gtill half-expecting to be laughed &t.

Atlon turned away from him quickly. He opened his mouth to reply twice before he managed, ‘ No,’
stammering dightly and with aweak smile. ‘It couldn’t be that. It wouldn't be possible, not so soon. No.
I’'m sure” But hiswords carried no conviction and he moved hastily to another conclusion. ‘If they're
doing anything, they’ re probably using the crystals and their knowledge of the Power to make wegpons.’

‘Weapons? Hardened swords and spear —that kind of thing? There' s nothing new there.’



Atlon looked gtraight at him. ‘ Don’'t ever forget the force that held you againgt thewall in that aley. There
was nothing that you could see, or hear, or fed — yet, strong though you are, you were helpless. And that
wasthe casud effort of acomparatively unskilled novice. And you saw the damageit did to himin the
end. The hurt that the Power can do isbeyond your imagining, Heirn. Swords, shields, whole armies,
even castlewadls, areusdessagang it.’

Atlon’ s unexpected passion took Heirn by surprise. All he could ask was, ‘Why would they want such
weapons?

Atlon shrugged. *Y ou know your own city, your own people. You tel me.’

Heirn opened a cupboard and asmall gust of cold air seeped into the room. He took out aloaf and jug
of milk and variousitems of food then closed the door quickly. ‘Most of the seriousjostling for power is
done quietly, behind the scenes— bribery, blackmail, assassination —that kind of thing. Those of uswith
any sense keep clear of it —get on with our lives. Sometimesthere |l be ariot stirred up by onefaction or
another, but there hasn't been any serious armed conflict —awar —just to gain power, in generations.’

‘Could there be?

‘No, no.” Heirn was categorical. He was rattling through a drawer in search of aknife to cut the bread.
‘The city’ stoo big, too crowded, too full of independently minded people, for any one group to hold
sway over it for any length of time, if at dl. History' sfull of failed attempts.” He found the knife he wanted
and began to dicetheloaf.

‘| can believe that, from what I’ ve seen of the place,” Atlon said. ‘ Even so, aweapon that used the
Power would give them great sway here. It would be infinitely more powerful than any number of swords
and spears. One man could hold — even destroy —whole crowds, just asthe Kyrosdyn held you last
night.

Heirn frowned as hetried to rgect the idea, but Atlon’s reminder about the Kyrosdyn’'s Power held him
as helpless asthe Power itsalf had. He reverted to practicdities again. * But why? What would be the
point?

‘I'venoidea,’ Atlon said, shaking hishead. ‘But it’ sin the nature of powerful people dwaysto
accumulate more power. They need no reason. And, as| said last night, | fear they could all be davesto
the crystals—who knows where that will have led them?

Heirn motioned Atlon to help himself to the food, then paused. ‘1 don't know what I’ m doing, talking
about such things, and eating!” he said through amouthful of bread. He shook his head asif that might
re-order histhoughts. * All of which leavesyou where? he mumbled, spraying crumbs.

‘All of which leaves uswith our need to find out more about the Kyrosdyn and, specifically, what they’re
upto, Atlonreplied.

Heirnlooked a him intently. * And when you' ve found out, what' re you going to do?
‘Go back home. Tell the senior Brothers of my Order.’
‘What will they do?

Atlon sensed his concern. ‘It depends what we find, obvioudy. But they won't come marching in with a
great army, if that’ swhat you' re worried about. We ve neither the men nor the inclination for more war
and, in any case, it' sfar too far away for usto be mounting acampaign.’



‘But they’ll do something, won't they?

‘It depends what wefind,” Atlon said again. He leaned forward insitently. ‘ But listen, Heirn. From what
I’ve seen so far from that one man, if he' stypica —and you seem to think heis—your city’ sin far greater
danger from the Kyrasdyn right now than from anything my people might do a some vaguetimein the
future’

Heirn let out ashort sigh then looked at atimepiece on thewall. ‘ Do you ill want ajob? he asked.

It was sufficient to end the inconclusive discussion, and shortly afterwards they were heading for the
forge. Heirn led them the way he normally went, keeping well away from the more secluded route they
had taken the previous night.

‘I'm il not happy about leaving that body, but | suppose someone will have found it by now,” he
whispered to Atlon. ‘“We'll seeif there sany gossip about it.’

And therewas, though it was not much.

‘Hock of crowskicking up afuss not far from your place thismorning,” one of Heirn' sregular cusomers
announced jauntily.

‘Crows? Heirn queried.

‘Crows. You know —the Brothers.” He screwed up hisface into a peevish mask. ‘ Seems one of them
popped hissandasin an dley just down from whereyou live’

‘Kyrosdyn, you mean? Heirn said.

The man was scornful. * Y ou' re getting particular in your old age, aren’t you? Crows is nearer the mark —
“Kyrosdyn” makes them sound dmost human.’

‘What happened? Heirn asked, carrying on with hiswork.

‘I'venoidea,’ the man said, moving to watch Atlon who was stitching aleather purse. ‘I just saw a
crowd of them carrying someone out of the aley when | was going past. Apparently it was an old man —
redlly old, someone said. Seemed surprised they’ d let someone so frail out on his own, but you know
what they'relike’

Hern grunted indifferently.

‘Mind you, they seemed upset about it. Milling around like frightened hens, with adeal of arm-waving
and shouting. They don’'t normaly do thingslike that in public. And the looks they were giving the crowd
... Hepuffed his cheeks out. “ Y ou' d think one of us had seen the old beggar off.’

‘Maybe he was arespected Higher Brother,” Heirn said. ‘ Not everyone has your jaundiced view of
them.

‘Not everyone' s had my dealings with them,” the retort bounced back. ‘ And since when have you had a
good word for them? Hedid not wait for an answer. ‘I’ ll wager they weren’t getting so excited because
they loved him. He' d probably embezzled the funds and was spending them on alady friend when time
caught up with him.” He made an obscene gesture.

Heirn laughed and threw him the belt buckle he had been working on. *Here, pay your money and clear
off. It'stoo nice aday for your cyniciam.’



When he had gone, Heirn turned to Atlon. ‘Well, at least the body’ s been taken care of
Atlon looked up at him sympathetically. “What do you think will happen next? he asked.

Heirn shrugged. ‘ You tell me;’ he said. ‘Normally the Weartans would investigate an unexpected degth,
but | very much doubt the Kyrosdyn will even tell them about it. If they’ re asked, they’ || probably say
one of their older Brothersdied of heart failure, or some such. Anything else would leave them with far
too many bizarre questionsto answer.’

The day drifted on, Heirn working at hisforge, Atlon turning his hand to repairing tackle and various
leather goods. *Not my favourite work,” Heirn admitted shamefacedly as he pointed out the neglected
items. * Been putting some of it off for along time.’

‘| can see,” Atlon retorted, blowing dust off asaddle.

They heard the tale about the dead Kyrosdyn afew times more but nothing was added to what they
aready knew. They aso heard about the unexpected developments at the Jyolan.

‘They say Barran' staken it over —from the Kyrosdyn, no less. HE Il livenit up.

‘All the balconies were open. It' saqueer placethat, | tell you. Tunnels and passageswinding
everywhere’

‘A few peoplekilled in the crush. Could’ ve been more but for some young lad opening the gate.’

‘Never seen anything like that creature at the end. Sort of adog of somekind, | suppose. Redlly fast and
viciouswhen it got going. Bit thisdog’ sleg clean off . . . threw it out of the arena. And it was frightening
somehow — even when it was just sitting there.” The voice was lowered and the speaker leaned across
Hern'sanvil. ‘Tdeisthat it's something the Kyrosdyn found down below.” The last two words were
mouthed rather than spoken, and a significant finger was pointed downwards.

Heirn seemed anxiousto let the topic go, but Atlon intervened.
‘What did it look like?

He listened to the description interestedly, but shook his head when it wasfinished. Dvolci, curled upin
the shade near the back of the forge, stirred uneasily. When the two men were alone again, hejoined
them.

‘That wasa Serwulf,” he said urgently.
Heirn looked puzzled, and Atlon said unconvincingly, ‘It can’t be.’

‘Sounded like one to me. The description —the way it moved — and frightening even when it was just
gtting there’

‘It can't be’ Atloninsgted. ‘It' d be from the time of the First Coming. They were al destroyed . .. He
feltered.

Dvolci was shaking his head. ‘Most of His creatures were destroyed, but some fled into the deeps. We
know that for afact, don’'t we? Heturned to Heirn. ‘ Tell us about down below,” he said, mimicking the
last customer, with adownward thrust of his paw.

‘What' sthe matter? Heirn said to Atlon, ignoring Dvolci.



‘I'mfine’ Atlon said, though his expression said otherwise. * Tell us about wherethis cregiure’ s
supposed to have come from —the caves!’

‘Not much to tdl, redly,” Heirn said, eyeing Atlon anxioudy. ‘ There are tunndls benegth the city —
man-made tunnels—very old. Supposed to be more of them down there than streets up here. Probably
used for storage or as escape routes from the time of the founding of the city —no one knows.’

‘People live down there?

Heirn grimaced unhappily. ‘ The poor, the stupid, the vicious. “Tunnellers’, we cal them. Anyonewho for
various reasons can’'t or won't live up here. It'sabad, sad place’

* And below these are caves?

Affected by Atlon’s sudden seriousness, Heirn strove for accuracy. ‘ Y es, well, everyone believesthere
are. But, to be honest, | can't say | know anyone who'’ s actually been down there. Most people don't
even go into the tunnelsif they can avoid it, let alone any deeper.’

‘ Someone told me that the Kyrosdyn go to the caves to capture animas— strange animals—for the Pits’

‘So thetdesgo —the gossip. But that’sdl it is—gossip. I'm no lover of the Pits. Asfar asI’'m
concerned, they’ re an obscenity. I’ d as soon see people fighting in them, asanimals— at least they’ d be
there by choice. | don’'t know what goes on in them, especialy the Loose Pits’

‘But some strange things appear from timeto time? Atlon pressed.

‘So I’ve heard,” Heirn replied hatily, waving hishand asif to be free of the subject. ‘I’ ve also heard that
the Kyrosdyn breed their own fighting animals; perhaps this thing was one of them. What' s a Serwulf

anyway?

‘Until now I"d thought it was just amemory,” Atlon replied grimly. He glanced & Dvolci. ‘ But we know
there are creatures in the depths that have been long gone from the daylight.” He stared out at the sunlit
square. ‘ At the time of the First Coming, when Histrue nature was revealed and the wars started, He
had al manner of creaturesfighting with His armies— creatures that he had created. The Serwulf was
supposed to be one of the worst, the peak of His achievement asit were. Part wild dog, part boar, part
human, part who can say what —the whole made into something unique and terrifying, totally His—an
abomination. Apart from strength and speed and cunning, it's said they sent terror before them, and fed
on that of their victims—tormenting them. They ran in great packs and were supposed to have scattered
entire armies— broken infantry that had held firm againg thefinest cavalry.’

Atlon’ stone seemed to darken the forge. Heirn clung to the practical.

‘ Surely nothing could have stayed dive down there in the darkness — breeding, hunting — not after al this
time?

‘Wehave,’ Dvolci said smply. ‘My people livein the depths — there are many things that thrive there—
and there are regionsfar deeper than we venture.’

Heirn made no reply. The noise of the squarefilled theforge.

When Atlon spoke, hisvoicewaslow, asif he were reluctant to hear hisown words. ‘If thisisa Serwulf,
then it confirmswhat | said earlier. The Kyrosdyn are abigger danger to the city than any outsde enemy,
or any other power group withinit.’



‘It salot to assume on the strength of one freak animal in aLoose Pit, Heirn said.

‘I hopel’'mwrong,” Atlon said. ‘But we'll haveto find out.” He stood up. ‘ Have you anything el se that
you want me to do today? | need to go to the Jyolan to find out about this creature. And | might find
something out about the Kyrosdyn aswell.’

Heirn sammered, ‘ No, no, there’ s nothing urgent. And what you’ ve doneis splendid — you' ve saved my
reputation with some of my best customers.” He ran his hand admiringly down a saddle hanging nearby.

‘ Areyou sure you want to go to the Jyolan? Whether it’ s being run by the Kyrosdyn or Barran’s men,
they won't like you prying around, asking questions.’

‘Yes, I'm sure. Don't worry, I'll be careful

Heirn looked doubtful. * Shal | comewith you? he asked, adding hagtily, Y ou might get lost. Besides, if
the Kyrosdyn are as dangerous as you say, it' sa city matter, isn't it? It shouldn’t be up to you to sort it
out.’

Atlon shook his head. ‘No, you stay here. | can remember theway.” He rubbed his hands together. * And
if | getinto my kind of difficulty there youwon't be ableto help.” The remark came out harsher than he
had intended. He became conciliatory. ‘Besides, if that happensit’ll be aswell if you' re not associated
with me. That way, they won't come after you aswell.’

Heirn was not totaly convinced. ‘It still acity matter.’

‘True,’ Atlon conceded, ‘but . . " He counted off the points of hisargument with hisfingers. ‘ The crystas
aremy affair —they’ ve dreedy affected my people. If the Kyrosdyn seize Arash-Felloren they’ll not stop
there. And I’m the only person who knowswhat to look for.” Hetook Heirn’s arm. * Nothing would
delight me more than to ride away from here, but | can’t. And you'll help me best by being hereif | need
you.’

Heirn straightened up and looked at him paternally. ‘Very well, young man,” he said. ‘ But if you' re not
back by an hour to sunset, I'll come looking for you. I’ ve never started aquarrd in my life, though I’ ve
finished one or two.’

‘Thank you,” Dvolci said before Atlon could remongrate further with him.

A few minuteslater, Heirn was standing &t the front of hisforge, watching Atlon, mounted, wend hisway
across the busy square. He had left hislong coat at the forge, but after a glance at the high sun he had
donned hiswide-brimmed hat. It provided afocd point for Heirn when all other details had merged into
the crowd. When findly the hat had disappeared from view, Heirn turned back into the forge. It seemed

very empty.

* * % %

Even dlowing for two or three acrimonious exchanges at certain busy junctions—all of which Dvolci both
won and subsequently gloated over —thejourney back to the Jyolan did not seem aslong as when they
had travelled the other way on the previous day.

When they arrived, aconfusing swirl of activity in front of the building was spilling across the sireet,
blocking much of it, to the noisy irritation of the generd traffic. There was a constant stream of people
bustling in and out, while others were generdly milling around, or standing in groups, talking urgently. Still
more were dragging things out and dumping them into carts with areckless disregard for anyone standing
inthe way. Everyone seemed to be shouting at everyone else, not least the men precarioudy perched on



the severd laddersthat were leaning againgt the front wall. An atmosphere of both confusion and urgency
pervaded the scene.

Atlon reined hishorse to ahat and stared at the building for along time.
‘Nervous? Dvolci asked eventualy.

Atlon took adeep bresth. * Scared tiff,” hereplied. * So much has happened these last two days. Things
coming to light I'd not even dared imagine. Our smple search for the source of afew troublesome
crysasisturning into anightmare. I’ d give anything to be away from here— back at the caves, studying,
riding, talking . . . anything.” Reaching up, he touched thefelci hesitantly. * If anything happensto me,
don't take any risks. Go back on your own. Tdl the others about whatever' s happened. They must
know.’

‘I will if | haveto,” Dvolci said quietly. ‘Don't worry. But let’ s ded with the present first. Have you any
ideawhereto start?

Atlon dismounted. ‘Not really. But for what it’ sworth, this place feelsworse than it did yesterday —and
that face on the archway isredly disturbing.’

Dvolci gave alow, thoughtful whistle. *Yes, itis’ hesad. ‘It sanill-rooted place.” He began to whisper.
‘Ligten, if there are any of these Kyrosdyn in there, be very careful. That one last night was astaut asa
bowstring. They might smell you out even if you don't use the Power. Whatever happens, whatever you
seeor fed, stay very calm, completely in control. Y ou understand, don't you? Y ou' re back on the
battlefield here, so bedert. I'll be watching, and if it looks asthough you' re dipping, I'll try to remind
you, or distract matters somehow — but | won't be able to do much.’

Atlon nodded then closed his eyes and took another dow, deep breath. ‘Don’t be afraid to be afraid,” he
sad softly to himsdf. “ Y ou’ ve been in worse places” It was only dightly convincing — he still wanted to
be somewhere else.

Dvolci dropped into Atlon’s pack and pulled the flap down so that only his muzzle protruded. Atlon
tethered hishorseloosely to arail infront of the building next to the Jyolan, spesking to it as he did so,
then, carefully keeping his gaze away from the face carved on the archway, he began pushing hisway
through the activity in the entrance hall.

There was even greater confusion ingde than outside. The leaves of the gate that Pinnatte had unbolted
the previous night had been removed from their hinges and were occupying much of the entrance hall

while they were being repaired. When it had burst open, the gate had crashed back so violently that its
hinges had been damaged and parts of it had buckled. Pinnatte was fortunate to have been flung clear or
he would certainly have been badly injured. Braziers were crackling and throwing up sparks, adding their
own heat and fumesto those of the day and the city, and severa large men were levering and hammering
in an atempt to straighten the buckled frames. The noise was deafening. It was not helped by everyone
shouting to make themsalves heard over it.

Atlon was gazing around for someone to speak to when aheavy hand waslaid on his shoulder. He
turned to face Fiarn. The big man was not awelcoming sight. His battered face was creased with
frustration and his posture was decidedly menacing. ‘Y ou one of the painters? he shouted.

Atlon leaned forward to catch the words. ‘No,” he shouted back. Fiarn sworeirritably and looked
around asif searching for aplace where thisintruder might be placed in the confusion. *Who the hell are
you, then? he demanded.



Atlon pulled off his hat and tried to hold Fiarn’ s restless gaze. He ignored the man’ s unpleasant tone. ‘My
name sAtlon,” he shouted. ‘I’m looking for aman call Rinter —Irgon Rinter, | think. | was supposed to
meset. ..

Therewas aburgt of frantic hammering from the men repairing the gate which made everyonein the
entrance hall put their handsto their ears.

‘What!” Atlon could see Fiarn’ s mouth saying.

‘Rinter. I’m looking for aman cdled Rinter,’” he bellowed back into what proved to be an equally sudden
dlence. All eyesturned to him. It wasthisthat took the brunt of Fiarn’s response. He looked around,
eyeswide with disbelief. * Get on with your work!” he roared. ‘What d'you think thisis— Prefect’s
Holiday? The clamour returned, with increased vigour. Fiarn returned to Atlon. *For cryingout .. .. I'm
not Rinter’ s keeper, you know. I’ ve got enough to do today without chasing after him.” He turned and
walked away, waving vaguely in the direction of the interior of the building. ‘ He s knocking about
somewhere. With the new one— Pinnatte. Go find him yoursdif.’

‘ Scarce commodity in thiscity, charm,” Dvolci muttered into Atlon’s ear. Atlon looked at the archways
which opened off the entrance hdll. ‘| don’t like the look of those,” Dvolci said.

‘I don’t likethewhole place,” Atlon retorted. He blew out a heavy breeth. ‘ Still, heinvited usin, solet’s
go and see what we can find.’

It took them alittle time to decide which of the archesthey should try, there being no indication on any of
them asto where they led. In the end they chose the one that seemed to be the busiest. It opened into a
wide passageway, but they had not gone far along it when Atlon stopped.

‘What' sthe matter? Dvolci asked.

‘Bad fedlings, bad fedlings, that’sal,” Atlonreplied. ‘Like aweight on me. Somehow thisplaceislikea
travesty of the caves back home, asif it were designed to gather darknessrather than light.’

Dvolci gave anon-committal grunt. He was staring around. ‘ Bad fedlings are appropriate, | think,” he
said. ‘It probably isthe opposite of our caves. It's not been built for any good purpose, that’ sfor sure.
All these openings look wrong. It samost asif they were Song Ways, but . . . wait aminute!’

Before Atlon could do anything, Dvolci had dithered out of the pack and disappeared down one of the
holes. Self-conscioudy, and more than alittle concerned, Atlon squatted down next to the opening, his
back againgt the wall. He resisted the temptation to bend down and shout aong the small tunndl.

‘Don't let Fiarn catch you sitting around,” said ared-faced passer-by pushing ahand-cart. Atlon gave
him an acknowledging wave.

Then the passage was dive with eerie, grating sounds. They set Atlon’ steeth on edge and his skin started
to crawl. He felt an dmost overwhelming urge to flee. Everyone elsein the passage seemed to be
amilarly affected —al of them stopping suddenly and covering their ears. Abandoned rubbish clattered to
the floor and untended carts tumbled over.

Dvolci emerged from the opening at grest speed and disappeared into Atlon’ s pack with such force that
he dmost knocked Atlon over.

‘Move!’ came amuffled but unmistakably urgent ingtruction.

As Atlon scrambled to hisfeet, the noises died away and, with agreat ded of curang and head-shaking,



thetraffic in the passage returned to normal.
‘What did you do? Atlon hissed as he set off again.

‘I'm not sure.” Dvolci’s head came alittle way out of the top of the pack. ‘1 was just trying them out as
Sound Ways.’

‘And?

‘And they are—and they’ re not. Not Sound Ways as I’ ve ever known them. They’ remorelikea
defence of somekind. Like the labyrinth protecting the Armoury back at the Castle’

‘“The noise out herewasbad,” Atlon confirmed, sympatheticaly.

“You should ve beenin there, came aterse and heartfelt response. Dvolci’ stone indicated that he did
not want to pursue the matter. Atlon was not certain, but he thought he could fed thefelci shaking. Inthe
end he decided it was hisimagination; perhaps Dvolci wasjust scratching — but even the idea of Dvolci
being afraid was unnerving.

After awhile, they cameto afork in the passage. Atlon chose the busiest branch again. ‘ Pay attention to
where we re going, in case we haveto leavein ahurry,” he said, though more in an attempt to reassure
himsdf that Dvolci wasdl right than anything ese.

‘I am, | am,” came the scornful reply. *Y ou see you do the same. As| remember, you' re pretty poor at
finding your way around underground, for one of your Learned Order.’

Atlon smiled and ignored the jibe other than to hitch his pack roughly.

Asthe passage wound on they passed several other junctions, each time choosing to follow that which
seemed most populous. Atlon was unsure whether to fedl pleased or darmed when two people asked
him where the main entrance was. He flicked athumb vaguely backwards.

Findly they emerged on to one of the terraces surrounding the arena. The sudden opening out should
have brought relief after the dingy confines of the passage, but to Atlon it was as though he had stepped
outsdeto find himsalf under alowering and thunderous sky. Of its own valition, hishand came up and
began circling his heart. He stopped when he realized what he was doing and returned hishand to his
pocket uncomfortably.

‘Doit, if it'll make you fed better.” Dvolci had clambered onto his shoulder and was gazing around the
huge hall, his nose twitching. ‘I’m not laughing.” The gesture was gone but it had served its purpose, and
Dvolci’scomment helped.

‘What in the name of dl that’ s preciousisthis place? Atlon whispered, looking up at the balconies
looming overhead. The arches were like SO many eyes— some dark and sightless, others squinting
ominoudy, flickering with lamplight and shadows. They drew his gaze inexorably to the solitary crystal
hanging from its barbed roots. It seemed to be pointing towards him, like an accusing finger.

‘Hisplace, that'swhat it is; Dvolci replied. ‘| shudder to think what it’s been used for. There were
terrible sounds— old, old sounds—4till lingering in that tunndl | went into, and worse beyond, I’'m sure.
That'swhat made me cry out. | didn’t dare go in further. But it's His place beyond a doubt.’

Atlon could not disagree. Histhroat was dry and the building seemed to betrying to crush him. He
straightened up in an attempt to throw off the feding. ‘Where next? he said hoarsdly.



‘Anywhere; Dvolci replied off-handedly. He bent closeto Atlon’' s ear. ‘ But be careful —very careful

Atlonraised ahand to slence him. ‘I know,” he said. He was holding himself very ill. * Theleast hint of
my using the Power here will make me shine like a beacon to anyone with the eyesto seeit. | canfed it
now. This place was built for thelikesof me” Heclosed hiseyes. ‘It'satrap.’

A hand saized hiselbow.
Chapter 21

Atlon started violently. Asdid the person who had seized hisarm. They both hastily backed away from
one ancther in aflurry of mutua gpologizing.

Atlon snatched off his hat and peered at his assailant.
‘Rinter? he asked, asface and name came together.

‘Thelate Rinter, nearly,” camethereply, Rinter patting his chest earnedtly. * Y ou frightened me hdf to
desth, jJumping like that.” Atlon made another gpologetic gesture, but Rinter wasin abeneficent mood.
‘My fault, | suppose,” he conceded. ‘1 saw the hat and | thought, that’ s got to be Atlon — better late than
never. | should ve seen how engrossed you were.” He looked around proprietoridly. ‘1 don’t blame you.
Nothing like thiswhere you comefrom I'll wager. Isn't it magnificent?| dways said it was worthy of
better things, and now Barran’sin charge, it’'ll get them. Great days are coming.’

A burst of abuse behind them precluded Atlon’ s answering and they both moved quickly to oneside as
three men staggered out of the passage carrying abulky and apparently very heavy metd frame. After a
brief and profane debate they disappeared into another passage. Rinter and Atlon watched them in
dlence

Rinter’ sfamiliar face and agitated presence made Atlon fed less exposed, but he was still unhappy about
lingering in this place and cut straight to the heart of his concern. ‘| heard it was agreat success last night.
What was that creature they had at the end?

‘Oh, interested now, arewe? Rinter could not resist thisgentle jibe in the face of Atlon’s seeming
enthusiasm. Atlon gave a non-committal shrug. Rinter became paternal. * A great successindeed —a
firg-class Loose Fit. But it wouldn't have been suitable for your —felci, wasit? | know he’ satough little
character, but the least of the animalsfighting last night would have seen him off in seconds” He put an
arm around Atlon’s shoulder and began leading him down towards the arena. * Still, don't worry. There' Il
be plenty of opportunitiesfor you to get him earning. They won't be holding Loose Pits very often —
fighting these animal s too much spoils the market. Scarcity always adds value, doesn't it? Helowered
hisvoice confidentidly. ‘ But stick with me. There's some big game going on. When we were here
yesterday morning, no one had any idea of what was going to happen. Then, when | arrived inthe
evening . .. Hegave Atlon amildly reproachful look. ‘ Searching for you; thereit is—the placedl lit up
and bustling, crowds coming from everywhere. And for aL.oose Pit to be set up so quickly, there' ve got
to be considerable resources put to work.” He gave Atlon amassively knowing look.

‘I’ ve heard the Kyrosdyn had something to do with it, Atlon said, trying to ease the conversation back
to the creature.

Rinter looked rather surprised, then he became knowing again. ‘ That’ sthe gossip,” hesaid. ‘ Though it's
unlikely ever to be more than that. | told you yesterday, the Kyrosdyn are astrange lot. What they dois
what they do, and the rest of us are best keeping away from them.’



As anxious to escape from the topic as Atlon wasto pursue it, he was torn between boasting about his
re-established contact with Fiarn through his friendship with Pinnatte, and straightforward curiosity about
Atlon. The latter won. Despite the excitement of the last day, businesswas business. He il had aliving
to make and he was certain that the felci could do well for him if he handled it correctly. *Where did you
get to yesterday? he asked pleasantly. ‘ Did you get lost? | was quite concerned about you. Thecity’s
not the safest of placesfor strangers.’

‘| got ajob,” Atlonreplied.

With commendable control, Rinter confined himsdlf to asmple, ‘Oh? rather than, ‘Not in adamned
Kyrosdyn workshop, | hope,” which iswhat sprang immediately to mind.

‘With a blacksmith — doing hisleatherwork and harnessrepairs,” Atlon offered.

‘Good, I'mglad,” Rinter lied. *As| said, | was concerned about you. 1t'll help keep you going until
something better comes aong.’

‘That’ swhere | heard the gossip,” Atlon went on, tapping hisear. ‘ And when | heard about last night's
performance — especidly the creature at the end — | had to get dong and see for mysdlf. Isit possbleto
view theanimd?

The question took Rinter aback.

‘No,” hereplied. * All the animals have gone now. They’ re usudly taken away after the show —if they’re
fit to be moved, that is’

Atlon looked disappointed. ‘Wdll, tell me about it then. What did it ook like? | must have had haf a
dozen descriptions, dl different. Where did it come from? And who' d own athing like that?

They had reached the edge of the arena. Despite concentrating on prising information from Rinter, Atlon
could fed the solitary crysta high above his head, seemingly focusing the atention of the entire hal on his
unwanted and treacherous presence. Ingtinctively he replaced his hat. Rinter gave a cursory description

of the creature which confirmed what Atlon had dready heard, then ended with a short homily. ‘1t snot a
good ideato ask who owns particular animas when it’ s not been announced by the Master of the Pit.
Some people are very senditive about their privacy.’

‘I didn’'t mean to cause any offence,” Atlon said hadtily.

‘It sdl right between you and me,” Rinter assured him. ‘No harm done. But a careless question in the
wrong place can land you in trouble.” He became confidentia again and dipped in hisboagt. ‘Even
don’t know who that creature belonged to, and | wastalking to Fiarn last night —Barran's
second-in-command. But for what it’sworth, I’d say it belonged to the Kyrosdyn.” Resting his elbow on
the parapet wall at the edge of the arena, he placed his hand casudly over his mouth and spoke behind it.
‘And I d say it was something they’ ve brought up from the caves.’

‘Does that happen alot?

‘Who can say? Rinter replied. ‘Asl said, Loose Pitsaren't dl that common —and | don’t get to many of
them. But I’ ve seen some strange things come and go. Nasty things, to be honest, some of them. And
I’ve heard of worse.’

Atlon strove to look impressed but he was disappointed by the turn in the conversation. It would be
pointless pressng Rinter further about the creature and probably downright foolish to ask how he might
gain accessto the cavesto see for himself. But Rinter was ill his best hope for further information.



‘I hear there were people hurt last night,” he said. * Something to do with the gate—1 saw it being
repaired.’

Rinter nodded significantly, fully centre-stage now. Thiswould enthra Atlon and keep thefelci nearby. ‘I
wasinthethick of it,” he declared earnestly. * Thought my last moment had come at one stage. Dog
escaped from the Pit, you see. Caused a panic on the terraces and a crush in the entrance hall. Only one
smdl gate open.” Herelived the moment, gesticulating. ‘ Then, Pinnatte— that’ s my friend — just reaches
up, clambers on to the shoulders of the people in front, runs across the top of the crowd, squeezes over
the fence and opensthe gate.’” He blew out anoisy breath. Y ou should have heard the din when the
gatesflew open—1'm not surprised they got damaged. Then | was being pulled adong without my feet
touching the floor. Good thing | was near the edge or I’ d have been carried hafway down the street
before | got free, otherwise” Unexpectedly the re-telling disturbed him, bringing back the incident to him
with peculiar vividness. He drew his hand across his forehead and shivered.

‘Areyou dl right? Atlon asked.
‘Yes, I'mfine’ Rinter replied with forced heartiness.
‘Y our friend was very brave. Did he get hurt at all, in the crush?

‘The gate threw him to one side, clear of the crowd. All he got was abang on the head and a cut hand.’
Rinter bore Pinnatte sinjurieswith great fortitude. Sensing that he had Atlon amost hooked, he tugged
theline gently to draw him in further. * He had a disturbed night though —bad dreamsand dl, but . . .’
and, asif inspired, “. . . I'll introduce you to him if you like’

Anxiousto be away from thisfearful place with itsfeeling of focused oppression, Atlon took the bait
happily. ‘ Didn’t you say this Barran was some kind of abandit —acrimind? he said asthey walked
along yet another winding passage. ‘How’ s he cometo bein charge of aplacelikethis?

Rinter looked at him sharply, then glanced around nervoudy, as though someone might belistening. ‘No,’
hesad firmly. ‘I think you must have misunderstood me. Barran's abusinessman —adistinguished and
successful businessman. He squite. . . robust . . . intheway he works— he’ sknown for it — but he'll
have come by this place in the norma way of things. More | couldn’t say. | might know Fiarn, but that
does't make me Barran’ s confidant.”

Sengng hiserror, Atlon remained silent until eventudly they came to the room in which Pinnatte had
awakened after his collapse. Subsequently he had spent the night there. The door was open and Pinnatte
could be seen stting on the edge of the couch which had served him as abed. He was gazing down &t his
feet. Two large, ill-favoured individuas stood by the door. They acknowledged Rinter curtly but moved
to intercept Atlon.

‘He' safriend,” Rinter declared confidently. The two men exchanged a glance then dowly stood aside,
leaving asmall gap for Atlon to passthrough. Ashedid, smiling uncomfortably, one of them rested two
fingers on his chest and said, * Keep your hands where we can see them, friend.” Helaid an emphasison
the last word which indicated that Rinter’ sintervention redlly counted for nothing. Atlon exuded timidity.
The two men moved into the room after him and took up positions on each side of the door.

‘How’ reyou fedling now? Rinter was asking Pinnatte. ‘| see Barran’ slooking after you.” He nodded
towards the two guards.

Atlon looked at the young man. Though he had anatural curiosity about the person whose bravery had
saved so many lives, he had stayed with Rinter predominantly because he wished to remain in the building
with aview to learning about the creature. When Pinnatte looked up to reply to Rinter, however, Atlon



felt asthough he had been struck. Ingtantly, he was back with hisfew companions on the rain-swept
battlefield, Sixteen years ago, their meagre line stretched to hitherto unknown limits, but holding at bay the
awful forces whose unseen and mysterious touch would smash the ranks of the struggling army utterly if
they faltered. Pinnatte seemed to be at the centre of a disturbance of akind such as Atlon had only
known on that day. He was both there and not there — of thisworld and in many others —aconjunction
that should not be possible. ..

Long training held Atlon motionless—gave him alittle time to absorb the shock of what he was senaing,
without betraying anything to those around him. Long training too, enabled him to quell his deeper
ingtincts which rose up screaming for him to use the Power to protect himsalf. Inconspicuoudy, he took
control of his breathing, forcing himsdlf towards calmness. After scarcely four heartbeats an incongruous
frisson of pride seeped into the racing thoughts that were seeking an explanation for what was happening
here. He had given not the dightest indication of hisknowledge of the Power in the face of thisrevelation.
He had survived!

It did little to lessen histerror however.

For there was no contral here. Unlike the Kyrosdyn that Atlon had encountered the previous day,
Pinnatte was obvioudy not a conscious source of the disturbance. He was more a gateway, though the
word ‘rent’ came to him —an accidental tear.

With an effort, Atlon succeeded in easing away from his questions. Training again told him that logic
alonewas, for the moment, inappropriate. Now al he could do was observe. It was not easy. At one
moment it seemed that he and Pinnatte were the only solid thingsin the room, al €lse becoming vague
and hazy, like ahedtant sketch for apainting. At another it was Pinnatte who was unred and distant, a
thing that did not belong in this redlity without greet hurt being done somewhere.

He became aware of Dvolci’s head by hisear, whistling urgently but very softly. Reaching up, he touched
him gently, smultaneoudy giving assurance and taking support.

‘What' sthat in your pack, friend?

It took Atlon amoment to realize what the words meant, they were so garbled and raucous asthey
crashed into his heightened awareness. It was the emphasison *friend’ that told him it was the guard who
had accosted him at the door.

When hereplied, he had to force out each word as though he were speaking alanguage totaly diento
hisown. * Just atravelling companion,” he managed, though hisvoice rang strangein hisown ears. He
was aware of ascornful laugh and a coarse exchange going on behind him in response, but it was as
meaningless asthe rattle of branchesin awind-shaken tree.

Pinnatte was spesking. ‘I’'m not sure how | fedl,” came thewords. Atlon clung to them to keep hismind
clearly inthisroom. * One minute I’ m fine—the next, | don’t know. I’'m somewhere else. And | keep
thinking about that dream. | . . ." He stopped and looked away, distracted. Atlon felt as though he were
facing agrest wind.

Rinter looked helplessly at Pinnatte. * Have you seen Barran yet? he asked with that concerned,
patronizing tone that the uncertain well use to the bewildered sick.

Pinnatte shook his head though he did not seem to be listening.

Atlon heard himsdlf asking, ‘What kind of dream wasit?



Pinnatte turned to him, painfully dowly. To Atlon, the movement seemed to be tearing through redlity
itsdlf. He offered his gaze as an anchor. Pinnatte took it. Atlon noticed that the young man’ s eyeswere
black.

‘What kind of dream wasit? he asked again.

‘ThisisAtlon,” Rinter said, glad to befree of theinitiative. ‘ The man | waslooking for last night when we
met, remember? | told you —with the big hat and the felci.” He pointed to Dvolci peering out of Atlon's
pack. ‘That'shim. A fineanima. Y ou should’ ve seen him sort out Ghred’ sdog up at The Wyndering.’

Atlon took off hishat and held out his hand. The disturbance about Pinnatte was diminishing. He took the
offered hand. Then the disturbance was dmost completely gone —reduced to little more than amildly
irritating fly buzzing about the room. Pinnatte smiled.

‘Thedream? Atlon reminded him.
Pinnatte frowned. ‘1 don’'t want to talk about it,’ he said.

‘I'm sorry. | didn’t meant to intrude,” Atlon said. He searched the young man’ sface. Do you want to tell
me what you meant when you said you' re sometimes here, sometimes somewhere €l se?

Pinnatte looked at him but did not reply.

‘I’ ve had some experience with head injuries,” Atlon said, crouching down by Pinnatte, *and with nasty
incidents such asyou wereinvolved in last night. Either on its own can prove more troublesome than
you' d think; both together can be area problem.’

Pinnattetried to bedismissve. ‘I'mfine’ hesad. ‘| just fed ahit . . . digtant at times. Not exactly dizzy,
just faraway. Somewheredse’

Atlon nodded. ‘May | look at your injury? he asked.

‘I don’t think there’ sanything to see,” Pinnatte replied, pointing to the back of hishead. ‘It sjust alittle
soreto touch.’

‘Remember what | said about your hands, friend.” It was the guard again, calling across the room. He
was not concerned about Pinnatte, however, but indicating someone just beyond the door. As Atlon
looked round, Ellyn camein. The guards moved with her. She nodded to Rinter then looked a Atlon,
who stood up. Rinter performed a hasty introduction. Uncertain how to treat ‘ Barran’ swife', Atlon
settled for adight bow. For thefirst time since he had entered the Jyolan, he felt dmost at ease. This
strong-looking woman with her searching but not unkind gaze seemed in some way to beimmuneto the
building’ s pernicious influence. Indeed, he suspected, she was probably immune to many of life's
vagaries. Words such as complete, self-sufficient, cameto him.

Ellyn’s eyes narrowed curioudy and shetilted her head on one side, looking past him. ‘What' sthat? she
asked, pointing to Dvolci.

Atlon gave hisusud answer, * Just company for me on my travels, ma am.’

Dvolci clambered out of the pack, jumped down to the floor and sidled over to Ellyn. One of the guards
stepped forward, reaching for aknife, but Ellyn held out ahand to stop him. Dvolci sat back on his
haunches and looked up at her.

Ellyn’smouth creased aline, and her eyes shone. ‘Isit dl right to touch him? she asked.



‘Hewon't biteyou,” Atlon said, perpetudly hesitant about giving hisfriend’ s permission for such matters,
even though it was obvious what was going to happen. ‘| wish | could seduce women as easly asthat
damned felci does;” afriend had once said to him bitterly.

Ellyn bent down and ran two fingers over Dvolci’ s narrow head.
Thefelci closed his eyes ecaticaly as shetickled behind hisears.

Sunlight seemed to be coming into the room. ‘He sddightful,” Ellyn announced. ‘What ishe? 1’ ve never
seen anything like him before’

‘He'safdc, maam, Atlonsad. ‘They livein the mountainsin my country.” Adding caugticdly for
Dvolc’ sbendfit, ‘ They’ re very tame and quite intelligent.’

Stll groking Dvoalci, Ellyn looked up a him. *Y ou’ re not from the city, then?
‘No,” Atlon replied. ‘ Just on ajourney south, for afriend.’

‘| thought there was something different about you.” Ellyn was atending to Dvolci again as she said this
but therewas anote in her voice that Atlon could not identify. Relief — surprise? No, it was something
deeper than both.

Then Dvolci dropped back down on to al fours and walked over to Pinnatte. He stood up, resting his
front paws on Pinnatte’ s knees.

‘He' snot usudly very keen on too much company,” Atlon said, uncertain about what wasto follow.
Certainly, Dvolci would not have put on this performance for any dight reason.

Tentatively, Pinnatte imitated Ellyn’ s action, stroking Dvolci’ s head with his bandaged hand. It seemed to
relax him and Atlon felt the disturbance emanating from him dip even further away. He reproached
himsdlf. Dvolci’ sjudgement in these circumstances would be sounder than his. Thefelci never seemed to
be affected by the Power or any of its manifestations; felcis never did. They were an ancient race.

Dvolci dropped back down again and, scuttling up Atlon with wilful clumsness, ensconced himsdlf inthe
pack. As he did so he whistled softly to Atlon. ‘Look at his hand. Be careful —very careful. Y ou won't
likeit. Remember where you are. The woman' sinteresting.’

Atlon affected a heartiness he did not fed. *Wdll, that’ s Dvolci for you. Very much hisown animd.” He
gpoke to Pinnatte. ‘1 was going to look at your head.’

Pinnatte, brighter now, turned and placed afinger on the back of hishead. * It’' s sorejust there.’
‘Areyou aheder? Ellyn asked.

‘I’'ve had sometraining,” Atlon said, examining Pinnatte’' shead. * And I’ ve picked up one or two things
onmy travels” He patted Pinnatte on the shoulder reassuringly. ‘ There doesn’t seem to be anything
wrong there—just abump and alittle bruising. If you' ve come through the night without problemsthen
you should be all right, though you'’ll probably have a headache for aday or so.’

Ellyn looked pleased that her own prognosis had been confirmed, but Atlon was waiting to seeif Pinnatte
would take the opportunity to refer to his dream again. He said nothing, however. Atlon took hold of his
injured hand.

‘It sdl right, Pinnatte said, withdrawing it nervoudy. Atlon noted that Ellyn looked uneasy. ‘ The



bandaging' swell done,’ he said, suspecting she feared some criticism.

‘| put adrawing ointment onit, she said. Atlon looked at her inquiringly. ‘It was quite anasty graze, and
thereseemedto be...” Shehedtated. ‘ There seemed to beacrystal stainoniit.’

‘What do you mean? Atlon asked, genuinely at aloss.

Ellyn looked surprised by the question, but Atlon’s open-faced expectancy |eft her no choice other than
to answer it. ‘1t's something that mainly the miners do —the crystal miners.” She rubbed the back of her
hand nervoudy. The gesture was dl the more powerful becauseit so contrasted with her otherwise
assured demeanour. ‘ They . . . incise the skin and close the wound with crushed fragments of crystals.’
The words came out quickly. Atlon drew in asharp breath and raised a hand to spare her any further
description.

‘I've heard of the practice,’ hesaid grimly. *And | grieve for anyone misguided enoughto doit. It' sa
sureroute to destruction. It safundamenta quality of crystalsthat they take morethan they give. Isita
common thing here?

‘No. Not inthecity. Not yet. But many minersdo it. It’ sthe nature of the work.’
‘And your ointment is effective againgt it?

‘It helpsalittle, if it snot too late— if the habit’ s not too ingrained. But it can't do anything about the
desire. It'sonly awound-cleaner redlly.’

‘Isthis something you' ve doneto yourself? Atlon addressed Pinnatte sternly.

‘No.” Pinnatte’ sdenia was buttressed by many years of professona protestations of innocence. ‘What
would | do something like that for? He grimaced. The ideawas repdllent. * And wherewould | get
crystalsfrom to waste like that?

Atlon turned back to Ellyn. ‘It looked like acrystd stain,” she said with ashrug. ‘| thought it odd at the
time, given that he was probably only a Den-Mate. And it wasn't near one of the usua pulse nodes.” She
lowered her voice. * And the mark looked amost green.’

Atlon’s eyeswidened and, without further comment, he took Pinnatte’ s hand firmly and began unwinding
the bandage. Pinnatte made only acursory attempt to retrieve his hand. Dvolci whistled softly to Atlon. It
was atimely reminder, for asthe bandage fell away, the sight of the wound struck Atlon even more
forcefully than had hisfirst contact with Pinnatte. Once again, even though there was no direct threet to
him, hisinner sdf cried out to him to defend himsalf, and once again he had to struggle to set it aside. It
wasdifficult.

Superficialy, the wound was no more than abad graze—raw, red, and glistening damp with headling and
ointment. It was clean and seemingly free from infection, though there was a hint of darknessto one side
of it which was the remains of Rostan’ s Anointing.

But beyond that, to Atlon’s deeper sight, the edge of the darkness was a churning maelstrom of
contamination, as Ellyn’ssmple ointment and Pinnatte’ s naturd well-being battled againg the culmination
of Imorren’ sand the Kyrosdyn’ swork — against the mysterious resource in their unguent, given unholy
vigour by Rostan’ s use of the Power, which sought to use Pinnatte for purposes unknowable even to its
crestors.

It was unequivocally the source of the other unease that Atlon had felt in Pinnatte. Forcing himself to stay
cam, and weighing his every movement asif theleast cardlessness might unleash something terrible about



him, he nodded dowly. Y our ointment’ s been very effective,’ he said. ‘ Thewound’ s clean. Y ou must
show me how to makeit. I’'m naturaly clumsy —aways cutting myself.” The light-heartedness was dmost
choking him while the urge to ask Pinnatte how he had come by such amark was virtualy uncontrollable.
He sensed however, that no answer would be forthcoming. Thiswasno trivid thing. Even without aclose
study he could tdll that green crystas were involved in some way, and from what he had learned from
Heirn it seemed highly unlikely that this young man, with his generaly unkempt appearance, would be
ableto afford such things. Besides, there was more at work here than just an addictive habit . . . much
more. Green crystas alone, used thus, would dmost certainly have killed the man within hours, whether
they were near apulse or not.

Ellyn was handing him a clean bandage and the jar of ointment. He took them from her absently. Ashe
opened thejar, the smdll of the ointment wrapped itself around him and drew him away from the turmail.
It was clean, sharp and deeply familiar. Immediately he was achild again, being tended by his mother,
delicately dabbing at a gashed knee. All about him was the indestructible solidity of his childhood. It had
an intensity that no description or deliberate memory could have captured.

‘Relics of our ancient hunting days,” someone had once said to him, discussing the extraordinary power
of scentsto recall the past.

Hisvison blurred. As helifted a hand to wipe hiseyes, Ellyn caught it. ‘I'm sorry,” shesaid. ‘1 should
have warned you, it’' svery strong when it’sfresh. Don't get any in your eyes.” A smdl white kerchief was
pushed into his hand. He wiped his eyes then returned it gratefully.

As he gpplied the ointment to Pinnatte’ swound, the memory of his mother and his childhood remained,
though it was a shadow now of what it had just been. Contrasted with it was the horror of Pinnatte’ s
hand and, suddenly highlighted, the sense of the cloying wrongness that pervaded the whole city and
which seemed to be focused here, in the Jyolan. Untypicaly sdf-pitying, Atlon found himsdlf asking,
‘How did | get here, to thisawful place? But even as he asked the question, he knew the answer. It had
been asked and answered many times before.

‘Step by step.’
And who could say which step he might have taken differently to avoid this conclusion?
It wasthe only answer he would ever get, but he felt easier nevertheless.

He was about to bandage Pinnatte’ s hand when he changed his mind. He must get the young man out of
this place. Standing, he wiped his eyes again, though thistime with the sde of his hand. He had to clear
histhroat before he spoke to Ellyn. ‘1 think the ointment’ sdone dl it can. Thewound looks clean. It's
probably best to let the fresh air get at it now —giveit achanceto hed.” Helooked down at Pinnatte. * If
you've been in here snce last night, | think some fresh air would do you no harm either, not to mention a
little exercise’

Pinnatte eyed him unsurdly. There was something about this stranger that disturbed him. He didn’t seem
to belong here. And his voice was odd. Was he really from aland beyond Arash-Felloren, or had he just
misheard? His thoughts swung between extremes. This man would look after him, would take the
confusion from his head — put right whatever it was that that Kyrosdyn had done —for, despite hisearlier
protestation, his hand was troubling him, albeit not in any way that he could find wordsto describe. Then
Atlon was amogt like ademon — a fearful shadow —come to obstruct him on hisway to hisrightful future
—come to keep him from the wealth and power that would be his, now that he was on the verge of
leaving Lassner and working for Barran.

‘Barran wantsto seeme,’ he said eventually. ‘| should wait for him.’



Ellyn intervened. * Barran’ s busy now, and liable to be so for most of the day. Don't worry, he' s not
forgotten you — nor will he— not after what you did. He spoke about you thismorning.” Briefly her gaze
locked with Atlon's. *And Rinter’ sfriend isright. It' sdismd in here. Get outsde, into the light. Walk
around — get something to eat. You'll fed alot better for it.’

Pinnatte’ s thoughts shifted under this gentle ondaught. The room was gloomy, and the two guards who
had been with him for most of the time wereill company, making no effort to disguise their boredom at
the chore.

Atlon extended ahand and Pinnatte took it. * Y ou'reright,” he said, pulling himsalf up.

‘I’ll tell Barran what you're doing, if heasks,” Ellyn said. She reached into her bag and produced some
coinswhich she offered to him. * That' Il get you and your friends ameal. Come back this evening and ask
toseeme’

Used to stedling amost everything he needed, this unexpected generosity shook Pinnatte and left him
gaping. Ellyn folded the money into his dithering hand with both of hers.

‘Come back thisevening,” shesaid again.

‘I'll see hedoes, maam,” Rinter said earnestly, alittle concerned that he was being left too much to one
sdein the developing proceedings.

Asthey made their way out of the Jyolan, led by one of the guards, Pinnatte once morefelt himself torn
by doubts about this newcomer. Thiswashis place. He belonged here, wandering its complex warren of
passages, searching, learning . . .

Learning what?

How to become rich and powerful by studying the ways of Barran and those who followed him? No, it
was something dse. Tantdizing imagesflitted dusvely about histhought.

‘Areyou sure your hand isn't bothering you? Atlon’sinquiry scattered them.
‘No, it' sfine’ Pinnatte waved it airily.
‘I'll have aproper look at it in the daylight,” Atlon persisted. * Just to be sure.’

Pinnatte was inclined to argue, but before he could speak a dark form emerged from aside passage just
ahead of them. It Stopped asthey did. Then it turned towards them and growled.

Chapter 22
The guard hesitated for amoment, then drew his sword and stepped between Pinnatte and the animal.

‘I’ sthat damned dog that caused the panic last night. It ran off. We couldn’t find it.” He shouted this
information, as much for his own reassurance asfor that of the others, but unfortunately, hisvoice echoed
the tremor visible in the extended sword.

The dog, hacklesraised, stared at the group. It might have been completely outmatched in the arenathe
previous night, but it was alarge and powerful anima and in an uncertain temper. Eveninthe dim light of
the passage, bone-crushing teeth could be seen beneath avicioudy curled upper lip. And the throaty
rumble of its growl was not asound that invited confidence.

Used mainly to dealing with people less physicdly able than himsdlf, and that in the company of hisown



kind, the guard was uncertain what to do. He opted finally for retreat, pushing his chargesinto an
awkward shuffle as he began moving backwards. *We |l go out another way,’ he said, mustering such
command as he could. ‘ Then we'll get a party together and trap it.’

Abruptly, Pinnatte stepped forward. ‘No!” he cried, hisvoice strange. ‘It isprey. It ismine, it must be
taken.’

Atlon seized hisarm anxioudy but Pinnatte shook him off, unexpectedly strong. He moved towardsthe
dog. It redoubled its growling but made no movement. Atlon tried again. ‘Leaveit.” he urged Pinnatte. ‘It
won't attack usif we don't attack it. There are plenty of placesfor it to run. It's more frightened than we
are” Thelast remark was uttered more in hope than from knowledge. The dog hed, after al, been
trained as an attack animal, and it certainly did not give the appearance of being about to flee.

The guard recovered from Pinnaite' s sudden move and now cameto hisside. *He' sright. We should
leaveit. It's. ..

‘Itisprey.” Pinnatte cut across hisapped. ‘It ismine’

He moved forward again but thistime both Atlon and the guard seized him. Pinnatte stopped, then, letting
out an eerie mewling cry, he flung off the guard asif he had been little more than achild. The big man
stumbled into the wall and his sword clattered on to the floor. The sound seemed to rel ease an endless
sequence of clanging echoes.

Through the din, Atlon found himsdlf looking into aface that was demented with rage. It bore no
resemblance to the uncertain young man whaose injured head and hand he had just examined. Pinnatte’' s
voice was strained and distant, almost as though he were unfamiliar with speech.

“Youdo not belong. You are . . . Hefdtered, then recognition cameinto hisface. And hatred. Fear
amost overwhemed Atlon. But mingling with it came aburning rage and disgust which told him that this
abomination should be destroyed now, where it sood, and without mercy. It should be obliterated utterly
beforeit grew and gathered strength and . . . Pinnatte was going to attack him! He could fedl thewild
precursors of the Power building in him. Y &, insofar as hewasthinking at al, he knew theat to defend
himsdlf in this place might have untold consequences.

But not to defend himsalf would surdly see him destroyed!

Then it seemed that neither he nor Pinnatte nor Rinter or the guard were part of the Jyolan — or anything.
They were empty mannequinsin agrey nowhere that was beyond, or between, al things.

He became aware of a high-pitched, insect whine. Even asit touched him, he and al around him were
whole again and the whine was a penetrating screech filling the passage. Everyone el se pressed their
handsto their ears. Pinnatte dropped to his knees. The dog was gone.

Atlon, recognizing the sound, wasthefirgt to recover.
‘Sorry about that, Dvolci whispered in hisear. ‘It wasdl | could think of .’

Atlon nodded, then knelt down by Pinnatte. The young man was himsdlf again, hisface confused and
concerned. The guard was swearing violently while Rinter was pale and shaking.

‘What wasthat? he asked in between the guard' s oaths.

‘I'venoidea,’ Atlon lied, trembling himsdf from the remembered vision of Pinnatte' s sudden ferocity.
‘And | don't care. I'm just glad it frightened that dog off.’



He was hel ping Pinnatte to hisfeet. ‘ Come on, get us out of here quickly,” he said to the guard, who was
having some difficulty in sheathing his shaking sword. ‘ Before that thing decidesto come back.’

The remainder of the hurried journey was completed in comparative slence, and within afew minutesthe
guard was ushering them into the clamour of the main entrance hall. One of the gates had been replaced,
but the hammererswerein full song on the other so Atlon only caught part of the guard’ s shouted
remarks about ‘ getting ateam together,” as he left them.

Pinnatte' s brow furrowed at the din. Atlon took hisarm and began manoeuvring him towards the street.
As he did so he became aware of his name being cdled. Looking round he saw the bulky form of Heirn,
waving to him. The big blacksmith pushed hisway through the confusion.

‘I didn’t redlize we d beenin there solong,” Atlon shouted.
Heirn did not reply, but began clearing away through the crowd for them like ahuge plough.
“You look awful,” he declared asthey reached the street. * Areyou dl right?

‘A bit shaken,” Atlon said. *Wejust had alittle excitement with the dog that escaped last night — but no
harm’ s been done.’

Heintroduced Pinnatte and Rinter. Heirn eyed them both narrowly and greeted them with a courtesy that
was obvioudy an effort. At the sametime he gave Atlon alook not unlike that of afather finding hisson
in scgpegrace company but unwilling to embarrass him publicly.

Atlon caught his mood and sought to retrieve himsalf. ‘ Rinter | met at The Wyndering. He waskind
enough to bring meto the city. Pinnatte' s the man who opened the gate at the Jyolan last night.’

Heirn’s manner changed perceptibly — at least towards Pinnatte.

‘A bravething you did there, young man,” he said, laying a heavy hand on his shoulder. ‘Mind you, if
there’ d been no onein therein thefirst place, it wouldn’'t have happened. Still, it waswell done’

Rinter consdered an indignant retort to this but, noting Heirn’ s size and his obvious concern for Atlon, he
thought better of it.

‘Isthere anywhere round here where we can just Sit and rlax? Atlon asked, still anxiousto get Pinnatte
away from the Jyolan.

‘And eat,’” Rinter added.

Heirn pointed. ‘ There sasmall park over there, he said. * Just afew minutes walk.” He recollected
something. ‘Oh, | think there' s been alittle problem with your horse’

Atlon’sface darkened and, without comment, he pushed past Heirn and made towards where he had | eft
his horse tethered. People stepped aside from his purposeful advance. The horse was standing patiently,
gpparently untroubled, though its tethering rope was hanging free. Atlon stroked its neck and whispered
toit. Then he saw aragged individud sitting propped against the building. He was holding abloodstained
kerchief to hisface. In front of him was another man, sprawled face down. Asthe seated man met

Atlon’ s gaze he began taking earnestly, if unintdligibly, into the kerchief and gesticulating towards what
was gpparently hisfalen comrade. Atlon cast a searching and cold eye over his horse, then, satisfied,
bent down and checked the prone figure. Almost reluctantly, he manoeuvred the man’sarms and legs
and deftly rolled him on to his sde so that he looked like achild in bed.



‘What' s hgppened? Heirn was standing by him. The man againgt the wall began talking again and waving
hisfree hand wildly a Atlon and the horse.

‘They tried to sted the horse. Or from it,” Atlon said. His voice was as cold as hislook.

The bloodstained man'’ s protestations became indignant, though they were ill unintelligible. Abruptly
Atlon' sface creased into rage. He spun round and snatched the weighted staff that hung from his saddle.
It was aswift and practised gesture and Heirn stepped back in surprise, as did most of the gathered
crowd. Atlon pressed the staff against the man’s chest.

‘Don’'t cal my horsealiar, he said, with a seriousness that robbed the word of any incongruity. The man
gared at him wide-eyed and slent. ‘ Think of thisasalucky day. The horse didn’t kill you for what you
tried to do, and so far —so far —I’m not inclined to.” He drew the staff back. ‘But | may be, if | seeyou
again. Do you understand? The man nodded his head. * And you won'’t forget to explain thisto your
friend when hewakes up, will you? Atlon threw the staff into the air, and caught it with the other hand.
The man nodded again, desperately.

Asthey walked away, Heirn bent forward and asked softly, ‘Would it?

‘What? Atlon sad, replacing his staff.

‘Would it havekilled him?

‘Of course” Atlonreplied tersdly. ‘If | hadn't asked it just to defend itself when | l€ft it

It was not an answer that Heirn had expected. ‘ And you? The words were out before he could stop
them.

Atlon stopped, lowered his head for amoment then looked at him. ‘1 understand almost nothing about
thiscity of yours, Heirn. I’'m trying to be careful dl the time—making alowances— adjugting. But you
can't understand about my people and horses either. In my country, sedling ahorse, or fromahorse, is
torisk being killed. It sthat smple. Always has been. It never happens. And | can’'t answer your
question.’

‘I think you just did,” Heirn said.

Atlon frowned and waved ahand to signd an end to the discussion. He did not want any reminders of his
home, so starkly contrasted asit was to Arash-Felloren. * Something bad happened in the Jyolan —very
bad. | need to think about it. And | need food.” He smiled in an attempt to banish the incident further.
‘Thanksfor coming to look for me’

‘One hour to sunset | said, and one hour to sunset | meant.’

The park to which Heirn led them was indeed small — scarcely two hundred paces across — athough,
following in miniature the pattern of the city, it contrived to have no lessthan four smdl hillsin this space.
It was surrounded by buildings but they were substantialy hidden by trees, and though much of the grass
had been burned off by the prolonged summer, giving the place aworn and tired look, it still formed an
unexpected haven away from the busy streets.

Today it was deserted.

As soon as the four men passed through the ornate metd gates, Dvolci jumped out of Atlon’s pack and
ran off a great speed, whistling noisily. Rinter twitched nervoudy as hisfighter-to-be disgppeared from
view. Atlon released hishorse, which trotted off after Dvolci.



In the shade of alarge old tree near the centre of the park, alittle grass ill survived. The four men sat
down on it and ate the food they had purchased from a street vendor. None spoke. Each was
preoccupied with his own thoughts.

Rinter was restless, his dominant concern being the whereabouts of Dvolci and, following that, how he
might set about findly luring Atlon into putting the felci in the Fits. His considerations were not made any
easer by Dvolci’soccasiona appearances as he careered recklesdy and at great speed about the park.
Hefought with a constant urge to pester Atlon—‘He will come back, won't he? —but, having witnessed
the scene with the two men that the horse had injured, he determined that in future he should not be too
sanguine about Atlon’s gpparent naivety.

The sameincident was occupying Heirn. Atlon’sanger at the men had surprised him. He had no difficult
in accepting the virtues of summary justice —few in Arash-Felloren had — but he did not know what to
make of the threat that Atlon had made to the injured man. It was quite different from the confrontation
that had resulted in the desth of the Kyrosdyn. There, Atlon’ sresponse, mysterious and frightening
though it was, had been unequivocally defensive. Thistime he had been openly aggressive. It was
difficult. Atlon did not impress him as aman who would say something he did not mean; yet equdly, he
did not impress him as being naturally aggressive, dill lessmdicioudy violent. Quitethereverse, infact.
Atlon dmogt radiated gentleness.

“Y ou can’t understand about my people and horses,” he had said.

| don’t understand anything about you, Heirn decided resignedly. Walking around with afortune in your
pocket, with strange invisible powers at your command, and ahead full of terrifying tales. Not to mention
atalking anima for acompanion. It occurred to Heirn that he might be dreaming, or worse, going mad.
But theideadid not |ast for long. There was a pa pable solidity about everything around him and
everything that had happened which denied him the luxury of such an escape. And escape, he redized
suddenly, was what he wanted. But why? He wasn't bound. He could wak away from the man at any
timeif he so chose. Surreptitioudy he glanced at Atlon, now lying flat on hisback, haf in the shade, half
in the sunlight. His hands behind his head, he was staring up at the sky through the motionless leaves of
thetree.

How far from home are you? Heirn thought. How aonein this bewildering, dien place with your terrible
knowledge and your deep fears?

Animage formed in the wake of the questions. This seemingly ordinary and smple man waslike atiny,
distant cloud, no bigger than aman’s hand, that might grow to fill the sky and envelop and deluge the
whole city, carrying dl beforeit. Heirn felt afraid — very afraid.

Ancther image came, familiar and reassuring in the trembling confusion —theat of iron changing itsvery
nature as it was heated and worked. The idea seemed to possess him. Then he wasthe iron and the
change was stirring deep inside him, deeper than could ever have been reached by any conscious
decison. It wasdmogt physicd initsintensity. Whatever Atlon was, and oddly frail though he seemed to
be, he was more a beacon of hope than despair. The change completed itself. Though he could have
given no reason, he was resolved now to help this stranger — protect him, if he could, from the many ills
that Arash-Felloren offered. Somehow he could do no other. A pledge blazed with trumpets and
pageants could have been no truer.

Heirn closed his eyes and leaned back againgt the tree. He felt more at ease than he had for along time.

Pinnatte, aso leaning againgt the tree, wiped crumbs from his mouth. That the pie he had eaten had been
bought by Ellyn’sfredy given gift gaveit apeculiar savour he had never known before. He had eaten it



very dowly. Thisstranger, Atlon, with his healer’ s manner had been right — the short walk, the food, and
lounging idly in the sunshine had made him fed camer, lesstorn.

But what was — had been —tearing him? Memories of the previous day and night were fresh and vivid,
yet it was asif they had happened in another time, in another place — even to another person. Theflight
from the Kyrosdyn, the strange mark on his hand, the resolution to change hislife, to leave Lassner. Then
the many disturbing responses he had had in the Jyolan. More settled though he was now, these il
troubled him. Too much excitement, he tried to convince himsalf, but unsuccessfully. The blood frenzy he
had felt and the fedling that the place and its rituals were precious, even holy, should not have happened.
They were obscene. He wasn't that kind of person —dedighting in the suffering of others, even animals.

Y et they had happened. And even now, part of him took relish in them. The events returned to him,
unbidden, culminating in the arriva of the creature. He dared not close his eyesfor fear that he would see
it again, bowing in homageto him. For that iswhat it had done. In some way, it had known him.

And he, it.

Like asudden bitter wind, the memory of his nightmare was dl about him. He drew in asharp breath and
wrapped hisarms around himsdlf involuntarily.

Atlon noted the movement. Despite his relaxed manner, he had been watching Pinnatte congtantly. So
much frightening strangeness hung about this young man. He desperately wanted to question him, but thet
would not be possible while Rinter was with them and, in any event, it was something that would have to
be approached very ddicately. Through haf-closed eyes, he caught aglimpse of Dvolci, brown and
sinuous, tumbling down asmal dope. A glesful whistling reached him. Then hishorse camein pursuiit,
shaking its head. The freedom of the two animals washed over him. Guilt followed it. They deserved
better than being congtrained in thisawful city with its hard, crowded streets and abrasive, mistrustful
people. He could rightly say that, like him, they were free creatures, here of their own choosing, but that
would be only partly true. None of them wastruly free. Knowledge would bind him the instant hetried to
walk away from what he had found here. The horse was bound to him, and heto it, by ancient bonds
which neither of them could, or would wish to, break. And Dvolci, the freest of them al —who could say
why he was here? Had he been asked, he would probably have said it wasin fulfilment of thefelci’s
ancient duty as guardians of the less gifted species—the human race. Then he would have laughed. Asif
echoing histhoughts, Dvolci’ slaughter floated across the park. The horse whinnied.

Atlon brought himsalf back to the present. He must concentrate on the mattersin hand; thefirst thing to
do wasto get Pinnatte aone and trusting him. He levered himsdlf up on to hiselbows.

‘ After you' ve been to Jyolan tonight, where will you go? he asked Pinnatte.

The question drew Pinnatte back from the memory of his nightmare. He shrugged. ‘It depends,” he said.
‘If Barran’ sgot anything for me, he might be able to find me somewherefor thetime being. If he hasn't
... then | supposeI'll go back to Lassner’s!’

Atlon looked thoughtful. ‘I’ d like to keep an eye on you. | don't think there should be any problem with
the bang you took, but head injuries are queer things. Y ou could get bad dreams, disorientation,
dizziness. Y ou need to be with someone who understands these things. And I’ d certainly fedl bad if | just
walked away from you.’

Heirn, stting behind Pinnatte, scowled but, meeting Atlon’ s pleading gaze, reluctantly nodded his
permission. Pinnatte glanced at Rinter, who could scarcely believe his good fortune. Atlon being the
keeper of Dvolci, and Pinnatte being his renewed contact with Fiarn, with perhaps the chance of meeting
Barran himsdlf, keeping them both together would be idedl. He affected acasudness he did not fedl.



‘Seemslikeagood ideato me’ hesaid. ‘I can'tinvite you back to where I’ m staying, it'stoo smal. And
| imagineit could be awkward if you go back to Lassner’ sright now, couldn’t it? He did not wait for an
answer but gave hisfind push. * And even if Barran can use you, he won't be too impressed if he hasto
gart finding accommodation for you —him being so busy.’

It swayed Pinnatte enough. He had no desire to meet Lassner again until everything had been resolved.
He certainly didn’t want Lassner gpproaching Barran with aproposed Deed of Transfer in the hope of a
large commission. If Barran wanted him, it was far better that his people approach Lassner about the
traditiona Guild formalities. And if Barran didn’'t want him . . .? He shied away from the thought. He d
never have a better opportunity — he must make sure that Barran took him on. Rinter wasright: it
certainly wouldn't help if heimmediately went whining to him for somewhere to Say.

The decision made, the four men |eft the park. Before he parted from them, Rinter, though relieved by the
return of Dvolci to the safety of Atlon’s pack, nevertheess confirmed severd timesthe hour a which
Pinnatte would return to the Jyolan that night. When he had gone, the others set off for Heirn’shome,
walking at aleisurdy pace through the early evening streets, transformed into strange canyons by long,
dusty shadows and hazy shafts of yellow and gold.

Reaching Heirn's, Atlon casudly looked at Pinnatte' s hand. He had examined it carefully in the park and
pronounced it satisfactory, but that had been alie. The graze was heding normally, but the turmoil that he
saw emanating from the dark green mark, abeit lessthan it had been in the Jyolan, was unequivocaly
present, and dl the more frightening for being clearly visble away from the Jyolan’ s perniciousinfluence.
What it was, or how it could have come about, defied him. It took him a considerable effort not to
interrogate Pinnatte immediatdly.

‘It sdl right, Pinnatte said, tugging his hand free from Atlon’ sgrip. It was acategorica statement, full of
implications that further inspections were not only not needed, but would be refused.

‘It sbetter,” Atlon said gently, offering no opposition. ‘But let me know if it startsto trouble you.’

Pinnatte dropped down into achair and stared into the dead fire grate. He was uncertain about Atlon
again —his moods kept shifting for no apparent reason. Why thisinterest in his hand? It was nothing to do
with him. It was only agraze.His graze. And why had Atlon brought him here? He seemed al right, but

L?
He pressed hisinjured hand to himself.

And Herrndidn't like him, that wasfor sure. He glanced at the blacksmith lighting alamp. His posture
was tiff and formal. But at least he knew where he was with Heirn. He was the kind of person that he
normally avoided. One who would have very littlein his purse and yet be permanently on the dert for
dreet thieves. And probably faster than his size indicated. Generally shrewd and dangerous.

‘“Where do you comefrom? The question came out unexpectedly, surprisng Pinnatte as much asit
surprised Atlon and Heirn.

Heirn was on the verge of telling him to mind his own businesswhen Atlon answered him.
‘From the north,” he said, Sitting down opposite him.
Dvolci clambered on to Pinnatte’ slap. Atlon could see by his twitching snout that he was unhappy there.

‘Some people say there’ sonly Arash-Felloren,” Pinnatte went on. ‘ That there' s nowhere el se except
perhaps the Lowe Towns and the Wilde Ports. That it goes on for ever.” Therewasahint of childish



petulancein hisvoice.

‘It shig, for sure; Atlon said. *Bigger than any city I’ ve ever seen.’

The petulance faded, to be replaced with pride. ‘ The biggest?

Atlonsmiled. ‘ The biggest I've seen,” he said again. ‘But | haven't seen them dl, by any means’
‘“Why’ve you come here?

‘| wastravelling south on amessage for afriend. | stopped at The Wyndering, and met Rinter, who
brought me here so that | could look for work. Heirn was kind enough to employ me and offer me shelter
for aday or two.’

Pinnatte was about to ask another question but Atlon spokefirst. “Ellyn caled you a Den-Mate. What's
that — some kind of apprentice?

Pinnatte stared at him blankly, then, embarrassed, looked to Heirn for assistance.

‘He' san outlander. He doesn't know,” Heirn said impatiently. * Y ou ask him questions, he’ sgoing to ask
them back.” He spoke to Atlon. * He' s an apprentice after afashion. A Den-Mate' sathief, working for a
Den Master somewhere. A member of the so-called Guild of Thieves’

Pinnatte glowered at Heirn. He had no idea how to respond to the turn in the conversation. Such matters
weren't spoken of openly. He took a pride in hiswork — as much asthis blacksmith, for sure. The man
had no right to adopt that tone.

Atlon too, was taken aback by Heirn's stark description of his guest, albeit he was an imposed one. He
opted for conciliation. ‘Well, perhaps those days are behind you now, Pinnatte, if you manageto get a
job with Barran.” Heirn snorted, but Atlon ignored it. ‘ In any case it doesn’t detract from your bravery
last night.” Reluctantly, Heirn had to nod in agreement to this.

Pinnatte was again looking at Atlon asafriend. He wanted to boast about what he had done—spin afine
yarn as he might have done for Lassner or the other Den-Mates, but he could not to thisman. ‘It didn’t
fed brave’ hesaid. ‘I don't readly know why I did it. | was just so frightened when that crowd closed
around me. | had to get out. It was like being at the bottom of adeep pit.” He shuddered. ‘| remember
scrambling upwards — catching hold of anything | could. Then | was on the other Sde of thefence” He
gritted histeeth and reached up to massage his shoulder as he recalled the struggle with the bar that
secured the gate. ‘| remember trying to open the gate, then nothing ese until | woke up with everyone
around me.” He shook his head and words came that he had not intended to voice. ‘| don’t even know
why | stayed —why | didn’t just run off once | was safe.’

Atlon leaned forward and put ahand on hisarm. *We dl do things without knowing why,” he said.
‘There’ sno shamein that — especially when we' rein danger. Our ingtincts are older than our thoughts—
they take over. Y ou' ve a better nature than | suspect you alow yourself. Y ou did what you did, and
people are dive now who might have been dead. They were lucky you were there, thief or no.’

Pinnatte had no reply, but the atmosphere in the room had eased. Heirn lowered himsdlf into hisfavourite
chair and the three men sat for some timein acompanionable slence; Heirn carefully watching Pinnatte,
Atlon waiting as patiently as he could for an opportunity to question him.

They wereinterrupted by aknock on the door. Both Atlon and Pinnatte started, but Heirn just smiled
and made areassuring gesiure.



The calerswerefriends of his, pursuing an intermittent but time-honoured ritud of luring himto an
ale-shop or smilar, ‘To settlethe day’ sdust.’

Heirn refused but brought themin, glad to have familiar faces about him. He introduced Atlon asan
outlander and ‘the finest leather-worker I’ ve ever seen —and ahedler’, and Pinnatte as the hero of the
moment, spending a quiet evening recovering from hisinjuries. After congratulationsthat eft Pinnatte
fedling decidedly saf-conscious, Atlon was asked about his country and histravels, though the questions
had aquality of politeness about them rather than genuine interest. Mogt of the citizens of Arash-Felloren
held, in one manner or ancther, to Pinnatte’ sideathat Arash-Felloren was dl there was, though few
would have admitted it quite so Smply. Thislack of inquiry and the newcomers parochia manner suited
Atlon, enabling him to question them in turn, under the guise of an outlander’ s naiveté. Asaresult hewas
able to confirm many of the conclusionsthat he had aready formed about the place, though he learned
little that was much more than long-established rumour. The Prefect and hislegion of adminisirators
probably ‘meant well’, but on the whole were ‘ usdless . The Weartans were conceded to be ‘ much
better than they used to be, but till too corrupt for most peopleto rely on’. The Kyrosdyn were
untrustworthy and generdly didiked —they had strange powers and they dabbled in thingsthat were
‘best |eft done . They were dso too secretive and too involved in the city’ s politica and commercid life,
where they didn’t belong. That conclusion was unanimous. Aswas that about whatever it wasthe
Kyrosdyn were doing to the Vaskyros. Therewas agreat ded of head-shaking and silent bemusement
about the endless building and rebuilding that had been the halmark of the Vaskyrosfor many years now.
The only people who kept the city going and who kept dight the flame of integrity and honesty were the
traders and craftsmen —to which category the two vistors, like Heirn himsalf, belonged. In addition to
thissocid anayss, Atlon heard three versions about the * old man’” who had been found in the aley, two
versons of the founding of the city, severa versons of how largeit was, including dmost whispered
referencesto parts of it which came and went mysterioudy, and to others where timeitself seemed to be
‘fractured’ . He wasloath to inquire about these in depth, fearing that he might inadvertently insult Heirn's
friends, and he was not able to lead the conversation around to the tunnels and the caves.

When they had gone, Pinnatte, who had been fighting deep for sometime, yawned noisily. Heirn pointed
to adoor. ‘ There' sabed in there. Go and lie down. I'll wake you in an hour if you' re still adeep. That
should give you plenty of timeto get back to the Jyolan.’

Pinnatte hesitated in the doorway as he looked into the room.
‘What' s the matter? Atlon asked.
‘Nothing,” Pinnatte replied, though his voice was uncertain. He went into the room.

Partly to avoid disturbing him and partly to avoid being overheard, Atlon and Heirn continued their
conversation with lowered voices.

‘If you want to know anything, just ask me. Don't try to wheedle it out of my friends,” Heirn said sternly
and without preamble.

Atlon put hishand to hishead. ‘I'm sorry,” hesaid. ‘1 didn’t mean to be rude. I’ m floundering, Heirn.
Part of me wants to head back home right away, but | can’t —not until I’ ve found out what the Kyrosdyn
areupto. I’'mjust trying to get somekind of fed for this place—it's so bewildering. There seemsto be
no sense of an underlying order. | get the impression from everything | hear that those with authority hold
it by virtue of treachery and strength rather than by the agreement of the people over whom it sheld—or
for their good, for that matter.” He frowned as hetried to clarify hisidess. ‘ There seemsto be an urgeto
seize power for its own sake, without redlizing that that in itself provokes opposition — particularly
amongst a people so strong-willed and independently-minded as most of those I’ ve met here. It svery



frightening.”
Heirn was unsure how to respond. * Y our people livein perfect peace and harmony? he said defensively.

Atlon laughed ruefully. ‘| asked for that, | suppose,” he replied. ‘ But, answering your question, no, my
people argue and quarrel agreat ded — astoo do my respected and learned Brothers — a great deal.
Onething my travels have taught meisthat while customs, costumes and tongues differ, people don't.
Y ou' re not the only strong-willed and independently minded people by any means. But, on the whole,
those with authority in my country are burdened by it. They’ re aware of where their true power comes
from and they striveto useit for the genera good.’

Heirn leaned back in his chair and looked at him narrowly. ‘It al sounds like something concocted by a
twelve-year-old.’

Atlon laughed again, loudly thistime, forgetting the deeping Pinnatte. ‘ That' s because | said it quickly.’
Hethrew up hishandsin surrender. ‘1 told you | was floundering.” Then he became suddenly serious.
Thelaughter had released tensions from him that he had not redized were there, but this only served to
show him the starkness of his position. He held up his hand, histhumb and forefinger alittle way apart.
‘The difference between those who have power in my country and those here is perhaps only dight, but it
seemsto be vitdl. It seemsto be the difference between some semblance of order, and chaos'’

“You think Arash-Felloren’s chaotic?
‘I told you. | think it sfrightening.’

Hernfdl slent. He stared into the cold grate. * | think you' reright on both points,” he said eventudly,
gpeaking dowly and softly. ‘ Though it’ sdways been likethat and | can’'t imagineit changing.” He
paused. ‘ There are splendid things in the city —and good people —and honest livings to be made.’

‘I'msurethereare,” Atlon said. Y ou're very patient with my clumsiness. I'm an academic —a student,
not adiplomat.’

‘And you're floundering.” Heirn’ stone was gently ironic.
‘Indeed.’

Heirn turned back to him. ‘| suppose | am too, now,” he said. ‘I know nothing about you other than that
you' ve brought disruption and even death in your wake, but for some reason | trust you. | decided when
we were in the park that you were worth helping.” He tapped his head. * No reason —just going with my
instincts. Sometimes they take over, asyou just said. So . . . what do we do?

Heirn's declaration was so smple and open that Atlon was at alossfor areply. He was spared any
awkward delay however, as, from the bedroom where Pinnatte lay, came aloud and anguished cry.

Chapter 23
Imorren gazed around in wonder. This must surely have been brought about by the Anointing.

All study, dl caculation, dl experiment to determine the precise consegquences of the Anointing
foundered eventually in tangled infinities and improbabilities. More than one Higher Brother had taken
refugein insanity asaresult of Imorren’ s relentless drive to negotiate this shrieking intellectua vortex.
More than one anonymous vagrant had perished as aresult of her experiments. Y et shewould not even
alow the whispering of that growing consensus that the consequences were, by definition, unknowable,



‘You areflawed, shewould say. ‘Y our faithisweak. Try harder.’

All that was known for certain was that the Anointing would reach across those regions whose ultimate
description defied known logic, and open Ways to the endless worlds that lay beyond and between the
flickering existence of the world which held Arash-Fdlloren. Worlds across which He was scattered.
Broken once again by cruel and treacherous enemies.

Just the prospect of this brought with it an old question. How could it have happened? How could He
have been so defeated?

Imorren twitched away from it, as she did whenever it cameto her. Answersto that question defied her
as much as answersto the outcome of the Anointing. Not least because she could not even begin to
approach them rationdly with the little knowledge she had of His end. But once asked, she could do no
other than wearily rehearse again the responses she had had almost from the time she first heard the
news. Had she been there, would it have been different? Or would she too have been swept away by
whatever power it was that had dispatched Him? Had she been sent away to learn about the crystals
because He had foreseen His destiny? Was His passing and her leaving no more than part of a degper
scheme — perhaps are-forging of His new lieutenants? That idea had come later, and held alittle more
comfort. But no answer seemed wholly credible. He had been so powerful. So seemingly invincible.

Yet...

Asit dwaysdid, theflurry of guilt and anger dwindled into adull achelow in her somach. And as she
aways did, she centred hersdlf. There was now, and only now. What had been, what might have been,
served only to cloud and obscure. She must have faith. She was here by Hiswill and serving His ends.
She it was who must open the Ways so that He might begin Hisreturn. For only in thisworld could He
be truly whole. And only from thisworld could He spread forth again to take what wasrightfully His.

Shereturned to her vigil.

She knew that she was dreaming. She had aways been able to stand aside from the swirling confusion of
her deeping thoughts. Often, she was able to control them. Deep inside, where lay that hidden ache,
perhaps even deeper, she believed that this was why she had been chosen, and why it was her destiny
ultimately to be by His side— His powerful right hand. For had not He Himself told her of the importance
of those few who could walk the dreams of others? Those who could find the Portals and Gateway's that
led to the worlds beyond and between, and who could move freely amongst them, guiding those who
could re-shape them.

She paused and held her breath at the memory, and her dream seemed to halt with her, watching,
listening. Had sheimagined it, or had some subtle demon of salf-deceit placed the thought in her mind
subsequently? But surely there had been ahint of envy inthat telling . . . Even now she scarcely dared
consider such athing. It was not conceivable that He, in His perfection, could be tainted with so grossa
humenfailing.

Yet...

She shook the thought from her violently — the dream trembled.
To think such thingswas heresy! No, it was worse than heresy.
Words did not exist that could adequately frame such treachery.

Thefailing was hers. She had misunderstood Him . . . some subtlety in Histelling. It could not be



otherwise.
Yet...

Inexorably, other thoughts dipped in to compound her crime. Could it be that she, with her control over
her dreams, was one such? Did she have, latent within her, that eusive ability to move between the
worlds?

It should not be so, for she could use the Power. And it did not seem so, for He would have known it,
surely? For even when He was whole and strong, with many plans afoot, and she lay at Hisfeet, He
bade his servants, above dl things, to search congtantly for those so gifted.

Yet...

The dream dipped from her, asif fearful. It drew her back from this dangerous edge and on to familiar
terrain.

For the dream was both new and not new. As ever, she was amid avison of the Vaskyros. Towers,
spires, ramping walls and vaulting arches pierced and spanned asky, black with ominous clouds. Rooms,
chambers, hdls, innumerable and ornate, formed the complex weave of its heart, while dark tunnelsand
celars reached over downwards, like great roots, burrowing deep below the city. And Imorren,
motionless, floated anongst it —becameit —seeing dl things at dl times, marvelling a its subtle, ever
more detailed symmetries, and searching dwaysfor asgn of itstrue purpose that she might better create
its tangible counterpart. But that too eluded her. Words such as resonance, conjunction, aignment, came
and went, each gtriking afaint spark but bringing no illumination.

Older resources cameto her aid, setting aside the conjectures resolutely and turning her mind to the
unfolding vison. For this dream was of extraordinary vividness. It mustsurely be a consequence of the
Anointing! The thought became the last tremor of her inner debate. Her mind was free now, so that she
would see what was there, not what she thought was there, or what she felt should be there. Now,
nothing would go unmarked, unrecorded, for thiswould be to miss much — perhaps everything. For
whatever dsethiswas, it was anexus, ajoining — an intersection — of many places and times and, aswith
al ese, when it must come to be made, the consequences of the least error wereincalculable.

The dream wastotaly hers again, the jagged complexity of the changed Vaskyros embedded in her mind
to be carried forward into wakefulness.

But still there lingered ahint of her old belief that it would be she who one day would walk through the
dream and into the worlds beyond, to hold out her hand to Him and draw Him forth into His true world.

Then, at once suddenly and asif it had been thus dways, she was not done. Such dreams had dways
carried ahovering unease that others too, somewhere, somehow, were watching — that the dream was
not for her done. But thiswas different.

Now, another was |ooking through her eyes! Fear possessed her.

Neither of these things could be! Fear such asthis she had long since banished, and al here, she knew,
was of her making, touched only by Hiswill reaching out to guide her.

But the fear remained. And the other watcher.
Redization.

Thefear was not hersl



‘“Who areyou? she demanded.

Thefear grew.

‘“Who areyou? she demanded again. ‘What are you? How did you come here?
Then, agreater redization.

It was the Anointed!

And the Vaskyroswas gone. A dlent cry ringing through her, shewasfaling. Falling, through adarkness
gibbering with amyriad sounds and images. And shewas nothing. All that existed was her avareness,
hard as diamond, insubstantial as an idle summer breeze.

The fear becameterror, and, bound as she was, it threatened to become hers.

Imorren reached out to waken hersdlf.

But nothing happened.

Shewas aware of hersdlf, lying motionless on her bed, symmetrica and ordered evenin the brief deep
she was taking before her night’ swork —the central flower of the elaborate patterning that dominated the
room and which she must ever note. But she was here too.

She reached again. But bonds held her that nothing could break. She could not escape. An ancient will
was carrying her now, and with her, the Anointed. An ancient, hunting will. It possessed her. Prey was dl
around, rich and bountiful. She was heady with the stink of it. Soon, she would feed again. Satiation was
not possible. Her body would ring with the screeching of prey asit fought to hold to the life that wastruly
hers. Until thefind yidding. ..

It was good.
Ecstasy suffused her.

Then an agonizing cry of denid wasdl around her. Shetried to opposeit, but she was as nothing against
such anintent.

The darkness was rent open. Mouth and eyes gaping, Imorren burst into the light.

* k% k% %

Mouth and eyes gaping, Pinnatte burst into the light. For even the dull light seeping into Heirn’sroom
seemed bright by comparison with where he had just been. For amoment, his eyeswere like black pits.

* * % %

Gasping for breeth, her heart pounding and her mouth awash with saliva, Imorren sat upright and rigid.
Her hands, clawed, were reaching out either to seize something or to defend herself againgt it. The
familiar pattern of the room closed about her as her eyes focused. Teeth bared, she forced her breathing
to harmonize with its undulating flow. Sdivatrickled down her chin. Sucking in noisily, she leaned over
and spat into abasin on atable by the bed. Snatching up aglass, she took amouthful of water and spat
again. Then, standing up unsteadily, she leaned on the table and gazed into the bowl with its streaked and
frothy contents.

The movement had made her fed cold. Touching her forehead, she found that it was wet —very wet.



Then her aams were cold, and her gown was clinging to her. And inside she was aching and empty.
Tentatively, sheturned over asmal mirror and looked intoit.

Bright eyes shone from aflushed and glistening face. Hair was dicked and awry. She could not recognize
hersdif.

‘Whereareyou? she asked meaninglesdy.

Every part of her body urged her to sit down on the edge of the bed and put her head into her hands, but
thefacein the mirror snarled at the image. Sowly and with great ddliberation, she replaced the mirror,
face downwards— mirrors were such wild and frightening things. Then, with equa ddliberation, she
straightened, turned, and walked towards adoor at the far end of the room.

It was no easy task. She must bathe and compose herself completely before she saw anyone, but
buffeting her, like an angry wind, was agrim knowledge that was stretching her self-disciplinetoitslimits.
Disorientated though she had been, she had recogni zed the creature carrying her from the dream, and she
had recogni zed the Anointed. But something was amiss— grievoudy so. The consequences of the
Anointing might be beyond ca culation, but many of the things that they could not be, were known. And
what she had felt had been one such.

All had been well when she fet his presence at the Loose Pit.
Now, there was aflaw. A flaw that jeopardized everything she had worked for and achieved.
He must be found and examined.

* * % %

‘“You'redl right. You'redl right.” Atlon wrapped hisarms around the struggling Pinnatte, partly inan
attempt to comfort him, partly to restrain him. Heirn, better suited to such atask, stood by and watched
helplesdy, stunned by the terrible cry that Pinnatte had uttered.

‘What' sthe matter? he asked weskly as Pinnatte became quieter.

Atlon looked into the still staring eyes, bracing himsdlf for areturn of the recognition that he had seenin
the Jyolan. And the hatred. But there was nothing there except fear. He relaxed.

‘It wasjust adream,” he said.

‘Some dream,” Heirn retorted disbelievingly. Helit alamp. Its soft light pushed asde the city’ sgloaming
and made the room both smaller and more welcoming. *He swhiter than my sheets and wringing wet.’
He went out and returned a moment later with acloth and atowel. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he
gently displaced Atlon and began washing Pinnatte' s face. The young man made no response, other than
to gaze about the room.

Atlon stood back, watching the scene. For amoment hefdlt like an intruder. 1t was obvious that Heirn
had performed this duty many times before, and under less than happy circumstances, he suspected.

Then Pinnatte waved him aside. Thistoo, was something that Helrn was obvioudy used to. Atlon looked
away asthe big man hesitantly stood up. Then he turned to Pinnatte.

‘Tell mewhat happened.’
Pinnatte hugged his hand to his body and looked back at him suspicioudly.



‘Tl mewhat happened,” Atlon said again, more forcefully thistime.
‘Just adream,” Pinnatte said hurriedly. * You said | might have dreams. It was. .

Atlon was shaking his head. ‘It was the same as you had last night, wasn't it? The one you' ve been
fretting about, on and off, dl day. The one that made you hesitate when Heirn suggested you lie down for
awhile’ Heleaned forward. * And the reason why you tried to stay awake when you did lie down.’

Pinnatte was again oscillating between trust and distrust of this strange man. How could he know so
much?

‘Itwasjusta. ..

‘No!” Atlon interrupted him. *No more foolishness. Something' s troubling you badly and | might be able
to help you with it. But I must know what’ s happened to you — about your dream — about your hand.
How did you get that mark?

It wasarisk, but Atlon was glad that the question was out. Pinnatte clutched his hand closer.

Atlon pressed on. ‘| don’t know what’ s happening to you, Pinnatte, but thisis something you need to be
free of, you must be aware of that.’

Theword ‘free’ echoed in Pinnatte’ s mind. But no, this stranger should be minding his own business.
There was nothing wrong with his hand. The Kyrosdyn' s touch, given for whatever reason, had brought
him to this point where his life was going to be better, where afuture existed in which real weslth, redl
freedom, might lie.

And it brought the nightmares.
The thought came from nowhere and made him shudder.

‘l anfree; hesad defiantly. He flaunted hisinjured hand, the graze now scabbed over. ‘I cango
anywhere | want, do anything | want . . " He stumbled, redlizing how ridiculous such words sounded
coming from amere Den-Mate. ‘That is, | will when ... He sstumbled again then raised hisvoiceto
force his conclusion out, ‘When Barran takesme on. I'll have the money to do everything then.’

‘Except deep,” Atlon said quietly into the strained silence that followed.
‘I'll degp well enough,” Pinnatte retorted angyily.

Dvolci clambered on to the bed and lay across hislap. Atlon looked earnestly at Pinnatte and shook his
head. The denia seemed to enrage the young man. ‘ The Kyrosdyn has shown metheway,” he burst out,
but hisvoicetrailed off and hisarm came out asif to snatch back the words.

‘So itwas something the Kyrosdyn did to you, wasit? Atlon said sympathetically. ‘1 was beginning to
suspect that.’

Pinnatte sammered, ‘No,” and ‘' Yes,” afew times, ending with an uncomfortable, ‘ Yes’

No sooner had he uttered the word than awave of guilt and dismay flooded through him. This tormentor
had tricked him! The guilt became suddenly araving anger. Something in him reached out to destroy
Atlon.

He had afleeting vison of Dvolci, teeth bared, hackles raised, legping up, and Atlon’s hand being lifted in
front of him, filling the world. Then there came a blow that seemed to strike every part of hisbody, and a



suffocating darkness folded around him.

‘“Yegods,’ Dvolci exclamed. Hewas crouching low on top of a cupboard. ‘Where did that come from?
What ishe?

‘What' ve you doneto him? Heirn burst out. It looked to him asthough Atlon had struck the young man
after Dvolci had suddenly leapt away. But even as he spoke he saw that Atlon was swaying. He seized
hisarm. ‘“What' s the matter? What' s happening?

Atlon raised ahand for amoment’ spause. ‘I’'mdl right — I think. But | hadn’t expected that.’
‘Expected what? Why did you hit him?

Atlon gently prised Heirn’ sgrip from hisarm. Bending over Pinnatte, he began to examine him
thoroughly, listening firgt to his bresthing, then testing many pulses. Helooked only partidly relieved when
he stood up. Heirn noticed that his hands were shaking.

‘He' sdl right, aswell,” he said. *Which is due moreto his good fortune than my skill.” He groped
backwards for achair then sat down like an old man. ‘I didn’t hit him, Heirn,” he said, after along pause.
‘It was he who nearly hit me— nearly killed me—and you. | just defended mysdlf . . . likel did againgt

the Kyrosdyn yesterday.’

Heirn was about to proclaim that Pinnatte had never moved, but Atlon’s pain reached into him likea
revelation. ‘Y ou mean, he used this. . . Power . . . of yours? He needed no answer, even though his
own protests followed immediately. ‘ But he' sa street thief, not a Kyrosdyn. What would he know about
such things? I’ Il wager he' s never studied anything in hislife except how to cut purses. And | doubt you' Il
find coinson him, let done crydas’

But even as he was speaking, Heirn could fedl Atlon’s own bewilderment and concern. It trembled
through him. He motioned towards the other room. ‘If he' sal right, we can talk next door.’

Atlon shook hishead. ‘1 daren’t leave him. He might be quiet for the moment, but . . . Heleft any
conclusion unspoken. ‘1 need to think.” He took hold of Pinnatte sright hand and examined it closdly.
Dvolci cameto the bedside and joined him, his snout twitching as he peered at the seemingly innocuous
wound. His hackleswere il raised and he seemed unusualy energetic, asif kegping himsdlf ready for
another sudden flight. Atlon laid ahand on him.

‘I"'m sorry about before,” Dvolci said. ‘| didn’'t mean to get in your way. | just didn’'t seeit coming fast
enough.’

‘Don’'t distressyourself,” Atlon said. ‘If you hadn’t moved so quickly, | wouldn’t have seen it either.
WEe |l both of us haveto be more careful in future. Heirn’ s hospitaity has made uslax. It' sasyou said,
we' redtill on the battlefied.

He released Pinnatte’ s hand. ‘ That’ sthe second time,” he said. * First the Jyolan, now here. And both
times there was virtually no warning. It was almost as though he was suddenly someone €lse. Someone
who recognized me’

‘Morelikely, recognized what you are’

‘Would you please tdl mewhat’ s happening? Heirn asked into the ensuing silence. He sounded amost
plantive

Atlon tapped hishand on hisknee nervoudy. ‘I don’t know. That’ sthe problem. Something very strange



has been done to thisyoung man. Something awful. And it’ sto do with that mark on hishand. I’ m getting
responses from it and to it which | can't begin to understand.” He looked at Dvolci but thefelci smply
shook his head. ‘He tried to attack me in the Jyolan for no apparent reason. Dvolci managed to stop him,
which was fortunate, to say theleast. | shudder to think what the consequences would have beenif I'd
had to defend mysdlf there. But just now, he actualy used it — used the Power — and asawegpon.” He
wiped the back of hishand across his forehead and Heirn was horrified to see true despair in hiseyes.
‘In the name of pity, Dvolci, what have we got here?

‘An abomination.” Thefdci’sreply was harsh.
‘An ordinary young man, Atlon said.

‘He might have been ordinary once, but heisn't now,” Dvolci said, jumping on to the bed. He peered
intently at the deeping Pinnatte. * Though he seems harmless enough now. 1t makes no sense’

‘But how long will he stay harmless?
Dvolci did not reply.

Atlon straightened up and pushed himself back in his chair. Helooked a Heirn. * Y ou were right before,
of course. Someone like this shouldn’t be able to use the Power. Even people who have a natural
gptitude for it can’t normdly useit in any significant way — certainly not like thisonejust did. Long and
careful training is needed to turn gptitude into ability. And great personal dedication.’

Heirn, lost, snatched at idess. ‘He says he' sa Den-Mate, and he acts like one, but perhaps he' slying.
Perhaps he’ sa Kyrosdyn novice, pretending to be athief, for somereason.” The conclusion rang falseto
him even as he was speaking it. His every Arash-Felloren ingtinct told him that Pinnatte was what he said
hewas.

Atlon was shaking his head. ‘ He hadn’t avestige of control, Heirn. He was like aleaking bucket.” He
closed hiseyes and laid his hands on Pinnatte again. * And now ther€’ s not avestige of Power within him,
other than . . . something . . . from hishand.’

‘“You cantdl that? Heirn asked. ‘Just by . . ." He ended with avague shrug.

‘Oh, yes. And so can anyone ese who knows how. That' swhy | wanted to keep away from that
Kyrosdyn, and why the Jyolan frightened me so much.’

Heirn was determined to help. ‘Has he any crystals on him?'Y ou haven't looked.’

‘Hewasn't usng crystals.” Atlon was categorical. ‘1t was anatura use. Uncontrolled, but unaided.” He
glanced up a Heirn and reproached himsdlf. Y ou’ re taking dl thisvery well.’

‘| don’'t seem to have achoice.” Theimmediate and somewhat acid response reassured Atlon. * Things
are happening in front of my eyes, and while | can’t understand most of them —any of them! —1 can't
deny them, can |?

Sdf-reproach filled Atlon’ sface. “We re fortunate indeed to have met you, Heirn. And I’ m sorry for
burdening you likethis, if | haven't apologized dready.’

Heirn dismissed theremark. ‘It' sonly aburden if | chooseto makeit one,’ he said. ‘ But knowledge
would help me without adoubt.’

‘And me;’ Atlon said ruefully, turning back to Pinnatte again. *It's not possible, you see. The way he uses



the power can’t be achieved without a certain kind of control —a structure, a shape, if you like. And he
hasnone. It's. .." Heshrugged helplesdy. ‘ It’ s as though he' s climbing aladder with no rungs, or . . .
melting iron without heat. It simpossble. It justcan’t be .” Angry frustration ripped into hisvoice. He
gtruck his pam with hisfist asif the violence would resolve the paradox.

‘Butitis?

Atlon let out aloud, grating breath, whichwasamost asnarl. ‘ Yes—itis’

‘“Which leaves uswhere?

Atlonlooked a him helplesdy. ‘Which leaves uswith Pinnatte,” he said after along pause.

Heirn too, took some time before he spoke again. He searched Atlon’ sface. ‘ Perhaps you should just
wak awvay from him.’

It needed no great perception to see that Atlon was sorely tempted by the suggestion. Dvolci watched
the two men.

‘I"d like nothing better,” Atlon said eventudly. ‘But | can’t. I’ [l walk away from you any time you tel me
to, but | can’'t walk away from thisyoung man. | wish | could. | don’t know what | expected to find
when | sat out on thisjourney, but it was nothing like this nightmare. But having found it, I’ ve no choice
other than to find out more about it. Something terrible' s happening here’ He pointed &t Pinnatte. * And
he' s near the heart of it, I’'m sure. HE' s admitted that the Kyrosdyn are involved — that they’ ve done
something to him.” Hefdl slent, hisface distressed. When he spoke again, he echoed hislast phrase
dowly, asif hasty speech might scatter the pieces of adelicately balanced puzzle. ‘ They’ ve done
somethingto him . . . and it'sgone wrong. That must beit.He' san accident .’

He stood up. ‘What could they have been trying to do? And why? He tapped afinger towards Pinnatte.
‘Nothing for his benefit, for sure. And it wasn't this— not what he' sturned into. Nothing could be gained
by making someone able to use the Power as he does without the discipline that’ sintringic to it. Nothing.
It slike loosing a stampede into a crowded square. Like making awegpon whichisaslikely to kill its
user as his enemy. Perhaps even more s0.” He nodded, satisfied with this conclusion, but little wiser.

‘Y es. They’ ve tried some obscene experiment on him, and it’'s gone wrong. It’s not remotely conceivable
that he was ever meant to be like this’

Hetook Pinnatte' s hand again. * Probably this open cut and Ellyn’s drawing ointment have conspired to
play havoc with their scheme. Incredible’

Heirn frowned at histone. ‘Y ou sound dmost regretful,’ he said.

Atlon looked alittle guilty. ‘No, not redly,” hereplied. ‘Not at all, actudly. But . . . He seemed reluctant
to voice what hewasthinking for fear it might givethelieto thisdenid. ‘ To do something like this
deliberately would be a staggering achievement.” He shook his head, an admiring academic, despite
himsdlf. ‘ There' sknowledge here that would have even the most sedate of my ederly brethren skipping
like children. Knowledge that reachesinto the profoundest depths of what we think of as our world, our
redity. But it' saso an obscenity. An appdling and dangerous obscenity, with profound consequences for
us here, now. Perhaps even for the whole city. They’ ve been meddling near the heart of aregion where
infinite possihilitiesjostle incessantly, dabbling with aswirling dynamic equilibrium which isbeyond any
understanding. Even to gpproach it they must have known the risksthey were running. And it’sgone
wrong. It'sunforgivable.” Anger lit hisface briefly, then faded.  So, being honest, yes, perhaps part of me
isregretful —but it' savery tiny part. Mainly I’'m frightened and sickened. Though if it weren’t so tragic
and so dangerous, I’ d also be darkly amused that Ellyn’ s smple ointment has so disturbed such a



sophisticated venture!

Heirn could offer nothing againgt this confession. As ever, he clung to the practical. *What are we going
to do with him, then?

Atlon had begun to pace up and down. He stopped. ‘Idedlly, what I’ d like to do istake him back with
me 0 that my Elders could find out what’ s hgppened to him and help him.’

‘No chance of that,” Heirn said conclusively. ‘He' sabonded Den-Mate for one thing, and, you heard
him, he’ sgot aspirations to further himsalf asaresult of his escapade last night —with Barran, no less.
From the melting pot into the forge asfar as| can see, but that’ s what he wants. He' s ayoung man who
could use some guidance, without a doubt, but there' s nothing you can do about that —the city’ sfull of
thelikesof him. I'll tell you this— even your horse would be hard-pressed to drag him away from the city
and what he imaginesto be his future prospects.’

‘| was only ordering my thoughts,” Atlon said. ‘I wouldn't attempt to take him away. Not least because
there’ sno saying how dangerous he' sliable to become, nor how soon.’

Heirn looked at the dight figure on the bed. Atlon anticipated his question. ‘He mightn’t look dangerous,
but heis, believe me. If he' d released the Power he intended for mejust now, you' d have been killed as
well, and no smdl part of this building wrecked.’

Heirn’ sdoubtsflared. ‘I’ m doing my best with what you' re teling me, but he’ s not the size of two good
nails, for pity’s sake. What could he possibly . .

‘Have you forgotten how casudly you were pinned againgt that wall, so soon? Atlon cut across his
outburgt, dmogt angrily. ‘ And that Kyrosdyn wasllittle larger than Pinnatte here’

Pinnatte stirred. Despite his protestations about Pinnatte’ s size, Heirn jumped back. Atlon took a deep
breath and moved to the side of the bed.

‘Y ou fedling better now? he asked, as Pinnatte’ s eyes opened.

Pinnatte levered himself upright. ‘Yes. Did | fal adegp in the middle of something? He started and
turned anxioudy to Heirn. ‘ Thetime, thetime. | mustn't be late to see Barran. He'll forget mefor sureif |
keep him waiting.”

Without waiting for areply, he svung off the bed.

‘It sdl right, Heirn replied, taking note of Atlon’s studied calmness, and trying to copy it. ‘Y ou just
nodded off. There' splenty of time. | wouldn’t let you miss your gppointment.” He was not entirely
successful in keeping an edge from hisvoice.

‘Do you remember what you just did? Atlon asked.

Pinnatte looked a him, automatically assuming a puzzled and innocent expression, and preparing to reach
for one of hisextensve collection of well-rehearsed excuses. He hadn’t taken anything here, he knew.
Oddly enough, the idea had not even occurred to him while he had been with these people.

‘Don’'t you remember getting angry with me, amoment ago? Atlon pressed.

Pinnatte became genuinely puzzled. Then the memory of the nightmare crashed in on him with aforce that
was dmogt physical —the scents, the screams, the emotions, the helplessness. He gasped and lifted his
hands asif to fend them off.



Heirn took another pace backwards. Dvolci planted hisfront legs on the side of the bed opposite Atlon,
his eyesflicking intently between him and Pinnatte. Atlon managed to remain outwardly cam, but his
mind was racing. The disturbance about Pinnatte that he had felt before had returned strongly, and though
it lacked the power and vividnessit had had when first he encountered it in the Jyolan, it nevertheless
confirmed that Pinnatte’ s condition was not improving. If helet him return to the Jyolan, who could say
what the consequences would bein that awful place?

Another thought came — startling him with its obviousness. Why was Pinnatte wandering loose? It did not
seem probable that the Kyrosdyn would have performed such an experiment on him and smply let him
walk away. Or did they not know what had happened to him —that their experiment had been marred?
Both options darmed him. Despite the risks, he had no aternative but to try to win the confidence of this
young man. At least thistime he would be ready for aviolent reaction. Reaching the decison camed him,
and his voice was soft and encouraging when he spoke.

‘If that dream’ s till troubling you, you'’ d be best advised to spit it out. Many night-time monsters shrivel
at thetouch of thelight.’

Once again, Pinnatte shot him alook full of doubt and suspicion, and for an instant Atlon sensed the
antagonism that he had faced before, though thistimeit was distant and wesk.

‘| don't understand,” Pinnatte blurted out. ‘| don't have dreams. At least, | don’t think | do. I’ ve never
remembered one, ever.’

‘Some peopledon’t,” Atlon said, heartened by thisfirst response.

Restraints suddenly broke in Pinnatte. ‘It'sthe creature,” hesaid. ‘1 know itis. | didn't redlize until just
now. It looked at melast night. Looked up at me—me . Singled me out of the entire crowd and bowed
to me. It wants me for something.’

Atlon said nothing but motioned him to continue. Pinnatte’ svoice fel to awhisper. He wasdmost achild
now. ‘It'sjoined to mein some way. It reached into my mind last night —took me hunting.” He
shuddered.

‘| don't understand. What do you mean?

Briefly the antagonism flared again, but it could not survive againg the torrent of fearsthat Pinnatte had
released. ‘| wastherewithit. No, Iwas it. | could hear prey screaming.” There was cold resonance about
the word prey. ‘| was making them scream. | was feeding on their screaming —their terror.” Pinnatte
shuddered again, but thistime the shudder turned into an uncontrollable shivering. Though he did not
move, Atlon braced himsdlf inwardly, for he could fed amaelstrom of conflicting forces struggling for
supremacy within the young man’ stortured frame. Carefully he held out ahand to prevent Heirn from
stepping forward to help.

Pinnatte’ s shivering showed no sign of abating, and indeed, Atlon could fed hisinner struggle worsening.
He could not st by and watch idly, but in such confusion there was no saying what the results would be
of anything that he did. Hisevery ingtinct wasto put his arms around the young man again and offer him
some simple comfort in his pain. But he knew enough to redlize that Pinnatte had probably never had
such trestment and that its unfamiliarity might be more disturbing than caming. Instead herisked an
approach he thought Pinnatte might well have encountered. He took him by the arms and shook him
firmly.

‘Enough!” he shouted. * All you' ve had is a nightmare —abad dream. It’s out in the open now, and it's
gone. There s nothing to he frightened about. Besides, do you think Barran would be interested in



someone who trembles a his dreams?
Almost immediately, Pinnatte became camer. Atlon felt the darkness within him dip away.
Then it was back again, taking him completely unawares.

Pinnatte’ s hand shot out and struck him in the chest, hurling him againgt the wall. The same fate befell
Heirn who reached forward to seize him.

‘No!" Pinnatte bellowed at Atlon, even as he was brushing Heirn aside. ‘| know what you are, warlock.
Thetimeiscoming. Y ou too will be prey soon.’

Then the room was echoing to the sounds of his fleeing footsteps.
Chapter 24

Rostan was unashamedly afraid. Twice now he had explained in great detail what he had doneto
Pinnatte, and the circumstancesthat led to it. Such few lies as he had told at hisfirst confesson he had
reiterated so often to himself subsequently that they had now become the truth for him, but that gave him
little comfort. Imorren’s manner was glacia as she probed relentlesdy into every nuance of the event,
peding back layer after layer, crudly dissecting his actions. He had not seen her like this often, but he
recognized the mood. Something was appalingly wrong. So wrong that someone could diefor it —and
very unpleasantly. Already he had alist of scapegoatsto hand.

Then there had come this silence, with Imorren Sitting motionless and unreadable, and a sense of
oppression o filling the small room that it threatened to choke him. In the end, he could do no other than

Speak.
‘Ailad, may | ask what has happened?

The question released Imorren from her circling thoughts. Such that Rostan had done he had done
correctly — or in accordance with what had been decided for the Anointing. That he was lying about the
circumstances she knew and accepted. It was of no importance. For even had he Anointed the wrong
person, the consequences could not have been what she had felt when she was so violently torn from her
dream. And it had not been the wrong person. Rostan must indeed have been moved by Hiswill to do
what he did, for there was nothing amiss about the Anointed when she had felt his presence at the Jyolan
the previous night. All then had been well. A fedling of wholeness, of the coming together of many
disparate threads, had pervaded her, dmost ecstaticaly.

But now?

The bonding of the Anointed to her and the creature, in some region beyond the dream, had been a
strange and unexpected experience, yet there was an order to it that did not seem untoward and which
doubtlesswould yidld its secretsto careful study later. But the Anointed’ sterror, hisviolent severing of
the bond when he should have plunged with her into the creature’ s offering, was deeply disturbing. Even
worse however, was the fleeting glimpse she had had as she tumbled back into wakefulness. the
Anointed had acquired the ability to use the Power. Just as Rostan was endlesdy repesating his encounter
with Pinnatte, so Imorren returned to this revelaion over and over. It was an impossibility — but she had
fetit, surely? Or had she misunderstood, misinterpreted? No, she had felt what she had fdlt. It had been
the Power. But wild and uncontrolled — another impossibility. But . . .

Round and round.

Something had happened to the Anointed since last night.



‘Tell me about the dead novice,’ shesaid.

Rostan gtarted at this sudden departure from the intense scrutiny of the Anointing. Imorren hersaf was
surprised by it, coming to her unbidden asit had.

‘There slittleto tell, Ailad,” Rostan said, tentatively relaxing. ‘Heleft on aroutine task — aone—then he
was found this morning by a passer-by who reported it to usin the hope of areward. | sent some Lesser
Brothersto pick him up. Hewas. . " He hesitated. ‘ Badly spent. So much so that the crowd who
gathered just presumed that he was one of our older Brothers who had ssimply collapsed and died.’

‘How badly spent was he?

‘Completely, Ailad, Rostan said. * Although | only discovered that mysdlf alittle while ago when |
examined him persondly.’

Imorren touched her throat. ‘ And his crystals were gone, you said?
Rostan nodded. * Stolen, presumably. They’ d have been transmuted completely. Worth afortune.’

Imorren became practicd. ‘ And they’re ftill ours. Contact Barran. Tell him that first-water greens—
worked greens— have been stolen, and to detain anyone trying to sall them. We may aswell put our
novice s contribution to some use. Crystals of that qudity aren’t easlly comeby.’

Rostan made to stand up. Imorren waved him back to his seet. ‘Later,” she said.

She became thoughtful. ‘1t'salong time since anything like this has happened. What do you know about
thisnovice?

Rostan gave adismissive shrug. ‘ Nothing much. He was competent, conscientious. He d have made
steady progress, quite probably to the Higher Brotherhood eventudly.’

‘And his senstivity?
‘Better than average, his Teaching Brother said.’
Imorren frowned dightly. * Temperament, control ?

“His control was appropriate to his sengtivity — above average — more than adequate for his normal
duties. Asfor temperament, who can say? Apparently he wasn't someone that this would have been
expected of .’

Imorren turned to him, cold again. Y ou haven't thought about this, have you? she said.

Rostan, suddenly afraid again, opted for honesty without amoment’ s consideration. ‘No, Ailad. Not at
al. I've had little time with dl that’ s been happening.’

‘Think about it now.’

Rostan bowed dightly. ‘1 imagine he' d been experimenting in someway,’ he said casudly. ‘ That' sthe
way these things usualy happen.” A flicker of movement in Imorren focused his concentration with brutal
swiftness. Hergected hisremark before shedid. ‘But in an dley far from hisown cell’? And on hisown?
He stopped as the implication of the novice' s death unfurled with stark clarity. How could he have
missed it? He added quickly to hislist of scapegoats even as he put his hand to his head and voiced the
inevitable conclusion. * And completdy spent? He paused significantly. ‘ Unless he accidentaly ssumbled
on amore advanced technique. . . which isunlikely, to say theleast . . . he couldn’t possibly have taken



the crystals through the phaseslike that on hisown.’ 1t was not necessary to say more. He cursed
inwardly. Asif there wasn’t enough happening at the moment. Someone — another Brother — had
murdered the wretched man! But why? For some petty dight? Novices could become dangeroudy
intense, but that was always watched for. Or perhapsit was ajockeying for position. Or awoman? He
blurted out excuses before they were sought.

‘But there’ snot been even ahint of trouble amongst the novices. There hasn’t been in years, not snce
your re-ordering of their duties. And they’ re watched congtantly for signs of instability.’

Imorren nodded dowly. ‘Nor would | expect one of them to resort to such sophistication to murder
someone. Especialy when by doing so they’ d only point towards themsalves. It' snot asif therearen't
assassins enough to be hired in the city.’

‘It might have been asudden quarrdl .’

Imorren’s hand dismissed theidea. * A novice who had done thiswould dmost certainly fal victim to the
crysdshimsdf. And who e se amongst uswould bother killing anovice thus?

The andysiswas accurate and Rostan, with nothing to add, remained silent. Something was pending.
‘Which leaves us with the possibility that someone other than one of our own did this’

Rostan’ s eyes widened and, in spite of himself, he ventured to argue with his Ailad. * But that’ s not
possible! There ve been no users of the Power other than ourselvesin generations. Our control’ sbeen
absolute. No one could suddenly appear with the ability to use the Power —especidly like that.’

‘1 did”
Thereply cut through Rostan. He ssammered before lapsing into an uncomfortable silence.
‘Yes...but...youwere...

‘l was not from thiscity.” Imorren’ stone told him nothing, but when she turned to him, he sat very ill.
‘In common with most of the people who are Arash-Felloren born, you make the mistake of imagining it
to be the whole world. Many thingsit is— more than you know. But everything, it isnot. There are
powerful landsfar from here which eventualy, when the city iswholly ours, wewill have to ded with.
And in these lands are people who study the Power as we do — quite openly — though they have neither
the crystals nor our knowledge. They should not, however, be under-estimated. It is possible that
someone has come as | did. Perhaps a passing traveler, perhaps someone with amore sinister intention.
Such aperson could well have been chalenged by our novice and donethisasaresult.’

‘But. ..

‘1 am speculating, Highest,” Imorren said. * Speculating that thisiswhat could have happened. To
speculate further would be pointless, but it’s an dternative that mustn’t beignored.” She became
brusque. * Discreetly examine the novices, of course— by way of trying to discover how the poor man
might have come to be where he was. Did he experiment, talk of experimenting, was he concerned about
anything . . . you need no counselling from me about how to ded with this” Then she was thoughtful
again. ‘But tell everyoneto be watchful when they’re out in the city. On the pretext of looking for the
stolen crydtds, tell them to report any unusua manifestations of the Power that they encounter.’

Rostan bowed again. ‘| will, Ailad,” he said. He carefully adjusted his robe preparatory to aformal
leave-taking.



‘The Anointing has been marred.’

Imorren’ swords jolted Rostan back to the condition he had been in before she digressed on to the
subject of the dead novice. His mouth opened to echo her last word, but no sound came.

‘| don’t understand, Ailad,” he managed to say, eventudly.
‘It ismarred —flawed — not as it should be.’

Imorren did not need to look at him to fed histerror. It gave her some pleasure, but she needed him and
she needed him dert, not pardysed with fear. Unusudly and reluctantly, she released him.

‘Thefault isnot yours, Highest. What you did, you did well. But while dl was satisfactory last night, now
itisnot.’

Inasurge of relief, Rostan risked a question. *How hasthis madeitself known to you, Ailad?

‘That isof noimport.” She stared a him, grey eyes piercing. ‘Gariak lost track of him at the Jyolan, you
sad?

‘Do you wish him punished, Ailad?

Imorren shook her head. ‘ Give the Anointed’ s Sign to the Lesser and Higher Brothers and tell them he's
to be found and brought to me. But gently. He must not be harmed. He must not even be frightened.
Make that clear on pain of my gravest displeasure. Hisroleistoo uncertain at the moment for any
rashness. But he must be found, and found soon. Seetoiit.’

* * % %

By the time Atlon and Heirn had reached the door, Pinnatte was nowhere to be seen. Atlon, rubbing his
bruised chest, glanced up and down the busy street. ‘ That way,” he and Dvolci said Smultaneoudy. Heirn
put arestraining hand on Atlon’s shoulder as he made to set off.

‘Where are you going?
‘After him, of course’

‘He' sadreet thief, Atlon. HE Il run three paces for every one of yours, weave through a crowd you
couldn’t charge ahorse through, and climb walls you wouldn’t tackle with aladder. Not to mention the
fact that he knows the city and you' d be lost two streets from here.’

‘Don’'t worry, Dvolci and | can track him.

Heirn released him. * Maybe so, maybe not. But when you'’ ve tracked and caught him, what' re you going
to do then? He acknowledged a greeting from a passer-by.

Atlon sagged. Helooked up and down the street again then at the surrounding buildings. Despite the
solidity of Heirn's presence, the city was adeeply dien placeto him.

‘I don’t know,” he admitted. ‘But | can’'t just let him wander free. He' s dangerous, for onething.’

Heirn was sympathetic. ‘ The city’ sfull of dangerous people,’ he said. * Always has been. What' s one
more?

‘In Pinnatte’ s case, it’' sonetoo many,” Atlon replied.



Heirn did not speak for amoment. 'Y ou can't sandbag him and hurl him across your saddle, can you?
Y ou can’t do anything about him if he doesn’t want you to. And | think, on reflection, you’ d be well
advised not evento try.’

Therewasanotein Heirn's voice that sharpened Atlon’ s attention. *What do you mean?

Heirn looked uncomfortable. ‘ This Power of yours—and Pinnatte’s. I’ ve seen you use it — experienced it
myself. But | don't think you realize how disturbing it is. Even now | have to make an effort to accept it.’
Hisvoicefdl, and he glanced significantly at the late evening treffic. ‘ But there’ salot herelikely to be
consderably less understanding.” He produced akey and locked the door then motioned Atlon to
accompany him aong the street. *1t' sonly just dawned on me, but what you call the Power, iscalled
“Kyroscreft” here. And it sgreatly feared. Infact, even ahint of itislikely to sart ariot.’

‘| don’t understand,” Atlon said.

Heirn turned a corner into a steeply doping street. Y ou know aready that the Kyrosdyn are intensaly
didiked by most of the people.” Atlon nodded. ‘Wdll, it' smore than just their politica meddling. It's
something that’ s come down through the ages. A fear. Fear that they can do strange things— forbidden
things. That they can move objects without touching them, control people, see through walls, hear
people sthoughts. . . dl sorts of things.’

“How can any kind of knowledge be forbidden? Atlon interrupted scornfully. * That’ s like forbidding the
wind.” He became both passionate and withering. ‘ The Power’ sno more a“forbidden” thing than the
opening of aflower. It strue natureisn’t understood, granted, but that’ s the case with mogt thingsif you
think deeply enough —not least ourselves. And you wouldn't deny that it’sin our nature to inquire into
such things endlesdy, would you? Forbidden indeed!”

Heirn made to speak but Atlon pressed on earnestly. ‘ The effects of the normal use of the Power are
understood perfectly. They’ re calculable and consistent. They obey rules of logic and reason. Seeing
through wals and hearing peopl€ sthoughtswith it isjust plain foolishness—wild ignorance’

Heirn adopted a schoolmasterly manner which left Atlon looking at him self-conscioudy when he had
finished.

‘Logic and reason aren’t common commoditiesin Arash-Felloren, outlander,” Heirn continued, asif he
had never been interrupted. ‘Ignoranceis. Very common. And, as I’ m sure you know, ignorance breeds
fear. And, right or wrong, like it or not, fear of what the Kyrosdyn are believed to be able to do has
caused serioustroublein the past. Troublethat’ s resulted in people being killed — hundreds of people.
Takeit from me, Pinnatte' s Power —if he usesit —isagreater danger to him thanitisto anyonedse’

‘How? Atlon asked, incredulous.

Heirn became wilfully patient again. ‘ If he usesit congpicuoudy — perhapsto attack someone like he did
you, or to stick someoneto awall like that Kyrosdyn did to me, or even to move ahorseshoe, he'll bring
the City —the mob —down on him like arockfdl. HE Il be lynched.

Atlon stopped and looked a him. The smith’s manner was assured and straightforward.
‘The mob?

Heirn gave him aquizzica ook then indicated the people passing by. ‘ Them —me, | suppose. I've
followed the Cry after somethief before now, when | wasyoung.” Therewas adefensve notein hislast
remark. He did not seem to be proud of the memory. ‘Y ou behave differently in acrowd.’



‘Yes’ Atlon said thoughtfully. * That | understand. But they’ d kill him for using the Power —even
innocuoudy? Just like that?

‘Judt likethat,” Heirn continued. ‘ It' s happened times beyond counting when the Cry goes up.’
Atlon stood for some time assmilating this before starting up the hill again.
‘ All the more reason we find him and do something about him,” he said &fter they had gone alittle way.

Heirn maintained his patient tone, but the effort showed. * Atlon, you said yourself that he has no control
over what he can do. Believe me, if he uses the Power and the word “Kyroscreft” goes up, he'll dmost
certainly bekilled.

‘1 might be able to protect him.’
‘No. If you' rewith him, you'll bekilled with him.’
Heirn' s voice was as matter-of-fact as his conclusion was harsh. It alowed no further appedl.

They walked on in sllence for awhile. Asthey were approaching what Atlon took to be another bridge
passing over the street, abrilliant array of glittering lights emerged from one end and began moving dowly
acrossit. Its progress was hypnotically smooth.

He stopped to gaze t it.
‘It'sonly adrinking barge, Heirn said.
‘Anagueduct,” Atlon said, smiling. ‘1 thought it wasjust another road.’

‘The city’ sfull of agueducts, cands, culverts, sreams, rivers,” Heirn said. ‘ Don’t you have them where
you come from?

‘Not agueductslike that —not in the middle of our cities, anyway,” Atlon replied. ‘ They're very flat
compared with here.’

‘Hat,” Heirn mused. ‘| find it difficult to imagine acity without hills’

Atlon made no comment, he was entranced by the barge. Decorated with flickering lights which were
brighter by far than the subdued sireet lighting, it looked like adazzling congtdlation of starsdrifting
through the night sky. As he watched it however, the noise of the passengers reached him. Though full of
laughter, it was violent and raucous, a sobering contrast to the dmost sereneimpression that the lights
gave. The contrast seemed to typify this confusing and frightening city for him. Neverthel ess, he watched
the barge until it was out of sight.

Heirn shook hishead. ‘Y ou' re making melook at things |’ ve been seeing dl my life;” he said.

‘Weall wear blinkers,” Atlon replied asthey set off again. ‘1 don't think | could have imagined acity with
S0 many hillsaweek ago, but I'm getting used to it already. And it never occurred to methat acity
without hillswould present anyone with aproblem.’

Atlon found himsdf looking upwards at each bridge they passed under before they eventudly emerged
into abroad well-lit Street. Following so soon after their conversation, Atlon appreciated the irony that,
for Arash-Felloren, it was unusudly straight and level. Typica of Arash-Felloren however, it was busy.
Cartsand carriages of al kinds were lumbering and trotting by, as were agreat many riders, and the

wholewas set in amatrix of bustling pedestrians. Somehow, everyone seemed to be making progress,



but, as Atlon had noted before, there wasllittle order in the traffic and the general clamour was
punctuated constantly by shouts and curses. He pursed his lips disapprovingly, but kept his peace.

Brightly lit arcades and open basements lined the street while stdls and carts spilled out onto it
confusingly. Even at acasud glance, Atlon could see dl manner of places offering opportunitiesto est,
drink, gamble, watch this, watch that, even pray. And there were many others which he could not
immediately identify save that they were obvioudy offering opportunitiesto part with money. Therewere
aso more than afew establishments advertising entertainments which I eft him blushing. Almost every
place had people standing outside, vying noisily with one another for the attention of passers-by, most of
whom were walking past without paying the dightest heed. Street traders were everywhere. Atlon found
it a once exciting and disturbing. Dvolci, Stting on his shoulder, confined himself to muttering darkly
under his bregth.

‘Where are you going? Atlon asked, glad for the moment to be free of the topic of Pinnatte. A group of
children dashed past them at great speed, looking backwards and laughing unpleasantly. To Atlon, it was
not a sound that children should have been making. It was followed by angry cursing and a heavy,
flustered individua waving alarge stick menacingly. Neither Heirn nor anyone else paid any atention to
him other than to step aside.

‘Nowhere specid,” Heirnreplied. ‘It sawarm evening and | didn’t want to sit inside brooding about
everything that’ s happened over the past two days.’

‘Itwon't go away,” Atlon replied, regretting it immediately.

‘It might have dready gone,” Heirn retorted, fending off a street trader. * Gone from anything we can do
about it anyway. If I’'m any judge, Pinnatte |l be at the Jyolan by now, looking to see Barran. And if
Barran takeshim on—and he could well do so —he'll be moving with people that you don’t want to have
any dealings with. Besides, |et’s be honest, whatever’ s happened to him, he reacts very badly to you. If
you find him he might attack you again, and who can say wherethat’ Il lead? He became conciliatory.
‘Maybeif he'sleft to hisown devices, this. . . trouble. . . he'shaving will fade away, as his hand hedls.
Perhaps Ellyn’ s ointment might do what you couldn’t.

There was arobust commonsense in Heirn' s remarks which tempted Atlon. He was at alossto know
what to do. What had happened to Pinnatte was something quite beyond him. Y et Heirn wasright. If
they met again, Pinnatte, or whatever was infecting him, would probably react badly to him. It was
unlikely he would be able to question him without risking some serious consequence. And therewas no
chance of taking him from the city back to his Elders. But he was clear about one thing.

‘It'snot atemporary effect, Heirn,” he said. * The Kyrosdyn have done something profound to him, and
even though it’ s been affected by hisinjury, or Ellyn’s ointment, for him to be able to use the Power the
way he does, something's spread deep into him.’

Heirn shrugged regretfully but dismissively. ‘It makes no difference, doesit? | think you've learned dl
you' re going to learn. Meeting Pinnatte again istoo risky, asisgoing to the Jyolan, so you tell me. It
could beyou're at your journey’send, Atlon. Maybe homeis your next destination.” He placed a heavy
hand on his shoulder. ‘Come on. Y ou are hungry, aren’'t you?

Heirn'sinvitation took Atlon under agaudy red canopy, through asmal iron gate, and down aflight of
steps. At the bottom, aglass door led them into alow-ceilinged room filled with tables at which people
were egting. The din from the street stopped abruptly as the door closed softly behind them. On a
counter to their right, perched on abranch, araven spread itswings and croaked, ‘Welcome,” in arich,
deep voice. Both Atlon and Dvolci started at the sound and then peered &t it intently, asif recognizing it.



‘Clever, isn'tit? Heirn sad. ‘Eldamadeit.’
‘Madeit? Atlonand Dvolci said together.

‘Yes, watch.” Heirn opened and closed the door again. The raven repeated its performance. ‘ See, it'sa
toy.” He prodded it. The bird swayed dightly but made no other response.

‘I'll giveyou toy, smith. That’ salife-size representation, accurate in every detail. And don't pokeit.”

The speaker was ared-haired woman who had appeared through adoor behind the counter. She was
about Atlon’sheight, with afull figure and around face which, though it was smiling, struck Atlon as
being capable of expressing consderable determination. She was jabbing afinger into Heirn by way of
retdiation for his assault on the raven.

‘Thisismy friend, Elda, Heirn said, rather gauchely. He introduced both Atlon and Dvolci. Atlon
received afirm handshake and a pleasant smile, but Dvolci brought Elda around the counter in
unstoppable ddight. ‘Isn’'t helovely. May 17

The question was as cursory asit was unnecessary, as Dvolci dithered down off Atlon’s shoulder and
into Elda’ s voluminous embrace. Atlon caught Heirn'seye and raised acynical eyebrow. Dvolci closed
his eyesrapturoudy.

‘Atlon’san outlander,” Heirn said gruffly. *He' sfinding the city abit difficult, so he' shelping me at the
forge while he gets used to the place. | thought he’ d enjoy your cooking.” He leaned forward. Elda, il
attending to Dvolci, kissed him casualy on the cheek and pointed to an empty table at the far end of the
room.

‘I’ll take him off you, if you like,” Atlon said, holding out his hand to receive Dvolci. ‘He can be quitea
burden.” Thefelci opened one eye and gave him abaeful look as, with afind stroke, Elda parted with
him.

‘I’ve not much money,” Atlon said.

Heirn looked a him and shook his head. * Y ou' re astrange one, Atlon,” he said. * Scarcely two daysin
the city and you' ve killed one man — or made him kill himsdlf,” he added hastily, ‘ threstened another with
the same fate smply for meddling with your horse, got yoursdlf involved with ademented street thief and
athird-rate trainer for the Fighting Pits, not to mention meeting that murderous bastard Fiarn, and
Barran’ swife, no less. Anyone would think you' d lived here dl your life! Y et you' ve got theway of a
teacher about you — a quiet student —and anaivety that’s positively staggering.” He leaned forward. ‘|
know you've not much money —I’ll make no mention of the wedth beyond imagining that you’ ve got
casudly bouncing around in your pockets. But you' ve not much money because you didn't even discuss
payment with me when | offered you ajob. Nor have you demanded any wages since.” He tapped the
table vigoroudy. ‘1I’m going to pay for thismed. | invited you, didn’t I? Then, when we get back home,
I’ll pay you for what you' ve done today and we'll discusswhat | should pay you tomorrow.’

Atlon sat wide-eyed and motionless as he listened, then said blandly, ‘1 am ateacher, and astudent. And
| knew you'’ d pay me what you could afford when you' d had achanceto look a my work.’

Heirn put hishand to his head. Atlon looked concerned. ‘I’ m not that naive, Heirn,” he said. ‘It sjust that
| don’t confront thingsin the way that everyone seemsto do around here. Y ou neglected to mention, for
example, that | aso got involved with you, who' s been afund of guidance and support, and without
whom I"d have been in serioustrouble’



Heirn coloured and made to reply, but could not.
‘| think that’ sadraw,” Dvolci said.

Elda came to the table and ended any further discussion. She placed ahand on Heirn' s shoulder and sat
down beside him. “Y our food will be here shortly.” She looked squardly at Atlon. ‘Heirn saidyou'rea
stranger to the city. I’ ve never met an outlander before. Where do you come from?

Atlon however, did not answer the question. Instead, he pointed to the raven by the door and asked his
own. ‘Y ou made that yoursdlf?

‘I madedl these,” Eldareplied, gesturing around the room. There were alcoves and shelves dong every
wall, each filled with mode s of birds and animalsand small figurines.

‘ She' sthe best toymaker in Arash-Felloren,” Heirn announced.

‘Mot of these arelife-size representations,” Atlon said, using Elda s own words, to her obvious ddlight.
‘“How did you manage to make the raven speak? he continued.

Elda smiled then reached across and tapped his nose with adelicate finger. ‘With greet difficulty,” she
sad. Heirn laughed.

‘I'm being naive again, am |7 Atlon asked.

‘A little, if you think that any craftsman round hereisgoing to give away their hard-won secrets,’ Heirn
replied.

Atlon made an gpologetic gesture. * It sjust that I'm intrigued by it. It'sa splendid piece of work. Would
it be foolish of meto ask where you got the ideafrom?

“Who knows where ideas come from? Eldareplied. ‘ But thisone, asit happens, was givento meby a
man inadream.’

Atlon cocked hishead on oneside. * You' reteasng me,’ hesaid. ‘I’'m asking something | shouldn’t
again, aren't 1?7

‘No and no,” Eldasaid. ‘I’m not teasing you, and theidea did come from aman in adream.” Her face
became thoughtful. *He played aflute and told me astory about araven that talked, and amarvellous
cadtle. It wasthe strangest dream I’ ve ever had — very vivid, asif | wasredly there. Never had onelike it
before or since, but sometimes, when I’ m neither properly asdeep nor properly awake, I'm surel hear a
flute playing in the distance.” She pulled awry face that dismissed the idea as foolishness, then turned to
Dvalci. ‘I'll makeamodd of you, next; you' re gorgeous.” Dvolci sat up very straight and preened
himsdlf.

‘I might be naiive, but I'm not vain,” Atlon said when Elda had |ft.

‘That’ s because you' ve nothing to be vain about, dear boy,” Dvolci said, mimicking theraven'srich
voice.

Atlon’smind had been far from food when they entered but the pleasant atmosphere gradudly relaxed
him and the food, when it arrived, won him over completely.

After they had eaten, Heirn, replete, sat back and rested his hands across his sscomach. ‘1 thought coming
here would do you good,” he said. ‘| know you perhaps don’t think so, but there are more civilized



places than uncivilized onesin the city — and more decent people than scoundrels. It'sjust that they're
quieter —less conspicuous.’

‘| understand,” Atlon said, mirroring hisactions and stretching in hischair. ‘I’ d no rea doubts about it. So
largeacity couldn’t surviveif it were otherwise. But it' s<till adifficult place for meto cometo terms
with.’

His eyesdrifted idly around the many models decorating the room. Then they narrowed. He gestured
towards the mode of asmall brown bird. ‘May | look at that?

“Y ou can look at anything you like,” Heirn replied without looking. * So long asit doesn’t involve me
moving.

However, when Atlon returned with the mode, Heirn’s manner changed. ‘ Oh, that thing’ still here, isit?
‘Not your favourite piece?

Heirn took the bird from him and examined it distastefully. He shook hisheed. * No, it’snot. It' s accurate
though — very accurate. | wasn't just being biased when | said she was the best toymaker in the city, she
redly isvery good.” He put the modd down with agrimace. ‘Look at its eyes. They’ re awful.’

Atlon grunted, noncommittaly. ‘Have you ever seen any birdslike that around here? His casualness
sounded forced, but Heirn was too sated to noticeiit.

‘Ten, fifteen yearsago — | can't remember —they were quite common, round the Vaskyros mainly. Then
they suddenly disappeared. Never seen any since, I'm glad to say. Nadty little things— I never liked
them. They used to fly like arrows— dead straight, very fast, dmost asif they had some purposein mind.
And those bright yellow eyes seemed to look right through you. I’ m not surprised no one wants to buy
this” He pushed the modd away. Atlon returned it to the shelf, turning itsface to thewall as he did so.
Helooked relieved.

‘I"ve been thinking about what you said while we ate. About this perhaps being my journey’send. I'm
torn. One minute | think, yes, there’ s nothing ese | can do. Pinnatte’ s undoubtedly near the heart of
something awful, something I'm sure will spread far beyond Arash-Felloren, even if the Kyrosdyn
themselves don’t seem to redlize it yet. But he' s gone beyond where | can reach him, in dmost every
sense. Then | hear my companions—my Elders— questioning me, and | hear mysdlf blabbering, “1 don't
know this, | don’t know that.” And while they wouldn't reproach me, I'd know | wasletting them down
— letting many people down — people who might have to go out and face whatever it isthe Kyrosdyn are
intending.’

Heirn looked at him sympatheticdly. ‘| can see your problem,” he said. ‘But | honestly don’t know what
else you can do. If you talked to the Prefect’ s people about it, they’ d probably lock you up asalunatic.
Of courseyou' d be able to walk away while they were looking for forms to complete, but that’ s beside
the point. And the Weartans wouldn’t do anything, except perhaps make inquiriesinto the death of the
Novice, and that would only bring you to the attention of the Kyrosdyn, which is precisdly what you
don't want. And asfor me helping you, I'm just asmith trying to earn aliving, but board, lodge and
wages are yours for aslong as you want to work.’

Atlon looked at him guiltily. ‘I'm very grateful for everything you' ve donefor us. | shudder to think what
predicaments I’ d have landed mysdlf in by now if | hadn’'t met you. But | can’t allow you to become too
closdly involved with me. | could be dangerous.”

Heirn raised ahand to stop him. *Have you had enough to eat? he demanded.



Atlon dapped his scomach and puffed out his cheeks by way of reply. Then he put his elbows on the
table and rested hishead in his hands thoughtfully. ‘| don’t have any choice about this he said. Y our
adviceissound. This should bethe end of my journey. It'salogica conclusion, given thefacts. But
whatever’ s happening here could well overtake me before | get home. | can’'t walk away fromiit.’

‘But...

‘No choice, Heirn. No choice. I’ ve had none since | first came here. Somehow | haveto find out what's
happened to Pinnatte and what the Kyrosdyn are up to, no matter what it costs. It's just unfortunate that
it sgoing to be harder now. If the worst comesto the worst, Dvolci will get amessage back home!”

Heirn frowned. ‘W€ ve discussed this aready. How are you going to dedl with Pinnatte? Not only will he
not want you there, but he'll probably be surrounded by Barran’s people. | redly don’t know how
dangerous the Kyrosdyn are with their crystals and Power, but Barran’ s people are dangerousin the
good old-fashioned way. They’ d dit your throat and drop you in an aley as soon aslook at you.” He
jabbed hisforefinger into the table for emphass.

‘| thought that would be the case from what |’ ve heard of Barran, so I'll go Straight to the Vaskyros'’

AsHeirn’s mouth dropped open there was a crash at the other end of the room, and awild-eyed figure
burst through the door.

Chapter 25

‘Welcome, theraven said. The man started away from it violently then, crouching low, he stared blearily
round at the watching diners.

‘Just adrunk,” Heirn said casudly, but nevertheless pushing his chair back so that he would be ableto
move quickly if necessary as Elda began to spesk to the newcomer.

‘I'm not sure,” Atlon said. ‘Helooks more petrified than drunk.’
Then, Eldawas|eaning over the counter, shouting and pointing towards the door.

‘Go on, man, go on,” Heirn muttered softly. Y ou' re making amistake.” He was narrowing hiseyes asif
in anticipation. Suddenly the man lunged threateningly towards Elda. As he reached the counter, Elda
leaned backwards, then her right hand described awide vertica circle and an incongruous bell-like sound
filled the room as alarge pan struck the man on the head. He dithered to the floor. Atlon cringed in
response, as did most of the spectators, though their recovery was quite rapid and Eldawas dmost
immediately regaled with an enthusiastic burst of gpplause. She raised the pan in triumphant
acknowledgement.

‘Excuse me amoment,” Heirn said to Atlon.

‘Comeon,” Dvolci said excitedly, clambering roughly over Atlon’slap and running after the smith ashe
threaded hisway through the tables. With some reluctance, Atlon followed him.

‘Look at this” Eldawaswaving the pan at Heirn indignantly. * Y ou’ re making them too thin.’

Glancing down as he stepped over the falen figure, Heirn took the pan and examined it. He shook his
head. ‘ If | made them any thicker, you' d kill someone,” he said firmly.

Elda’ s mouth moued into adenid but she confined herself to agrunt and ascowl.



‘He'sal right.

It was Atlon. During the exchange about the pan, he had been examining Elda svictim. ‘But Heirn’ sright
—your pans arethick enough.” The man confirmed Atlon’ s diagnosis by groaning.

Elda nodded to Heirn who bent down and, wrinkling his nose, seized the man by the scruff of the neck.
‘Comeon, my lad,” he said, dragging him upright. * Out you go. And don’t pick on a defencelesswoman
next time’

As he opened the door to gect the man, the noise that washed into the room was no longer that of the
usual clamour of abusy street; now there was uproar. Still supporting the intruder, Heirn cautioudy
moved up the steps until he could see what was happening. Atlon and severa of the other diners
followed him.

Thetraffic in the street wasin even greater confusion than before, for running through it, regardless of
riders, vehicles, and pedestrians, were men and women as ragged and unkempt as the one that Elda had
just fdled. And the warm night air was full of angry voices. From where he was standing, Atlon could see
ascore of violent arguments, severa loose horses, and at least two carriages resting on their Sides.

‘What' s happening? he gasped. ‘Who are these people?

Heirn shook hishead. ‘I’'venoidea,” he replied, adding softly, ‘but can you use that sword you're
wearing? He withdrew hisfree hand from his pocket. It was decorated with aheavy set of iron
knuckles.

Atlon looked darmed. ‘1 can useit after afashion, if | haveto, but what's going on?

‘They look like Tunndlers, Heirn said. He wrinkled hisnose again. ‘ They smell like Tunnellers” He
shook Elda svictim. ‘What're you dl doing up here? he demanded.

The man, recovered now, though holding his heed, yanked himself free. His eyes were wide with feer.
“WEe re not hurting anyone. Leave usdone! We don’t want to be here, but we can't stay down there.’

‘He sterrified,” Atlon said. ‘He' strembling from head to foot. Do they normally come out on to the
dreetslikethis?

Heirn shook hishead. * They come up to beg now and then, and they can be anuisance. But I’ ve never
seen anything like this” He made to interrogate the man again, but Atlon laid arestraining hand on his
am,

The noise from the crowd rose and Atlon had to shout to make himsdaf heard as he addressed the man
directly. ‘What' s happened? What' s frightened you? Why’ ve so many of you left your . . . homes. . . to
come out on to the streets?

The man opened his mouth severa times before he managed to speak. ‘ There' s something down there,
Something awful. In the shadows. It' skilling people. Killing and killing.” He clamped hishandsto his
ears. ' The screaming. | can Hill hear it —echoing and echoing. It'severywhere. You can't tell whereit's
coming from. Isit ahead — or behind? He clutched a Heirn. * There snowhereto hide. Then it howls.
Whatever itis, it howls’ He began swinging his head from sdeto sdefranticdly. * It' s not something
anyone should hear. It's something out of anightmare.” Then, with two sudden strides, he was gone, lost
in the confusion.

Heirn and Atlon exchanged alook but did not spesk.



‘What was he talking about?

It was Elda, standing just below Heirn on the stairs. She was hefting her bent pan.
‘I'venoidea,’ Heirnreplied. ‘It'sprobably a. . . flood, or . . . foul air.’

‘A flood! After thissummer?

‘I don't know,” Heirn inssted, though with ahint of irritability that he did not intend. *Who knows how
these people think — how they live.” He put an apologetic arm on her shoulder. ‘ Don’t worry, there can’t
bedl that many of them. Atlon and | will stay here until things quieten down. Y ou look after your
customers!’

Temporarily mollified, Elda descended the sairs ushering everyone vigoroudy before her. Asthey
disappeared behind the glass doors the faint sound of *Welcome' drifted up through the generd din.

But Heirn was wrong. Although the first rush of people gradualy dissipated, carriages were righted,
horses recovered, and fights and quarrels noisily abandoned, more and more Tunnellers kept moving
aong the dreet. Their presence became like amiasma, muffling and subduing the bustling livelinessthat
had previoudy marked the scene. After watching them for only ashort time, Atlon was gppalled. Though
he had seen many thingsthat distressed him in the short time since he had arrived in Arash-Felloren,
nothing had prepared him for the Sght of so many wretched individuas. Some were obvioudy strutting
thugs, but it needed no skilled heder’ s eye to measure the pervasive weakness that typified most of them;
the blank; frightened and lost expressions, and, for many of them, malnutrition verging on Starvation.

‘Thisisawful, Heirn,” he said soberly. *How can people be dlowed to live like this?

Heirn did not reply for along time, and his voice was unsteady when he did. * They chooseit,” he said,
but everything about him told Atlon that the comment was at best a hdf-truth and that Heirn knew it.

‘I'm sorry,” Atlon said. ‘1t snot my place to offer reproach.’
Hern'sjaw wasset. ‘Yes, itis’ hesaid very softly. ‘It'severyone s place.

They stood in the Slence for sometime, then Dvolci gently whistled in Atlon’s ear. Atlon shook himsalf
out of hisdark reverie. He was dready facing tasks that were probably beyond him. Fretting about the
lot of the Tunndlers when he could do nothing about it was a self-indulgence he could not afford. He
must concentrate on those matters that he could do something about. The decision hurt him however.

L ooking around to ensure that no one in the immediate vicinity might overhear him, he sad, ‘It must be
that creature —the Serwulf. The damned thing’ sloose.’

““It took me hunting. | could hear prey screaming”.” Heirn' svoice wasflat as he echoed Pinnaite' s
words. ‘| didn’t really know what to think about your creature before but, bad or not, the Tunnéllers
make their own lives and they don’t come out except when need drives them. It must be something truly
awful down therefor thisto happen. What can we do?

‘I don’t know,” Atlon said. “With each turn of events, things seem to get worse.” He straightened up.
‘But they aso become clearer. | can't reach Pinnatte, and even if | could find the Serwulf and kill it —
which is debatable, to say the least —what end would it serve? None. The heart of the troubles herelies
with the Kyrosdyn and, thrash about as| might, that’ swhere |’ [l have to seek an answer.’

Heirn turned to him sharply and pointed to the door below. ‘I’ d forgotten in al this confusion. Did you
redly say you were going to the Vaskyros? He did not wait for an answer. ‘ Are you mad? Didn't you



say they’ d know about your . . . abilities. . . with the Power? Senseit in you in someway?

‘It'sarisk,” Atlon replied, feigning a casuanesshe did not fed. *But | should be ableto hideit from
them. I’ ve faced worse by far. And I’m not without resources.’

Heirn looked extremely doubtful. ‘ But you still can't just walk up to the gate and start asking questions.’

Atlon thought for amoment. *Why not? he decided. ‘What elsewould atraveller from another land do —
atraveller who wasinterested in the working of crystals as part of histrade, and who'd heard of the
famous Kyrosdyn from far away?

‘You'recrazy.’

Atlon’sfear balled up and threastened to overwhelm him. When he spoke his voice was hoarse withit.
‘Don't, Heirn, please. I'm frightened enough. Just help me to do what I’ ve got to do.’

‘Help you to commit suicide, you mean.’

‘No, damnit. I’ ve every intention of staying dive.’” Atlon paused. ‘But just be herefor Dvalci if
something goeswrong. Take him —and my horse—to the road north of The Wyndering. They’ll bedll
right from there. Then keep an eye on what' s happening in the city and help my friendsif they come
looking for me’ He gazed & Heirn earnestly. *Will you do that for me?

Heirn met his gaze unhappily. * Of course | will, but . . .’

‘No buts, Heirn. Nothing that’ [l weaken my resolve.” He stared into the crowds passing by, larded now
with Tunndlers, wandering aimlesdly, like terrified grey ghodts. ‘1 think I’ d like to go back to your home
now and rest. I'll need to prepare mysdlf before . . .’ Hisvoicetailed off.

Heirn nodded. ‘' Let me say good night to Eldathen we' Il get back,” he said.

Asthey returned to Heirn’ sthey passed a great many Tunnellers. Some of them were begging and were

of avicious demeanour, but Heirn’ s size and determined stride kept them at bay. The mgority, however,
were as Atlon had noted before, sad and weary creatures, most of them looking for adark corner tolie

down in. Fear radiated from al of them.

‘A long way from their homes,” Atlon said, haf to himself.
Heirn ignored the remark. ‘ Ther€' Il be trouble if they’ re till wandering the streetstomorrow,” he said.

‘Thenther€ Il betrouble,’ Atlon said resignedly. ‘ If that isa Serwulf loose in the tunnels, and everything
we' ve heard indicatesthat it is, it'll be getting stronger by the minute. No one will go back down there.’

‘They’ll get no choice,” Heirn replied. * The Prefect will set the Weartans on them to make sure they do,
because if he doesn't, there’ sa score of merchantsthat’ Il turn their own mercenaries on to them once
they look like affecting trade. And past experience showsthat it’ s difficult to confine mercenariesto what
they’ re supposed to be doing once they’ ve banded together.’

‘From what | know about the Serwullf, | think you'll find al these people will die where they stand before
they’ll risk facing one again.’

Heirn was openly disparaging. ‘ It'sonly an animal,” he said. ‘Y ou want to see a Weartan Renewa
Squadron in action. That's something that no-on€' Il stand againgt. The Tunndlerswill be scuttling back at
thefirgt hint of one of those being let loose.’



‘I don’t know whether to hope you'reright or wrong,” Atlon said. ‘But | fear you' rewrong. | fear you're
going to have trouble on your streets soon.’

Heirn shrugged. ‘ There' saways trouble on the streets. Why do you think | carry these? Hethrust his
iron-clad knucklesin front of Atlon’ sface. ‘But it' s not worth worrying about. Generally spesking, so
long as you can hear it coming, you can run away fromit.’

The observation brought Atlon back to his own dark concerns and the two men made the rest of the
journey indlence.

* * % %

That same night, with Rinter |eft to hover outside a closed and guarded door, a breathless Pinnatte finaly
met Barran. The preliminaries to the encounter were comparatively brief, Barran sill being occupied with
the take-over of the Jyolan and the consideration of itsfuture. Almogt al the provisona plans he had
made for it in the past were being dashed aside by what he was discovering about the place, not least the
Mirror Room. Though he was not by nature given to idle speculation, it ill both puzzled and troubled
him to learn that the Kyrosdyn had not used such aremarkable asset. Asit was, he had spent moretime
than he knew he properly should, just sitting in the room and thinking, sifting through the innumerable
possihilitiesthat it offered for the further advancement of his power and influence within the city.

Hewas only alittle taller than Pinnatte but his heavier and more muscular presence made him seem much
taller to the young street thief.

‘You'reone of Lassner’s, areyou? he began.

Pinnatte remembered what Ellyn had whispered to him just minutes earlier. * Y ou’ d be best advised to run
away to another part of the city and find honest work for yourself, young man. But | can see you' re not
going to pay any heed to that advice, soif you' re bent on being bound to my husband rather than being
free, stand up straight and answer clearly when he speaksto you. Don't be insolent, but do try, at least,
tolook himintheeye’

Pinnatte found the latter very difficult — Barran’s gaze had crushed stronger by far than he—but he did
manage to stand Straight and answer promptly.

‘Yes, | am, gr.’

Barran maintained his stare, looking up and down Pinnatte as though he were apiece of furniture hewas
contemplating buying. Then he sat down behind adesk and, after abrisk but impatient search, retrieved
something from one of the drawers. He dropped it on to the top of the desk. It was asmall money bag.
Without lifting hiswrist from the desk, he unlaced the bag with one hand and emptied out the contents. It
was an unexpectedly dexterous movement and particularly caught Pinnatte s attention. Coins glittered in
the lamplight, one of them ralling alittle way, another spinning on its edge. Barran casudly stopped the
rolling coin but |et the other spin. Pinnatte watched as the coin turned imperceptibly from aspinning
gphereinto aquivering disc which seemed to stretch timeitsdlf asit gradudly rattled into adistant silence.
A slencewhich filled the room.

“You did well yesterday, Pinnatte,” Barran said, breaking it. He leaned forward and began pushing the
coinsaround idly while till watching Pinnatte. * Apart from saving me agreat ded of difficulty with the
Prefect’ s people and the families of those who' d have been killed, there were friends of minein that
crowd.’

He turned one of the coins over. Though he had been trying to meet Barran's gaze, Pinnatte had been



unable to keep his eyesfrom the money. The coinswere large and he knew exactly what they were, even
though he had never actudly handled one. Despite trying to concentrate on what Barran was saying, he
had done a quick calculation and worked out that there was more money on the desk than he could look
to earn in three or four years— good years at that.

‘I won't ask you why you did it — I shouldn’t think you know, redlly. It's enough for me that you acted
when everyone esewas panicking. It satrait | valuein my people. A good battlefield trait.’

Pinnatte tarted at the word ‘my’ and remembered to stand straight again. With a swift gesture, Barran
spread out the coins. Therewere ninein dl. Pinnatte increased his estimate to five or Six years. ‘| can
give you these now and you can go on your way with my thanks,” Barran said off-handedly. He threw a
smaller coin on to the desk. * Or you can work for me and get one of these amonth.’

‘I'll work for you, sir,” Pinnatte said, without cal culating and without hesitation, though he added quickly,
‘If Lassner will rlease me!’

Barran's expression was unreadable.
‘I'velittle call for street thieves, Pinnatte. What €se can you do?

Suddenly on the point of tumbling into abject panic, Pinnatte was rescued by an inspiration. ‘| can learn,
ar.’

Barran looked down at the coins, then swept them up and, again using only one hand, dropped them
back into the bag and tightened the lace. He stood up. * Y ou enjoyed the Loose Pit last night?

It took Pinnatte amoment to register the question. ‘Very much, sir. Exciting. I’ ve never seen anything like
it before’

‘ And the Jyolan —what do you think of that?

Pinnatte’ seyeslit up. ‘I’d never seen anything like that either. It usedto bejust . . . another hdl . . .
dismd redlly. But last night it was dlive.” The dation he had felt the previous night began to return.

Barran looked at him intently. ‘Would you liketo work here?

Something legpt inside Pinnatte. He wasfilled with a sense of something growing, blooming. ‘Yes,” he
sad eagerly.

Barran continued looking a him, then reached adecison. ‘Comewith me’ hesad.

Pinnatte was vaguely aware of Rinter trying to catch his attention as he followed Barran out of the room,
but he could only keep his eyesfixed on his new magter. Asthey walked aong, Pinnatte wanted to dance
and shout, to seize Barran's hand and thank him profusdly. At the same time he was cadtigating himsdlf
for such fally, reminding himself that Barran had not actudly said he would employ him yet, and that he
was a dangerous and much-feared man who must be watched and listened to very carefully at al times.
He reminded himsdlf aso to mention his bond with Lassner again. Too open adidoydty to aprevious
master was unlikely to endear him to the next one.

Eventually they arrived at the door to the Mirror Room. Barran unlocked it and ushered Pinnatte inside.
For the first time since he had rushed, gasping for breath, into the Jyolan, he felt afrisson of darm as
Barran followed him and closed the door. He had been aone with this powerful man at their first mesting,
but there had been guards by the door and he had been aware of people moving to and fro outside.
There had been no safety in that, he knew, but here there were no guards, no people pursuing their



business—no one. Indeed, Pinnatte realized, he had not seen anyone for the past few minutes. Thisentire
part of the Jyolan seemed to be deserted.

‘Push that panel to oneside’

Barran’ sbusinesdike voice cut across Pinnatte' s half-formed fears. At first he did not understand the
command, then Barran motioned him towards the decorated timber panel and indicated what he wanted
with awave of hishand. It took Pinnatte some effort, but after abrief struggle the panel cresked asideto
reved the mysterious mirrors.

Pinnatte took a step back and looked at the uneven rows uncomprehendingly. Then he bent forward and
examined one closdly. ‘ That' sapicture of the arena,” he said. He made to wipe the dust from the mirror,
but asharp ‘Don’'t touch’ from Barran snatched his hand away and made him turn to see what wrath he
might have brought down on himsdlf with the carelessness. Barran however, impassively indicated thet he
look at the mirror again. As he did so, two figures moved across the scene.

Pinnatte gasped and stepped back in alarm. Barran's hand arrested him.

‘These are the Eyes of the Jyolan, Pinnatte, he said, maintaining hisgrip. ‘ Thisisan ancient building, full
of thingsthat perhaps couldn’t even be built today. Preciousthings, that must be tended carefully.
Tending these will be your task until | get to know you better.’

‘I'll do whatever you ask, Sr,” Pinnatte said, trying to affect a man-to-man attitude, but failing. The
sudden movement in what he had taken to be nothing more than a picture had shaken him badly. Only
Barran’sgrip on his shoulder had stopped his hand from circling his heart in the old sign of protection.
The grip tightened. It was not painful, but Barran's hand felt heavy and immovable— it was not something
to be disputed with.

‘ Clean thisroom, make it more comfortable. Then polish each of these mirrors. I'll show you how to do
it —it needs care. Each morning, cometo me, wherever | am, for the key. Seethat all’ swell here, and
return the key to me. No one seisto enter thisroom under any circumstances. No oneisto betold
about it, it isno one else’'s concern. Should anyone ask you about it, you will tell them to speak to me!’

The hand became heavier and Barran’ s voice became softer. * Understand, Pinnatte. Thisisno dight
thing. Thetrust I'm placing in you is greater than you know. How well you do this task will decide what
happensto you next. If you do well, there’ sagood fortune waiting for you. Should you disappoint me

The conclusion was unspoken and the grip was gone. A reassuring pat replaced it briefly but therewasa
menacein it that no amount of threatening and abuse could have conveyed. It brought home to Pinnatte
what he dready knew about Barran, abeit only by repute. Now, as the soft impact of the pat on his
shoulder vibrated through him, he felt it. He had developed ways of coping with Lassner over the years,
but even he could present problems— and Barran was no Lassner. Barran would support and protect
him, but hewould aso kill him—or have him killed —without amoment’ s hesitation if he offended or
disobeyed. He must cling to thisknowledge at dl times. He must watch and listen and learn as never
before. It was afrightening and crud lesson, but Pinnatte learned it instantly. Indeed, it seemed to
resonate with something deep in hisown nature, giving him afleeting vison of himsdf in Barran' sposition
passing down the ingtruction to some young hopeful. He cradled hisinjured hand and, turning, for the first
time he looked his new magter squarely in the eye. ‘| won't disappoint you, sir,” he said. ‘| gave Lassner
good serviceand, if he'll release me, I'll give you the same!’

Therewasabrief flicker of something in Barran’s eyes but his usua impassivity closed over it before
Pinnatte could interpret it. * Lassner will release you, Pinnatte,” Barran said. ‘ He' s areasonable man.’



Asthey were walking away from the Mirror Room, Pinnatte noticed severa other rooms, apparently
empty. Though he was dated at the prospect of working for Barran, the problem of accommodation was
troubling him. He could no longer stay at Lassner’s Den, he had no desire to return to Heirn' sto face
Atlon’srelentless prying and, fine weather or not, the street was no place for him. Better Lassner than
that. He' d havetoriskit.

‘Can | useone of thesefor awhile? heasked. ‘I'll have nowhereto stay if I'm leaving Lassner.’

Barran stopped and looked at him, then at the open door he was pointing to. He took alamp from the
wall and peered into the room. It was bare and empty like most of the others he had bothered to
examine. And the Jyolan seemed to be full of roomsand hdls. He sniffed. ‘ Better than nothing, |
suppose,” hereplied. ‘ Pick whichever you want — there doesn’t seem to be much to choose between any
of them.” He pursed hislips and nodded asif warming to theidea. ‘Y es, make the place yours. I'll tell
Farn you'll be staying here for the time being. | doubt we' Il be able to find abed for you tonight, but we
should be able to manage some blankets. Will that be dl right?

Pinnatte nodded an awkward, ‘ Fine, thank you.” The sudden notein Barran’ s voice of concern for his
persona comfort had taken him by surprise. Asit had many before him. For Barran was far too subtlea
leader to motivate solely by fear. He congtantly showed an interest in the well-being of hisfollowers,
some of it quite genuine, some contrived, but al of it effective. It bred strong loydty, and when it was
necessary to dedl harshly with someone, that, and hisinvariably swift and ruthless action, usualy brought
condemnation on the victim rather than himsdlf.

Later, Pinnatte related the news of his acceptance by Barran to Rinter. The animal trainer was scarcely
less eated, seeing what he perceived to be a continuing improvement in his own prospects. First had
come his encounter with Atlon and thefelci and the possibilitiesthat slemmed from the quietly ferocious
littleanimd. Then, hisrandom meeting with this young street thief which, having started by saving him
money & the Loose Pit, had ended with him having a contact direct to Barran himself.

‘Such isthe way of Arash-Felloren, eh Pinnatte? he said expansively asthey waked idly along the busy
night street. * One moment a bound Den-Mate, the next ahero and working for one of therichest and
most powerful menin the city. What' Il you be doing for him?

The memory of Barran’ shand on his shoulder returned to Pinnatte. ‘1 don't know yet,” hereplied. ‘I'll
find out tomorrow.” Helooked earnestly at Rinter. ‘But | mightn't be alowed to talk about it, he said.

Rinter nodded knowingly. ‘I understand,” he said. ‘Besides .. . .” Helowered hisvoice. ‘| don't think it
would be in my intereststo know anything of Barran's businessthat | wasn't supposed to.” He drew a
finger across histhroat. Pinnatte did not respond.

‘Areyou going back to Heirn’ stonight? Rinter asked as casudly as he could, anxious, despite his
euphoria, not to lose his contact with Atlon.

‘No, I've got aplacein the Jyolan,” Pinnatte replied. ‘“Wel, aroom and three blankets at the moment,
until | can get abed and some bits of furniture’

Rinter tried to look pleased but it was not easy and he ssammered a little when he spoke. ‘Oh. That's
lucky. Areyou going to tel Heirn and Atlon about your good fortune?

Pinnatte hesitated. The blacksmith had been decent enough to him — offered him ahome, albeit
temporary, and abed — and kindness was not acommon thing in hislife. But his thoughts about Atlon
were buffeting to and fro. He too had been kind and helpful, yet he had also been intrusive— prying into
mattersthat did not concern him. Why did he want to know what the Kyrosdyn had done to him? Why



did he want to know about the dream?

He prevaricated. ‘ Not tonight. | told them | mightn’t be back, depending on what happened.” But
mention of Atlon and the memory of his dream had unsettled him again. What would happen tonight
when he went to deep in his spartan new quarters? Would he wake covered in swest, perhaps crying
out? It was a disturbing thought — the new boy having bad dreams like some hapless child, shouting for
his mother. Hardly something to make agood impression on Barran’smen. Y et even asit occurred to
him, he realized that he was no longer redlly concerned. As soon as he had entered the Jyolan, the aura
of the place had wrapped itsdf about him — steadied him —told him that here was histrue home. And
when Barran had asked him about the Jyolan, he had answered truthfully. He wanted to be there
desperately, wanted to see the anima s fighting again, wanted to fed the deep reverencefor the
happeningsin the arenathat he had felt the previousnight . . .

Wanted to fed himsdlf part of the cresture again — hunting prey, lusting for the terror and the screaming.
He wiped his hand across hisforehead. The progpect was making him swest.

‘Itiswarm, isn'tit? Rinter said, misnterpreting the movement. ‘ Makes you think that the winds and the
rain and the snows we had only afew months ago will never come again.’

Pinnatte nodded absently. He should berid of thisjabbering oaf. He should be back at the Jyolan,
learning about it, communing with its ancient secrets. Hislife asa Den-Mate—athing of the streets—was
now over. He did not belong here any more. It was surely no mere chance that he had falen in with the
man who now owned the Jyolan. No mere chance that he was actudly staying there. Powerswere
conspiring to bring him where he should be—in hisrightful place—the place from which hisinfluence
would spread forth, carrying with it the mgjesty of the Jyolan and the sacred events that happened there.
Hewould. . .

Someone bumped into him, jolting him from hisvaulting fantasy.
‘Watch where you' re going, you dozy sod.’

The rebuke cut through Pinnatte. Furioudy he lashed out. Hisblow struck the offender in the chest with
such force that two other passers-by were knocked to the ground before he finally crashed into a
Street-trader’ s cart and overturned it. Rinter gaped, but moved immediately when it seemed that Pinnatte
was going to pursue the man further.

‘Comeon,” hesaid urgently, taking Pinnatte’ sarm. ‘ A certain person wouldn't like you being involved in
adgtreet brawl, would he?

Pinnatte had taken two steps forward, amost dragging Rinter, before the words sank in. He did not
spesk but levelled amenacing finger at the fallen man, now being disentangled from the remains of the
cart by its curang owner, then turned away.

“You don't know your own strength,” Rinter said, looking nervoudy over his shoulder to make sure that
no irate pursuit was under way.

‘He should have been more respectful,’” Pinnatte retorted.

Rinter frowned. Respectful was an odd word for a street thief to use— even one who was going up in the
world. He was about to remind Pinnatte that it was he who had bumped into the man, wandering dongin
atrance, but he decided againgt it. If Barran had decided he could use this young man, it was highly likely
that there was more to him than met the eye. Perhaps he had just seen an indication of it.



The outburst however, had caused Pinnatte' s mood to shift again. Generdly, aquick kick or punch to
gartle rather than injure, followed by flight, had been the most violence he had ever had to use. The
punch he had just delivered he would not have thought himsalf capable of, either physicaly or
emotiondly. The power of it ssemed to have come from some hitherto hidden well within him. It had
surged up along with hisrage and smply burst out of him. He had felt the harm it had done even ashe
struck. The man’s entire frame had shuddered with the impact and he knew that he had broken bones
and hurt him badly.

Part of him revelled in the thought. Such would be the fate of those who opposed him; they must learn
their place, learn respect. Y et another part of him was sickened. The violence had been unnecessary.
Taking purses was one thing, but damaging people, perhaps depriving them of their livelihood, throwing
them into the hands of hedlers and physicians and dl that that could lead to, was another entirely. It broke
the rules he had dways lived by. He shouldn’t have doneit.

Theinner conflict brought him to a hat, swaying and wide-eyed. Hiswhole body was shaking.
“Youredly don't look well,” Rinter said, greetly alarmed by Pinnaite sincreasingly strange behaviour.

For amoment, such was the turmoil inside him that Pinnatte thought he was going to vomit, but then came
the feding that should he do so, he would never stop: hisentire insdeswould burst forth in ascading
stream, leaving him an empty shell filled with darkness. Desperately he reached out and seized Rinter.
The animal trainer yanked his arm free from the powerful grip, but put a supporting arm around Pinnétte.

‘Shdll | take you to Heirn's? Perhaps Atlon can help. He seemed to know what he was doing.’

The mention of Atlon redoubled Pinnatte' s conflict. Atlon’s presence returned to him. It wasfull of deep
and genuine concern, and awillingness to enter into his pain and tear out the torment that had come into
hislife. Ellyn’ swords hovered in the background: he should run away from al thisand find an honest life
somewherein thisvast city. There would be such aplace, surely? Everything was possiblein
Arash-Felloren. Thiswasthe way he must go. Therightness of it was beyond any dispute. Y et at the
sametime, the Jyolan was dl about him, dark and blood-streaked, infinitdly aluring — redolent with
power, and the satisfying of desires he had no namesfor. A myriad tiny barbstore a him. Then Atlon
and Ellyn were gone, swept away by the Jyolan’ s ancient lure. The inner wracking faded rapidly to
become little more than avague unease. Carefully, Pinnatte bresthed out, and the street formed itself
around him again.

‘No, hesaid hoarsdly. ‘I'll go back to the Jyolan. I'm just tired, that’sal.’

Rinter made one or two half-hearted attempts at conversation asthey returned, but they al foundered on
Pinnatte s preoccupation.

* * % %

That night, Finnatte |eft the lamp burning in hisnew room. Helay for along time staring up at the
dust-stained ceiling, uncertain about what might greet him should he fall adeep, yet knowing that he could
not avoid it.

Then hewas sitting upright, wide awake and dert. It took him amoment to remember where he was then
he lay back in relief. He was safe at the Jyolan, away from Lassner, away from hisold life, and under the
protection of Barran. And whatever had wakened him, it was no dream. He had no recollection of falling
adeep or being adegp, which wastheway it normaly was for him — night and morning separated only by
the blink of an eye. Y et something had wakened him. He looked around, puzzled. The door was bolted
and he could hear nothing from the passageway outside. Then he became aware of afaint, high-pitched



sound, likeasmadll, irritating fly. But it was not afly. There was apersstenceto it —an urgency —that
caught his attention. Quietly he stood up and began moving about the room, listening intently. It was some
time before he discovered the source of the noise. It was coming from one of the small openings that
pocked the walls of hisroom, as seemingly they did in every part of the Jyolan. It was barely the width of
two fingers. Hesitantly he bent forward and placed hisear by it.

The whining became clearer. It was coming from far away. As he listened, though he could not identify
any part of it, he knew what it was.

It was screaming.

Many people.
Screaming.
It was good.
Chapter 26

The next morning, the atimosphere at Heirn' swas strained. Atlon was il set on hisintention of going to
the Vaskyros, though sufficiently unhappy about the prospect to be unable to eat anything save alittle
bread. Heirn was gill anxiousto prevent him, though loath to press his objections knowing the dilemma
that Atlon wasfacing. Even Dvolci was subdued.

Aswas Heirn’sway, Atlon took refuge in stern practicalities. Dvolci was to accompany him and, should
things go badly, he wasto retreat to Heirn's. The blacksmith would take him and the horse to the road
that led north from The Wyndering, from where both would make their own way home. Heirn was then
to do nothing except watch whatever events unfolded. Atlon gave him asimple phrase that would identify
any of his colleagues should they fed it necessary to cometo the city themsalves. Heirn too, was to look
after the crysals.

Unableto dissuade Atlon, Heirn accepted these conditions, though he was uneasy about keeping the
crystals and postively unhappy when Atlon said he could sdll any of them if he needed the money. He did
however, make a persona resolution to discover thefate of his new friend should need arise, though he
kept thisto himsdf, knowing that it would serve no useful purpose save to disturb Atlon further.

Onething hewasinsstent upon. ‘I'll come with you asfar asthe Vaskyros. It'salong and complicated
journey.’

‘Well, it will save me getting logt, | suppose,” Atlon rationaized gratefully. * But you' re to come only as
far asthe street, or the square, wherever this placeis. Under no circumstances must the Kyrosdyn
associate you with me” He looked at Heirn squardly. ‘| stand achancein thereif I'm careful, but you'd
be snuffed out like acandle” Herolled histhumb and fingersin imitation of the act.

Therewas no hint of drama or foreboding in hisvoice, and the very calmness unnerved Heirn. He
nodded areluctant agreement. ‘I’ Il watch from nearby.’

Thefirgt part of the journey took them aong the streets they had walked the previous night. Atlon looked
up at the aqueduct as they approached it. It was arobust, well-made stone structure typical of the area,
smplein line and undecorated save for what the birds had contributed. In atawdry echo of the vivid
image he had seen before, adirty, ramshackle barge eased into sight. An equaly dirty, ramshackle
individua was leaning over the Sde. Asthe barge reached the middle of the span, the man sniffed then
gpat, lifting his head back so that his offering would land in the road below rather than the candl.



Noting the action, and aready unsettled by what he was doing, Heirn’ s response was uncharacteristic.
He raised a clenched fist and regd ed the man with a series of well-chosen oaths. The man made an
obscene gesture and spat again ashe did from view.

‘Sorry,” Heirn said uncomfortably asthey continued on their way. ‘I'mjust abit . . ." Hedid not finish.
‘It sdl right, Atlon said. ‘Better out thaniin, I'd say. And | don't think you did him any lasting damage.’
Despite hisanxiety, Heirn chuckled at the remark.

Shortly after passing the aqueduct, Heirn turned off the route they had taken the night before and Atlon
found himsdlf in a street that, no different from many others he had seen, waslined with an arbitrary
assortment of dwellings and businesses. Quite different from anything he had yet seen wasthe other sde
—which crumbled into awide open space littered with rubble and the remains of derelict buildings. Trees,
bushes, and generdly dense undergrowth indicated that the area had been in this condition for along
time

Atlon was too preoccupied to be particularly curious; though it did occur to him briefly to ask what had
happened here, he did not speak. Heirn however, unusudly sensitive to his companion’ s actions,
followed his gaze. Then he stopped and frowned. This did prompt a question.

‘What' sthe matter?

‘Those people,’ Heirn answered. He strode across the street. Atlon followed him. As he reached the
edge of the abandoned area he saw that much of it was below street level. The overgrown remains of
tumbled arches and shattered walls indicated that there had once been cdllarsthere. And gtreets, he
redlized, noting expanses of buckled pavements. Then he saw what Heirn waslooking at. At first he
thought there were only two or three people wandering about, but as he looked, he saw many more,
amogt indistinguishable against the mottled background of the ruins and the deep-rooted and till green
vegetation. There were dso agreat many temporary shelters.

‘Tunndlers? Atlon asked, recalling the generdly wretched gppearance of those he had seen the previous
night.

‘They certainly look likeit,” Heirn confirmed. ‘ But what the devil are they up to, camping here? They
must know the Weartans will shift them.’

‘Why?

Heirn looked at him. ‘ They just will. They even clear parts of the Spillsfromtimetotime. You sad
yourself you'd seen a“renewed” areawhen that idiot of an animd trainer took you into one. Ogtensibly
it' sat the behest of the local businesses, or the residents, or anyone, to stop the Spills from becoming too
established, but if you ask me, they just enjoy it.’

‘But this place must have been abandoned for years—Ilook at it.” Atlon swept an arm acrossthe site.
‘Surely they’ re not doing any harm just staying there”

Heirn was both angry and fatdigtic. ‘ Probably not. But the Weartanswill till shift them as soon asthey
hear about it. They’ ve even lesslove for Tunnelersthan Spill dwellers!

Atlon had to force himself not to inquire further. He knew by now that Arash-Felloren would provoke at
least two more questions for every one he had answered, and he must concentrate on the task ahead of
him, much as he would have preferred not to. It gave him alittle comfort that what he was intending to do
would quite probably relate to the fate of the Tunnéllers, for he had no doubt that they were emerging



from their chosen habitats because of the Serwulf, and that was surely linked to the Kyrosdyn and their
schemes.

He was about to move away when he noticed a group emerging through the bushes which fringed the
wall that marked the far boundary of the Site.

‘Where are they coming from? he asked.
‘Ther€' Il be an entrance over there!

‘ Are there many entrances? Atlon knew that he was merely postponing what he had to do rather than
seeking information.

‘They'reeverywhere, Heirn replied with arueful look. * Almost every cellar in the city hasgot a
bricked-up opening. There' sonein Elda sbuilding, and two in mine’

A shout drew their attention back to the Tunnéllers. They were gathering around someone.

‘Comeon,” Heirn said. ‘I’ ve no ideawhat they’ re up to, but we don’t want to be around if the Weartans
come!’

Asthey set off however, it became apparent that it would be no easy task to be clear of the Tunnéellers,
for groups of them were emerging on to the road further along. Then the casud traffic became a steady
stream. Moreover, they were heading in the same direction as Atlon and Heirn.

Heirn quickened his pace. Atlon looked at the Tunnellers. Dirty and unkempt, and far from
sweet-amdling, they were an even more intimidating Sight than they had been in the garish night-time
dreets. Theintimidation lay mainly in their gppearance however, which wasin sharp contrast to most of
the other good citizens of Arash-Felloren pursuing their businessin that street. Certainly they were
offering no one any actud threat. Their dominant mood seemed to be anxiety to be away from this place,
and they were paying little heed to anyone ese. The converse was not the case: passers-by were paying
them consderable heed. Like Heirn, most were beginning to hurry aong, athough some of them were
taking shelter in doorways in the hope that the growing flood might pass. The response puzzled Atlon at
firg, then it occurred to him that, amongst other things, the Tunndllers were walking reminders of the fate
that lay in store for those who faltered before the city’ srelentless challenge. Like I’ m fdtering before
mine, hethought guiltily.

Heirn stepped closer to Atlon and took his arm protectively. Atlon noted him reaching into his pocket
with hisfree hand. ‘I don’t think you' re going to need your knuckles,” he said. * Not with these people.
Look at them —they’ re scared out of their wits, and there' s as many women and children asthere are
men.’

Heirn grunted an unesasy acceptance of Atlon’s comments and his hand emerged from his pocket empty.
But he did not relinquish his hold on Atlon’ sarm, nor lessen hisincreased pace.

‘If you hear horses coming, speak up, and get ready to run for it,” he said.
‘Why?

There was someimpatiencein Heirn'sreply. ‘ Because it'll be the Weartans, that’ swhy. Trust me, they’ll
justrideinto thislot regardless. And they’ Il not pick and choose targets once they start swinging their
damned cudgels’

Atlon’seyes narrowed angrily but he only asked, ‘Where do you think these people are going?



‘If you' relucky, they’ |l be going to the Vaskyros,’ Heirn replied, though without humour. *But it looks as
if they might be going to the Prefect’ s Pdace.” Anxiety broke through on to hisface. ‘ They must be
crazy! I’ ve never seen anything likethis. Whatever’ sdriving them, they’ll get no help up here, least of dll
from the Prefect. There' sgoing to be bad trouble sooner rather than later. We must get away from

them.’

Dvolc whistled softly in Atlon’ s ear. Atlon grimaced then said, ‘| wasjust thinking the same.” Gently he
pulled himsdlf free from Heirn and, after abrief hesitation, ran forward to catch the arm of alarge man
who had just passed him, striding out purposefully.

‘Excuse me, S, what are you doing? What' s made you al leave the tunnels? he said, quickly releasing
the man’ s arm as he turned with astart. He repested the question before the man could spesk, adding, ‘|
don’t come from this city but my friend tellsmeit’ svery dangerousfor you up here— especidly for
women and children.” The man stared a him uncertainly. His eyes were amixture of fear and anger. ‘He
saysthey’ Il turn horsemen on you. Did you know that? People will be hurt?

‘Hurt? The man echoed the word scornfully. Then he gave a cold laugh and his face was suddenly dive
with despair. ‘ Better hurt than dead! We can't stay down there. Not while that thing’ sloose.” Equally
suddenly, the despair became anger and heraised hisvoice. ‘If the Prefect doesn’t want us here, he'll
have to go down there and kill the thing himsalf. Or send his precious horsemen, if they’ refeding brave.
If he sends them after usthey’ll get more than they bargained for, I'll tell you. I’ [l face a score of mounted
Weartans before I’ d risk coming within athousand paces of that thing. Eh, lads?

Voicesrose up in support and Atlon found that he was becoming the mobile centre of agrowing group.
Hewas aware of Heirn close by him again, trying to catch his atention.

Helifted hishandsin surrender. Y ou' re risking facing the Weartans because of an anima? Hekept his
voice balanced between surprise and incredulity. ‘ It must be something particularly nasty. What' sit look
like? Can't you trgp it? I’ ve seen some strange creatures on my travels, but I’ ve never seen anything that
couldn’t be brought down with alittle determination or cunning. Nothing that’ sworth facing acavary
chargefor, believe me” Heirn's estimation of Atlon rose once again. Somehow his tone had robbed the
words of any hint of chalenge. Neverthdess, he kept his hand through hisiron knuckles.

‘Then you' ve never seen anything likethis,” the man replied, stopping to face Atlon. The crowd cameto
aragged halt with them. The man grimaced. * And you' ve certainly never heard anything likeit.” There
was achorus of agreement. ‘When it howls, the sound’ s like nothing you could evenimagine. It's
something out of your worst nightmare. It goesright through you, churnsyour ingdes. . . turnsyour
stomach and your legsinto water. Y ou daren’'t move. Y ou can’'t move.” The man had lowered hisvoice,
amog as though talking about the creature might in some way bring it down on them.

Atlon wondered what kind of a person he wastaking to. An inadequate presumably, to have been
driven benegth the city, but there was a power in his smpletelling that would have eluded many alearned
man. The crowd around him was gtill and silent, and he could fed the dank presence of the tunnels
hanging in the air despite the bright sunlight warming the street.

‘It came barely aday ago, but it feels asthough it' s been there for ever. There' s dead everywhere.” The
man dumped alittle and his eyes became distant. ‘When | was. . . Hefdtered. ‘Before the tunndls, |
had a growing plot — nothing much, but enough. One night afox got into the chicken coop. Killed them
al. Didn’t eat them —just killed them.” Atlon was|ooking once again into terror. * That' swhat we are
down there— chickens. Squawking and helpless. We could no more hunt that creature than my chickens
could' ve hunted that fox.” He bent closeto Atlon, aprodding finger raised. ‘| saw it open aman up with
asingleblow.” He made a cutting gesture from his shoulder to hisgroin. ‘ Lift up another, haf asbig again



asme, and shake him likerat. Hisarm wastorn clean off . . . it flew fifty pacesand landed at my feet . . .
his damn fingerswere ill moving.” He mimicked the movement. ‘ Then it was gone. So fast.” He clapped
his hands explosively. Then he began shaking. Hands reached out to comfort him.

‘It sjust killing for killing'ssake,” another man said. *And it doesn't stop. It doesn’t even seem to get
tired.” He put his handsto his ears. ' Everywhere you turn, you can hear it howling and people screaming.
Far away one minute, close by the next. And dl the time you' re thinking, what’ sthat in the shadows?Isit
my turn? Will it be me making that awful noise next? He shook hishead violently. ‘I'll take my chance
with a Weartan truncheon, but I’m not going back down there’

‘The Prefect’ |l have to do something about it. We can't,” someone el se cried out, to a clamour of
agreement. ‘We re staying heretill he does’

Atlon reverted to hisfirst question. *What doesit look like, this creature?

Severa garbled descriptions were given smultaneoudy. It was bigger than aman, smaler than aman. It
waslikealargedog, it waslike alarge cat. Its eyes were red — green — yellow. It ran in astrange way —
on two legs, onfour legs—but it was very fast. That, everyone agreed upon. It was very fast.

Atlon looked down, hisvision filled with the ragged trousers and worn shoes of the Tunnellers gathered
around him, and the dusty jointed stones that formed the road. What he was about to do disturbed him
profoundly. He had no right to use peoplein such away, especialy the weak and the vulnerable. That
these people were dmost certainly destined for abloody confrontation, that he wastelling them the truth,
gave him little consolation. But throughout, he had not lost sight of the terrifying problem posed by what
had happened to Pinnatte. If that were not resolved, then the Serwulf loose in the tunnelswould be as
nothing to the carnage that might follow. For an instant, the shoes and the stones vanished to become a
vigon of the victorious battlefield he had stood on. All around him were sights that should not be seen.
Sightswhich could not be seen without embedding themselvesin the memory for ever and changing the
direction of thelife of the observer. He drove hisfingernailsinto his palms until the pain returned him to
the street.

‘The other night,” he said, ‘there was a Loose Pit at the Jyolan. | didn’t seeit mysdf, but the last animal
to fight sounds like the onethat’ skilling your people’

He was suddenly aware that the group had fdlen slent. All eyeswere on him.
‘No one knowswho ownsit, but the rumour isthat it belongsto the Kyrosdyn.’

The mood about him changed perceptibly. Thewords‘Kyrosdyn' hissed dl about him like aliving echo
asit passed through the crowd.

Atlon saw redization comeinto the eyes of the man he had first confronted. * Of course,” he said softly,
‘who els2? They’ re dways sneaking about down there — going below into the depths— into the caves
themselves. Going into places where people aren’t meant to go.’

Then the whispered ‘ Kyrosdyn' was being replaced by *Vaskyros . It soon rose to a shout and,
abruptly, the crowd was moving away.

Atlon had difficulty meeting Heirn’ slook. ‘I hope somebody, somewhere, will forgive mefor that,” he
sad.

Heirn looked round at the passing stream of Tunnellers. Hisface was pained. Honest and
sraightforward, what he had heard Atlon do gppalled him. He wanted to walk away — return to hisforge



—forget everything he had seen and heard over the past two days. He half-turned. Y et he could fedl
Atlon’s own pain and desperation. He could not perceive this newcomer as a gratuitous manipulator of
other peoplefor snister ends of hisown. Nor could he leave him.

His voice was gruff when heforced hiswords out. * Y ou told them the truth. They’ re destined for bad
trouble anyway. Better it be at the VVaskyros where it belongs than at the Prefect’ s Palace for nothing.’

Heirn'sanalysis chiming with hisown, barely heartened Atlon. Somehow he would have felt better
receiving an angry remonstrance. He gritted histeeth. He had seen others take decisonsfar more
terrible. He would surviveit, just asthey did — he supposed.

But the pit of hisstomach felt cold and hard.

Asheand Heirn set off again, he consoled himself as best he could. Circumstances were dlowing him
few choices againgt fearful odds. There was no saying in what way directing the Tunndlers against the
true cause of their trouble would change these choices, but change them it would, and where there was
change, there would be opportunity.

‘Well done,’ Dvolci said to him quietly and very gently. ‘It sat timeslike thisthat I'm particularly glad
that I’'m not ahuman.” It was aremark that Dvolci frequently used, but thistimeitsusudly biting tone was
replaced with genuine compassion. Atlon fet alittle easier.

Asthey waked dong, Heirn kept looking nervoudy over his shoulder.

‘Don’'t worry about the Weartans,” Atlon said. ‘Listening for horsesis something I’ ve been doing al my
lifeand I’'mgood at it. I'll tdll you when they’re coming.’

Heirn gave him anod of acceptance, then automeaticaly looked over his shoulder again.

AsHeirn had declared, it was indeed along and complicated journey to the Vaskyros. Most journeys
tended to be thusin Arash-Felloren, with its endlesdy winding streets, its complicated and confusing
junctions and its rambling, open spaces. From timeto time, Atlon thought that he sensed some kind of
pattern to the whole, but it defied easy discovery and he did not pursue it. Neverthel ess, he studied the
route that they were following with greet care, frequently, like Heirn, though for different reasons, looking
back at where they had just come from. It could be that he might haveto travel it again and a speed.
Each time he did this, thoughts of his horse came to him and he had congtantly to set asde regrets at
having to leave it a Heirn's. It was apain he had not anticipated.

Gradudly, he was becoming accustomed to the hectic activity that typified most of the city; under other
circumstances, he would have wel comed an opportunity to study this remarkable place and its people.
Now hewasin agreet like adeep canyon, hemmed in by high soaring buildings which darkened the sun
and directed the flow of the people and traffic below like ominous shepherds. Then he waslooking over
the pargpet of abridge, flying high above leve upon level of streets and buildings far below, and offering
apanoramaof at least part of the city. Confusion was everywhere: bustling aleyways, high gdleries,
arcades, the derdlict and the decaying shouldering equaly the new and flamboyant and the old and
sedate. And there was the occasional, almaost incongruous burst of greenery, where some parkland or
growing plot was being assiduoudy protected from the withering sun.

But these wereimpressionsthat Atlon registered only in passing. His brief vision of the old battlefield had
focused hisresolve and he clung to it, grim though it was. With each step he used this and the disciplines
of histraining to prepare himself. Whenever hefet his concentration drifting heintoned inwardly: ‘ Thisis
not a bright and sunny day in astrange and fascinating place. It is il the battlefield . . .His battlefied.’

The absence of smoking entrails spilt from hacked bodies, the awful sounds of the wounded, the stink of



terror, of voided colons, of burning flesh, of earth churned with feet and hooves and rain and blood —did
not change this. His presence was everywhere —faint and tenuous, but real nevertheless. And such havoc
would aways be His ultimate legacy.

Seeking other sources of couragein hisinner tria, Atlon returned to the short time he had spent with the
Queen’sditetroops. He had learned little from them in the way of fighting skills, save that he was no
warrior, but he had picked up asmple directness of thinking that had stood him in good stead many
times since in arenas not associated with combat. Above al, they had taught him that he should not be
afraid to be afraid — that fear was anecessary thing for him if he wasto survive any threst.

‘Mind you, nobody saysyou haveto enjoy it. The long-forgotten memory of thisrueful observation,
uttered as he had crouched trembling behind someone’ s shidd, floated up into his mind and made him
amile

‘How areyou feding? Dvolci asked, sensing his mood.
‘Bad, but | think I'll beready,” Atlon replied.

‘Good,” Dvolci sad. *You can dothis, Atlon. Don't let the natural uncertainty of your inquiring nature
cloud your measure of your true ability.” He was unusually serious. * When you stood with the others that
day, you faced a power and awill far beyond anything these people can offer. It forged you into
someone stronger by far. Y ou take no pridein this, but youdo know it! And al the years since have
strengthened you further. The Atlon before that day could not have contained that novice, or what
Pinnatte did, could he?

Atlon did not reply but could do no other than ask, ‘ Thereis no other way, isthere?

‘No.” Dvolci’sreply came without hesitation. ‘Whatever’ s been done to Pinnaite isturning him into
something that shouldn’t be possible, according to everything we know. Perhaps these Kyrosdyn, these
... crystal meddlers. . . hoped to control him in someway, but | agree with you —I think they don’t
know what they’ ve done. | can’t concelve of anyone— not even humans— even trying to do such athing
ddiberately. Such a. . . creation . . . could no more be controlled than the turning of the globe. HE's
aready wildly dangerous and he must surely get worse. And rapidly at that. We ve no time to go home.
We have to go to the heart of this—and that’ sthe Kyrosdyn. They mightn’t know what’ s happened at
the moment, but they will soon enough. And at least they know what they did to him.’

Atlon reached up and touched thefelci’ s head. Dvolci’ s use of theword ‘we' cut into him. ‘A very
human trait, selfishness,” he said. ‘I’'m sorry. How are you?

Dvolci grunted. * Ready enough, you know me.’

‘Bad taste in your mouth again?

‘Afraid s0.” Dvolci shook his head noisily.

They fell dlent and the clamour of the city closed about them as they continued on their way.

After their encounter with the Tunnellers, it seemed to Atlon that they had dl quietly disappeared into the
bustling morning. Slowly however, he became aware of an increasing tenson inthe air. Heirn, more used
to the nuances of the city’ s moods, had aready noticed it —and its cause.

‘Thereare Tunndlersdl over theplace’ he said quietly, asthough afraid some might overhear him.

Looking round, Atlon began to notice them again. Their characteristic shabbinesswasto be seen



everywhere. A tide of ragged greynesswas gradualy pervading the street, draining the colour from the
city and itsinhabitantslike the touch of abaeful sun.

‘Isit true there are more people below the city than actudly init? Atlon asked. Inther short
acquaintance, he had never seen Heirn look so uncertain when he replied.

‘Soit’saways been said. But then we say dl manner of things without thinking about them, don’t we?
Now you ask me, | haveto say | don’'t know. | doubt anybody does. There are whole areas of the city
above ground that no one knows anything about, |et alone undernegth it. Ohl’

They had turned a corner into yet another square. Diagonally opposite them was a broad avenue which
rose up and curved out of sight to the left. Rising above the buildings Atlon saw the towers and spires of
the Vaskyros. Heknew it for what it wasimmediately, itsjagged outline impinging on him amost
physcaly with its strangdy violent symmetry.

The cause of Heirn's exclamation however, was not the building, but the straggling crowd of Tunnellers
wandering aong the avenue. He was about to say, ‘ Y our troops, Generd’, but even asthe jibe cameto
him itsinjustice repdled him and he thought about shaping it into adark joke. Findly, heleft it unsaid.

Instead, Atlon said it for him, though his mouth was dry when he spoke. * Did just those few words do
this?

‘It would seem s0,” Heirn said, inadequately.

Astheinitia impact of the Sght faded, practica considerations returned. Heirn waslooking around again.
‘I'll hear the horses,” Atlon repeated reassuringly.

‘I'm surprised there are none here dready,” Heirn said. * They must know what’ s going on by now.’

‘Unlessthere arejust too many Tunnellersin other parts of the city.” It was Dvolci. ‘ There are far more
here than we saw. They must be coming out all over the place.’

‘Could be, Heirn agreed. * Could be ahost of things, not least some political quarrel between the
Weartans and the Kyrosdyn, but whatever it is, it’s not good.’

‘Explain,” Atlon said tersely, hiseyesfixed dmost hypnoticdly on the Vaskyros.

‘Rightly or wrongly, people just don't like Tunndlers,’ Heirn replied. He gave an encompassing wave
towardsthe distant crowd. ‘ Thisisn't going to be tolerated for long. If the Weartans can’t or won't deal
with it, then the Trading Combines, the Guilds, the Noble Houses, any of them and a score of other
groups, will send in their own mercenaries sooner or later. And they’ re even less disciplined than the
Weartans’

Atlon nodded, recalling the same observation from the previous night. * And if we get caught up in any of
it, we'rejust aslikdly to bevictims asany of these’

‘Weareindeed,” Heirn confirmed.

Atlon’seyes narrowed. ‘I they come on foot, you protect me. If they come on horseback, I’ [l unseat
one and protect you. Isthere another way to this place? Heflicked his hand towards the Vaskyros, as
though reluctant to mention it by name.

Heirn looked at him sharply, involuntarily answering his question before asking one of hisown. ‘Yes, |
think so. What do you mean, you' Il unsest one and protect me? Histone wasincredul ous.



‘Precisgly that,” Atlon replied, motioning Heirn to lead on. ‘I’ ve seen plenty of people on horseback
sncel arrived, but | haven't seen asinglerider so far. The mgjority don't ride much better than Dvolci
here. Theré'll be no difficulty unseating someone. It’ s verging on the miraculous that most of them manage
today inthesaddleat al.’

There was an undemongtrative but absol ute confidence about Atlon’s manner that |eft Heirn with nothing
to say, though the remains of hisjibe leaked into his acknowledgement. *On foot | look after you, on
horseback you look after me? Fine, General.’

The square too was cluttered with Tunnellers, al unknowingly following Atlon’ s guidance which had
spread through them like avirulent disease. While they dl seemed to beintent on reaching the Vaskyras,
their presence was being loudly resented by thelocals, particularly the small traderswho littered this
square asthey did every other in the city. Ashefollowed Heirn, Atlon heard the angry voices that he had
heard in the Street the previous night. Noisy, vicious quarrels were springing up everywhere,

‘Just keep moving, Heirn said.

Atlonfelt asense of relief after they passed the avenue and the V askyros disappeared behind the
buildings fringing the square, but asthey cameto the next junction, Heirn paused. Five roads came
together in atypicaly confused fashion, and Atlon could see that some way aong, each one branched
into severa other roads.

‘Thisway, Heirn said, after somethought. ‘I’ m not too familiar with al the streets around here. Thisisn't
an areal’ve had causeto vigt dl that often. The difficulty isthat the Vaskyrosisbuilt into the sde of a
hill. One side’ s a sheer drop, and there’ sawhole maze of little roads round here that just peter out into
nothing.

The street was narrow and dusty, constructed of smaller, more uneven stone blocks than most of the
others Atlon had seen. Grasses and weeds were growing between joints, restrained only by the effects of
the long hot summer. The road was obvioudy very old, and little used, though ruts running dong it
indicated that it had once been frequently used by heavy carts. The houses on one side stopped abruptly
asarocky outcrop intruded. Those on the other side changed suddenly after this point, becoming
smaller, smpler and more functiona in appearance. Atlon could see no sign of any gratuitous decoration.
Savefor the variations made necessary by the doping ground, they were dso identical. Built from astone
smilar to that of the road, they too were obvioudy old. Some were still occupied, some were empty, and
one or two were patently decaying. At regular intervas, equaly narrow streets turned off at right angles
to reveal rows of other identica houses. The whole made an oddly disma impression despite the bright
sunshine. The thought cameto Atlon that they were servants quarters, or perhaps accommodation for
low-ranking Army officersor civilian employees.

He turned away from their dun monotony and looked up at the rugged rock-face which now formed the
opposite side of the road. He could see nothing, but he knew that on top of it would be the looming bulk
of the Vaskyros. And even as he thought this, the rock began to fal away to be replaced by ahigh wall.
Atlon waked over to it and examined it closely. The stonesthat formed it were very large, and the joints
between them were so tight that it would have been difficult to insert even afine blade. No grassesand
weeds found haven here.

Looking up, he saw that thewal curved outwards. It was giddying perspective and it made him step
back.

‘Fineworkmanship,” he said to Heirn.

‘I've never redlly looked,” Heirn replied.



‘Military engineersbuilt this’ Atlon went on. ‘Good ones at that. I’ Il wager there are ramparts with
anchorages for al manner of siege defence devices up there’

Heirn could not work up any enthusiasm. ‘I thought you were a scholar, not asoldier.’

‘I’ ve had cause to study wars and fighting, amongst other things. Tragicdly, many great achievements
have come about through war. People€' s minds are uniquely focused when their surviva isat risk. Failure
to learn from their suffering isto make their battle doubly futile and to risk having to fight it again.’

Heirn followed his gaze and stared up at thewall. ‘| supposeyou'reright,” he said, still unenthusiastic.
Then hefrowned. * Y ou redly make melook a my city through astranger’ seyes. Some of it sbeena
revelation, but I'm not totaly surel like some of the things you see.

Despite his preoccupation, Atlon smiled. ‘ The greatest protection you can ever have isto seethingsthe
way they are, rather than as you think they are, or as you think they ought to be.” Heirn gave a
non-committal grunt.

The street grew steadily steeper, making the two men dow down. They had passed no one since they
entered it, though now, occasiondly, as they plodded by, someone would peer through awindow and
gare at them curioudly. Asthey neared what appeared to be the top of the dope, the sound of an angry
crowd reached them.

Chapter 27

Onthe edge of panic, helay for along time staring up at the celling before he dowly began to remember
who hewas. The panic receded only partly asit took him almost aslong to remember where he was.

The night had been ablack and turbulent torrent, buffeting him between stark horror and manic eation.
The high-pitched whine that had drawn him to the smal opening in thewal had held him there, immoabile,
whileit coiled itself through and around him until it was dl he was. What he had been, al that had brought
him to this point, was gone asif it had never happened. There was just the flickering darkness through
which he was plunging, filled with the rich heady scent of prey. And their song—long and irresstibly
dluring. Thoughts pervaded him that were incoherent and dien, save that they were dternatdly terrifying
and rapturous, though there were faint remembrances among them that told him of agreat loss, and a
flight from aterrible, glittering foe. Dominating these however, was the dull ache of an endlessempty exile
in the barren darkness.

Pinnatte screwed up his eyes then opened them wide, as though trying to force the light of the solitary
lamp into the lingering remains of that darkness. He was trembling. The events of the night, jumbling and
fragmenting now at the touch of hiswakening mind, were aready dipping away from him. But eventsthey
had been. It had been no dream. Not only did he never dream, there was an undeniable redity about
what had happened. For at times he had drifted apart from the will that had held him and drawn him into
itskilling frenzy. He had been briefly himsdlf, aware of the horror of what was happening, aware of
people —men, women, children —fleeing terrified and screaming through the darkness. Therecollection
sent agpasm through him. Waves of both delight and appalled disgust washed through him.

Shocked, he Struggled into a sitting position, each movement hel ping to distance him from this unwanted
flood. Helooked round at the room, forcing himself to think of other things. Thiswas hisroom now,
chosen by him but given to him by Barran, no less. Y et even as helooked at the age-stained walls, he
knew that terrible things had been done beyond them, terrible things that he had been party to. And too,
he knew that they were continuing.

Stll, it was of no account —for what was alittle bloodshed adong the way of his unfolding future?



The callousness of the thought jolted him again, and accusing echoes of the terror and the screaming
cascaded into hismind. Y et even asthey did, he redlized that they were only of hismind. His body felt no
such repulsion, no shame at what had happened. Deep insde, hisbody had relished what was happening.
Even now, it longed — desired —for . . .

For what?
He pressed his hands to histemples as hisinner conflict washed to and fro.

Sowly, aclinging presence dipped away from him. Asit did so, the longing began to fade. And thoughts
cameto cam hismind. What had happened had been beyond his control. He had neither sought nor
encouraged it. It wasn't hisfault! There was afeebleness about these that reduced them to the level of
mere excuses, but they sufficed to make him fee more whole again, al turmoil sunk below his awareness.

It had been the cregture, he knew, astheredlity of the room finally closed about him, banishing the last of
the shadows. Its touch was unmistakable. It had bent its knee in obeisance to him when it entered the
arenaand, once again, it had reached out and drawn him into its awful hunt. How such athing could be
was beyond him. Aswas the question why? But it had been so, nevertheess.

What would happen the next time he went to deep? The thought did not carry the fear that it had done
previoudy, but he till let it go quickly. Thiswas the beginning of more than anew day, and degp wasa
long way off. Plenty of time to worry about that later. He paid no heed to the hint of anticipation that
fluttered in the wake of the thought.

He stood up, rubbing his hand. It wasitching alittle. Holding it up to catch thelight, he saw that the
remnant of the mark |eft by the Kyrosdyn was unchanged. It ended abruptly where the graze from hisfal
cut acrossit, ahint of its greenness colouring the edge of the dark red scab. He ran afinger around the
mark. He could fed nothing. No pain, no swelling. What wasit? What had the man done? Had hein
redlity done anything, or had it al been, as Lassner had said, amalicioustrick to frighten him for his
impertinence?

Heamiled. It didn’'t matter. Whatever the man’ sintention had been, the mark had done him no harm, and
whileit had darmed him at first, it had dso brought him here —free of Lassner and the Den, and working
for Barran. He clenched hisfigtsin delight and offered the anonymous Kyrosdyn a caugtic thank you.

The thought of Barran however, galvanized him. ‘If you do well, there’ sagood fortune waiting for you,
he had said. And dl that wasto be done, to start with, was the cleaning of afew mirrors— or whatever
they were. But, dashing this excitement to one sde, came Barran's other words:. ‘ Come to me each
morning.

A different kind of panic took hold of Pinnatte. What time was it? Probably just after dawn, he hoped.
That was when he normally woke. But after anight like the one he had just spent, who could say? And
there was no hint of either light or noise from the outside to help him.

Heleft hisroom at considerable speed but dithered to aflailing halt as he cameto thefirgt branch inthe
passageway. He could well be late aready, but if he got logt, rambling about thisplace. . .

Hefdt hisfuture dipping away, like water through hisfingers. * Slow down,” he muttered grimly to
himsalf, successtully invoking the habit that had saved him from many a pursuit.

Immediately, another old habit asserted itself and he began to search his various pockets for a piece of
chalk. The street thieves of Arash-Felloren had a considerable repertoire of signs and symbolswith
which they adorned walls to communicate to their fellows— such and such atrader had employed new



guards, or got anew dog, so and so would be away from his house for so many days, the Weartans
were purging a particular area, and so on. Eventualy finding a piece, Pinnatte headed back towards his
room, till forcing himself to walk calmly. 1t became increasingly difficult as he opened each of three
identical doors unsuccessfully before he found the correct one, and he let out a breath of considerable
relief ashefinally made adight mark on the frame of the door.

That had been atimely lesson. Helaid an affectionate hand on thewall. It felt familiar to him. The Jyolan
was where he wanted to be, and he must not only learn such lessonsif he wasto have afuture here, he
must anticipate them. He looked up and down the passage and made a determined resolution.
Notwithstanding any tasks that Barran gave him, he would learn about this place until he knew every last
stone. The intimate knowledge he had of the many aleys, lanes, run-throughs, sewers and general escape
routesin the part of the city where he worked, had been acquired over many years, partly by accident,
partly deliberately, under Lassner’ stuition. Now he must start again. Exhilarated though he was at being
accepted by Barran, he was not so naive asto imagine that the road to wealth which he saw lying before
him would be free from difficulty. Apart fromfaling foul of Barran himsdlf, if he wanted to make
progress, then, asin the Den, he would have to compete with others, and the kind of people who
worked for Barran would be different by far from his old Den-Mates. Violence would be lying in wait for
him if he migudged his step. For amoment, his face hardened as part of him looked forward to such a
challenge. It was aresponse that would have surprised him only days earlier, but now it seemed quite
normd.

Thus, in addition to ingratiating himsalf with Barran — as he had with Lassner —it wasimperative that he
explorethis new terrain he found himsdlf in. Here there were no walls to be nimbly scaled, no narrow
openingsthat led into open cdlars, no dropsinto the sewers. Here there were only interminable
passages, twisting, turning, narrowing, widening, risng, falling, like the streets of the city itsdf writ smal.
And knowledge of these might one day save hislife.

His new home duly marked, and his new resolution finally made, Pinnatte decided first to find the Mirror
Room before seeking out Barran. This proved to be comparatively smple, the route being till fairly fresh
in hismind from the previous evening, and the room standing alone at the end of along passage.
Neverthel ess, he marked the way.

Having found it, he stood for awhile staring at the door before tentatively reaching out to try the handle.
Then he hesitated and knocked gently, three times. The soft sounds sank into the dead air of the passage.
He was reaching for the handle again when it turned. He had taken a swift pace backwards and was
trying to look casud when the door opened to reved Barran. His new master had a bundle of papersin
one hand while the other was out of sight behind the door. Though he looked both tired and suspicious,
Pinnatte could sense an aura of suppressed excitement about him. He could a so sense danger inthe
hidden hand.

“Y ou asked meto cometo you for thekey, sr,” he said quickly, with an extravagant gesture which
enabled him to take another discreet pace backwardsin preparation for flight.

Recognition cameinto Barran' s eyes and he opened the door fully. The hidden hand was adjusting
something behind his back. When it emerged, it was empty.

‘How did you know | was here? he asked.

Pinnatte chosethetruth. ‘I didn’t, Sir,” hereplied. ‘| wasjust finding my way around and | thought I'd see
if youwere herefirgt. You did say it was an important place.’

Barran nodded then stepped out of the room and closed the door behind him.



‘“You look tired, sir,” Pinnatte risked.

‘That’ sbecause| am,” Barran replied tersdly. ‘ It' sbeen abusy time.” He looked at Pinnatte narrowly.
“You'relooking little better yoursdlf, young man. Areyou dl right?

‘Bit restlesslast night, Sir. New master, new place”’” Pinnatte smiled broadly. * And I’m hungry now. | was
going to find you, then try to get some food somewhere’

Barran continued hisingpection of hisnew charge for amoment, then, seemingly satisfied, opened the
door again and motioned Pinnatte into the room. A table and two chairs had been added since he was
there last, and the wooden pand was aready pushed back to revea the mirrors. The Eyes of the Jyolan,
Pinnatte remembered Barran calling these strange objects. He thought of them as mirrors, accepting the
word used by Barran, but they were not like any mirrors he had ever seen. All he could see of his
reflection was the faintest hint, and that only when he searched for it. What he could see was what he had
seen the night before: different parts of the Jyolan —with figures moving about most of them. The sight did
not startle him as much asit had previoudy, but it still unsettled him. How could such athing be? He was
tempted to ask what the mirrors were used for, but they were so strange that he could think of no clear
question. Besides, he sensed that Barran was in no mood for casua chétter.

“You'll need some rags and a bucket of water.” Barran' s voice yanked Pinnatte back to the present.
‘And | think Ellyn’ s got something she usesfor cleaning glass’

Pinnatte bent forward and listened intently as Barran explained how the mirrorswere to be held and
supported while they were being cleaned.

“Y ou must be very careful until we know more about how these thingswork.’

There was an ominous emphasis on theword ‘very’ that sharpened Pinnatte' s attention even further.
Notwithstanding that however, once or twice he found his mind wandering. Having one of the most
ruthless and powerful men in the city talking to him about such matters as dusting and cleaning, likea
fussy old maid, was oddly disorientating. When he had finished, Barran put hishand on Pinnaite's
shoulder. Pinnatte remembered the weight of it from the previous evening and concentrated again.

“You will take great care with this job, won't you, Pinnatte?
It was not aquestion, it was an order.

Later, Pinnatte sat in the room aone, the door locked behind him. Barran had taken him to the rooms he
was using astemporary living quarters while work at the Jyolan was under way and Ellyn had givenhim a
long look when he demanded, ‘ That stuff for cleaning glass', obliging him to repeat the question. She said
nothing, but raised an ironic eyebrow when shefinaly gave him an earthenware bottle unearthed from
one of several wooden crates. Pinnatte wilfully avoided looking directly at either of them during this
exchange. Then Ellyn wrinkled her nose dightly and with anod of her head towards Pinnatte gave Barran
aggnificant look. He sniffed conspicuoudy and nodded in agreement.

‘ Show him where he can get cleaned up, get him some decent clothes and feed him,” he said brusquely.

It was thus an unusual Pinnatte who eventually sat staring at the Eyes of the Jyolan. He was cleaner,
smarter, and easier on the nose than he had been for along time. Rearranged dirt being one of his
disguises, hiserstwhile Den-Mates would have found him amaost unrecognizable with aclean face.
Occasionally he preened himsdlf, and moved his head thisway and that in an attempt to see hisfaint
reflection in one of the mirrors, though generaly with little success. In addition to being clean, hewasdso
replete, Ellyn having fed him quite handsomely.



On hisreturn to the Mirror Room, he had pursued his alotted task as bidden. At first he was extremely
careful, holding the thick mirrorsvery firmly and applying hisrag very hesitantly. However, after afew
heart-stopping fumblings which left mirrorsvibrating, their images streaked and blurred, he redlized that
they were far more robust than Barran had imagined. For in each case, the mirror settled back into its
origina pogtion, itsimage unimpaired.

Cleaning them proved to be a harder task than he had anticipated however. The dust on them had been
there along time and was iff and reluctant to move, aswere hisfingers after he had been working for a
while. Nevertheless, he pressed on, engrossed, for as each mirror was cleaned, its surface had aquality
of perfection about it, displaying an image with aclarity the like of which he had never seenin an ordinary
mirror. So vivid were the sights he could see that he felt as though he should be able to reach out and
actualy touch them. And even though he began to grow used to the strangeness of what he was seeing,
he found it difficult at times not to just St and stare.

Eventudly he pushed his chair back, stretched himself noisily and then flexed hisfingersenergeticdly inan
attempt to ease the stiffnessin them. It did not work. He was going to have to pace himself better. So far
he had cleaned only one row and his arms and shoulders were aching, aswell as his hands. It was going
to take him along timeto finish them dl. And some of the higher mirrorswould be extremely difficult to
reach even standing on the table.

Still, it did not matter. If Barran was unhappy about the progress he was making, he would be able to
demonstrate both the intransigence of the grime coating the mirrors and the care he was taking. He
decided not to mention, for the moment, how robust the mirrors actually were—that might proveto bea
useful “discovery’ on some future occasion. For the time being, while he was doing thisjob, he would
have |egitimate opportunity to wander about the Jyolan —to fetch clean water, to find more rags, perhaps
locate aladder — all of which would enable him to find hisway about the place. Something dark turned
over luxurioudy inside him at the prospect and the mirrors seemed to shimmer. He shook his head. He'd
been here too long, he decided. And been working too intensdly, just like when he’ d been an apprentice
thief, learning to pick pockets. Now was as good atime as any to start his exploration of the Jyolan.

Rooting under hisjacket he retrieved the key, soundly secured in a hidden pocket next to his skin.
Experienced in such matters, Pinnatte knew how to carry things safe from the dy touch of such as
himself. As he stood up, amovement in one of the mirrors caught hiseye. It was one that normdly
showed no activity. Pinnatte peered at it closely, ressting the temptation to rub the dust away with his
hand. He found himself looking dong adimly-lit and seemingly empty passage—one of many such. But
there was something there, he was sure. Something hiding, low and skulking. A shadow in the shadows.

A shapeflitted past alamp.

Though the movement was too quick for him to see any details, he knew immediately that it wasthe
fighting dog which had escaped the arena at the Loose Pit. Ingtantly he was back with Rinter and Atlon
and the guard in the passage where they had encountered the same dog. As then, powerful emotions
surged through him, possessing him, dismissing al reason. Thisthing was prey! It had escaped once and,
in so doing, had left apain that could be hedled only by its death. It must be taken now! Almost asif it
had felt his presence, the dog froze, then suddenly dashed around a corner. Pinnatte felt something in him
legp after it. He stepped back quickly, scanning the mirrors for other signs of the fleeing animal. It
flickered past one and was gone again. Spinning round, he dashed for the door. His thigh struck the
corner of the table with considerableforce,

The pain scattered al other responses and he cried out and dropped on to one knee, massaging hisleg
frantically and cursing. Even as he did so he became aware of a clattering sound. It was the key! He saw
it bouncing on the stone floor. Theimplications of losing the key flashed before him, stark and



uncompromising, dismissing initsturn the painin hisleg. Quite unnecessarily, for the key had stopped
moving, he lunged &fter it, sending himself sprawling full length across the floor as he dapped hishand
downonit.

He lay there for amoment, bresthing heavily, before curling hisfingerstightly around the key. Hisleg
began to hurt again. Sowly he sat up and began rubbing it with the hand that was holding the key. Asthe
worgt of the discomfort left him, he levered himsdf on to the chair and carefully put the key back iniits

gpecia pocket.

Still rubbing hisleg, he cursed himsalf for a profound fool. What had he been thinking about, crashing
around like that? The table had been knocked clear across the room, so violently had he struck it. What
if the key had bounced into one of those damned grilles? He went cold. He did not want to think abouit it.
The only solution to that would have been to take Ellyn’ s advice and flee this part of the city completely —
and very quickly at that!

As he became camer, he asked the question again. What had he been thinking about? What had
possessed him to behave like that? But he knew the answer. Indeed, as his thoughts turned again to the
escaped dog, he could fed the presence bubbling inside him, threatening to burst out again. It wasthe
cresture. Some remnant of its night-time joining with him sill lingered. But asthe redlization cameto him,
so did another, lesking up in some subtle way from the creatureitself. Thistime, hewasin control of it.
Hewas master here. It would bend to hiswill, just asit had bowed to him in the arena. He knew now
that it had drawn him into itskilling spree because he was unprepared for it and because it waslong
starved of itstrue sustenance and near-frantic with excitement at finding him. Now however, the true
balance of their relationship was established. A thrill passed through him.

Feed, he heard himsdf saying to it. Take your fill, I need you strong. Cometo mewhen | call.

Then the presence was gone and he was more himsdlf again. A little bresthless, and with an extremdly
painful leg, he was Pinnatte, the one-time street thief on the way up. The joining with the cresture no
longer disturbed him; nor what it was doing. It was the way things were, the way they had to be. It was
the inevitable working out of hisdestiny. Camly, he picked up his buckets and rags and, carefully
removing the key from its pocket again, |eft the room.

The areaaround the Mirror Room was, as usual, deserted, but he was soon part of the bustling activity
that marked Barran’ sintention of developing the Jyolan to itsfull. He noticed with some amusement that
many of the people he was encountering appeared to be lost. He noticed too that he was barely using the
marks he had made for himsdlf. It was as though he had some natural affinity for the place. Almost as
though he dready knew it.

He made afew such journeysthat morning, ddliberately taking adifferent route each time, fulfilling his
promiseto himsdlf to learn hisway about the place as quickly as possible. With each excursion he
became more at ease. While being lost in the Jyolan would be alegitimate source of panic for most
people, it held no terrors for Pinnatte — it was more of an amusing chalenge. There was an order here
which he sensed and worked to, even though he could not have explained it to anyone or marked it on a
paper. Once or twice he sensed the nearness of the escaped dog, and it gave him some pleasure to deny
thewill of the creature asit responded to him.

Returning again to the Mirror Room he put down the buckets and inserted the key inthelock. To his
horror it did not turn. As he twisted it the other way, the door locked. His hands began to shake. He
must have left the room unlocked! Surely not. He' d been as meticul ous about |ocking the door as he had
been about securing the key. He cursed himsalf even more roundly than he had when he banged into the
table. He must concentrate on everything he did here. Thiswas no Den, full of petty thieves. Thiswasa



place full of dangerous people, not the least of whom was Barran. He unlocked the door and pushed it
open with his knee as he picked up the buckets. Theimage of araging Barran filling hismind coincided
with that immediately in front of him, and it was atribute to his quick-wittedness that he did not cry out
and drop both buckets. The Barran waiting for him however, was not raging, but actualy looked rather
amused by the flustered gppearance. For Pinnatte was not quick-witted enough to prevent his mouth
from dropping open.

‘| thought I’ d left the door unlocked when the key didn’t turn,” he blurted out, wide-eyed.

Barran shook his head and held out hishand. ‘Y oursisn’t the only key,” he said casudly. ‘But giveit to
me now and come back in a couple of hours. | need to bein herefor awhile’ Helooked at the mirrors.
Pinnatte had cleaned four rows.

“Y ou're not working very quickly,” he said with afrown. ‘I’ d like thisfinished today.’

Pinnatte performed the demondration he had prepared earlier, showing conclusively the difficultieshe
was dedling with and eventualy wringing agrunt of acceptance and gpprova from Barran. He decided to
risk taking advantage of it and pointed to the ring on which Barran had put the key.

‘That’snot agood idea,” he said.

Barran looked a him quizzicaly. Pinnatte stepped close to him, pointed to one of the mirrors and said,
‘Look.’

‘What? Barran demanded irritably as he glanced at the mirror and back again.

‘This] Pinnatte replied, handing him thering of keys. Before Barran could respond, Pinnatte was giving
him sterling advice about how he should best carry the keys, and anything else that he valued, so that they
would be safe from such as himsdlf.

Ashefinished hislecture, Barran nodded knowingly. Then he snapped hisfingersand said, ‘Look.’

Pinnatte started and turned even as he redlized he was being caught by his own trick. Except that

Barran’ strick was different, for as Pinnatte turned, it was into the edge of aknife againgt histhroat.
‘Good advice for good advice, Pinnatte, Barran said quietly, bringing hisface close. ‘I like your
enthusiasm and your idess. Don't be afraid to tell me about them. But tell me softly and more
circumspectly. And be very careful how close you come to people around here.” He nodded towards the
door. ‘Two hours,” he said.

Pinnatte |eaned againgt the door after he had closed it, breasthed out noisily and put his hand on his chest
asthough to stop his heart pounding. Not for the first time, Barran’s Smple purposeful ness had terrified
him, more by its mundane ordinariness than by any overt menace. He could see that he had indeed been
given good advice for good advice, and it had taught him saverd lessons about lifein this new world, not
the least of which wasto be more careful with his new master. But something else had happened, for
even as Barran had released him, amanic rage had welled up insde him —arage that had dmost made
him lash out a& Barran for hisinsolence in handling him thus. It was unlike anything he had ever felt before,
and it terrified him to think how close to being expressed it had come.

He moved unsteadily away from the Mirror Room. Cold thoughts formed to quell the heat of therage as
he walked, though they were no lessdien to him. Some other time, they said. Patienceis everything.
Grest forces are gathering within you.

With nothing specific to do, he began occupying himself by continuing to find hisway about the Jyolan. In



the course of this he succeeded in finding abed and a couple of chairswhich he dragged to hisroom. He
also found a better room, nearer to both the Mirror Room and Barran’ s quarters — the Jyolan was awash
with vacant rooms — but he made no attempt to occupy it. It would be better to wait until asuitable
opportunity presented itself for him to ask for it. He had no desire to walk inadvertently into any more
‘lessons.

After awhile, hisroom ordered to his satisfaction, he headed for the entrance with aview to buying food
from one of the street traders. As he entered the main entrance hall, the scene of the events which had so
advanced hisfortunes, he began to fed uneasy. The fedling grew as he passed through the gates and
moved towards the arch which opened on to the street. He lifted hishand to shield hiseyes.

When he reached the arch, the light became intolerable and the heat struck him like aphysica force. He
could not move out into the street. Every part of him cried out for the subdued lighting of the Jyolan
passages and its cold, enclosing stonework. If he moved forward, he knew the sunlight would burgt into
him, searing through to hisvery heart. And the air would be torn from his lungs, escaping into the v,
unbearable open sky — the sky which would ring mockingly with the echoes of hisdying cries. Ashe
stood there trembling, he sensed the cresture somewhere, howling, lost.

Someone bumped into him. * Come on, shift yoursdlf, there' s people with work to do here’

Theimpact propelled him out into the street. He tried to cry out, but no sound came. Someone else
bumped into him and cursed him. Then something made him open his eyes despite the avful daylight. The
face carved into the keystone of the arch met his gaze, calm and serene, yet full of terrible power and
purpose. His trembling began to fade. The Jyolan was his place, but then so was the whole city. From the
Jyolan he would derive his strength so thet, in the fullness of time, he would remake the city initsimage.
And until that time, he must walk iniit, in its flawed, imperfect state. He had nothing to fear. Hewas
awakening. Power was growing within him.

Sowly hisbreathing grew quieter and the street — his street — formed itsalf about him.
A hand took his elbow.
He spun round angrily, his hand raised to strike.

A Kyrosdyn stood in front of him. At his back were three bodyguards. Pinnatte held the man’s gaze and
did not lower hishand. The Kyrosdyn faltered, as did the bodyguards before they remembered their
duty. When they moved forward however, the Kyrosdyn raised his own hand to stop them.

Pinnatte felt the other man’ sfear and hisweskness. It both surprised and did not surprise him.
Then he recognized the Kyrosdyn who had placed the mark on his hand.
Chapter 28

Rostan fdlt asthough dl life had been suddenly emptied from him and that he was now nothing more than
an ice datue awaiting the sun’s deathly kiss. What was standing in front of him, what appeared to be the
young man that he had Anointed, was an abomination. There was Power coiling within him unlike
anything he had ever encountered, Power which was without any of the form or control which, by
everything he knew, wasintringc to its existence. Such athing was not possble. Y et it wasthere. And it
was about to bereleased at him.

Harsh experience gained over the years he had spent with Imorren rose up to tell him that he must stand
firm here, thet to flee would be certain to bring destruction down upon himsdf. But the warnings were



unnecessary, he could not have fled even if he had wanted to, so terrified was he.

Y et even through the terror, questions clamoured at him. How could such an impossibility have come
about? What could have gone wrong? Nothing he had done by that fountain should have produced this,
evenif Pinnatte had been totdly unsuitable for the Anointing. He might have gone mad, and probably
died, but no caculation, no theory, nothing in the long history of the Kyrosdyn' s searching and
experimenting could have foretold thid

The anticipated blow did not come, but Pinnatte’ s gaze was relentless.

What was this creature seeing, with those wide, angry, black eyes? No more than he could fleg, could
Rostan tear hiseyes away from Pinnatte's. It seemed to him that he wasooking into the shifting, empty
void inwhichthisand dl other worldsflickered endlessy in and out of existence. Vertigo mingled with his
terror, telling him that should he move or speak, those black poolswould expand until they encompassed
him utterly and he would belost for ever, tumbling through the dark nothingness where even time did not
exist and where lay creatures and powers beyond any imagining.

Pinnatte lowered his hand and turned away dowly to look at the face on the arch. When he turned back,
the brief release had given Rostan some of hiswits back. He forced his mouth into an apologetic smile.

‘I'msorry,” hesaid, suddenly grateful that his many years serving Imorren had aso given him some
control over hisvoice. ‘| sartled you.

Hefelt the sirange Power in Pinnatte retreating. It gave him only dight encouragement however. The
Power had appeared as suddenly as though a curtain had been flung aside, and it might well do so again.
His mind wasracing. Since Imorren’s command, he and the Lesser and Higher Brothers had been
searching for thisman. It had not taken him long to detect the sign of the Anointed — it had grown
markedly — but that had given him no inkling of what he was going to face. And now that he had found
him he realized that he had walked blithely to the edge of a precipice. To use the Power in such apublic
place, even subtly, would have been agreat risk at any time, but it was completely out of the question
now. Who knew what response this thing might make? Asfor getting the mercenaries to capture him, that
would be even more foolish. Imorren’ s statement that this man’ s role was too uncertain for any rashness
had proved to be both atimely warning and a considerable understatement. Nevertheless, he would till
have to be taken back to her somehow.

Even as he wasthinking, he was aware of Pinnatte’ s Power continuing to recede. It gave him the
opportunity to look at hiserstwhile victim with calmer eyes. What he saw puzzled him. Had it not been
for the sgn of the Anointed which surrounded him, he doubted he would have recognized the man. He
had been a scruffy street thief only days before; now he was clean, and though his clothes were ill-fitting,
comparatively well dressed. Some changein his fortunes had occurred other than the Anointing. Rostan
gathered enough resources to resort to normal diplomacy.

‘I'm sorry,” hesaid again. ‘I didn’t mean to startle you.’

Pinnatte cocked his head on one side, asif Rostan were speaking an unknown language. The Kyrosdyn,
in hisformal robes, was obvioudy ahigh-ranking Brother of some kind and, with the three mercenaries at
his back, he should have been an intimidating sght . . . someone whom, under normal circumstances, he
would have diligently avoided. Y et now, though eements of hisformer existence tugged a him anxioudy,
he felt at ease and in command of affairs. The Kyrosdyn was nothing. In fact, for some reason, the man
was afraid. And Pinnatte knew that thiswas how it should be—that, if necessary, he could dispatch this
irritation into oblivion a amere touch. The thought made no senseto him, asmal voice somewhere was
crying out that he was being afool and that he should not trifle with such people, but he knew that his



new ingght wastrue nonetheless.

And now the Kyrosdyn was being palite. Politeness was not something Pinnatte was used to, and to
receiveit from a Kyrosdyn both stilled such doubts as he till had and triggered afedling of dark
amusement. He did not reply, but continued staring at Rostan.

Rogtan shifted uncomfortably, then held out his hand and introduced himself. Pinnatte looked down at the
hand and then back at Rostan, without taking it. One of the mercenaries, Gariak, who had been at the
fountain, made to step forward, eyes narrowed, but a dight gesture from Rostan stopped him.

Though far from being relaxed, Rostan was fedling easier now. No blow had been struck and the sirange
Power seemed to have faded dmost completely. What it had been, whether it might erupt again, were
questions which along with many others he set firmly asde. All that mattered now was that this man be
kept at his ease and lured to the VVaskyros. He brought his hands together in an attitude of prayer and
affected alook of contrition. ‘1 understand,” he said, lowering his eyes. * Our meeting the other day was
... Heshrugged regretfully. *I1l-judged, to say the least.” Pinnatte making no response, he pressed on,
mustering al the sincerity he could find. ‘I’ m afraid you caught me at a particularly difficult time and sadly,
my temper got the better of me. | can assure you | regretted my behaviour dmost immediatdly. In fact
I"ve been looking for you ever since so that | could apologize.” He became fatherly. ‘ My name' s Rostan.
| gppreciate that you didn’t realize who | was when you took my purse. | know the Guild of Thieves has
great respect for our Order. It was my fault for walking the streetsin ordinary clothes. It's not something
I’ll do again quickly.’

Pinnatte was beginning to fed awkward. This Rostan seemed quite different from the angry individua
who had confronted him the other day. Indeed, he seemed to be genuindy upset at the trouble he had
caused. And, after dl, not only had no harm come of it, but agreat deal of good. Had it not been for that
stormy encounter, he would not now be working for Barran nor have discovered the true Jyolan. The
thought of the Jyolan made him fed good. At the sametime, Rostan seemed to shrink into acringing
underling. Pinnatte looked at him. The man deserved something for what he had inadvertently wrought.
Hethrust out hishand. * A misunderstanding,” he said. ‘'Y ou needn’t have concerned yoursdlf, but | thank
you.’

Rostan took the hand hesitantly. The strange Power had returned, suddenly and without warning, and
even though hefdt nothreet init thistime, it was till frightening. As he touched Pinnatte, it seemed
momentarily to swarm through him, possessing him utterly, then just as suddenly withdrawing. He pulled
his hand away as quickly as he dared. Again he wanted to flee, but again he knew he could not. While
the Power did not actudly threaten him he must continueto try to lure this abomination back to the
Vaskyros where Imorren could dedl with him.If she could dedl with him, he thought heretically.

‘You'revery generous,” he said. ‘Imorren will be most relieved.’

‘Imorren? Pinnatte echoed, suddenly curious. ‘ The Ailad? The head of your Order?
Vs

Pinnatte frowned. ‘ Why would she be relieved? Why would she know anything about me?

Rostan noted the response. It showed him the way. So Imorren was the bait that would redl thisonein.
Bite, little fish, he thought.

‘| told her about it,” he said. * She saw | was upset about something and, being the person sheis, she
asked me about it. It was her suggestion | should ook for you and apologize if | wasto have any peace.
She said shewas sure you' d understand if | found you. And she wasright, wasn't she? Sheusually is.



Shetakesagreat interest in everything that happensin the city. And she has such wisdom. It’s an honour
just to be near her.” He became wilfully hesitant. ‘I’ m uncertain about how to ask this—you’ ve been very
kind dready —but I'm sure she’ d like to meet you.” He leaned forward confidentidly. * She was quite
angry at mein her way. She' s very concerned about how the people think of us. There sagreat ded of
misunderstanding about. It would be a kindness both to her and meif she could hear from you hersdlf
that al’swdl.” Hehdld out an arm asif they might leave right away.

Pinnatte looked at him uncertainly. In two days, he had been released from Lassner and placed with
Barran, fulfilling an ambition he scarcely knew he had. Now, chance was offering him the opportunity to
meet with another of the city’ s most powerful figures. Who knew what might come of such ameeting?
Just to have it known that he had caught the attention of Imorren would make him someone to be feared,
to be respected. It would befolly to refuse such an opportunity. But old cautions caught up with his
bounding thoughts. The Kyrosdyn weren't to be trusted. Imorren was even more powerful and ruthless
than Barran. He should keep away from her, and the Vaskyros. It was an article of faith amongst
Den-Mates that no one went into the Vaskyros voluntarily; ‘things happened to people there —no one
ever came out. But that was part of hisold life. He wasn't amere street thief any more. Scorn crept into
his thinking. What would any Den-Mate know about the Kyrosdyn? Nothing, other than idle gossip. He,
for one, had never even met aKyrosdyn until the other day, and now here was this Rostan seeking him
out and apologizing for what had happened, and offering him an opportunity to meet Imorren. It wastime
for him to set hisold ways asde. There would be many other thingsto learn in hisnew life than just
finding hisway about the Jyolan.

Y et, the caution lingered. A lifetime of distrust, misplaced or not, was not to be set asidelightly. ‘I'm one
of Barran’smen now,’” he said, indicating the Jyolan. ‘| have to be back in afew minutes. He' Il be waiting
forme’

Rostan could not keep the surprise from hisface, but he managed to make it look appreciative. Barran
had little use for street thieves, why would he take thisone on? And ‘He' Il be waiting for me’ no less, so
he was working directly for Barran. He must be speciad in some way, was the obvious answer. It was
another puzzle hanging about the shoulders of thisdight figure. A small conundrum, compared with that of
the seemingly flawed Anainting, but one not to beignored. Still, he could not alow it to deflect him from
fetching thisman to the Vaskyros.

“Your gtar isrising, young man,” he said heartily. ‘ Imorren will be even more pleased to hear of that.” He
risked laying ahand on Pinnatte' s shoulder. ‘| know Barran very well. | can have aword with him, if you
like. I'm sure there || be no problem — he values Imorren’ s good opinion.” He considered shepherding
Pinnatte towards the Jyolan, then thought better of it. Instead, he released him and stepped back alittle
to give him asense of freedom.

Pinnatte' s uncertainties dwindled under the combination of Rostan’ s affable assault and his own
rekindled, if vague, ambition.

Heamiled. ‘I think | know where heis,’ he said, and motioned Rostan to follow him.

Asthey neared the main arch, it was Rostan who began to be uncertain. The Jyolan was an unsettling
place for those who could use the Power. He had been there many times, discreetly, to watch the
Fighting Pits, as had most of the Kyrosdyn, but there always seemed to be an unspoken consent amongst
them not to speak about what they felt —that the building itself was aware of them, watching, waiting.

The origins of the Jyolan were long-logt, though the Kyrosdyn believed it had been built a the behest of
Sammragl Himself at the very beginnings of Arash-Felloren. Nothing was known of its purpose, athough
ancient writings held by the Kyrosdyn referred to it as being built upon one of the Places of Great Power,



though what this meant, none now knew. What was known was that the Jyolan had existed before the
Order of the Kyrosdyn, and it had aways been in their hands. Y et it, too, had always been an
uncomfortable possession, with successve Ailads reluctant to useit for anything of consequence and
frequently letting it to others. Though there had been surprise expressed a Imorren’ sreleasing it dmost
unconditiondly to Barran, there had also been agenerd feding of relief, dbeit, asever, largely unspoken.

Rostan felt what he thought of asthe will of the building close about him as soon as he passed under the
arch. But it was different today — very different. Whereas normally it waslittle more than afrisson of
unease, it was now amost palpable. He seemed to sense countless eyes watching him, even studying him.
More aarmingly, he noted, there was amarked aura of danger about Pinnatte. For amoment he thought
that it was the strange Power returned, but it was not emanating from Pinnatte. Rather it was asthough
the building was reaching out to protect him.

Questions about the Anointing returned, demanding attention, but a degper ingtinct told Rostan smply
that he must concentrate on carefully handling Pinnatte. And he must get out of here as soon as possible.

Pinnatte was striding out confidently. People stepped out of hisway. Rostan noted that he did not
hesitate as he negotiated the many junctions and branches that they passed. Though he knew the building
quitewdl, he could not have walked through it so purposefully, yet this man — this abomination —who
had been here only two days at the most seemed to know the place asif he had been born here. It
reinforced Rostan’ s growing fegling that Pinnatte and the building were connected in some way.

Then, an unexpected concern began to make itsdf felt. The route they were following was vagudly
familiar though he knew it was one which he had not taken for along time. As he began to remember i,
the knot of fear which had tangled in his ssomach as soon as he had confronted Pinnatte, tightened.
Somewhere around here was the accursed heart of this place: the room whose purpose both mystified
and terrified the Kyrosdyn —the Mirror Room. Rostan’ s mouth went dry. He was about to touch the
crystasat hisneck for sustenance, when an inner voice warned him againgt it.

‘“The Room and dl the Mirror Ways that feed it should be destroyed,” had been the common cry raised
by Kyrosdyn through the ages. But what if its creator had indeed been Sammragl? Who could say what
purpose such a place would serve? And who would perform such atask? And how? What might happen
if the intricate pathways of the endlessly reflecting images were disturbed? What chance scatterings,
refractions, splittings might occur, what terrible conjunctions and resonances might come together to dice
through thisreality and open uncontrollable gatewaysinto . . .?

Despite himsdlf, Rostan ran his hand across his forehead. Thiswas no time to be bothering about that old
and intractable dilemma

Inthe end, just asthey had vaguely alowed the Jyolan to become arather tawdry asset far from the
centre of their main concerns, the Kyrosdyn, as much by default as any conscious decision, had opted for
ignoring the Mirror Room. It was something that someone else could ded with —at some unspecified
timein thefuture.

The nearer they drew to it, the more uneasy Rostan became.

[ronicdly, it was Pinnatte who spared him any further torment. Coming to the last junction before the
passage that led to the Mirror Room, he stopped the small procession. The Mirror Room was obviousy
of importance to Barran, and Pinnatte was dtill sufficiently in command of histhoughtsto redize that he
would probably not gppreciate that interest being casualy exposed to anyone ese, specidly the

Kyrosdyn.
‘Wait here hesaid. ‘If he’ swhere| think heis, he mightn’t want to be disturbed, but I’ll tell him you're



here’

Barran looked surprised when he opened the door in response to Pinnatte’ sknock. *You're early,” he
sad.

Too flustered to be tactful, Pinnatte flatly contradicted him, then blurted out histale, dmost incoherently.
‘No, I'mlate, I'm afraid. I’m sorry. But some Kyrosdyn Brother stopped mein the street. HE swaiting
along the passage. He wants me to go to the Vaskyrosto see Imorren. | told him I’ d have to ask you
first. He says heknowsyou. He.. .’

Barran blinked owlishly and lifted a hand to stop him. * Some Kyrosdyn says he wants to takeyou to
Imorren? he said with amused disbdlief. ‘ He has a name does he, this Brother?

‘Rogtan.’

Barran’s manner changed abruptly and the amusement vanished. He hissed something under his breeth,
then took Pinnatte’ sarm in apowerful grip. ‘I’ll tell you thisonce, Pinnatte. Learn it! I’ velittle sense of
humour at the best of times, and none a the moment. Whatever you're. .

Alarmed, Pinnatte pointed with hisfree arm. ‘ He told me he was called Rostan. He' s back there—go
and see. | told him to wait. | didn’t think you’ d want him to know where you were.’

Barran hesitated, darker thoughts forming. Pinnatte didn’t seem to be lying, but was he perhaps being
used unknowingly by others? Others, taking advantage of the confusion surrounding the transfer of the
Jyolan to catch him unawares?

Discreetly he checked his various knives, then he dismissed al other concerns from hismind. Had he
made a mistake? He was donein this part of the building and, even if he wereloyd, this street thief
would be no useif ns had come. * Do you know who Rostan is? he asked. Pinnatte shook his
head. * He sthe Highest of the Order — second only to Imorren hersalf. Now why would such aman
want anything to do with you?

Hisadarm now turned to fear by the subtle changesin Barran’ s demeanour, Pinnatte told him amodified
verson of hisencounter with Rostan. ‘I took his purse by mistake the other day, and his bodyguard
knocked me about a bit even though | gaveit back. He just met mein the street to apologize. Said he'd
been looking for me. Said Imorren wanted to make sure | wasdl right, aswell.’

Barran shook his head asif he had just found himself in the middle of astrange dream. Rostan, gpologize!
Imorren concerned for astreet thief! 1t wasimpossible. But it was aso too ludicrous atale to be used as
alureto draw him into an ambush. And till nothing about Pinnatte indicated that he was lying. What had
this Den-Mate been up to? Had he redlly done something to attract the attention of Rostan and Imorren?
If so, it couldn’t be anything trivid, yet, equaly, it couldn’t be too serious, or he' d have quietly
disappeared by now. He set the questions aside, took a deep breath, and shook his shoulders to loosen
them. When he spoke to Pinnatte he was a mercenary again, looking to make the most of an inadequate
dly.

‘| think someone' s deceiving you, Pinnatte, but come with me. If there strouble, keep out of it, you'll get
inmy way. Just run for help. Do you understand?

Pinnatte nodded. ‘ Run for help,” he echoed.
‘Now, tell meexactly wherethisRostan is’

Pinnatte told him, volunteering, ‘ There sthree bodyguards with him.’



Barran cursed slently. In the confusion of taking over this place he' d | et basic precautions dip away. That
would end today —if helived! But, too, Pinnatte’ sinformation was odd. Four men would smply have
followed him and struck as soon as the door had been opened.

He patted Pinnaite' s arm reassuringly then motioned him to lead on.
Asthey neared the waiting group, Barran caled out, dmogt jovidly, ‘ Step moreinto the light, Rostan.”

Rostan raised his hands in an gpologetic gesture and did as he was asked, at the sametimetdling his
bodyguards to move well back.

‘Wait here Barran said to Pinnatte in areciprocd gesture.

Reaching Rogtan, Barran greeted him with heavily feigned warmth, but made no attempt to disguise his
genuine surprise. ‘What' sthis Pinnatte tellsme? he began. ‘ The Ailad sends the Highest to seek out our
hero?

‘Hero? Rostan queried, obvioudy at aloss.

Barran looked at him intently. ‘ He' s the one who opened the gate the other night. Saved usalot of
problems, not to mention the lives of some of my friends.’

He gave some significance to the last remark to announce that Pinnatte was under his protection.

Still unsettled by what he had found in Pinnatte and by the heightened aura of the Jyolan, Rostan found
himsalf unable even to make an attempt at diplomacy other than to glance round to ensure that Pinnatte
and the bodyguards were out of earshot. ‘1 know nothing about that,” he said coldly. ‘ This man is needed
by Imorren on aKyrosdyn matter. A serious matter. It'sin your best intereststo tell him he can come
with us, now.’

Barran was surprised at this bluntness, but he wasin no mood to be addressed thus and hereplied in like
manner. ‘What possible Kyrosdyn matter could a street thief beinvolved in? Hetold me somewild tale
about being beaten after taking your purse and you wanting to gpologize. If he'sstill got something of
yours|’ll get it for you, but I'm obligated to him and he' s doing important work for me. He goes nowhere
until I know what’ sgoing on.’

Barran’ s manner forced Rostan to compose himself. He tried to retregt into reasonableness, giving an
elaborate shrug and becoming confidentia. ‘ It sto do with that incident, Barran,” he said. ‘Y ou seg, it
was witnessed by alot of people—including some of the Prefect’ s agents.” He lowered hisvoiceto a
whisper. ‘And, unfortunately, someone in the crowd saw fitto . . . air . . . theword, Kyroscreft.” He
coughed uncomfortably. ‘ The difficulty is, we reinvolved in some ddlicate negotiations with the Prefect at
the moment, and the incident’ scausing us. . . problems’” Hefell sllent and met Barran’ s searching gaze
with alook of hisown agppedling for understanding, one businessman to another. * So we need the young
man just to confirm that nothing untoward happened and that it was merely a. . . typical street quarrdl.’

Barran did not reply immediately. Rostan’ s tale chimed with Pinnatte' s and had aconvincing air abot it.
The Kyrosdyn were always negotiating with someone — as was he — and the consequences of the cry
‘Kyroscreft!” going up would indeed be a problem for them . . . and many others aswell. Nevertheless,
he wasfairly certain that Rostan waslying. The spectacular ineptitude of hisinitial gpproach had given
that away. What Pinnatte could have doneto bring the likes of Rostan and Imorren down on him, he
could not imagine, but he knew he was not going to find out unless Rostan specificaly wanted him to
know. And, given such an apped, it was virtualy impossible for him to refuse Rostan’ s request.
However, he was growing to like the young thief and he was genuinely indebted to him for hisactions at



the Loose Pit.

He signalled Pinnatte to come forward. Putting a protective arm around his shoulders he said, ‘| want you
to go with Rostan, Pinnatte. The Kyrosdyn need our help with something and we dways [ook to help one
another whenever possible. It shouldn't take long.” Helooked at Rostan. ‘ Make sure he' s back before
sunset. Apart from the work he’ sdoing for me, the Prefect’ sinsisted we hold a celebration for what he
did. He shoping to be here himself.’

He became proprietorid. ‘ Pinnatte' sthe talk of the Noble Houses and the Trading Combines already.
He' s become very famous. People are queuing up to meet him.’

Therewasalittle truth in what he was saying, but with no ideawhat the Kyrosdyn redly wanted of
Pinnatte, it was the only protection he could offer him. It was aso probably the best, openness and public
knowledge being the biggest hindrances to the compulsively secret dedlings of the Kyrosdyn — asthey
wereto hisown.

Reassured, Pinnatte | eft the Jyolan with Rostan. Throughout the incident he had been suffering conflicting
emotions. Beneath hisalarm at Barran’ sfirst response, and the genera uncertainty about Rostan, there
had been bubbling a monstrous anger. It was not right that he be treated so. Those who offended thus
should be struck down without pity. And more than once he had felt the blow forming within him.

Even as he reflected on these responses, he knew they were gtill there, an amost continuous undertow to
everything hedid now.

And Rogtan felt something too. The Pinnatte whom he had encountered in the street had been frightening
enough, but the brief sojourn in the Jyolan seemed to have made him even more disturbing; the strange
power in him washed to and fro without any semblance of reason or order. It occurred to him, very
strongly, that the Kyrosdyn's neglect of the Jyolan over the years might have been a serious mistake, and
he resolved to spesk to Imorren about it as soon as an opportunity presented itsalf.

They waked onin slence for along time, Pinnatte and Rostan wrapped in thought, and the bodyguards
forming adiscreet triangle about them. It was Pinnatte however, who came out of hisreveriefirst, as
years on the street told him something was amiss. He looked round quickly, but could see nothing. The
bodyguard Gariak picked up his movement.

‘What' sthe matter? he asked, stepping alongside him.

Even as he spoke, Pinnatte saw the cause. ‘ Tunnellers,” he said. ‘ Everywhere.” As he recognized them,
deep ingde hefdt the angry cry, ‘Prey!” and asense of raging frustration. It took him a conscious effort
to ill it and as he did so he redized where his night-time hunting with the cresture had occurred. Histwo
selves became momentarily one. He turned to Rostan. * Nothing to concern us,” he said quietly so that the
bodyguards could not hear. ‘Merely our cregture feasting down there.” He smiled darkly. ‘ They think

they can escape’

Our creature! The knot in Rostan’ s somach tightened again, partly at thisfirst outward acceptance by the
Anointed of what he was, and partly because the strange Power was dl about him again. He had been
right. Whatever Pinnatte had been before he returned to the Jyolan, he was worse now. And even more
frightening. Whatever the flaw wasin the Anointing, it was spreading, and Pinnatte’ s Power was growing
rapidly both in intengity and ingtability. Would even Imorren be able to cope with this?

And, if she couldn’t, would they be ableto kill him?
A deep chill of denid filled him by way of reply.



Without redlizing it, he began to walk alittle quicker. They were not far from the Vaskyros now. All he
had to do was stay calm and get this abomination there.

Suddenly Gariak grabbed his arm and dragged him into a sSide Street. The other two bodyguards
followed hislead and ushered Pinnatte after him. Before either of them could spesak the bodyguards were
obliging them amost to run.

Encumbered by his robes and unused to any form of vigorous exercise, Rostan was soon suffering. He
pressed his hand to his collar and recovered alittle. “What' s the matter? he gasped. Without bresking
his pace, Gariak glanced backwards by way of answer.

Rostan turned to see agroup of about twenty Tunnellersfollowing them. Most of them were carrying
gticks or swords and their manner bore none of the vagueness that usualy halmarked their kind. Assoon
as heturned, there was a cry and the crowd began to run towards them. Something dark flared up within
Pinnatte demanding that he reach out and destroy the pursuers, but along-imbued ingtinct of flight
overrodeit.

‘Thisway,” he shouted, turning into anarrow aley. Gariak hestated for amoment then bundled Rostan
after him. Glancing round, he shouted something to the other guards that Pinnatte did not understand.
Hdfway aong the dley, another intercepted it. Reaching the junction, Pinnatte turned to look back.
Rostan was some way behind him, being supported by Gariak, but he could not see the other two
bodyguards. The crowd had reached the aley and were milling about in some confusion asthey struggled
to enter it. Thiswas as he had expected, and he knew too that the crowd would soon lose its momentum
in this confined space. Almost wholly street thief for the moment, he was considering whether to flee and
save himsdlf or to risk hel ping Rostan and thus perhapsingratiating himsdlf further with Imorren. Hewas
gtill debating when the two bodyguards suddenly appeared. They had been crouching low amongst the
rubbish near the entrance.

Therewas abrief spasm of violent activity —swordsrising and falling repeatedly and rapidly, though to
Pinnatte, gaping horrified, it seemed they were moving with intolerable downess. Tangled skeinsof . . .
something . . . arched through the air, silhouetted againgt the sunlight beyond. Then high-pitched screams,
scarcely human, were echoing frantically dong the aley, racing after the two bodyguards. Pinnatte could
not move. Mingling with his horror a what he had seen was the darkness within him, rgjoicing. Thiswas
the way things should be. Thiswasthe way theywould be.

‘“Whichway? Gariak demanded, as the two bodyguards reached them. Pinnatte started, then moved
without thinking. The sight he had just witnessed, dark shadow-play againgt the bright mouth of the aley,
and hisresponseto it, had torn away avell. Hitherto he had been a passive victim of events, looking only
to win wedth for himsdlf in this city where wed th was everything. But he had relished the carnage of the
Loose Pit and he had accepted the joining with the creasture and wallowed with it initsterrible hunting.
Now he saw that there had been throughout, asmal part of him which rebelled againgt this
metamorphosis. A frail green shoot amid the bloody mire of abattlefield. It began to bloom now, though
agae of excuses bowed it low: the changes were beyond his control, he must tread this path to reach his
chosen godl, the events were happening anyway, why should he not benefit from them?'Y et they did not
destroy it. And now the last excuse, the faintest but the most persistent —that perhaps none of the events
had been truly redl, but had existed merely in hisimagination — had been hacked away by the dashing
swords of the bodyguards. The awful cries of the wounded and dying had wrapped themsalves around
him. These werereal people, inadequate people for the most part, driven from their sorry homesby a
monster which he, above dl, knew could not be faced by anyone. For whatever reason they had been
following Rogstan, escape from them was a comparatively Smple matter and the daughter had been as
unnecessary asit was brutal.



It sckened him. He did not want this! The redization was vivid and absolute. Wealth and power he
wanted, yes, but not at this price.

It must be so. It will be so.

Therebuttd filled him. Its certainty was terrifying and, briefly, as he ran dong the alley, Pinnatte thought
he was going to vomit under itsimpact. Tearsfilled hiseyes, blurring hisvison.

How could he oppose such an urging? How could he oppose something that came so clearly from within
himsdlf?He clung to asmpleinner cry of, ‘No!’

“Which way?

Gariak’ s cry reached through his turmoil. They had reached another junction. He picked another dley at
random. He had no ideawhere he was, but he knew the crowd would not be following them now, and
they would cometo safety eventudly.

‘Wait. | need amoment.’

It was Rostan. He was leaning on Gariak and was breathing heavily. Pinnatte |looked at him. He rubbed
the mark on the back of hishand. It was hurting him now. All that had happened to him had happened
since his encounter with thiswretched, gasping man. It cameto him clearly. He wasthe victim of one of
the experiments that the Kyrosdyn were notorious for and, notwithstanding Barran’ s protection, he
would not emerge from the Vaskyros once he entered it. A terrible anger welled up insde him.

Rostan looked up sharply, his eyeswide with fear. Pinnatte' s anger became something else at the sight,
something ancient and predatory. It drew in Rostan’ sfear like the scent of aluscious bloom. When it
breathed out, the Power went with it and Rostan was hurled twenty pacesaong the dley to crashintoa
wall. He had scarcely timeto cry out, still less use his own Power to defend himsdlf, between senaing
Pinnatte' sintent and dying.

Gariak and the other bodyguards stared from Pinnatte to Rostan, stunned by what they had witnessed,
but seeing no cause. Gariak’ s hand hovered about his sword-hilt for amoment then he extended both
handsin hesitant surrender and began cautioudy backing away. The othersjoined him.

Pinnatte remembered the hand that had pushed his head under the water, and the Tunnellerswho had
been so casudly and calloudy daughtered.

It was the merest wave of his hand that brought down a section of wall and crushed the three offenders.
As he studied the results of his endeavour, adight noise behind him made him turn.

Emerging from abasement doorway, eyes bright yellow evenin the dull light of the dley, wasthe
Serwulf.

Chapter 29

Asthe noise reached them, Atlon and Heirn stopped and listened. Dvolci ran up the road and
disappeared into the grassy verge fringing the rocky outcrop that marked the end of the monotonous
houses. Atlon sgndled Heirn to remain where he was. After alittle while, there wasalow whistle.

‘Comeon,” Atlon said, setting off again up the dope.

Dvolci was standing in the middle of the road when they reached him. *Not good,” he said.



Just beyond the rocky outcrop, the road petered out abruptly and untidily into anarrow path which
vanished into ajumble of rocks that skirted the dominating wall of the Vaskyros. Atlon had anticipated
some semblance of apanorama of the city, but he was disappointed again as the rocks obscured his
view. Nor was there any sign of a crowd, though the noise was till al about them, echoing off the rocks
and the great wall which curved in acontour of its own around the hillsde.

‘Further round,” Dvolci said, answering Atlon’ s question before it was asked. ‘ The road Sarts again.
This path will take you.” And hewas gone again.

The path followed the line of thewall and, as Dvolci had said, brought the two men quite quickly to the
ragged end of another road, which had obvioudy once been part of the onethey had just |eft. Thistime
however, there were no ranks of disma houses to greet them, but a steep rocky sope on one side, the
bottom of which was out of sight.

Atlon hdf-ran, half-walked down the road, fearful about what he would see when he found the source of
the noise. Thefirst bend revealed it to him, bringing him to the top of an incline which overlooked the
sguarein front of the Vaskyros. Though afew traders stands and wagons added random splashes of
colour to the scene, the predominant impression was of adull, seething greyness, for the square wasfull
of Tunndlers

Heirn drew in an darmed breath. *Well, good idea or not, you' Il not be getting into the Vaskyroswhile
thislot'shere’ hesaid.

Atlon did not reply immediately. He was looking around the square. Though the crowd was noisy, it
seemed to have no single intent. Little groups formed and dispersed at random, like eddiesin a
boisterous stream, and more Tunnellers were arriving along every street that he could see. The first sound
of the crowd that he had heard had alarmed him, but the sight redoubled his concern.

‘Straw waiting for the flame,” he said.

Heirn looked distressed at the image. It had not been addressed to him, but it chimed uncomfortably with
his own thoughts.

‘Thisisnot agood placeto be,’ he said.
Atlon nodded, but replied enigmatically, ‘ There snowheredse’

Heirn took hisarm urgently. ‘1 don’t know what they think they’ re going to do, but there’ sgoing to be
bad trouble down there, and soon. Trust me, we should get well away before it starts. Trouble here hasa
habit of spreading very quickly.’

Atlon stepped forward alittle, drawing the big man after him. To the right he could see the entrance to
the Vaskyros. Thewall swept up over it in agraceful curve which was markedly at odds with the barbed
and thorny structure of the VVaskyros tearing at the sky behind it. At its crown was a carved head, its
mouth gaping, its eyes staring. From where he stood, Atlon could not decide whether it was human or
animal, but, whatever it was, it disturbed him even more than had the face above the entrance to the
Jyolan. Two great doping abutments jutted out on either side of the gate and curved round into the
square like embracing arms.

Again taking Heirn with him, he moved forward until he could see through the entrance. ‘ The gat€'s
open,” he said, in considerable surprise.

‘I’'ve never seen it closed,” Heirn replied off-handedly. He was gtill watching the crowd anxioudy. ‘I'm



not even sureit does. There' sa congtant stream of traffic in and out of the place. They’ ve been building
and rebuilding bits of it for years now. | wouldn’t he surprised if the gates hinges were rusted solid.
Besdes,’ helooked at Atlon significantly, ‘ no one wants to sneek into the VVaskyros. No one goesin
there at al, unlessthey haveto. Apart from the reputation of the Kyrosdyn, they’ ve got some of the
nastiest mercenariesin the city protecting them.’

‘Likethose,’ Atlon said, pointing. Heirn followed his extended arm.

Acrossthefront of the entrance, joining the two abutments, were several rows of grim-faced individuals
dressed in what Atlon took to be chain-mail. The first two rows were standing shoulder to shoulder with
rectangular shields held in front of them, keeping the so far unresisting crowd at bay. Behind themwasa
clear area back to the open gateway where stood severa other rows of guards, disappearing into the
Vaskyros. These were carrying long pikes topped with narrow, dightly curved blades.

‘Yes,’ Heirn said, ‘exactly so. Come on, let’ s get away from here. We can come back some other time.’

Atlon’s posture rejected the advice. Hisvoice wasflat and cold. ‘I’ ve seen their like before. If that
crowd starts to move forward, the shield line will retreat and those pikes will come down in staggered
rows. Whoever’ s at the front of the crowd will find themselves being pushed on to a serrated row of
points and edges. It' safearful thing.’

‘I ...1 supposeso,” Heirn ssammered unhappily. ‘It's not something I’ ve ever thought about.” Then,
despite himsdlf, he was drawn into Atlon’ stactical analysis. * Y ou could duck undernesth, 1 suppose.’

‘Those guards look asif they’ ve done this before. If they really know what they’ re doing, the back ranks
will attend to anyonewho triesthat,” Atlon rebutted. ‘And I’ d be surprised if they haven’t deployed
archers. Probably up on thewall somewhere.” He bared histeeth and clenched hisfists. ‘Look at the
way the squar€ sfilling up. People are going to be killed here if something isn’t done soon to disperse

them pescefully.”

Heirn looked at him, wondering again what sightsthis stranger had seen, what terrible lessons he had
learned, before he cameto Arash-Felloren. ‘Maybe,” he said, trying to pull hismind away from Atlon’s
crud assessment. Traditiond city opinionsfound voice in justification. ‘ But everyone sgot aright —aduty
—to defend himself and his property — even the Kyrosdyn — especialy against amob. Y ou can't ask
anyonedseto doit, can you? Y ou went for that man who meddled with your horse. Those people might
be Tunnellers, but they know this—everyone does. If they choose to attack the Vaskyrosthat’ stheir
problem.” Hisvoice fdtered asherecalled that it was probably Atlon’s remarks that had brought the
Tunndlers here. Atlon spoke the reproach.

‘They’ re here because of me,” he said. ‘1 can't walk away. And whatever happens, I’ ve still got to get
into that place and find out what they’ ve done to Pinnatte.” Hisjaw stiffened and he took a deep breath.
He could scarcely bear to listen to what he was saying. ‘If | don’t do that, then far more than these
people here are going to be hurt.’

Heirn could see his distress, but the sight of the crowd below |eft him feding impotent. Hehad a
momentary vision of Atlon, on hisfine horse, galloping across his own land —wide and empty and lush
underneath avast, sunlit cloudscape. Arash-Felloren must be an gppaling placeto him. Theimage
renewed his sense of protection to this stranger.

‘Have you ever beeninacrowd likethat? he asked. He did not wait for an answer. ‘It's something you
don’t want to do twice. It closes around you so you can hardly breathe. Y ou' re nothing. Y ou go whereit
goes. People you're holding get torn away from you, no matter how tight your grip. If you stumble, it
walks over you. And it can get into your head. Make you do thingsyou . . ." He stopped, disturbed for a



moment, then dragged his attention back to his charge. *Y ou won’'t even be able to walk through that
crowd. And if you could, how would you get past those guards?

‘I need your help, Heirn, not this,” Atlon said tensdly. ‘Isthere any other way into this place?
Heirn shook hishead. ‘Not that | know of .’

Dvolci resppeared. ‘I’ ve got to go down into that lot,” Atlon said to him. ‘Do you want to come or
would you rather stay with Heirn and keep an eye on me from up here?

Heirnintervened. ‘If | can’t stop you doing this, | can at least come with you. I’ ve more chance than you
of keegping us both safe’

Atlon shook his head. * Our arrangement was that you keep away from me once we reached the
Vaskyros. He became very serious. ‘ Nothing’' s changed that. It simperative that if anything happensto
me, you help Dvolci get back home.” He raised ahand to forestall Heirn’ s opposition. * Thisisn't open to
debate, hesad. ‘Y ou might well be better equipped than meto survive that crowd, but, | told you, if |
get in trouble with the Kyrosdyn, you won't survive what they can do, and | won't be able to protect
you. Y ou might even burden me. Please Stay here.’ The combination of authority and pleading in his
voiceleft Harn noreply.

Atlon turned to Dvolci, who was scratching himsdlf vigoroudy. * So many human beingsin one placeisn’t
ahappy prospect, but I’'ll come with you. I’d be interested to find out what these Kyrosdyn have been
up to.” Hetrotted off.

Atlon held out hishand to Heirn. ‘ Thank you for everything you' ve done for us, Heirn. I'm sorry I’ ve
brought trouble into your life. Don't run any risks by staying here. We' ll find our own way back to the
forge. | think I can remember it

Heirn put on as brave afront as he could manage. ‘I’ [l be waiting for you,” he said. * Y ou' ve till got some
leatherwork to finish as| recall.

Hafway down the hill, Atlon turned to give Heirn afina wave. The blacksmith had gone.
‘We d have been lost without him,” Dvolci said, clambering into Atlon’'s pack.

“You don't think he' sgoing to do anything foolish, do you? Atlon asked anxioudy.

‘| don’'t seewhy he shouldn’t,’ Dvolci replied. ‘Weare’

Atlon glowered at him. ‘No,” Dvolci agreed reluctantly. ‘ He' s probably just keeping a crafty eye on us
somewhere. Don’'t worry. | think he understands how important it isthat he be there if needed.” Atlon
seemed less certain, but made no reply.

Sincethey had first comein sight of the square, more Tunnelers had been arriving. Theisolated eddies of
people had gradudly faded away and become broader, dower sweeps as the density of the crowd grew.
Waves of movement rippled across them, giving the square the eerie appearance of afield of grey corn
swaying inthewind.

Suddenly afaint sound caught Atlon’s attention through the genera hubbub. A sound that he had been
attuned to listen for since birth. ‘Muster,” he muttered to himsdlf. It was an echo of the much louder cry
that rang in his head and which took him to his own land again. He clambered on to arock to improve his
view and saw the horsemen dmost immediately. They were spread out across the full width of the broad
avenue that was the main entrance to the square, and there were at least Six ranks.



‘Weartans,” Dvolci said. ‘ Thismust be what Heirn was expecting.’

Atlon watched them for amoment, then shook hishead in disbdlief. ‘What arethey doing? They're just
pushing people into the square. They should come through to the gate in dow file and then form ranksto
ease them out. They’ re going to provoke trouble, not prevent it.” Hisfirst reaction wasto run down into
the crowd to warn them, but the futility of such an act wasimmediately apparent. The effect of the
approaching horsemen was aready being felt. The gentle cornfield rippling was becoming erratic, and
angry crieswere beginning to be heard above the generd din. His practised ears noted a changein the
pace of the horses. Heirn’s comments about the Weartans enjoying such work came back to him.

‘Thisisgoing to beawful,” Dvolc said, voicing Atlon’s own thoughts. Both of them were trembling.

Even as Dvolci spoke, Atlon saw Weartan batons begin risng and faling. Then, horrificadly, thewhole
crowd seemed to move away from the Weartans as one, surging like agrest tide against the walls of the
Vaskyros. Theline of guardsin front of the open gate buckled under theimpact, but, with the assistance
of the second rank, held. Then those in the second rank were lunging and striking at the crowd with
batons wherever space permitted. The noise of the crowd became one furious roar, so loud that Atlon
fdt it encasang him, crushing him.

The ondaught of the guards on the crowd made those at the front falter momentarily and, very swiftly, the
shield guards retreated and passed back through the ranks of the pikemen. It was a practised and
well-timed manoeuvre, as was that which brought down the pikes to form the staggered rows of points
which but moments previoudy Atlon had described to Heirn. Despite himself, Atlon thrilled at the Sght —
it had the dark beauty that has dways lured men to war before betraying and breaking them.

A fearful dance began asthe crowd became athing of its own, caught between the advancing Weartans,
batonsflaling wildly and indiscriminately, the unyielding wal of the Vaskyros, and the murderous points
of the pike line. Atlon watched in sllence, a numbness creeping over him as he saw the consequences of
his remarksto the Tunnéllers unfold. Somewhere he heard himsdlf saying that he could not have foreseen
these consequences, that Arash-Felloren being what it was, this conflict would have happened
somewhere, anyway, but this gave him little consolation.

He could see people trying to flee dong the narrower streetsthat opened into the square, but they were
moving againg the continuing inflow of new arrivals and there was swirling congestion &t the head of each
Street that alowed too few to escape to ease the increasing pressin the square.

Hedrove hisfingernailsinto his pams as he saw bodies beginning to accumulate in front of the pikes.
Looking up, he saw that there were indeed archers on the top of the wall, though they were not shooting
yet. Such Tunnellers who were reasoning as Heirn had, and trying to escape undernegth the pikes, were
being caught by the rear ranks as he had predicted. And had any succeeded in passing through
unscathed, the shield guards were reformed and waiting.

Atlon found himsdlf walking towards the fray. He clung desperately to what he had told Heirn. If hedid
not find out what had happened to Pinnatte, then far more than the people massed in this square were
going to die. That was till true and he must not let it dip away in the pain of the moment.

As he moved down the uneven old road, he encountered Tunnellers running up it. Men, women, children
—some bleeding, someleaning on their companions, some hysterical, someraging, but al of them with
glazed, shocked eyes.

‘Go dong the path at the top and down the other side,” he shouted. None of them gave any sign of
hearing him and the sound of the urgent hel pfulnessin hisvoice seemed to mock him.



But he had no time for self-reproach. More and more Tunnellers were escaping from the square along
the road which narrowed dragtically at the bottom where once again houses lined the | eft-hand side.
None of the escapees paid any heed to Atlon, and he was constantly obliged to dodge and weave to
avoid being knocked over by their relentless progress.

Then there was astrange, dreamlike lull. The road turned and dipped sharply, taking him out of sight of
the square. The terrible clamour faded and, for some reason, there was ahdlt to the fleeing Tunnellers. In
the unnatural silence, Atlon was drawn to look up at the wall of the Vaskyros. Itslooming dominance
overawed him. He was nothing. Thiswas surely His place. What had possessed him to think that he
could storm such afortress single-handed?

‘Never underestimate the value of the small deed.’

The thought made him gtart. It was aremark often quoted within the Order, a matter of both
commonsense and the sternly tested logic that guided their studiesinto the nature and use of, amongst
many other things, the Power. Consequences rippled outwards, for ever, and to unforeseeable ends. An
intuitive corollary —an article of faith held by many in the Order, though by no means universdly —was
that good deeds generally produced good consequences, while bad ones generally produced bad
CONSequences.

Then the chaos of Arash-Felloren was about him again. Tunnellerswere running up theroad, forcing him
to take shelter in the doorway of ahouse, and the noise was even louder. It was dso different. Asthe
initia rush died away, heleft the doorway and battled hisway through the crowd until he could seethe
sguare again. For amoment he could not understand what had happened, then he saw that the line of
pikemen was gone. The pressure from those Tunnellers escaping the advancing Weartans had pushed
their compatriots reentlesdy into the cruel edges and points and finaly overwhelmed them. Now, where
the pikemen had stood, there was amé ée of screaming people surging through the gateway and into the
Vaskyros. It wasafearful Sght and Atlon could only watch it in mounting horror.

A swift movement at the edge of hisvison made him look up. It was an arrow streaking into the crowd.
Another followed it. The archers on top of the wall were shooting at random. He could fed the panic of
the Kyrosdyn guards. Whatever discipline they had seemed to have evaporated utterly, but that merely
heightened his anger at this sensaless act. His anger was as nothing compared with that of the crowd
surging through the gate, however, and even as he watched, a high-pitched scream gave him the measure
of thisas one of the archers crashed on to the rocks at the base of thewall. The sight and the sickening
sound reached him through the din and jolted him back to his present needs.

Looking round he saw that the Weartans had reached the square and were fanning out into aragged line.
He could not forebear sneering. ‘I’ ve seen cows ridden better,” he muttered.

‘At least they’ ve stopped herding the Tunndllers, Dvolci said. * Presumably someone' s had the wit to see
what they’ ve actudly achieved.’

With the end of the Weartans advance and the clearing of the gateway, the pressin the square had
eased alittle and fewer Tunndlers were now running past Atlon. Indeed, some of them were beginning to
do as Atlon was—watch. Then they were running back down the road towards the crowd.

Atlon gritted histeeth. * Go back to Heirn,” he said to Dvolci. ‘I’'m going to try to get in.’

* * % %

High on anarrow ba cony, Imorren |ooked down on the developing conflict in the square. With each
movement of the crowd she could sense years of carefully garnered control dipping relentlesdy away



from her. How could such athing have come about so suddenly? An actua assault on the VVaskyroswas
beyond the memory of anyone living, and when one had occurred in the pagt, it had invariably been
preceded by along period of growing tension between the Kyrosdyn and some other power in the city.
But this. . .! And from Tunndlers! It made no sense.

Y et her anger was tempered by other considerations. That it wasthe Tunnellers acting thus, indicated that
it was not part of some more serious plot she had failed to detect. And too, Tunnellers generdly regarded
as being less than human, whatever justification they had to offer would not be listened to, and whatever
action the Kyrosdyn took against them would go substantialy unremarked. Also, in the confusion that
must inevitably follow such an event, she, asthe injured party and by virtue of her talent for such matters,
would be better placed than anyone el se to make palitical gains. She would certainly extract agreat ded
from the Prefect about the Weartans whose conduct had provoked the breach of the main gate.

For amoment she dlowed hersdlf to relax and savour the bloodletting that was going on far below. There
was little danger that the Tunnellerswould get too far into the VVaskyros. It was acomplex building
seemingly designed for dealing with such an assault, and she had kept under congtant review the plans
that the Kyrosdyn had always had for its defence; plans which assumed the attackers would be
professond soldiers, not a mindless mob. It wasirksome that good guards would belost in the fray, but
Arash-Felloren was never short of such people and it would be a salutary lesson in the virtues of
disciplinefor those who survived.

A crash brought her out of her reverie. Sheleaned forward to see that alarge scaffolding tower had been
knocked over by the crowd surging around the outer courtyard. Several people had been hurt. Her anger
returned, or rather her irritation — her usua mood when dealing with anything that involved the builders
and artisans who were needed to service her plansfor the Vaskyros. She would have to intervene before
even more damage was done.

‘Whereisthe Highest? she demanded as she strode into the Audience Hall. The Acolytes and Novices
abandoned the windows around which they were gathered and, after some brief but frantic confusion,
lined up in front of her, their heads bowed.

‘He sinthecity, Ailad,” one of them replied. *With Gariak and two other guards.’

Imorren nodded. That was not good. Whatever had disturbed the Tunndllersit would be naive to imagine
that their anger would be confined to the Vaskyros. And most of the Lesser and Higher Brotherswere
out looking for the Anointed. There was no saying what the consequence would be if one of them were
attacked and had to use the Power to defend himsalf.

Damn those Weartans!

Thismust be ended, and quickly.

‘Find the Captain of the Guards,” she sngpped. ‘ And have one of the Tunnéllers brought to me
immediady.’

Imorren made her way to the seat from which she conducted much of the Order’ sdaily business. She
knew that the performance of so smple and familiar an act would reassure the others. She looked at
them and dlowed hersdf adight amile, asif the turmoil surrounding the building was nothing unusud and
not worthy of any other acknowledgement. With akindly gesture she singled out four Acolytes, and said
quietly, ‘ Stay with me. | will need you to carry messages. Therest of you continue with your normal
duties’

They had scarcely left when aNovice returned with the Captain of the Guards dragging a bloodstained



figure. Imorren beckoned him forward and motioned the others away, out of earshot.

‘l was bringing thisoneto you, Ailad,” the Captain said, bowing. He kicked the Tunneller brutaly behind
the knees, making him drop to the floor. A powerful hand bent the man’ s head forward. * Show some
respect for the Ailad, worm.’

Imorren had read the Tunneller’ s face as soon as he cameinto the hall. Stupidity riven with terror.
Pushed too far, he probably wouldn’t be able to remember his own name, il less explain what was

heppening.

‘Gently, Captain,” she said. Her tone was mildly reproachful but her look made the Captain step back
smartly. ‘ These people obvioudy have some serious complaint to attack uslike this. We must hear it
She bent forward. * Please, look a me, Sir,” she said coaxingly. ‘No on€ s going to hurt you. Y ou're safe
here. Y ou must tell uswhat’ s brought al this about.’

Sowly the man looked up. As he met her gaze, she smiled radiantly and gave an encouraging nod. It was
alook that had destroyed the will of sterner men than the wretch now before her. *Why are your people
doing this? she asked, her voice soft and alittle tremulous.

The man, transfixed, did not appear to hear. The Captain raised ahand to strike him but a gesture from
Imorren stopped him. She repeated the question, adding, ‘We ve done you no wrong, surely? Y ou must
tell me what’ s happened so that we can talk about it properly. People are being terribly hurt. Do you
understand me?

The man licked hislips severd times, then swalowed and nodded. ‘It' sthat thing . . . that animd . . .
whatever itis,” he whispered hoarsely. ‘ The one you brought up from the cavesfor the Pit.” He began to
plead. ‘1t' skilling everyone. Just killingthem. Onandon. It ...

Imorren had heard enough. Her smile vanished and she was again cold-faced and upright in the chair.
The man reached out to her. *Ailad . . " Hefdl suddenly slent and began clawing at histhroat and
gasping, as though there was a band tightening about it. The four watching Acolytes each took an
ingtinctive pace backwards, as did the Captain. Though she had given no outward sign, they knew she
was using the Power againgt the man.

Imorren was satisfied. The actions of the Tunnellers were now clear to her. She even conceded that the
assault was probably her own fault. Flush from the daughter in the Loose Pit and the contact she had had
with the Anointed at the Jyolan, she had sent the creature to feed. But she had forgotten itstrue nature,
the nature that He had so assduoudly bred into its origina Sires countless millenniaago. Forgotten or
underestimated. It seemed thet its appetite for the terror it caused initsvictimswas truly without limit, as
it was meant to be. Unlike any other animdl, it would kill and kill without pause unless controlled.

A noise disturbed her reflection. It wasthe Tunneller. He was on al fours, retching as he struggled for
breath. Imorren cast an irritable glance at him, then as suddenly as he had been attacked, he was
released. He collgpsed on to the floor, gasping and twitching. * Get him out of here,” she said to the
Acolytes. ‘ Take him to the dungeons.’

Asthe man was being dragged from the hall, Imorren moved to the window. It overlooked the main
courtyard which was filled with struggling Tunndlers. *Y our men can hold the second gate? she asked
the Captain without looking a him.

‘No,” the Captain replied. ‘“Welost severd in that first rush, and we' ve got too many out in the city on
personal escort duties. But we' |l hold the third. They’ Il soon get tired of dying in front of that, then we can
dart getting them out without too much trouble.’



‘They’ Il do agreat ded of damage if they get past the second gate.’

The Captain could read nothing in her tone or her posture. That was normal. He put hisfaithin the
estimate of hisworth to her that he had formed long ago — she needed the benefit of hisfighting
experience. That and that aone, clearly stated. ‘We can't hold it,” he confirmed unhesitatingly. ‘ There's
too many of them and too many ladders and platforms lying about there. If we make astand, they’ ||
outflank us and move directly to thethird gate.’

Imorren nodded. ‘| have complete faith in your judgement, Captain. Do what you must to get rid of them.
Keep me advised of events.” She turned and looked at him. He met her grey-eyed gaze. Like most in the
higher ranks of the guards, he was tied to her by bonds he could not begin to understand. * Take as many
prisoners as you can. We Il have need of them later.” The Captain bowed and | eft.

Imorren looked down into the courtyard again. Who' d have thought the Tunnéllers had such spiritin
them? Suddenly, shefet good. The damage that they might do would be an inconvenience, no more. In
return she would have captives whose life energies could be taken without question. No one was going to
ask questions about missing Tunndlers. And the creature — the Serwulf — His blessed harbinger —was
indeed as powerful asthe old writings had said. What an asset it would be. It could perhaps even be
used to track down others of its own kind — for there must be others for this one to have survived. A
pack could be bred. They would be trained and ready for when He returned, perhaps even improved
upon, if that were not a heresy. Then an ideacameto her. It amused her. If the creature had driven these
people from the tunndls, then it could be used to drive them back — or at least out of the Vaskyros. She
would enjoy watching it work, and in the panic it induced there would surely be many wounded to be
taken as prisoners. She must find the Keeper and have it recalled.

Faint echoes of the conflict outside followed Imorren as she descended into the lower depths, but she
scarcely heard them. Her mind had legpt beyond the disturbances of the present and was vaulting into a
new future,

She came eventudly to the cages and stalls which held the strange and tortured creatures that the
Kyrosdyn had bred or captured in the depths, for experiments and usein the Loose Pits. Asit dways
did, theferd stink pervading the place roused her, touching the deep hatreds that sustained her. She
bared her teeth in response to the cacophony of barkings and mewlings that greeted her, but walked on
without pause.

Coming toasmall circular cdllar, she called out, ‘ Keeper!’

Her voice echoed several times and the lamps lighting the place seemed to waver at itstouch, but there
was no reply. Puzzled, shelooked into asmall antechamber which served asthe Keeper’ sliving quarters.
It was empty.

Sowly she began walking around the circular room. Except when at the Loose Pits or guiding an
expedition into the caves, the Keeper never strayed from ether here or the animal pens. A rare survivor
of an early experiment with the Anainting, he had emerged from it sllent and enigmatic, but with asrange
ability to control the Kyrosdyn's grotesque menagerie. He it was who had found the Serwullf. It had
aways quailed before Imorren’ s power, but it responded to the Keeper like afawning dog. Though she
would not have admitted it, his dark presence was amost as solid and reliable as the memory of the One
she served. Hewas an unknown pillar in her life. Even lesswould she have admitted that she had an
affection for him, but that he was not here disturbed her.

Then she found him. He waslying across the threshold of one of the doorsthat led down into the tunnels.
His eyes were wide with surprise when they met hers. Normally focused on some place that he done



could see, their expression startled her more than the gaping wound across his body which had killed
him.

She kndlt beside him, partly out of some long-forgotten habit of concern and partly to avoid
acknowledging to herself that her legs were buckling. The scent of the Serwulf rose up from the Keeper's
body, filling her with those overpowering responses that only scents can evoke, and darkness and pain
closed over her. Not since the news of His cruel defeat had shefelt anything like such distress.

Sheremained thusfor along time, giving no outward sign of her pain other than her hand resting on the
Keeper's— cold now. It was as well none of her many enemies came upon her, so defenceless was she.

But the old shadows of her former saf could not survive in the cold glare of the woman she had become,
and gradudly they faded. As she recovered, she crushed the remains of her fedings and turned to matters
of the present. The desth of the Keeper had implications far more serious than a crowd of Tunnéllers
assailing the Vaskyros, though it took her longer than usud to order her thoughts.

Then, aterrible redization exploded in her mind, and threatened to take her legsfrom under her again. If
the Serwulf had killed the Keeper, it must have found anew master. And only one could fulfil such arole.
It had joined itself to the Anointed.

Long-laid plans and schemes wavered like reflectionsin awind-stirred pool under the impact of this
revelation. The Anointed was to have opened the Ways by which He would return, but what had been
created was an abomination, athing that should not be, athing unfettered that both used the Power and
opened the Ways. And now it wasjoined to a Serwulf rapidly coming to the height of its own powers.
Who could say what awful Wayswould be opened across the worlds, what chaos and anarchy would
comefromthisfearful coupling?

And who was there who could stop it?
Chapter 30

Heirn had been horrifically correct, Atlon freely conceded. He had followed asmall group of Tunnellers
returning to the square and had dmost immediately been sucked into the crowd’ sfearful tide. A lifetime
of riding enabled him to keep his baance and to avoid the temptation of opposing the forcesthat were
moving him, but to be so out of control had frightened him badly. Far worse however, had been the panic
and mindless anger of the crowd which threatened congtantly to overwhelm and possess him. That had
been truly terrifying.

He was swept through the main gate to find himsealf in a spacious courtyard. Builders materias and
equipment lay al about and those Tunndlerswho were not aready armed wereimprovising with
whatever they could lay their hands on. The mood of the crowd was becoming increasingly violent.

The crush lessened in the wider space, but still Atlon could do no other than yield to the crowd's
momentum. He was drawn on through a second open gate. Though there was no opposition therewas a
ripple in the crowd as bodies were tripped over, telling Atlon that there had been some fiercefighting
before the gate was yielded. When he himsalf nearly stumbled, it was over the body of aguard, though
such others as he encountered were dl Tunndllers.

Then, like awave gtriking arocky shore, the rush foundered. Unlike thefirst gate, the second opened on
to asemi-circular court which led the crowd into aconfusing array of covered passages. Severd of these
swung round, returning to the courtyard, causing groupsto collide in the near darkness and resulting in
many Tunndlers being injured by their own kind in the consequent fighting. Others were joined together
confusingly, causng smilar problems, while afew became increasingly narrow and dark, eventudly



bringing dl progressto ahdt and forcing people to turn about — very much nervousindividuas again.

When at last Atlon was carried through to the far side of this maze, he found himself in anarrow, gloomy
chasm, bounded claustrophobically by high, menacing walls. The pressure behind carried him acrossto
the inner wall, where he managed to manoeuvre himsdlf into the lee of one of the buttresses that

protruded from it at regular intervals. He dumped against thewall and, gasping for breath, closed his eyes
for amoment. Immediately, disorienting impressions swept over him. Thiswas aterrible place he had
cometo. Thewal at hisback was older by far than the outer one, and an ancient mdignity pervaded it.
He could fed itsroots plunging deep into the rocky heart of the hills over which, much later,
Arash-Felloren had sprawled. They went far below anything that was needed for stability or for the
frugtrating of burrowing sappers. Theimage reversed itsdlf. It seemed to tell him that the wall had not
been thrust into the rock, but drawn up fromit.

A spasm of vertigo jerked open his eyes. He shook his head to clear theimages from hismind. Thiswas
neither the time nor the place to ponder such things, however vivid and powerful. He looked up at the
narrow strip of bleached sky high above. It was perforated by the black silhouettes of carved creatures
jutting out from both walls. Though he had never seen such a place before, he had studied warfare
enough to know what it was. It was akilling ground. Anything could happen here. It could be flooded,
hot cods and blazing oils could be dropped into it, archers and spearmen could make sport from high
windows and ba conies, wild animals could be released into it. And anyone who retreated into the
passages would find them sealed or filled with cruel-eyed soldiers and waiting sted. Whatever it had
been once — and that was no thing of light —the V askyros had become, and was now, afortress
designed to keep out the most determined of enemies.

Many fears began to make themselvesfelt. Underscoring dl of them wasthe dark nature of the whole
place, but more pressing were those concerned with hisimmediate fate. Surely evenin Arash-Fdlorena
massacre such as he had just envisaged would not go unremarked? But little he had learned so far about
the city made him confident of a hopeful reply to this. Coming in the wake of this was another fear. So far
he had managed to keep himsdf safe by his own wits, but if some atrocity threatened, then hewould
surely use the Power to protect himsdlf, if only out of ingtinct, and who could say what the effects of thet
would bein thisplace?

Helooked around for inspiration. Buttresses lined both walls and, between them, aswell asthe exits
from the maze of passages, there were many smal doors. Groups of Tunnellers were beating loudly on
some of them, but they were made of iron and set deep into the wallsin such away that no bars could be
inserted nor leverage applied. He noted too that he was now near the edge of the crowd. Most of the
Tunnellers had moved some distance away. Stepping out from his shelter, he saw that they were gathered
about alarge gate in the inner wall. Some of them had managed to drag asubstantia baulk of timber
through the passages and were using it as a battering ram. It made aresounding noise asit struck the
gate, and agreat ded of shouting accompanied each blow, but there was too little space to moveit
properly, and their effort was as fruitless as those who were banging on the doors.

And al the time, more Tunnellers were pouring into the narrow space.

Increasingly concerned about the outcome of this venture, Atlon decided that he would be best advised
to move till further away from the crowd and await events. He dipped back behind the buttress. As he
did so, he saw one of the doorsin the wall opposite open. Before he realized what was happening, four
guards had rushed out, seized the two nearest Tunnellers, and dragged them back through the door.
Their action was 0 swift and slent that no one other than Atlon noticed what had happened.

Shaken by the speed and determination of the seizure, Atlon took a step backwardsinto one of the
deep-set doorways. Just as he redlized where he was, ahand closed over his mouth. The gloomy



daylight of the chasm abruptly became darkness as he was dragged roughly through the door —and then
he was aware only of violent hands moving him and keeping him too unbalanced to resist. Findly there
wasajarring impact as he was dammed into awall.

‘Keep quiet, Tunneller, and don't move or you'll get this’

Atlon’seyes dowly focused on amailed fist immediatdy in front of hisface. He nodded. Thefist moved
away but its owner dtill kept ahand firmly againg his chest, ensuring that the command would be obeyed.
Atlonrisked aquick glanceto each sde. Hewasin adimly lit passageway busy with guards running to
and fro. The sound of the crowd outside was barely perceptible, though occasionaly there wasadull
thud which Atlon identified as the improvised battering ram.

‘Another one here,” his captor called out. There was a shouted exchange full of both anger and cruel
laughter, then Atlon was being kicked and prodded a ong the passage. He emerged into aroomin the
middle of which stood agroup of sullen Tunndlers. Severa guardswere lounging around thewalls,
watching themindifferently.

Despite his confusion and darm he wondered why the guards were taking prisoners. The hand that had
clamped across his mouth could just aswell have cut histhroat for al he had been able to do about it.
Further, there was no red need for anyone to venture beyond the wall. From what he had seen, the
assault waslosing itsimpetus and it was only ametter of time before it was completely spent and the
crowd dissipated naturdly. Ironicaly it made him fed easier. Perhgps somewherein this benighted city
there was some legal authority and individuals were being seized to be taken before it astoken
ringleaders.

A powerful hand propelled him into the Tunndllers, ending his conjecture. As he recovered his balance he
became aware of a sudden angry commotion amongst the guards.

‘Youidiot, that one s till got asword!”’

Seeaing two guards suddenly moving towards him, weapons drawn, Atlon raised his hands and, with as
much authority as he could muster, voiced the excuse he had prepared for this or some smilar

contingency.

‘I’m not one of these people. | got caught up in the crowd. I'm atraveller hereto seethe Ailad ona
crysta matter.

The advancing guards paused but did not lower their swords. A third guard stepped between them and
looked at Atlon closer. His manner, as much asthe different inggniaon hisuniform, identified him asan
officer of somekind.

‘Well, you don’'t look likeaTunneller, for sure,’ he conceded eventuadly. ‘Watch him,” he said to the
guards, then to Atlon, ‘Keep your hands up.” The swords came forward with him as he intensified his
scrutiny. ‘Not at dl likeaTunnéller, now | look a you. Where are you from?

‘From aland to the north. Far away.’

‘Outlander? Surprise and suspicion.

‘If that' swhat you call people from outside the city, yes’
‘What are you doing with thislot?

Atlon met the officer’ s gaze squardly and risked ahint of anger and alie. ‘1 told you. | got caught upin



the crowd and couldn’t get away. It was dreadful. Isthisaregular thing here? My companions were
going to the Prefect’ s Palace. Do you think this trouble has spread there aswell?

The officer fdtered dightly, quickly disguising the response by half-turning to one of the guards. ‘ Fetch
the Captain.’

‘My arms are getting stiff, may | put them down?

A combination of politeness and command in this request unsettled the officer further. *Yes,” hereplied
curtly, after abrief hesitation. *Wait over there” He indicated abench at the far end of the room then
whispered something to the other guard who immediately moved to accompany Atlon.

Intheinterva that followed, Atlon took firm control of his bresthing and waited as patiently as he could
for the trembling in hisarms and legs to pass. He knew enough about himsdf not to argue with this
response, even though he did not likeit. His body was readying itsdlf for conflict and it wasin hisbest
intereststo trugt it. The trembling would relax him more than any of hisforma exercises. Don't be afraid
to be afraid, he reminded himsdlf, severd times. Look squarely at what you' ve done. Y ou’ ve committed
yoursdlf now. The only steps you can take are forward. He had no desire to face any Kyrosdyn skilled in
the use of the Power and aided by crysta's, but circumstances had |eft him no aternative; he must pursue
his search into what had happened to Pinnatte and his connection with the Serwulf no matter whereiit led.

Gradually the trembling faded, seeming to diffuseitsdf through hisentire body.

Hewasfully in command of himself when the Captain of the Guard arrived. Again, it wasthe man's
demeanour that identified him as he entered the room. Asthe guard standing next to him jumped to
attention, Atlon used the opportunity to stand up confidently and offer his hand.

The Captain’ s position as protector of the Kyrosdyn made him as much aschemer as most of them, and
far more of adiplomat, and habit made him take the hand before he realized fully what he was doing.
Seeing his momentary discomposure, Atlon pressed home his advantage. He would have to strike for the
centre now. ‘Y our men rescued me from the crowd, Captain,’ he said, with just ahint of being someone
used to talking down to senior officers. ‘ They were alittle rough, but it was bravely doneand I'm
grateful. I'll seethat the Ailad hearsof it

The Captain tried to assess this strange individua but found that he could not. The man was alittle
dishevelled but he was obvioudy not a Tunneller and he had a presence which marked him as being
above the common crowd. Particularly disturbing however, was the fact that he spoke with an unusua
accent . . . an accent which had hints of the Ailad’sown init. Caution raised its banner.

‘The Ailad isbusy with many things,” he said, taking Atlon’sarm and directing him towardsthe door. As
he reached it, he turned and looked at the Tunnellers gathered in the middle of the room. ‘ The Ailad will
want morethan this he said to the guards. * A lot more. Seetoit.” He signdled one of the guardsto
follow him.

‘Looking for the ringleaders, Captain? Atlon asked.

The question caught the Captain by surprise and he sammered dightly ashe said, ‘ Yes. . . of course’
He picked up his previous remark and made to reassert his authority. * The Ailad’ svery busy, asyou'll
appreciate. She cannot give Audiencesto everyone who arrives a the gate’

Atlon plunged on into the darkness. ‘1 understand, Captain. But perhaps you would tell her that | am here
and that we have two serious problemsin common —the Serwulf, and a man abroad in the city whose
wild Power could destroy usall.’



The Captain stood and stared at him then, still cautious about this stranger’ s status; he motioned the
guard to step back so that he would not hear the rebuke that he was going to have to deliver before they
went asingle step further. Before he could speak however, Atlon laid ahand on his shoulder.

‘Doit, hesad. ‘Tdl the Ailad | |eft you no choice.” For aninstant, the Captain felt himself pinioned.
Something was binding his every muscle. He knew the touch. This man could use the Power. But only the
Kyrosdyn could use the Power. Whowas. . .?

Almogt immediately he wasfree, but the shock of the revelation made him stagger. Atlon’shand
sugtained him.

‘Teke meto the Ailad now,” he said.
Struggling just to contain his shock, the Captain nodded and motioned Atlon to follow him.

Atlon felt no triumph at what he had done. Indeed, he wastrying to fed nothing at al. He knew that he
must concentrate absolutely on things as they happened, seeing them for what they were and not alowing
his responses to be clouded by what should have been, what might have been, what might yet be, and all
other imponderables. Though he had used the Power only dightly and very briefly, it had been a
frightening risk and hewaswell awarethat he was forcing events.

Thelong corridors of the Vaskyros both heartened and repelled him. Pictures, statues, elaborate carvings
were everywhere, brilliant crystal designs swept over ceilings, walls and floors. All of them demonstrated
workmanship of ahigh order and, even to Atlon’ s eyes, they gave aclear measure of the Kyrosdyn's
great wedlth and power in Arash-Felloren. But the ornate and complex symmetries aso disturbed himin
ways which he could not clearly define. The whole seemed to be the work of acold and deeply
obsessveintelect — at once inhuman and al too human. Abruptly, the images around him became one
with hismemory of the outside gppearance of the Vaskyros. The entire building had a purpose beyond
that of amere dwelling place or citadel for the Kyrosdyn. Just as crystal's could draw in and transmute
the Power, so too, this edifice had some similar function. The redlization shook him profoundly, and
though no logic or reason guided him, he knew that the VV askyros was intended to be the focd point, the
key, the bridge to the Ways that would return Him to thisworld! Knowingly or unknowingly, the
Kyrosdyn were working to draw together the scattered shards of His being, spread now across amyriad
other worlds.

| must survivethisl Theinner cry rose out of the turmoil which followed this revelation. No matter what
the cost, others must know what was happening here. At the very least he had to get back to Dvolci and
tell him what the Kyrosdyn were doing so that the message could be carried home.

For amoment, he was on the battlefield again, shoulder to shoulder with his Brothers, facing the power
of Hislieutenants. Deflecting it, returning it, to protect the hastily gathered army from certain annihilation,
thus leaving the conflict to sword against sword, resolve against resolve, courage against courage.

Scarcely aday passed but what he remembered some part of that scene.
It must never happen again.

He had walked barely two pacesin the course of thislearning, but he walked in another world now. One
of clear needs and desperate urgencies.

Y et he knew too, that albeit strong and vigorous, the Kyrosdyn'’ sintent was only a continuation of the
ancient purpose of thisbuilding. The events of the present were different. Pinnatte, the Serwulf —the
reasons why he was here—did not belong in this scheme. They were an unexpected and unknowable



threat —agreat boulder loosed findly by the least of breezes and crashing down through forests and
villages, threstening dl dike.

Against them, both he and the Kyrosdyn had common cause!
‘Thisisthe Audience Hdll, sir. Would you walit here, please. | must announce you properly.’

The Captain’ s now-deferentia voice cut across Atlon’ s shock at his conclusion. He gathered himsalf
together sufficiently to manage anod.

Asthe Captain leaned forward to open the double doors of the Audience Hall, they opened in front of
him, leaving him gaping awkwardly into the face of Imorren.

‘ Catch as many as you can, then get the rest of that vermin away from here,” she said, walking past him.
Thetone of her voice and adight gesture were sufficient to send the Captain running down the corridor,
al concerns about Atlon dismissed.

Atlon stared into Imorren’ sface. She was very beautiful. He had not expected that. He flushed dightly.

Imorren noted the signal, but she sensed his knowledge of the Power aso and the shock overrode her
judgement. “Who areyou? she demanded, coldly. Atlon held her gaze and she cursed hersdlf inwardly
as she saw the magic dipping from hisface. A different tone, ahint in the eyes and this man, whoever he
was, would have been hers so easily. Now it must be handled another way.

‘My nameisAtlon.’
‘I mean, who are you? What are you? Where are you from?
‘From the same land as you, by the sound of it.’

Imorren did not respond, though her eyes narrowed. * Did you think to hide your pdtry skill from me?In
this, of dl places?

Atlon’' sfear threatened to overwhelm him. Thiswoman was so dangerous. But his resolve sustained him.
He mus survive. And while he might perish facing thiswoman, he certainly would if hetried to fly from
her.

He reached two conclusions. He must try no deceit againgt her, she would smell it and it would weaken
him. And he must keep her unsettled, emotiond. In calmness she would gather resources beyond him for
sure. He sneered. ‘ Do you think to frighten me with yours?

Imorren’s eyes widened. Shelifted her hand. Atlon copied the gesture. * It s possible you might destroy
me with the bl oated perversion you' ve made of your gift, but you know nothing of me. Take care. The
consequences may not be what you expect.’

Unused for many yearsto anything other than abject obedience, Imorren’s control evaporated. Her eyes
blazed and her mouth drew back into asnarl. Atlon felt the hairs on his neck rising, but he braced himsdlf
and continued to hold her gaze.

‘“Who areyou!’ she hissed.

‘ Someone looking to undo the harm that you and your minions have let loose. Tell me about Pinnatte
before this entire city and perhaps the whole land is engulfed by what you’ ve made of him. Perhaps
together we can stop him, and dedl with that damned Serwulf you' ve released.’



Hisvoice was shriller than he had intended, but the content of hiswords was sufficient to steady Imorren.
‘Pinnatte? she echoed.

‘The man you experimented on. The man you' ve made into something that cannot be. What in the name
of sanity were you thinking of 7

‘The Anointed,” Imorren whispered softly.
‘The abomination.” Atlon’ svoice wasfull of aterrible menace now. It jolted Imorren.
‘It shouldn’'t have happened,” she said, abruptly defensive. * Nothing indicated such an outcome.”

‘Nothing indicated!” Atlon burst out. ‘Y ou’ ve mastered the mathematics of infinities, have you? Y ou can
peer into the heart of such wild extremes— such ingtabilities— and predict? Y ou must have known the
risksyou ran.’

‘“They were not this, Imorren protested, still defensive. * They were calculated, tested, known. The
crystas, theformulations, the pulse meridians, the energy, the manner of the Anointing. All were. ..’

Her voice faded. For amoment, Atlon felt the awful doubts of afellow student. Someone who had done
everything thoroughly and conscientioudy and yet found hersdlf facing an outcome that could not be, but
which perhaps might have been anticipated had the obsession been less and the vision broader. But how?
He could fed her mind rolling endlesdy backwards and forwards over everything that had been done and
gtill finding nothing wanting. Despite himsalf he wanted to reach out and comfort her —tdll her that

incal culable chance had taken itstoll —that it was Pinnatte sinjury and Ellyn’s smple drawing ointments
that had marred her work. He crushed the impulse. The truth would ease Imorren’ s burden, enable her to
gtill her confusion, help make her whole and balanced again — and unbelievably dangerous.

She must remain as she wasif he wasto stand any chance of deding with Pinnatte, the Serwulf and her,
and surviving.

‘Whereishe? he demanded. ‘Y ou can tell me what you did whilewe go to him.’
Imorren did not reply.
‘Whereishe? Atlon repeated, fiercely.

Imorren looked a him. Her expression filled him with both terror and pity. He wanted both to embrace
her and to draw his sword and strike her down.

‘The Serwulf hastaken him asits master,” she said smply. ‘It isonewith him now.’

Silence floated into the glittering corridor. There was not the faintest suggestion of the fighting beyond the
walls. Two frightened people stared at one another.

‘Whereis. .. wherearethey? Atlonsaid, very softly.
Imorren shook her heed.
Atlon closed hiseyes. What was he doing in thisawful place?

He should just turn and walk away — et the VV askyros, the whole of Arash-Felloren burn in whatever
damnation Pinnatte and the Serwulf would unleash. It would be an end to the threat that the Kyrosdyn
posed, at least.



But it was not an dternative. Countlesstiny bonds held him to what he must do. Heirn and the thousands
like him, who asked no more than the right to pursue their own lives, seeking their own quiet ways,
burdening no one. That they offered thisright to othersless benignly disposed to their fellows, and then
found themsalves trapped as helpless observers, was afailing shared by most people. It wasitsown
punishment, but it did not warrant deeth.

Or whatever e'se might emerge from the pending chaos.

A face cameinto hismind. He shivered. It was the head graven into the arch over the entrance to the
Jyolan. Hewould surely revel in what wasto happen. Mutua killing was Hisway when dl esewaslost.
Thus had ended the First Coming with the degth of the Great Alliance sleader. Wasit to be so again, an
awful vengeance regped so many years after He had been dispatched for the second time from this
world?

Y et it was inconceivable that He could have brought this about. Even if He had had the Power and the
ingght to do so, He would not. Such a creation could destroy Him along with everything else.

Atlon pondered the image.

Why should that awful face come to him now? What was his degper knowledge trying to tell him?
He looked at Imorren.

‘There are ways to the Jyolan from here other than the streets?

Imorren nodded uncertainly. ‘ Through the tunnels’

‘We must go there. That iswherethey are’

Chapter 31

Pinnatte sat back and looked at hiswork. All the mirrors were bright and clear. 1t had taken him lesstime
than he would have thought, but he seemed to betireless now. He fdt asthough he could run and run
forever, down Street after endless street, climbing walls, vaulting obstacles, dodging and weaving
effortlessy through the thickest of crowds. Why he had cleaned the mirrors he did not know. Why he
had come back to the Jyolan he did not know. Perhapsit was some remnant of his commitment to
Barran, though he no longer needed the goodwill of such people.

He sought no further explanation. Thoughts, ideas, images were pouring through his mind in such atorrent
that he could not pause to pursue any of them. He legpt from conclusion to conclusion — momentary
sepping onesin the flood. It was sufficient explanation for his actions that he could choose to follow
such whims now. Now he could do anything he wanted. For none would be able to oppose the Power
that he could fed relentlesdy growing within him, acongtant in the swirling confusion.

Such progress he had made these last few days since hisfateful contact with Rostan! Had not Barran
himsalf stepped aside, wide-eyed with fear, and then fled, after he had opened the door of the Mirror
Room to confront him, with the cresture a hissde?

Ashelooked at the mirrors, Pinnatte was taken by the frantic activity in different parts of the Jyolan —it
echoed hisown inner confusion. The sounds of it too, washed over him for, in his haste, Barran had | eft
the key that operated the grilles by each mirror. Now they were al open, filling the Mirror Room with
their clamour.

Barran was gathering armed men for what was obvioudy to be a determined assault on the Mirror



Room. He had tried earlier, sending half adozen of hismen to dedl with, ‘that crazy street thief and his
... dog.” —Pinnatte smiled at the word — but the Serwulf had burst out and killed two of them before
they were within adozen paces of the door and the others had scattered, screaming. They too would
have died had not Pinnatte imposed hiswill on the anima and made it return.

The Serwulf was abloody streak winding through Pinnatte’ s confusion. Sinceit had cometo himinthe
dley, after the desth of Rostan and hisguards, it had been communicating with him in some way. Some
of theimages and sensations he was feding belonged to it, he knew. They were dien, feral and awful,

and though he could not understand most of them, two things were dominant. One was aseemingly
limitless urgeto kill and feed, though on what, Pinnatte could not properly grasp, save that the thought of
it chilled him. The other was a cringing fear of Pinnatte himself —or someone, something, that had a
shimmering likenessto him. Hislinkage with the creature both thrilled and disgusted him, but gradudly the
former was growing in dominance.

Pinnatte watched Barran’ s efforts with the outward air of a disinterested spectator. Whatever he did,
Barran was doomed to failure. If he succeeded in injuring the Serwulf, Pinnatte knew it well enough now
to know that the consequences would be appaling. And if it were somehow drawn away, so that he
himsalf was apparently defenceless, they would find that he was not. Indeed, he was beginning to redize
that, if hewished, he could scatter this earnest and noisy gathering just by reaching out through theimages
infront of him. Y et he had someliking for Barran —and what hewasdoing was. . . interesting.

Men were being dressed in chain-mail, and given brief but effective ingtruction in how to fight from behind
ashield wal in the narrow confines of the Jyolan’s passages with swords and short spears. There were
archersthere too. It might have been along time since Barran had fought on a battlefield, but he had
forgotten none of hisold ways, and hisrage at being so ignominioudy dispossessed of this most precious
of places, keenly focused hisintentions. Pinnatte watched and listened avidly. Oddly, he felt atwinge of
disappointment at what he knew would be the outcome.

Such talents deserved better. Very distantly, he thought he heard something inside him saying, ‘Keep this
man dive,’ but such athing could not be. If Barran opposed him, Barran would die. That wasto bethe
way of things.

Pinnatte pressed his hands to histemples. Thoughts like that weren't his. Barran had helped him — had
been honourable to him.

The creature whined uncertainly. Pinnatte snarled at it and it cowered.

He pushed hischair back angrily, wiping hisarm across hisforehead. Ashe did so, the many imagesin
the mirrors became one. The many sounds too, became coherent.

Hefroze.

Hewas a the heart of the Jyolan.
Hewasthe Jyolan!

Andthe Jyolanwas. . .?

For an ingtant there was a pause in the torrent of thoughts and sensations that were possessing him. A
solitary voice pierced the silence. The voice of Pinnatte the street thief.

Thiswas not what he wanted!

Something terrible was coming. Something that would come from him —through him — pour through him



— bringing only destruction.
‘No!’

All movement in the mirrors stopped. Even through his pain and fear, Pinnatte sensed the tillness. And
he knew its cause. From here, hisvoice, hiswill, wasthat of the Jyolan, of Arash-Fdlloren itself. Nothing
could happen that he was not aware of. Nothing could happen that he could not reach out and change.

Then the creature was howling. Its awful lusting voice echoing through the Jyolan and beyond. Hefelt it
spreading over the city, through the tunnels, deep, deep into the ancient cavesfar below. Calingto its
own.

Some part of Pinnatte reached out to deny it. He would not be responsible for the horror that thisthing
would bring.

The creature turned towards him, its mouth gaping, livid red, its eyes burning yelow like diseased suns.
Its desires washed over him, re-awakening those he had felt at the Loose Pit. Thiswas the way things
should be. Thiswastheway hemust be. All power must be his. All people should bow before him.

Stll apart of him denied it. Confused images of Ellyn and Atlon and Heirn floated around him. The
mirrors became blurred and indistinct. He was only vaguely aware of the cresture pacing the room.

And there was escape, clear and hopeful before him!

He was amote—theleast of things— separate from his body, tumbling through a swirling darkness,
countless sounds and images al about him, mindless and meaningless, yet sgnificant. He was moving and
not moving, aware that he was both here and in the Mirror Room. Aswas the cresture. It was hunting
now, but not asit wanted to. It was hunting in another place, another way, because its deep bond with
Pinnatte gave it no choice but to obey him.

Then, without trangition, he was whole again, looking at a bright sunlit Sky marred by gathering thunder
clouds. Therewas agreat crowd in the distance. Pennants and flags were waving, ranks of horsemen
were galoping around it. It took Pinnatte alittle timeto redize that he was watching abattle. A
movement to one side caught his eye. He turned to see two men in the distance. They were watching an
old man, running and looking repeatedly over his shoulder. Something hissed past Pinnatte to thud into
the grass by hisfeet. Looking down, he saw that it was an arrow. He stepped backwardswith acry.

Asif he had always been there, he was on a grassy soft-scented hillside in the fading evening sun, strange
foot-tapping music al about him. Then hewasin the Streets of asirange city. Only histhief’ s footwork
kept him from being trampled by the crowd among which he found himsdf, for hismind wasreding a
what was happening. Mainly women and children, he could seethey were fleeing in awful panic. And
they were crying out in alanguage he could not understand. Bright lights caught his eye through the dusty
ar. Therewereridersin the distance, sunlight flickering from therising and faling of their swords.

Somewhere he could fed the Serwullf trying to reach him. And there were other animas howling, far
away. Wolves, he sensed, though he had never heard wolves howling before. Their song reached out to
ease himin someway.

Animpeact jarred him. He had been faling for ever. Faster and faster. And now he had stopped. All that
had happened seemed to have taken but a single heartbest, but now there was a pause. His every ingtinct
held him gtill and silent. Wherever this place was, he did not belong.No one belonged. The sights about
him now were not sights that eyes could see. He was aware of worlds within worlds, between worlds,
shifting and shimmering in and out of existence, rich with life and dancing to rhythms unknowable. He was



aware too of many eyesturned to him. And terrible fear, al around.

For this place, this eerie vantage, could not exist. It ood outside that which was without bounds. His
touch had the power to change dl things. Y et hisleast action might disturb this dynamic equilibrium
beyond dl recovering.

Asmight, perhaps, hisinaction.

He dared not move.

Therewas an awful, lingering moment, in this place where Time did not exigt.
Then uproar.

Barran, encouraged by the silence that had followed Pinnatte' s cry and the creature’ s howl, had managed
to rouse his men sufficiently to have them storm the Mirror Room.

It was amistake.

Bursting through the door, the attackers found themsalves staring not at one of the disma roomstypical
of the Jyolan, but at avast and shapeless greyness devoid of al perspective and points of reference, save
for the seated figure of Pinnatte watching them from some indeterminate distance.

And the Serwulf.

Which was upon them ingtantly. Hard fighting men al of them, not one managed a stroke againgt it, and
al died. For amoment the greyness became tinged with red.

A second team of men waiting aong the passage, listened hesitantly to their friends screaming and the
Serwulf roaring, then turned and fled asthe last victim crashed out of the room, hishead amost severed.
The Serwulf’showl sped them on their way. Barran was sufficiently experienced to know when men
could berdlied and when they could not. He made no effort to stop them. Fury filled him but it could not
overcome histerror.

‘Let usthrough.’

The cold voice pierced Barran' s silent rage. He spun round to see Imorren and Atlon. Atlon was flushed
and alittle out of bresth from a hasty ssumbling journey through the tunnels, but Imorren was as
immeaculate and calm as ever. Atlon had noticed her hand going to her throat and her wrists a times and
knew that she was sustaining hersdf with crystas. Though such ause of the crystals was abhorrent to
him, he had thought to tell her to conserve her energies against what they might find at the Jyolan, but her
actions were obvioudy those of habit, and paradoxicaly he aso found himsdf thinking that, perhaps, the
weaker she was, the better.

Barran’ sthroat wastoo dry for him to speak, but he had nothing to say anyway. The creature was hers,
let her dedl withit.

Pinnatte felt the gpproach of Atlon and Imorren. The event was at oncetrivia and profoundly significant.
Trivid inthat both of them could be expunged at athought, significant in that the consequences of such an
act were unforeseesble.

Asthey entered the door, both of them stopped. Imorren’ s face twitched dightly before the training of
years stilled it. Atlon was openly afraid. Where Barran’ s men had seen atextureless greyness, both Atlon
and Imorren saw aswirling ferment of the Power, restrained only by the presence of Pinnatte— or some



part of Pinnatte —a shimmering likeness pervading him. Neither understood what they saw, save that
such athing should not be possible and was dangerous beyond imagining.

The Serwulf crouched asif to spring. Imorren gestured towardsit and it hesitated. Then it opened its
mouth and screamed at them. It was an gppdling sound, but the two figures did not yield. The scream
subsided into arumbling growl and the Serwulf made no attempt to attack.

At alossto know what to do, Atlon stepped forward dowly to speak to Pinnatte.

Coails of the Power wrapped themsaves around him. Despair and self-reproach welled up like vomit
ingde him. Imorren had bound him. He had thought that she was cowed for the moment, that she had
recognized the danger and, dbeit reluctantly, wasworking with himin the hope of deding withit. Givena
fraction of warning he might have defended himself, but now hewas helpless.

‘Do not struggle, Atlon,” Imorren said. Y ou know | can destroy you, but who can say what eventswill
be set in motion if wetry our strengths here— at so ddlicate abaancing.” There was amocking notein
her voice that redoubled Atlon’srage a hisfolly. ‘Besides, if you live, I'd like to talk with you further
whenthisisover.’

Then she was knedling before the motionless Pinnatte. Though ignorant of what had happened to him she
had determined to act as had always been envisaged should the Anointing prove successful.

‘Great Guardian of the Ways, | offer you this man, who would have sought to destroy you. Do with him
asyou will. Bring to this place, | beg you, the True Lord of thisworld so that He too might bow down
before you in gratitude for His release from the unjust bondage that has so long held Him.’

Pinnatte heard the liesin Imorren’ swords, but just as a Kyrosdyn act had brought him here, so part of
him was bound to them and must obey. Across countless worlds he felt a gathering, acoming together. It
was his doing, he knew, but it was beyond him to prevent.

A myriad whispering voices soughed through the dancing vista and, somewhere far awvay, hefdt them
shift and change, and re-form until they were bright and piercing, likethelight of asngle slver sar. But it
was no joyous event. At the touch of such alight, the whole world would become like the Jyolan until it
was shaped in the bleak and barren image of itsnew Lord.

Drawn by him and to him, the light came nearer.

Y et there was fear and uncertainty init. There was greet danger for it here,

Pinnatte the Street thief turned his eyesin gpped to Atlon, as bound and helplessas hewas.
Thisthing must not be.

The despair in Pinnatte’ s gaze drove the salf-reproach from Atlon. Die he might, but fail he must not.
Cautioudy he tested the bonds about him. Each of them tightened. So near to the culmination of her life's
work, Imorren’ s awareness was at its manic height and, assisted by the crystal's, her considerable ability
with the Power was enhanced beyond anything Atlon could oppose from such aposition.

He sensed the approach of something through the skeins of the Power winding about Pinnatte. Something
awful.

Imorren’ s eyes shone, wild and exhilarated.

Then ahigh-pitched shrieking pierced the whirling silence and a sinuous brown form darted into the



greyness. A crud claw dashed across Imorren’s back.
Atlon wasfree.
And s0 was the Serwullf.

‘Kill her”” Dvolci roared to Atlon, leaping high inthe air to avoid the Serwulf’ s charge, and landing on its
back. Trembling, Atlon drew hissword and raised it to strike the stricken Imorren, her hand clutching
futilely at the bleeding gash across her back. Their eyes met and he hesitated as he saw into the heart of
the young girl cruelly used by others.

Then the pitiful mask was gone and he was hurled across the room. The sword clattered from his hand as
he struck thewall. Imorren’s Power tightened about him pitilessy and would have crushed him utterly
had not the Serwulf collided with her initsfrantic attempt to free itsdf from the clawing form of Dvolci
clinging to its back.

Atlon did to the floor. Too shaken to stand, he rolled toward Pinnaite. Reaching him, his head spinning
and hisbody screaming in protest, he dragged himsdlf upright. All about him he could fed the clamouring
reditiesthat were so unnaturaly focused around Pinnatte. And he could see the gathering light being
drawn inexorably nearer.

Then, to his horror, though he saw the pain and the pleain Pinnatte s eyes, he did not know what to do.
Nothing in his experience or hislearning had equipped him for this.

Desperately, he reached out to take Pinnatte’ s hand. He was no greeat hedler, but healing was al he could
offer. As he reached out he saw Imorren, her hand about her throat, preparing to strike him again.

The frenzy of the combat between Dvolci and the Serwulf filled his ears. Dvolci would never give up —
not ever. The Brothers he had stood with on the battle field, the armies he had watched, none of them
would yield. He must not yield. But he was too spent, and she too powerful, to defend himsalf.

Y et hewould give what he could to Pinnatte, and he would give thisfearful woman nothing but his
contempt.

He clutched at his own throat mockingly and returned Imorren’ s triumphant sneer. * Do your worst,
crone. Do you think I’d come amongst such as you unprotected? Know this: | was one of those who
helped send your erstwhile Lord to His deserved oblivion, who scattered His screaming will acrossthe
worlds beyond.’

Imorren hesitated, then her face became amixture of fear and rage. The hand about her throat tightened,
whitening her knuckles, and she levelled the other a Atlon. He straightened up and held out hisarms
scornfully to receive the blow. But no blow came. Instead, Imorren faltered, aterrible redization coming
into her eyes. Just as the Novice had done when he attacked Atlon, so now, lured on by Atlon’ s taunts
and threats, she had done the same. The crystas that sustained her had been stressed too far. Where
they had given, now they were taking.

But Imorren was no Novice and, at this extremity, she was deadlier than any man, drawing on resources
that only awoman possesses. Tearing open the neck of her gown, she wrenched the crystalsfrom her
throat with aterrible cry.

It wastoo late. But the gpproaching light lit her face like a benediction and she found the strength for a
find effort.

Atlon quailed before the hatred in her face, but her final use of the Power was not againgt him. It wasa



subtle use which gave Atlon ameasure of her true ability. What Power she had |€ft, she gaveto the
furious Serwulf, with asmple command.

‘Kill him,” she said, asshe died.

Suddenly obliviousto the awful damage being doneto it by the dusive Dvolci’ s claws and teeth, the
Serwulf legpt at Atlon. So fast wasit that Atlon did not even have timeto raise an arm to protect himself.

The gaping maw filled hisvison.

Then, adenying hand wasthrugt in front of him.
It was Pinnatte’s.

The Serwulf’ sjaw closed uponiit.

Therewas a brief and terrible silence, then the Serwulf released the hand and reared up on its hind legs,
letting out ascream that passed through every part of the Jyolan and into the city beyond. For an instant,
the yellow light of its eyes seemed tofill its entire body, then it fell to the floor, twitching uncontrollably.

Dvoalci killed it with asingle blow, and roared at it triumphantly.

Atlon found himsdf holding the body of Pinnatte. The flickering aurathat had surrounded him hovered on
itsown for amoment, shifting and changing. Through it shone acold slver light. Briefly it took on human
form again, and an awful presencefilled the room. Atlon held Pinnatte tightly, terrified, but opposing.

Then, slently, the aurawas gone.

Fdling after it, with anoise like the rending of tortured meta, went the clamouring anomdiesthat it had
created as the Portal s to the worlds beyond vani shed.

The Mirror Room wasitsdf again. But it was carrying the echoing consequences of the collapse through
the Jyolan. Therewasalull, then an ominous rumbling began to build.

‘Runforit!’

Dvolci’s command was unequivoca. Atlon cast abrief glance at the shrivelled bodies of Imorren and the
Serwulf, then throwing Pinnaite over his shoulder, he followed Dvolci.

He had little recollection of the remainder of that journey through the Jyolan, save that of congtant pain,
Dvolci’s congtant urging and the al-pervading rumbling. When he emerged into the street, a powerful arm
seized both him and his burden and ploughed a ruthless way through the gathering crowd.

It wasHeirn.
‘We heard the noise,” Dvolci said, by way of explanation. ‘Most of Arash-Felloren did.’

Unceremonioudy, Heirn negotiated with a carter on the edge of the crowd for assistance in getting the
casudtieshome.

As Atlon recovered his breath in the cart, hisfirst thought was for Pinnatte. To his surprise and relief, the
young thief was only unconscious, though he had aterrible wound on his hand.

‘He snormd again,’ Dvolci said excitedly. ‘It'sgone’



Atlon nodded, then grimaced as he glanced at the bloodstained felci. ‘I’ ll have alook at you when I've
bound hishand.’

Dvolci chuckled, then shook himsdf vigoroudy, splattering blood al over the cart. * Don't worry,” he
sad. ‘Noneof it smine’

A dull roar made Atlon look up.

Hewasjust in timeto see the Jyolan collapsing.

A grest cloud of dust rose up into the red evening light and engulfed the crowd.
‘Takeushome, Heirn,” he said.

Chapter 32

Insofar as anyone cared, the collgpse of the Jyolan was generdly attributed to fundamenta ingtability inits
ancient and intricate structure. Ale-shop worthies nodded sagely over their jugsto confirm their surprise
that it had not happened long ago. No one attempted to explain the noises that had come from it. They
were | eft to colour the nightmares of those who had heard them for along time.

Miraculoudy, no one esewaskilled. All except Barran had left when the sounds of the fighting began to
resonate through the building, and he had escaped very quickly when the shaking began.

Barran was more than alittle disappointed. The building had cost him agreat dedl, and the loss of the
Mirror Room in particular grieved him deeply. It took him severa hoursto recover, then hewas making
plans about what he could use the site for, and to whom he could sell a considerable amount of rubble.
He consoled himself also with the knowledge that he would be able to use the loss very effectively when
dedling with the Kyrosdyn in future,

The Kyrosdyn themsalves however, were much reduced as aforce in Arash-Felloren. Theloss of both
Imorren and Rostan, together with the collapse of the plan for the Anointing, |eft them with little choice
but to revert to their nomina calling assmple crysta workers.

The Tunndlers who had assaulted the VVaskyros faded away.

Arash-Felloren continued as norma. Only the gossip changed.

* * % %

Atlon was exhausted and badly bruised, but otherwise uninjured. Such discomfort as hefelt, he forced
himsalf to ignore as he worked to help Pinnatte, for the erstwhile street thief’ s need was considerable.
The wound made by the Serwulf festered badly and gave him great pain. It taxed Atlon’ sskillsto thefull,
though after afew grim daysit gradualy began to hedl. Hisinner wounds were even less amenable, and
for some time he would not speak and had to be encouraged even to eat. For along time he would wake
each night, wide-eyed, his mouth gaping in aslent scream.

‘He' s seen things that people aren’t supposed to see,” Atlon said. *When he' swell enough, he'll haveto
come back with me. He' s beyond anything | can do, but I know a heder who might be ableto help him.’
Heirn offered no objection. There was nothing for someone in Pinnatte’' s condition in Arash-Felloren.

* * % %

Ghred recognized Atlon immediately.



‘Don’'t expect any money back for the nights you didn’t deep here. | had to keep your room empty.’

Atlon ignored the greeting and moved to atable. Heirn followed him, leading Pinnatte. Dvolci trotted
behind them. They ateamed in slence.

When they had finished, Heirn leaned back luxurioudly. ‘Miserable old devil is Ghredl, but he’ s not abad
cook.’

Atlon nodded.

‘Will you come back again? Heirn asked.

Atlonlooked at him pensively. ‘It'snot anice place’

‘It’ s better now, with the Jyolan gone and the Kyrosdyn chastened.’

‘True,” Atlon conceded. He took asmal box from his pocket. ‘ These are the crystals from that poor
Novice. Takethem. He held up ahand to forestall Heirn’ s protest. * Use them to make the place better
gill.” He placed the box on the table.

‘I'll be back,” he said unequivocally after abrief silence. “*We need to know much more about these
things” He shook his head thoughtfully. ‘I can’t see how they can be natural. They havedl the
characteristics of amade thing. And something made for wegpons at that.” He thrust the box towards
Hern. *Stll, that’ sfor another time, isn’t it? My immediate concern isto get Pinnatte home safdly and in
the hands of someone who can help him properly. And my people need to know al that happened.”

Hisface darkened and hisvoicefdl. ‘| fet His presencein that awful light, Heirn. Asclearly as| fdtit al
those years ago. He was nearly here. We know beyond any doubt now that he' s struggling to return. It
would be foolish of usindeed to imagine that Arash-Felloren wasthe only place where Hisfollowers are
working to hdp Him.’

Heirnlaid ahand on Atlon’sarm. ‘But He didn’t return, did He? And you and your Brotherswill be
watching for Him now.’

‘ And there' s one other person who knows about Him now, isn't there? Atlon said, looking at him
sgnificantly.

Heirn returned the look then picked up the box. ‘ Never underestimate the value of the smal action, eh?
he said. Atlon nodded.

Then they were leaving. Heirn went first, helping Pinnatte. Atlon followed him.

Ashewalked past Ghredl, scowling over the counter, Dvolci could not resist. He stood on hishind legs
and looked at him squarely.

‘Jolly nice medl, landlord,” he said loudly and asif to adow child. * Jolly nice. I'll be sure to recommend
youtodl my friends’ Hewas laughing as hetrotted off.

Ghred was till gaping as Atlon, silhouetted in the doorway, gave him a parting wave then quietly closed
the door.

* k * %

So endsthe tale of Arash-Fdlloren?
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