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Thetota slence was only broken by the soft dow dripping of the water clock. The high, narrow room
waslit by asolitary candle, and far corners of the dull stone wallswere hidden in darkness. The room
was bare and austere, but it had an atmosphere of absolute calm. There was no furniture gpart from the
iron stand that held the candle, the glass water clock on its wooden bench and asmall raised daisin the
very centre of the room. The dais was covered with a coarse-weave straw mat.

A figure sat onthe dais. It was shrouded in aplain black robe, itslegs were crossed and its handslay in
itslap with the fingersinterlaced in acomplicated pattern. Although the candle was placed directly in
front of thefigure, its head was sunk between the shouldersin such away that the face was obscured by
shadow. From the width of the shoulders, and the supple, powerful hands, which were clearly illuminated
by the candle, it was obvious that the figure wasthat of amale.

The name of the mae was Jeb Stuart Ho, athough, right at that moment in time, Jeb Stuart Ho hardly
exigted. His pulse was down to the absol ute minimum that would sustain life. His body temperature had
reduced by haf and hislungs hardly stirred. Except for his upright, crosdegged posture, the lay observer
would have assumed him to be dead. But Jeb Stuart Ho was dive. The physicd state that he wasin was
sdf-induced. He would, however, certainly die within acom-paratively short time unless roused by some
outside force. The art of termina meditation was one that was dowly and pain-fully learned. Oncethe
individua had reached that state there was no release from it except a sharp tap on the shoulder by
another who was practised in the same sKills.

Being so close to death and so dependent on outside help might have terrified any norma person. Jeb
Stuart Ho was beyond terror. He knew nothing, although, at the same time, according to his philosophy,
he knew everything. He was in aworld that few people outsde the temple ever visited. It was beyond
the scope of language, beyond emotion and far past the reach of sight, taste, smell or touch.

A door at the far end of the room opened softly. Another man in ablack robe entered and walked
Slently towards Jeb Stuart Ho on sandalled feet. He halted in front of the seated figure, and amost
ritualigtically took a short polished stick of hard dark wood out of his deeve. He paused for amoment,
and then struck a swift, light blow on Jeb Stuart Ho's shoul-der. He stepped back and waited.

At firgt, nothing happened, and then the still figure made a soft noise. Jeb Stuart Ho was drawing air into
hislungs. At first it wastiny amounts and his body scarcely moved. Then his chest began gradually to rise
and fal as he sucked in deeper breaths. Finaly, he completdly filled hislungs, and began to raise his
head. The mind of Jeb Stuart Ho seemed to float upwards. First into a place where it was warm, then
sound invaded the comfortable area, the Sghing of hisblood asit dowly began to circulate through his
veins. The pulse of his heart sarted, up, softly and in wide-spaced intervas at first, but then quickening
and getting louder. His sense of touch came dive. He could fed the pressure of hisbody on the coarse
mat beneath him. He was aware of the texture of the robe that covered hisbody. He knew that his mouth
was dry and that his somach would shortly begin to demand food. He rose towards the light. He opened
hiseyes, and animage of the dim room rushed in with dazzling brilliance.

Jeb Stuart Ho silently regarded the man standing in front of him. He was dimmer and younger than Ho,
little more than aboy. Hisface was smooth and expressionless. Jeb Stuart Ho matched thisfirst rush of
sensation, which came after the degp meditation, with his memory. The boy was Nah Duc West. His
pupil, hisservant in thetemple and hislover.

No spoken greeting was necessary between the two men. Ho smply stretched out his hand and touched
the younger man. Then heroseto hisfeet and walked purposefully out of the room. The young man



followed him.

The door of the meditation room led out into ahigh-cellinged corridor. It was made from the same dull
black stone asthe walls of the room. The corridor wasilluminated by glowing spheres set inthewalls at
regular intervals.

They waked down the perfectly straight corridor for some minutes until they cameto apair of double
doors, decorated with elaborate carvings and flanked by two more figuresin black robes. They
appeared to recognize Jeb Stuart Ho, and stepped back, pushing the doors open. Once again, there was
atrace of ritual in their action. Beyond the carved doorswas ahuge, brightly lit circular room. It had a
domed celling that glowed with the same steady light as the globes.

The room was ahive of activity. Along one section of the curved stone wall, aline of black-robed figures
sat on high stools, bent over desks and drawing tables that were littered with charts, graphs, columns of
figures and computer print-outs. Another long section of wall was taken up by a huge display screen
where coloured lights and curved lines dowly shifted position. On avast plan table in the centre of the
room, more black-clothed figures moved transparent overlays with lines and points of colour drawn on
them, smilar to those on the display screen.

The most intense activity was centred round another sec-tion of the curved wall that took up nearly a
third of thetotal circumference. The section was covered with asoft tranducent ribbed materid. Theribs
ran vertically from the floor to the start of the domed ceiling. It bulged out dightly, and occasiondly
undulated. Behind the materia there was a soft green glow that aso moved and shifted. Some patches
grew brighter, and others dimmed. The crowd of black robesthat clustered round it were stroking the
surface of the soft wall section with their hands. Their pams and fingertips moved in definite, precise
patterns. Occasiondly one of them would carefully insert along fine slver needleinto the materid. The
operations gppeared to involve ahigh degree of sKill.

The domed room was the heart of the entire temple. It was here that Jeb Stuart Ho's brothers carried on
the eternd work. It was here that they monitored the progress of the various cultures that flourished in the
sundered world that remained after the breakdown.

Over the centuries since the natural laws had ceased to be consistent and human life had clung to areas
where artifi-cid stasis could be generated, the brothers had worked single-mindedly on their
never-ending task. They had observed and recorded the smallest event in the hundred thousand
com-munities that survived in among the grey nothings. The most inggnificant hgppening was plotted into
their chartsand in-cluded in their calculations. There was a saying among the brothersthat even thefal of
asparrow wasworthy of inclu-sion in their graphs, the graphsthat charted the passage of past events
and from which the brothers made their predictions for the future.

Jeb Stuart Ho had only been in the huge room four times before, but he fully understood the meaning of
the coloured pointsand lines. Y ears of study in the seminary had equipped him to recognize and
gppreciate the meanings of the curves. The uphill struggle of the society seeking materia progress, the
plateau form of the stable culture, the clear straight lines of the stuff beam citiesin the centrad ring, the
elegant curve down to decadence. Jeb Stuart Ho could read the subtle-ties of history in the sudden
variations of each curve. He could recognize the sudden termination that meant that disruption had hit a
unit of dvilization.

Jeb Stuart Ho stood in the doorway of the domed room. Slowly and discreetly his eyes moved acrossits
mysteries. His gaze stopped at the ribbed, undulating section of wall. It was the outside face of the beast.
Theliving meditation that made the efforts of the brotherhood possible. He stared at it in reverence and



awe. It was the whole centre and meaning of the temple. The bio-cybernetic mass of circuits and organic
life was both master and servant. It computed the patterns from which the brothers made their
predictions. It gave early warn-ing of progressionsthat could become critical, and it ordered the brothers
when and where to make their executive inter-ventions.

To Jeb Stuart Ho it was the centre point of his existence. It was the permanence of the ate that he could
only achieve by termina meditation. He admired the brothers who caressed the beast, the oneswhose
Slver needles penetrated its trans-parent hide. He respected the skills with which they transferred
information and indruction to and from the huge thinking unit.

He admired and respected them, but he didn't envy them. He had his own skills. He was, after dl, an
executive of the brotherhood. Histraining was just as awvesome.

One of the black figures bent over the expanse of plan table straightened, detached itsalf from the group
and approached Jeb Stuart Ho. The face above the black robe was that of avery old man. The skin was
pink and soft like ababy's, ter-ribly wrinkled and totally without hair. The eyes, however, had thelook of
purposeful calm that was common to al of the brothers.

The old man halted in front of Jeb Stuart Ho and bowed. Jeb Stuart Ho returned the bow.

'l have prepared, Teacher.!

The old man nodded gravely.

'And you are ready?

Hisvoice had none of the weakness or quaver that normally come with great age. Jeb Stuart Ho looked
draight a the old man.

'l am ready, Teacher.'

Theteacher raised in eyebrow and smiled gently.

'Y ou are very certain for one who faces hisfirst inter-vention.'

"All my training hasled meto this point, and will carry mefar beyond it."
Theteacher's eyestwinkled.

'So should you fail, thefault will liein your training?

Jeb Stuart Ho stood iffly.

I will not fail, Teacher.'

'Y ou don't even know the details of the task that awaits you, Jeb Stuart Ho.'
'l will not fail.

'As| said before, you are very confident.’



'An individua must not dlow afase humility to cloud the knowledge of himsdf.'

'And you believe you have knowledge of your own readi-ness?

'l know | am ready.'

'Suppose you were in error when you made this analysis of yourself?

'If I wasin error | would not be ready for the task.'

The teacher nodded.

"Then it must be the time for your instruction in the labours you have to perform.’

Hetook Jeb Stuart Ho by the arm, and led him back to-wards the carved doors.

'Wewill go to my chamber.'

The teacher led the way past the two impassive attendants, and back down the stone corridor. He halted
before adoor, opened it and ushered Jeb Stuart Ho inside. The room was similar to the one in which Jeb
Stuart Ho had meditated. The water clock stood against the wall, the single candle burned inits holder.
In this room, however, two raised dai ses stood side by side. Jeb Stuart Ho stood beside one of them
until the teacher had seeted himsdlf. Then hetoo sat down, auto-matically crossing hislegsand lacing his
fingersin an attitude of meditation. There was along pause while the teacher stared straight forward,
apparently studying the water clock. Jeb Stuart Ho summoned energy to preserve his patience. Despite
al histraining hewas still eager to learn about the task. At last the teacher spoke.

'We are required once again to intervene in the affairs of the world outside. Once again their pattern
traces a path towards disaster.'

'l am eager to learn my part.’
The teacher continued to Sare straight ahead.

"Theloaf baked in eagernesswill lie heavily in the pan. A wise man will not egt of it, lest he bresk his
teeth.’

Jeb Stuart Ho bowed his head in submission. He knew he stood corrected. There was another long
pause before the teacher spoke again. The water clock dripped softly.

"The task you are being set will not be smple. It can be aheavy load. Y our back must be strong enough
to bear it.’

Thistime, Jeb Stuart Ho said nothing. The teacher con-tinued.

"The probability has almost reached maximum that large areas of the rim, and to alesser extent the inner
sectors, will disrupt.’

He paused, and again Jeb Stuart Ho said nothing.

"Theresult of thisdisruption will betwofold. A state of war will occur which will escalate unchecked until



the antago-nized will begin to destroy their opponents stasis generators, and disrupt the territory they
occupy. They will cause aso far uncaculated shift in the balance of our world. Taking into account the
most favourable conditionsfor stad's, the resultant loss of existing inhabited space would be aminimum of
65.79 per cent.'

Jeb Stuart Ho began to fed the magnitude of the task he was being set. Doubt hovered in the corner of
hismind, but he controlled hiswill and it faded. The teacher went on.

"The second danger that would result from this Stuation isthat the release of energy from acertain leve of
warfare would be a considerabl e attraction to the disrupters. They would gravitate towards the source of
energy by the shortest possible route. That would certainly involve many of them cutting through the
normally undisturbed central sectors. In this event the space and, of course, population loss could be as
high as 98.51 per cent.'

Theinformation fell about Jeb Stuart Ho's shoulders like a heavy yoke. It was far worse than purely
physical weight. He was used to those. In advanced combat training the body is often loaded to its very
limit. This burden of responsibility would go far beyond that. He would have to be sure-footed and have
strength in excess of anything he had experienced. His boast of being ready seemed empty and childish.
Still he kept slent, and the teacher continued hisingtruction.

'All our caculaionslead usto one concluson. Thereisasngleindividud. Theindividud'sfuture actions
will be the seeds of this disaster. If they are dlowed to germinate and grow, the flowersthat eventudly
bloom will beterrible to look upon.’

Jeb Stuart Ho looked straight ahead.

It will be my task to pluck those flowers?

It will be your task to make sure that seeds never put forth shoots!'

'l must intervene and prevent the individua from taking such action aswill precipitate disaster?

The teacher looked at Jeb Stuart Ho for thefirst time,

It isgraver than that. The actions and their effect on this pattern are too complex. Y ou must remove the
individud.'

I must kill, Teacher?

'Y ou must kill, Jeb Stuart Ho.'

Therewas along slence. Jeb Stuart Ho looked down at his hands, and then straight ahead.

'Who isthe subject?

'A female, current age thirteen, technocrat upbringing. Y ou will receive a data package as you depart.’
'May | ask one question? What gives ustheright to cacu-late an individual must die?

'Our calculations are accurate to the smallest margin.



'So we take the respong bility of another's death?

"That isa second question.’

'We are dwaysright? Is there no room for doubt?

"The superior man arrives a the river and crosses.’

'We are dwaysright?

"To thefinest part of alowable error.’

They sat in sllence for many minutes. The water clock dripped away thetime. Jeb Stuart Ho findly rose,
bowed to the teacher and |eft the room. He made hisway down the maze of corridorsto hisown cell.
Nah Duc West was waiting. He bowed as his master entered, and then looked up anxioudly.

"The Teacher hasinstructed you in the task, master?

Jeb Stuart Ho looked at the young man and smiled.

'Y ou are like the moth that bathesin die flame and wonders at its burning.’

'Y es, master.

"The Teacher gave me hisingructions:!

The pupil looked up eagerly.

'‘And am | to go with you, master?

Jeb Stuart Ho shook his head.

'No, | go aone!

‘But master, for many months | have been your lover and pupil. We have shared our knowledge and our
bodies. Why do you now reject me? Why must you leave me behind?

Jeb Stuart Ho put his hand gently on the pupil’s shoulder.
"Y our training must continue, Nah Duc West. Another will take my place. Y ou are not being rejected. |
have my task, you have yours. They no longer follow the same path and we must part. It isno reason for

grief. We both continue. When travel-lers part at the crossroads they rejoice because their journey
continuesto its concluson.’

Nah Duc West bowed his head in the face of this sdlf-evident wisdom. Jeb Stuart Ho extended his hand
and stroked his pupil's hair.

'We have not parted yet. Y ou still have the task of prepar-ing me for my journey.’

Nah Duc West looked at the floor.



'Y es, master.'

There were afew moments while the young man stood, not moving. Jeb Stuart Ho sat down crossegged
on hisdeeping mat and looked at his pupil.

'Well, get onwithit,
Nah Duc West jerked into life.
'Y es, master.

He went to the trunk in the corner of the room and opened it. First he took out awhite cloth and spread
it on the floor. Then piece by piece helaid out Jeb Stuart Ho's equipment. Carefully he stretched out the
leather body suit. It was aone-piece black garment fastened down the front. It was re-inforced by
quilting and small silver plates over the vulnerable spots. It covered the entire body including the hands
and feet. The striking edges of these were aso strengthened by strips of metal, as were the kneesand
elbows.

The laying out of an executive's equipment was aserious ritua among the brothers. The sequence of
itemswas very important. With true regard for tradition, Nah Duc West pro-duced the wide leather belt
with its attachments for the various accoutrements. Next came the wegpons: the long double handed
sword, the nanchuk: two short stedl batons joined by alength of chain, theflat case of Sx matched
throwing knives and the.90 magnum in its carry case that aso held the am-munition and the extenson
barrdl.

The pupil checked that each weapon wasin working order, and free from dirt or rust. He knew if he
faled inthis, hed be the subject of adifferent, more painful ritud. He carefully placed themin their
correct positions beside the belt and the suit. The next items were equally important. The portable stasis
generator, the small black box that would prevent its wearer from being assmilated into the nothings, and
the survival case that contained water and food concentrates. When these had been laid out, the pupil
produced thefind item from the chest. The thick, coarsaly woven travelling cape was placed, folded, at
the corner of the white cloth.

When al thiswas complete, Jeb Stuart Ho finally stood up. He undid hisrobe and let it fal to hisfet.
Nah Duc West looked lovingly at his master'sthin but heavily muscled body for amoment, and then
stooped to pick up the black leather suit. He helped him struggleinto it and zipped up the front. Then he
picked up the belt and strapped it around Jeb Stuart Ho'swaist. Jeb Stuart Ho raised his hands asthe
pupil attached the generator, the survival kit and the gun caseto hisbelt. The sword was hung from the
straps on his back so the hilt was leve with hisright shoulder. The kniveswere buckled on to his|eft
forearm, while the nanchuk was strapped to the other.

Before handing Jeb Stuart Ho the folded cloak, his pupil took amirror from the trunk and held it in front
of him. Jeb Stuart Ho regarded himsdlf, and was pleased. Hisfighting suit and weapons were immaculate.
His paeface looked back at him in asuitably calm, determined manner. Hisdark hair hung down
sraight, cut off at the shouldersin the accepted manner of the brotherhood. He would not disgrace them
as an executive. In the outside world he must be the superior man of fable. Not that he was without
advantage. His suit would pro-tect him againgt al human attack below the level of blades or projectiles.
Unarmed, he could defeat most men by the skill of his hands and feet. With his weapons he was as nearly
invincible as any human could be.

From the very moment of conception, and, in fact, even before that moment, he had been tailored and



trained to become afighting machine. Only the disciplines of the brotherhood could enable him to use
such power in an ethica manner. He was confident the disciplines would hold. He would sustain the
honour of histeacher.

Jeb Stuart Ho took the cloak from his pupil and threw it around his shoulders, making sure that the hilt of
his sword was sill easily accessible. Then he leaned forward and gently kissed his pupil.

'‘Goodbye, Nah Duc West.'
'‘Goodbye, Jeb Stuart Ho.'

Hewalked quickly out of the room, and turned in the direction of the huge outer doors. When he
reached them, the teacher was waiting for him.

Y ou go?

'Yes, Teacher.

Theteacher handed him asmall package wrapped in white silk.
"Thiscontainsal you need to know about the subject.’

Jeb Stuart Ho bowed.

'Yes, Teacher.

The teacher returned his bow, and the great doors did open with afaint hiss,

Jeb Stuart Ho stopped and looked back at the temple. Al-though he had been outside before on
exercise, thefirs taste of the open never failed to excite him. He Stared at it sur-rounded by the flat,
featurdess plain that was fixed in perfect asis by its unfatering generators. The templeitsdf filled him,
with wonder. It was a huge, flat-sded pillar that seemed to reach halfway to the yellow sky. Its black
surfaces were com-pletely blank. The only break in the smooth stone was the huge doorway through
which he had |eft. Even thiswas dwarfed by the enormous size of the building.

Jeb Stuart Ho turned away from it. He walked on across the even plain, towards the point where the
power of the generartors began to diminish and the regularity of the plain broke up into wild, jagged rock
formations.

When he reached these, Jeb Stuart Ho was forced to climb and scramble. The rocks, as he got further
from the generators fields, began to change colour. The whiteness of the plain firgt turned to grey and
brown and then, further out, exploded into ariot of purple and green. The sky too changed. It be-came
more strident. Above the black building it had been apale yelow, but over the wilderness of rocksit
atered to aburnished gold.

Here and there, in the deep crevasses, pools of grey shift-ing nothing swirled and smoked. Jeb Stuart
Ho's hand went to his belt and switched on his generator pack. A red pilot light glowed, and it came dive
with asoft hum. He knew if he should accidentaly dip into one of those grey pools without the generator
protecting him, he would be spread three ways across another universe.

Here and there, spiky plants clung to cracksin the rocks. Onein particular, with extravagant red



blossoms, attracted him. He stopped and examined it. Then he stepped back and stood tense, just as
they had taught him in the swordsman's class. His hands flashed to the sword hilt behind hisleft shoulder.
The blade whistled. The topmost flower was de-tached from its stalk. It dropped to the rock, rolled and
fel down into one of the grey pooals. Asit touched the nothings, it smoked for an instant and melted

away.

Jeb Stuart Ho stood holding his sword and fedling alittle foolish. He was ashamed that he should have
succumbed to using his hard-learned skillsin such achildish display of bravado. It was unforgivable at a
timewhen al his concentra-tion should be directed to histask.

He decided it wastime for him to study the data package. He unzipped the top of hisbody suit and
removed the silk bundle. He squatted on a nearby rock, and carefully began to unwrap it. It contained a
tri-di cube and arall of parchment. Jeb Stuart Ho held up the cube and looked at it. In it wastheimage
of agirl in her early teens. She had dark hair and a pale, petulant face. Her eyeswere large and
surrounded by dark makeup. Her mouth was coloured dark red and looked cruelly sensua. A loop
action ins de the cube made the image repeat the same sequence of expressions over and over again.
Firg she stared out impassively at him, then dowly she smiled. Her lip curled, and the smileturned into a
sneer. Finally the expres-sion faded, only to start the cycle again. Jeb Stuart Ho turned the cube dowly
round examining the girl's face from every angle. He wished that he had had more experience with
women at the temple. The teachers, in their wisdom, en-couraged the pupil executivesto find love among
their own sex.

He put down the cube, and turned his attention to the parchment. It was covered with computer print
which heread carefully. There was a solemnity about the moment. He was reading about the person he
wasgoing tokill.

A.A. Catto.

Like her brother Waldo, she has remained at a static age for a considerable period.

Member of Directorate (technocrat ruling class) of Con-Lec, acorporation citadel culturein Sclass
decay.

Petulant, wilful, vicious, with high, pain-rdated sexud appetite. Escorted by human mae, reportedly
named Reave.

Mistress/pet relationship.

No martid skills.

All training directed to sensory satisfaction.
1Q 197.

M-potentid nil.

Psi-property nil.

Retention factor B +.

Subject's present location midsection city Litz (pop. 1,241,000 - Stuff contract pleasure city) where she



moves in a sensation-seeking subgroup.
Class A subject. May surround hersalf with mercenary pro-tection. Approach with caution.
Aim of intervention is death of subject.

Jeb Stuart Ho read the parchment twice and then folded it beside the cube. He wrapped both in the
piece of ik and returned them to his suit. Then he stood up. He knew thefirst place he had to go. He
once again began picking hisway through the rocks.

Ashewent on, moving, al the time, awvay from the temple, the landscape continued to change. The rock
formations began to fragment and break up. Where there had previoudy been bright colours they faded
to adull grey, not much darker than the pools of shifting nothings. In fact, pools was no longer an
adequate description. They had enlarged and merged, so there were now wide expanses of emptiness.
Here and there, the rocks jutted out of them, like ice floes on afrozen sea.

It was necessary for Jeb Stuart Ho to cross these expanses. Although his personal generator protected
him from the fate of any unshielded matter that came in contact with the noth-ings, it was fill an unnerving
experience to step out into the strange, alien mist and suddenly find the solid foothold created by the
generator.

On aparticularly wide flat expanse of rock, he paused for amoment. He unhitched the supply case from
his belt and took a sparing mouthful of water. He looked around, shielding his eyes, and searching for
something on the far horizon. He knew that if he wasto find the girl A.A. Catto he would haveto start by
looking for her in the city of Litz. In order to get there he would require aguide. There wasasmal group
of humanswho had the power to know where exactly they were in the strange shattered world that had
remained after the breakdown. There were certain animals that appeared to have the same faculty. Jeb
Stuart Ho knew he would need one of these if he was to make the journey to Litz without much
excessve wandering.

If the faculty of location could have been bred or taught, the brotherhood would undoubtedly have
produced their own guides. But it seemed to be a completely random gift. All they could do wasto keep
track of the movements of the various potentia guides. Jeb Stuart Ho knew he had been lucky. There
was one ligted as being in a place on roughly the same plane as the temple. If his cal culations had been
correct, the shattered landscape he was crossing should be the area where the generator fields of the
temple and the place he expected to find the guide failed to overlap completely.

He thought he saw something on the very horizon, but the air shimmered so much where the nothings
fought to absorb and destroy it, it was hard to tell. He walked on, and gradualy he became positive that
therewas atdl, dark shapein the dis-tance. After walking alittle further it became apparent that the dark
shape was a building of some sort. In somewaysit waslike thetemple. It was obvioudy very tdl, and
dominated the surrounding landscape in much the same way asthe temple. Asfar as Jeb Stuart Ho could
seeit didn't have the clean lines of the temple. Its outline seemed cluttered and fussy.

He knew very little about the place he was going to. The reference had only told himitsname. It had said
aguidewas currently at Wainscot, and given some approximate direc-tions. Jeb Stuart Ho quickened his
pace. He could waste no time on the preparatory moves that were needed before he could fulfil his
misson.

As he came nearer the dark building, the landscape began to stabilize. It was no more attractive, though,
than the borders of the nothings. The rocks did not return to their earlier colours. On the outskirts of



Wainscote they were black and shiny. Damp white mist lay in the lower hollows and streamed acrossthe
dippery surfaces. No flowers bloomed but here and there twisted, frightened trees clung to the crags. Jeb
Stuart Ho saw adark carrion bird perched on abranch. It eyed him speculatively, but did nothing.

Ashe drew nearer, he could make out more details of the building itself. To Jeb Stuart Ho's disciplined
mind it appeared a mess. Its base was surrounded by buttresses and porticoes like the exposed roots of
some ancient gnarled tree. The main body of the structure was like a stout trunk. It was studded with
irregular rows of windows. Most were dark, but afew showed dim, flickering lights. It was topped by an
uneven crown of turretswhich completed the smilarity to ablasted tree by jutting up like stunted
branches.

Therewas an air of gothic gloom that seemed to extend from the house out to the surrounding landscape.
The sky had become adeep blue. It gave out no light. That came from an artificid sun that hung brooding
behind the turrets, a sullen bloated red. Jeb Stuart Ho involuntarily shuddered, and pulled his cloak more
tightly round his shoulders.

Between the rocks he found a rough path that led directly to the house. As he came closer to it, the
number of treesincreased. More birds, like the one held seen earlier, flew high above himin aragged
line. Here and there beside the tracks were other, smaller buildings, cottages or huts. Jeb Stuart Ho
peered into a couple of them, but they al seemed to be deserted, and in various stages of decay.

The path opened out as he came closer to the house. The nearer he came, the more he realized exactly
how huge the building was. It towered above the surrounding landscape casting avast, maevolent
shadow. A wide area of bare ground littered with rubble and garbage led up to the front of the building.
A flight of wide steps gave access to the massive front doors. Jeb Stuart Ho walked quickly acrossthe
open space and hurried up the steps. He stopped in front of the double doors. They gppeared to have
been designed to give accessto arace of giants. One of them was dightly open. There was a space just
wide enough for Jeb Stuart Ho to dip through. No light came from whatever lay immediately behind. He
paused for amoment and ran hisfingers over the copper tracery that covered the hard dark wood of the
door. Then he did through the gap, and silently entered Wainscote.

It took afew momentsfor hiseyesto grow accustomed to the gloom. When they did he found that he
wasin alarge halway. It was deserted, and had the coldness of aplacethat israrely used. The few
pieces of furniture that were dotted about the flagged expanse of floor seemed like desolate wrecks.
They were worn and broken. Garbage had collected in the corners, and the place smelled of damp.

Jeb Stuart Ho moved noiselesdy across the halway towards awide, and probably once stately, staircase
that curved round the far wall. A rapid scuttling sound made him freeze and look round. A pair of small
armadillos, disturbed by the un-expected human presence, burrowed for shelter under a col-lapsed
chaiselongue. He smiled at their desperate effortsto get away from him. The animaswho lived in the
temple never displayed such fear and darm. It was obvious that conditions at \Wainscote were very
different. He began carefully to climb the stairs. It looked as though the inhabitants of the house must live
much further ingde the building, and rarely vist the outer aress.

Thetop of the staircase opened out into alarge gallery, which, like the hal below, showed the ravages of
neglect. A rat peered out from behind alength of rotting curtain and fled squedling a the sight of the dark
figurethat had invaded its domain, More squed s and rustles came from ingde the walls, as the news of
theintruder circulated through the rat com-munity.

A number of corridorsled off the gdlery. They were dim, bare and uninviting, each oneidentica to the
next. Jeb Stuart Ho knew that he could only make arandom choice. The middle onelooked asthough it



might possibly lead more directly to theinterior of the house. He started down it, till watchful for any
ggnoaf life.

Nothing happened for along while. Jeb Stuart Ho walked patiently on, past occasional doorways that
opened into more empty, deserted rooms. All he could do was follow the twists and turns of the corridor
until it reached its ultimate destin-ation. If it ended in ablind aley, he would smply go back and try one
of the others. Hisinformation said that he would find his guide ingde this building, and temple information
was nearly always accurate.

After walking for some minutes, he came to a point where the corridor made aright-angle turn. Jeb
Stuart Ho had be-come less careful. The unchanging corridor didn't seem very hostile. As he turned the
corner he saw adark figure coming towards him at the far end of the passage. His protective senses
cameto life, and he sprang lightly back, pressing him-self againg thewall. Thefigure did exactly the same
thing. Sowly, Jeb Stuart Ho moved away from thewall. Again the other figure matched hisown
movements. He smiled as he redized that it must be an image of himsdlf. The entire end of the corridor
was onelarge mirror.

Then someone laughed. Jeb Stuart Ho spun round, his hands flashing to the hilt of hissword. A girl stood
leaning in the doorway of one of the empty rooms. Her hair was very black and hung almost to her waist.
It partidly hid her small paleface, but Jeb Stuart Ho noticed that it was like that of asdf-indulgent child,
and only the dark shadows under her eyes gave away her red age. That and her body. Even in thelong
red satin dressit couldn't be mistaken for anything but that of a mature young woman. He lowered the
sword. She laughed again.

"You look alittleridiculous.’

‘Ridiculous?

No one had ever called Jeb Stuart Ho ridiculous before.

"Jumping at your own reflection. Pulling out that sword.'

'I'm sorry. | wasbeing careful, that'sal.’

The girl moved towards him. He saw she had an ornamented goblet of some kind of white meta in her
right hand. She raised it to her mouth and sipped from it. Her movements seemed very controlled and
deliberate. She swayed alittle as she walked. It was as though she was very drunk, but aso very
accusomed toit.

'Did you drift away from the party?

‘Thereisaparty?

‘Theré's dways a party. Everyone knows that. How isit that you don't know it?

'l haveonly just arrived here!

'Y ou came from outs de?

'Yes, | camefrom outside!’



"Y ou're not making it up?

'What reason would | have for making up something like that?

‘Some people will do anything to draw attention to them-salves!'

'l don't want attention.'

'Most people do.'

‘Do you?

Thegirl fiddled with, her drink.

'l suppose so. I'm no different to the rest.’

"Then why do you come to these empty rooms? There's no one to see you here.’
‘They frighten me.'

"That would seem areason to stay away from them.’

' liketo be frightened now and then. Don't you? Don't you enjoy athrill of fear?
Jeb Stuart Ho carefully put away his sword.

'l don't think so. I've never considered fear as a source of enjoyment.’

'It can beterribly exciting.’

There was along pause while Jeb Stuart Ho considered this new concept. The girl took the chanceto
move up closeto him.

'Are you going to rape me?

Jeb Stuart Ho raised his eyebrows.
'What isrape?

'Y ou don't know what rape is?
He shook his head.

It'snot aterm I'm familiar with."

'Y ou're teasing me?

‘No.'

'Y ou redly don't know what rape means?



‘No.'

'[t'swhen aman forces awoman to have sex with him against her will.'

'Why should he do that?

The girl looked a him asthough shewastaking to anidiot.

'Heenjoysit, of course. There'susudly an dement of brutality involved.
"Why should anyone enjoy hurting another person?

Thegirl shrugged.

'l don't know why exactly, but there's plenty who do.’

'Know why?

'Enjoy hurting people. Ther€'s plenty of people who enjoy pain, for that matter.’
Jeb Stuart Ho shook his head.

'I'm not sure | understand.’

The girl gestured towards the weapons hanging under his cloak.

"Y ou look like you ought to. Y ou could kill alot of people with that stuff.
I'mtrained to kill. It ismy vocation. | am aware it may be necessary at times, but | don't enjoy the act.’
‘Thenwhy doit?

'Wedl haveto do thingswe don't enjoy.’

'l don't, why should 1?1 don't think I'm enjoying this con-versation any more.’
1'm sorry.’

'It'snot your fault. | don't enjoy many thingsfor long. | get bored.’

'l thought you said you didn't do anything you don't enjoy.’

‘That'sright. | don't.’

‘But...!

‘There aretimeswhen | don't do anything. | frequently don't do anything. I think I'll go back to the party
now. I'm bored with being out here.'

Shelooked up at Jeb Stuart Ho.



'Do you want to go to the party?

He shook his head.

'l have to find someone.’

'Who?

'l have information that there isa guide somewherein thisplace!
Thegirl laughed. It was short, sharp and with atrace of asnesr.

'l should have guessed you'd be after him. There are dways people coming from outside looking for him.
They usually want him to take them somewhere. Y ou're wasting your time, you know. He never goes. He
won't do it any more.’

'Why isthat? Surely it ishisgift? A man cannot turn hisback on his gift.'

'He can. Hefindsit really easy. Ever snce he got into sensory deprivation he'sfound it redlly easy.’
Jeb Stuart Ho's face formed itself into alook of grim patience.

'Hewill gothistime.

The Mingtrd Boy could fed something and he didn't like it. Something was reaching into his cosy
cocooned tank. Some-thing touched him. He'd fet nothing for so long that it affected his nerves. He
twisted away from it, and the pads over his eyes dipped. Light smashed into his head. The Minstrel Boy
went rigid. Every response silently screamed. Hislegs kicked convulsively. Thetouch came again. It was
more deliberate thistime. It was a hand. It was reaching for the drip feed. It wastrying to removeit from
hisarm.

Anger exploded insde the Mingrel Boy. It wasintolerable. Someone was actually interfering with him,
bringing him back to redlity. His privacy was being invaded. His conscious-ness was being changed
againg hiswill. What gave anyonetheright to messwith him likethat?

In one violent move he surfaced. He sat up inside the coffin-shaped cubicle. It wasthe only thing in the
high stone turret room. He tore the headphones from his ears. The amplified sound of hisown circulation

abruptly stopped.
'What the fuck...'

Thered world crashed in on him. He felt sick and dropped back on to the cushioned interior of the
coffin. Hetried it alittle more gently thistime. Carefully he opened hiseyesagan. Thelight till hurt, but it
was bearable. He found that he could see. He didn't like what he saw.

A tal thin manin ablack cloak was standing beside the black sted coffin. The clear plastic feeder tube
was dill in hishand. The Mingtrel Boy sat up, dowly and carefully thistime.

'What the fuck do you think you're doing? What makes you think you can walk in here and drag me
downto your leve?



Jeb Stuart Ho looked camly at the Minstrel Boy.

'l have need of you.'

The Mingtrel Boy's first response wasto try to damage this stranger who had caused him so much pain.
He checked the impulse when he saw the array of weapons hung around the man's body. Instead, he

rested an arm on the side of the coffin and curled hislip.

'l suppose you think you can get me to go with you? | sup-pose you think you can threaten me with
violence?

Jeb Stuart Ho stared steadily at the Minstrel Boy.

'l could, but that isn't the way that | operate.’

TheMindred Boy laughed hardhly.

"That's not the way you operate? I'll tell you one thing, you won't get me to go anywhere any other way.'
Jeb Stuart Ho shrugged.

'l think you'll comewith mein theend.’

'Y ou think that? Is that what you think?

'I'm confident that you'll guide me.’

‘Confident, hey? So what makes you so fucking confident? | like this place. | don't haveto move, | don't
have to think. I'm quite happy here, infact | loveit. | don't see any way you could get meto leave here
without holding agun to my head.

Jeb Stuart Ho shook his head.

'l don't think that will be necessary.'

'Y ou don't, hey?'Y ou don't think it'll be necessary?

'l don't.’

'So what do you intend to do?

'l thought that if | explained the nature of my task to you, you might become more willing to guide me!'
'Explain the nature of your task? Y ou got to be crazy. Can't you understand that I'm just not interested?
I've had it. I've had it with the travelling and the concentrating. Knowing where you are don't come easy.
Y ou haveto work at it. There aretimeswhen it actualy hurts. | don't need it. | don't give afuck what
high-minded mission you got. | don't want to know.'

Jeb Stuart Ho waited until the Minstrel Boy had finished, then he spoke very softly.

| am from thetemple. My task is an executive assgnment.'



The Minstrel Boy sneered.

'Isthat supposed to frighten me? Isthat supposed to fill mewith awe? It might have done, years ago, but
now | just don't care. I'm never going travelling again. Y ou'll haveto find someonedse’

‘You'rethe one | need.’
'I'm not the one you're going to get. I'm staying right here.’
Jeb Stuart Ho stroked his chin.

'Y ou are aguest here. Perhaps your hosts would not be so anxious for you to stay hereif they knew you
had incurred the displeasure of the temple.’

TheMingrd Boy laughed.

'For atemple executive you redly don't know very much. Y ou ought to do abit more homework. The
One who rulesthis place don't care whose displeasure He incurs. He don't care.’

Thetempleisvery powerful.'

'So the temple's powerful, HE's not interested. He's not even interested that Wainscote isfalling apart
around Him. He just liesin His vault and soaks up energy from thefools at the party. If that ever stops,
then maybe Helll wake and move out into the world. When that happens, even the temple won't be able
to stop Him doing what He wants. HEsinvincible!'

'And you want to bejust like Him.'

TheMinstrel Boy shook his head.

"That'swhere you're wrong. | don't want anything, or, moreto the point, | want nothing. | badly want
nothing at dl. Y ou understand?

Jeb Stuart Ho nodded.

'l undergtand, but it seems avery negative attitude.’

‘That'sright. That's exactly what it is. Negative. That'sfor me, Mister Executive.'

'So it would be no use outlining the importance of my task?

TheMingrd Boy grinned.

'No use at dl, buddy. So you might aswell move dong, and let me go back to deep.’
Jeb Stuart Ho looked sadly at the Minstrel Boy.

"Y ou're putting mein avery difficult pogtion.’

‘That'sredlly too bad.'



'In the temple we strive to make every statement an abso-lute truth.'
'So?

'On the other hand it is of paramount importance that amember of the brotherhood should not fail inan
assigned task.'

The Mingtrd Boy frowned.

'l don't know what the fuck you're talking about.’

Jeb Stuart Ho sighed

'I'm attempting to explain the awkward position you have placed mein by your refusal to cooperate.’
The Mingtrel Boy began to get annoyed.

'Can't | get it acrossto you that | don't want to know?

Jeb Stuart Ho ignored him and went on.

'By your refusa to cooperate, you are forcing me to go back on aprevious statement.'
'l should worry.'

'Perhaps you should.'

'Huh?

'| said earlier that | would not use violence or threats of violence to force you to cooperate. Y our attitude
and the im-portance of my mission make it necessary to reverse that statement.’

'What do you mean?

Jeb Stuart Ho dowly removed the.90 magnum from its holster.

'If you don't accompany me on my mission, I'll kill you.'

The Minstrel Boy's jaw dropped.

'Y ou can't do that. It'sillogical. The brotherhood can't go around behaving illogicaly.'
Jeb Stuart Ho trained the gun on the Mingtrel Boy.

"That's true, but my analysis of the Situation indicatesthat thisisthe only course. | think we have delayed
long enough. Y ou will get out of that coffin and put on your travelling clothes!

'Y ou've got to be kidding.'

Jeb Stuart Ho took a step forward and thrust the gun under the Minstrel Boy's chin.



‘Move!'
The Minstrel Boy began to scramble out of the coffin. He pointed an accusing finger at Jeb Stuart Ho.
'Y ou are going to regret this, my man.’

He tentatively swung his legs over the side and placed hisfeet on thefloor. Hetried to stand but hislegs
buckled and he dropped to the flagstones. He looked up at Jeb Stuart Ho.

'Y ou're going to have to help me. I'm kind of weak. | haven't moved in quiteawhile’

Jeb Stuart Ho lowered his gun and bent down, extending ahand to the Minstrel Boy. The Minstrel Boy
grasped the offered hand, and then suddenly jerked and twisted. He pulled at Jeb Stuart Ho'sarm. For a
moment he swung off balance. The gun wavered. The Mingtrdl Boy kicked at Ho's legs, but the executive
turned on the balls of hisfeet, avoided the Mingtrel Boy's thrashing legs, and aimed a precise blow with
the edge of hisown foot. It landed under the Minstrel Boy's jaw, and he rolled againgt the side of the
black sted coffin, clutching histhroat.

'What in hell did you do that for?'Y ou could have ruptured my windpipe."

"The blow did exactly what it was supposed to do.’

'Huh?

It wasareminder. | sought to hurt you, but not cause any serious damage. If anything like that happens
again| shal break one of thelessvita bonesin your body.'

'‘Okay, okay.'

'On any subsequent occasion I'll do an increasing amount of damage.’

'Sure, gredt, | givein. I'm coming with you.'

"Just so we understand each other. Nothing must stand in the way of my misson.’
The Mingrd Boy got unsteadily to hisfeet. He was still massaging his bruised throat.
'‘Okay, you've got adedl. | won't cause any more trouble.’

Jeb Stuart Ho stood erect and watchful.

"Then get dressed. We've wasted enough time aready.’

The Mingtrel Boy looked calculatingly at Jeb Stuart Ho.

‘Thereisonething.'

'What?

'l figure | ought to get paid for thisjob."



You'll be amply rewarded.’

‘How much?

'| guarantee the temple won't turn down any reasonable request.’

'Okay, that's good enough.’

A smadll wash bowl was set in one corner of the bare stone room. Beside it was a Ssmple wooden
cupboard with aplain mirror set in the front of it. Asthe Minstrel Boy moved across the room, Jeb Stuart
Ho noted that he was genuindly un-steady on hisfeet. He bent over the sink and splashed water on his
face and neck.

"That deprivation sure leaves you feding bad.'

Jeb Stuart Ho looked bored.

"That would seem adequate reason not to engageiniit.’

The Minstrel Boy scowled.

'l might have known you'd say that.’

The Minstrel Boy opened the cupboard, and took out a plain white cotton shirt. When he'd put thison,
he removed apair of grey pingtripe trousers from a hanger, and climbed into them. Next he pulled on a
pair of high-hedled black boots, and tucked his pantsinto them. He turned to the mirror and dragged a
comb through his dark, curly hair. He stepped back and admired the reflection of his pae, pinched face
for acouple of moments. Then helifted abdt that held five matched throwing knives, and strapped it
around his hips. Jeb Stuart Ho glanced at him questioningly.

'Y ou don't carry agun?

The Minstrel Boy grinned and shook his head. He patted the knives.

‘These will do mejust fine. After al, I've got you to pro-tect me, haven't I?'Y ou'd be lost without me.'
Jeb Stuart Ho remained silent. The Minstrel Boy laughed and took a black frock coat from the
cupboard. He dipped it on and brushed himsdlf down. He clipped aminiature gener-ator to his belt, and
then completed his outfit with awide-brimmed black hat with aslver and turquoise band. With a swift
practised motion hetipped the hat over his eyes;, and grinned at Jeb Stuart Ho.

'Okay, I'm ready. Where do you want to go?

‘Thecity of Litz...

‘Litz! | know Litz.

"Therewill be aproblem in getting there.”

TheMingrd Boy laughed.



'No, no, it'sagood distance, but theré's no rea problem in getting there!'
Jeb Stuart Ho looked puzzled.
"Then why do you laugh?

'Relief, | guess. Litzis, at least, hdfway civilized. | began to think that you wanted to go to some weird
place out in thefringes.

[t might cometo that in the end, but Litz will do for now. Shall we get started?

The Mingtrel Boy sat down on the edge of the coffin.

‘Just hold onaminute. A trip to Litzisn't just ashort stroll. We need to plan the thing out.”
'We can't walk?

‘Noway. If wewalked, I'd go insane before we were half-way there. Well need lizards.'
It was Jeb Stuart Ho's turn to look puzzled.

'Lizards?

'Sure, lizards. They'll get usthere, and dl I'll have to con-centrate on is|etting them know where we want
to go. They'll find their way there without any help.'

‘There arelizardsin this place?

The Minstrel Boy nodded.

‘Sure, there's abunch of them stabled in the lower levels. Nobody'll notice if we take a couple.’

Jeb Stuart Ho raised a dubious eyebrow.

'Will no one object if we remove something that istheir property? Might they not become bitter about it?
The Mingrd Boy shrugged.

'What if they do?Well be long gone before that happens. In any case, | doubt if anyone will notice.

Nobody hardly ever leaves here. | just hope someone's remembered to feed them recently. Lizards are
okay, but they have atendency to get mean when they're hungry.’

He pushed his shirt cuffs out from his jacket with a sharp hustler's gesture, and jerked his head for Jeb
Stuart Ho to follow him. They left the bare room with its stedl coffin, and started down the endless
corridors of Wainscote. It was amost like adressrehearsal for the coming adventure. Jeb Stuart Ho was
dready totally in the hands of the Mingtrdl Boy. The builders of Wainscote had employed no
recognizablelogic inits construction. He knew that he could easily wander for days before he found his
way out. He carefully watched the Minstrel Boy's back for any sign of atrick. He didn't dto-gether like
the stuation, but he redlized there was no other way.



They descended five flights of Sone stairs. It waslike drop-ping into the vaults of the earth. The cellings
became covered with trails of dark green dimethat hung like stalactites. Jeb Stuart Ho and the Minstrel
Boy had to duck their headsto avoid it brushing off on their clothes.

Jeb Stuart Ho noticed that asthey went lower and lower, asmel somewhat like ammonia got stronger.
At the bottom of thefifth set of stairsit became almost overpowering. Ho glanced at the Minstrel Boy.

'What causesthis smell?

The Mingrd Boy scowled.

‘Lizards. They stink something cruel. Nobody ever cleansthe pens.’

'Why not?

TheMinstrel Boy looked at Jeb Stuart Ho impatiently.

"Why should they bother? Who gives afuck? Like | said, nobody ever goes anywhere.'

‘But they areliving creatures.’

'So?

Jeb Stuart Ho gave up. It was obvious that the Minstrel Boy's mind worked in avery different way to his.
They reached the bottom of the last flight of steps. The smell be-came dmost overpowering. Ho raised
his cloak to cover hisnose and mouth. The Minstrel Boy grinned a him.

‘Bad, isn'tit?

They walked through a high stone arch and into the lizard stables of Wainscote. Jeb Stuart Ho looked
aong the row of stallsthat housed the huge creatures. Despite histraining to expect anything, he couldn't
help being awed by the huge beasts. Their bodies aone were twice as high asaman, and their long
necks extended to amost twice that again. As the two men gpproached them they shifted uneasily, and
made deep bleating sounds. One of them swung its head round. It stared at Ho and the Minstrel Boy
from dark moist eyes. Itsthin reptilian tongue flicked in and out like awhip. Jeb Stuart Ho glanced &t the
Mingre Boy.

'Are you sure you can control these beasts?

TheMingrd Boy laughed.

‘Sure. Nothing to it. Why? Are you nervous or something?

'No, | wasjust wondering.'

'Don't worry. | know al about lizards!'

He walked over to one of the largest, ahuge dark green monster, and dapped it hard on the rump.

'Lizards are no problem.’



He ducked under the heavy chain that closed off the end of the stall. He made a shrill whistling noise
between histeeth. The anima inclined its head, and the Mingtrel Boy began to scratch it vigoroudy on the
nose.

'See?No trouble at al. We might aswell get saddled up and start moving. There ain't nothing to hang
around herefor.’

He pointed to arow of saddles hanging from some short beams that jutted from the opposite wall.
'Bring over two saddles and two sets of harness, and I'll get a couple of these monsters hitched up to go.'

Jeb Stuart Ho walked over to the rack and picked up a heavy wooden saddle. The leather girth was
attached to the seat with huge decorated silver studs. It must have once looked magnificent, but now it
was filthy and covered in dust. He wiped off theworst of it and hefted the saddle over to where the
Minstrel Boy was standing, till scratching the big lizard. He put it down, and went back for another one.
The Minstrel Boy gestured towards the rack.

'Well need two sets of harnessaswell.’

The harnesses congsted of awide leather collar with asinglelong rein attached to it. Jeb Stuart Ho
brought them over to the Minstrel Boy, who took one of them and buckled the collar round the neck of
the big green lizard. Heled it out of the stall and handed the rein to Ho.

'Hold this one, while | go and sort you out amount.'

Jeb Stuart Ho gingerly grasped thelizard'srein. To hisrdlief the creature showed no inclination to go
anywhere. The Mingtrd Boy sauntered down the row of stalls, inspecting the other animals. Findly he
stopped in front of asmdler lizard, with ayellowish mottled hide. He attached acollar to it and led it
towards where Jeb Stuart Ho was standing.

"This one should suit you. It's pretty docile and easy to handle!

Ho and the lizard looked at each other distrustfully. Slowly Ho stretched out his hand and scratched its
nose. Thelizard bleated gratefully. The Minstrel Boy sniffed.

'Maybe well turn you into alizard handler before thistrip'sover.’

Jeb Stuart Ho glanced at him sharply.

'l have more important objectivesfor thisjourney.'

The Mingre Boy shrugged.

'Wed better get the saddles on, or we won't reach any kind of objective at all.’

The huge bulk of the creatures made putting the saddles on them an awkward business. A set of stone
steps ran up one part of the stablewall. The Mingtrel Boy led thefirgt lizard over to them. He got Jeb
Stuart Ho to hold it while he picked up one of the saddles, climbed the steps and tossed the saddle over
the animal's back. After that, he had to scramble under its belly and buckle the girth. The whole process

was repeated with the second lizard. When they were both saddled, he walked to the far end of the
stable and pulled open apair of high double doors. Sunlight streamed into the dim room, and the lizards



shuffled and blinked nervoudly. Beyond the doors, an inclined ramp led up to ground level.

TheMinstrel Boy climbed up into the saddle of the big green lizard, and Jeb Stuart Ho hauled himsdlf on
to the smdler yelow one. He watched carefully asthe Mingtrdl Boy dug hisheds sharply into the
monster's sde. Thelizard began to lumber forward towards the open doors. Jeb Stuart Ho tried the
same thing with his own mount, and was surprised and pleased when it began following itsbig green
brother.

Asthey climbed the ramp, Jeb Stuart Ho called out to the Mingtrel Boy.
'Should we not close the door behind us?
The Minstrel Boy turned and laughed.

'Why bother? With the doors open, the lizards will get restless and start trying to break out. It might force
someone to do something about it.'

They reached the top of the ramp, and pointed their mounts away from Wainscote. Jeb Stuart Ho would
have liked to gather more information about the place, but his mission was more pressing. He and the
Minstrel Boy vigoroudy kicked their lizards, and the beasts broke into a ponderous, earth-shaking
canter.

A.A. Catto stared sourly across the crowded room. The tables of the Venus Flytrap were each enclosed
intheir own plexi-glassdome. If she dimmed theinterior light she could see what was going onin therest
of the club; if sheturned it up the rest of the club could see her. Right then, she had it set a medium. The
other peoplein the place were reduced to dark murmuring shadows. She was just adim shape to them
insde the bubble. That wastheway A.A. Catto wanted it. She didn't want to see anyone, and she didn't
want to be on dis-play.

A.A. Catto was beginning to hate the Venus Flytrap. She was beginning to hate the entire city of Litz.
She was even beginning to hate hersdlf. She looked down at her thirteen-year-old body encased in the
brief metal foil dress. She was thoroughly sick of the thin arms and legs and haf-formed breasts. The only
thing that stopped her leaving off the growth retarder and letting it mature was the possibility that she
might regret it afterwards. Once you dlowed yourself to age there was no going back. Y ou could halt
your growth any time you liked, you could accelerateit if you wanted to. The one thing you couldn't do
was reverse the process. A.A. Catto was sick of living in an age of such incomplete and haf-arsed
technology.

Way over on the other side of the club she could just make out Reave. His face wasilluminated by the
rainbow lamp above the four square table. He sat with his back to the cur-tain of black water that served
asonewall of the club. She could see from the anxious, stupid ook on his face that he waslosing
conggtently. He was more interested in watching the tits of the topless deder than in paying attention to
his cards. She was beginning to get sick of Reave. She kept him,, she dressed him, chose dl his clothes
and al hismakeup. Helooked particularly cutetonight in hisblack silk suit and purplelipgtick. If only he
didn't dways behave like adummy. A.A. Catto expected, if not intelligence, at least some origin-dity. All
Reave seemed able to come up with was doglike devotion.

Her hand moved towards the silver ring on her left hand. It wasinlaid with acomplicated gold pattern.
Reave wore amatching collar. The two pieces of jewellery were linked by an energy transfer. A A.

Catto only had to move the ring to push any experience from a soft tingle to unbearable pain Sraight into
Reave's nervous system. She turned the ring afraction in the direction of pain. Reave jerked, dropped his



cards, then looked in her direction and smiled. A.A. Catto's lower lip stuck out and her mouth turned
down at the cor-ners. He was so predictable. Even when she hurt him, hetook it asasign of affection.
Thereweretimeswhen shefdt like turning him loose to fend for himself.

Besde her in the bubble, one of the club's specialy cloned entertainers was till going through hismildly
obscene mono-logue. He wore awhite suit, black shirt and an archaic white necktie. Hisright ear was
pierced by aplain gold ring and hisblack hair was dicked back and shining. His face was framed by
symmetrical Sdeburns. A.A. Catto assumed that some pretty, juvenile gangster from the motion picture
era had been used asamode for hisbatch. The big thing in Litz right then wasimages from the days
before break-up. A pale, dmost abino girl drifted past the bubble. She wore high, polished boots and
the black and red uniform of some ancient, long vanished politica/military culture. A.A. Catto wondered
if she ought to get an outfit like that. She turned to the clone and cut him off in mid sentence.

'Do you think I'd look nice dressed like her?
He responded without even looking &t the girl.
'Y ou'd look cute in anything, babe.'

His accent and vocabulary were tailored to match hisimage. The only trouble with clones was that they
were anxiousto please to the point of paranoia. A.A. Catto sighed, and smiled swestly.

'Hold out your hand.'

The clonedid ashewastold. A.A. Catto took the thin black cheroot out of her mouth and ground it out
in his palm. The clone gasped, clutched hisinjured hand and then drew back hisfist to hit her. A.A. Catto
shook her head.

'Don't bother. | don't want to be beaten up. I'm bored with you. Y ou're dismissed.’

The clone got to hisfeet, till nursing hishand. A.A. Catto grinned as he walked away in the direction of
the availability point. They were so funny, programmed like robots but still human enough to suffer.
Although they could get tedious, A.A. Catto thoroughly approved of clones. They were good to have
around.

She stood up hersdlf, left the bubble and moved quietly to where Reave was il losing at four square.
Reave didn't notice her as she came up behind him. A.A. Catto twisted thering hard into the pain
register. Reave screamed, his back arched, and he toppled from his stool. The topless clone hated in
mid-deal and waited, holding the pack of long rect-angular cardsin front of her full breasts, to see what
would happen. Clones weren't programmed to show emotion unless it was expected of them.

Reave lay on the carpeted floor, hunched in afoeta pos-tion. The other customers of the Venus Flytrap
coolly acted asif nothing had happened. After about five seconds, A.A. Catto started to become
impeatient.

'Get up, damn you.'

Reave whimpered and dowly uncurled. A.A. Catto nudged him with her toe.

'| said get up.'



Painfully he climbed to hisfeet. He massaged the back of his neck and looked reproachfully at her.
'Why did you do that?

A.A. Cato'slip curled.

'‘Because you're pathetic.'

'Pathetic?

'Y ou'velogt afortunetonight.’

Reave ran hisfingersthrough hislong straight hair.

‘But it doesn't matter. Weve got permanent, unlimited credit.’

A.A. Catto clenched her tiny fists.

'l know weve got unlimited credit. It'smy credit.’

'So what's wrong?

'Y ou had to go and lose.’

Reave nodded towards the till motionless clone.

'It'svery hard to win against clones. They're programmed to be aimost unbesatable.’
'Sowhy play?

"It was something to do. Y ou wouldn't talk to me.'

'Do you wonder that | don't talk to you?

Reave looked round helplesdly.

1.

'Oh, for god's sake, shut up. We're leaving.'

Reave turned and signdled to the dedler that he was giving up his place a the table. She smiled an
automatic sexy amile.

‘Thanksfor the play, gr.’
Reave grinned back.
‘That's okay."

A.A. Catto scowled disgustedly.



'Do you have to be so groveling polite to clones?

Reave shrugged.

'It doesn't cost anything. | mean, they are still human.’

'Y ou disgust me. Y ou and your stupid idess.’

I'm sorry.'

'Do you dways have to apologize?

1.

A.A. Catto's hand moved to her ring. The colour drained our of Reave's face and he held up his hands.
‘Please... not now. If you knock me out again it'll only dow us up getting away from here,’

A.A. Catto smiled.

"That'strue. Y ou know, Reave, now and again you show flashes of crudeintdligence!

Reave bit hislip and said nothing. It wasn't worth talking back to her when she wasin thiskind of mood.
Hefollowed her as she turned on her heel and swept out of the club. There had been atime when Reave
might have made some kind of gesture behind her back, but now he didn't even bother. He smply

clasped his hands behind him and walked afew pacesto her rear.

Asthey approached the club's exit, the liveried doorman, resplendent in maroon and gold, snapped to
attention and saluted.

"Y ou require transportation, Miss Catto?

A.A. Catto shook her head.

' think I'll walk, but you better get me some guardians.”

She handed him her credit card, and he dropped it into the call box on hiswrist.

'How many would you like, Miss Catto?

"Three should be enough.’

The doorman punched out the guardians code, and within seconds three clear-eyed, square-jawed
clones swung into the foyer of the club in perfect step. They wore the one piece silver uniforms and red
and blue hemets of the Litz Security Corporation. They hated in front of the doorman. Each onewas at
least two metrestall. They towered over everyone elsein the foyer. The centre one of the three saluted
the doorman.

‘Guardian unit reporting as requested. Which isthe client?

The doorman indicated A.A. Catto. The centre guardian turned and saluted again,



'How may we serve you, miss?

'My companion and | have decided to walk home. Wed like you to escort us. | trust you're adequately
equipped?

The guardian touched the long nightstick and heavy-duty stun-gun at his belt. His companionswere
gmilarly amed.

"We are equipped for anything that might occur in the street.’
'We might aswell proceed then.'

The centre guardian bowed and held the door open. The one on his|eft preceded Reave and A.A. Catto
into the street. The one on hisright brought up the rear. After the darkness of the club, the street was a
blaze of glory. Although no daylight was built into the environment of Litz, and it was acity of perpetud
night, itsilluminations were magnificent to look upon. At street level each ground car was festooned with
lights. The stores, thesatres, fun paaces and brothel s vied with each other in the size and splendour of
constantly shifting, glowing, illuminated signs. Overhead, searchlights dashed across the sky, probing the
darknesswith their dim fingers.

Every window in the high buildings showed its own light, and the lighter than air craft thet floated between
thetal towersdl carried their own spots and riding lights. Some were even floodlit from below.

A few people hung round the carpeted sidewalks outside the cabarets and casinos. Small groups of
whores made the come-on outside the bordellos and nudie bars, but apart from them the streets were
almost empty of pedestrians. A.A. Catto and Reave only passed afew isolated people, al escorted by
tall clones from the various security services. Every so often a black-uniformed, two-man foot patrol
from the Litz Depart-ment of Correction would stroll past. The LDCsweren't clones. They were normal
men who enjoyed the dangerous and brutal work.

The streets of Litz may not have been safe for unprotected individuals on foot, but for ground carsit was
adifferent matter. The huge shining vehicles streamed past in a con-tinuous procession down the wide,
ten lane thoroughfares. Their lights added to the genera display of the endless Litz night.

A.A. Catto, Reave and their three guardians reached the first intersection. Asthey waited for the traffic
control to change, the guardian who seemed to have the role of leader looked at her questioningly.

'Where do you wish to go, miss?
‘The Orchid House!'

A.A. Catto waved her hand towards the dim pyramid that stood afew blocks away, towering over the
surrounding build-ings. The guard looked at it and then back to the girl.

'If wetook the main throughways it would be alonger walk, but there would be less possibility of
incident.'

A.A. Catto grinned at him.

'Let'stake the back streets, huh? I'm sure you boys can take care of any incident.’



The guardian bowed deferentidly.
'Asyou wish, miss!

Reave |ooked round dubioudly, but didn't say anything. De-spite the time held spent in Litz, he was il
afraid of the menacing nighttime city.

They crossed the intersection and walked on down the throughway for another block. Then they turned
off into aside Street. It waslike entering another world. The bright lights were left behind. Dull yelow
street lights replaced the flashing reds, greens, blues and golds of the main streets. They had only walked
aong the mean back way for afew minutes when agroup of figuresloomed up in front of them. The
three guardians spread out in front of A.A. Catto and Reave, their hands going to their long nightsticks.

Faint glimmers of light were reflected from the shoulders of the figuresthat clustered round the lamp
gandard. A.A. Catto felt atingle of excitement run through her. They were one of the notorious juv gangs
that roamed the back ways of the city, terrorizing anyone who strayed away from the bright lights.

The guardians ushered Reave and A.A. Catto out into the middle of the road. They spread out and
formed aloose line between their charges and the juvs. Asthey came closer they could make out their
digtinctive outfits. Thelight had reflected from their shiny slver jackets. They were woven out of stedl
thread, with solid metal shouldersthat rose into twin spikes on either side of the wearer'shead. There
was also another sted! plate set between the shoulders, which bore the emblem of the wearer's gang. The
outfit was completed by black tights with a decoratively padded crutch and heavy black knee boots, and,
of course, the haircut. Thejuv haircuts varied from month to month. Right then, they were favouring it
close cropped at the Sdes and very long over the top and back, with an eaborately curled quiff hanging
down over their foreheads.

AsA.A. Catto and her companions came within a couple of metres of the juvs, she saw that there were
eight of them. They all appeared to be between the ages of twelve and four-teen. The tallest of them
pulled atelescope knife from a pouch on hiswide, studded belt and snapped it open. The guardians
hands dropped to their stunners. The juv raised his hand, in-spected hisfingers. He jabbed at one
offending nail, grinned wolfishly and flicked the knife shut.

With the three guardians keeping themsel ves between their charges and the gang, A.A. Catto and Reave
walked dowly past. A couple of the youths made obscene gestures, but none of them seemed to fancy
taking on the heavily armed guard-ians. Reave kept looking back until the darkness once again
swallowed up the gang. He let out his bresth in anoisy gasp.

"Thank Chrigt that'sal over.'

A.A. Catto looked at him contemptuoudly.

'Wereyou frightened, then?

Reave nodded.

'Damnright | wasfrightened.’

"The guardians would have looked after us.'



Reave looked doubtful.

'If they'd decided to jump us, any one of us could have got aknifein the gut.’

A.A. Catto pursed her lips.

"They wouldn't have jumped us. They knew the guardians would have burned them down.’
'From what I've heard that wouldn't deter them. They can betotaly suicidd if they fed likeit.'
A.A. Catto sneered.

'From what you've heard?

Reave shrugged but said nothing. They walked onin silence. Therest of the journey was uneventful until,
just ashort distance from the towering bulk of the Orchid House, they passed the dirty grey lightsof a
backway greasy spoon. A ragged figure was huddled in the doorway. Asthe small group walked past, it
suddenly twitched and legped to itsfeet. It quickly dodged past the guardians and grabbed at A.A.
Catto'sarm.

'Please miss, let's use your credit card, just for amed, please miss!'

The voice was high and vaguely female, but the figure was too filthy and tattered for anyoneto say, for
sure, even whether it was human. A.A. Catto tried to shakeit off, but it clung on with grim determination.

'Please miss, just amed, let'suse your card.’

The guardians swung round and pulled out their nightsticks. Asthefirgt blow struck, the creature fell to
the ground scream-ing. It jerked and twisted, covering its head with itsthin arms and pulling its knees up
to protect its tsomach. The guardians continued beating on it with their clubs until it ceased to move. Each
time ablow fell there was adull squishing thud. A pool of blood dowly spread over the surface of the
road. When the figurelay till, one of the guardians prodded it with histoe. Satisfied that there was no
sgn of life, he hung his nightstick back on hisbelt. Histwo companions did the same. From the doorway
of the greasy spoon agroup of more ragged figureswatched silently. They continued to Sareas A A.
Catto, Reave and the three guardians walked away.

It was only another block before they reached the through-way and the imposing entrance of the Orchid

House. No more of the back area people bothered them. Asthe black glass doors of the Orchid House

did open, the guardians saluted, turned on their heels and marched away. A.A. Catto and Reave entered
the foyer and the huge doors hissed shut behind them.

After the back ways, the Orchid House was an opulent paradise. The triangular floor was made from a
sngle piece of polished marble. It was dominated by a huge fountain. The three walls, crossed by tier
after tier of gpartment balconies, doped dightly inwards, and rose dmost asfar asthe eye could see.
They met at apoint over athousand metres above. Artificia sunlight streamed down from ahuge white
sphere et in the top of the pyramid. Cascades of flowers and climbing plants hung like long garlands
from the ba conies. They were a splash of wild colour againgt the white walls.

Reavefollowed A. A, Catto towards the lifts. These were black spheres that rose from the floor. At rest,
they sat in hemisphericd depressions at the sde of the foyer. They moved in Sraight lines, paralle to the
wall, without any visible sup-port. Reave still hadn't figured out how they worked. A.A. Catto touched an



illuminated stud on the side of the lift and a section of the Sde silently opened. She stepped inside and
Reave did the same. Theinterior of thelift waslit by asoft red light. Muted music came from a hidden
gpesker. A.A. Catto pressed the control for the ninety-third floor. Reave ran hisfingers through his hair.
'Sure is good to be back home.'

A A. Catto's eyes narrowed. She looked sideways at Reave.

'Don't get too pleased too soon, honey.'

Reave turned and looked at her in surprise,

"What's wrong now?

'Y ou've been giving meapan dl evening.’

'Oh, comeon.’

‘Come on, nothing. Y ou've pissed me off, and you're going to pay for it.’

'Please, isn't it abit latein the day for more games?

A.A. Catto held up her ring finger.

'No games, swestie. Y ou are going to suffer.’

Reave opened his mouth to speak. He thought better of it, and closed it again. If the fancy took her, A.A.
Catto had enough dope in the apartment to keep her awake for days. The game could go on for ages.
Hefdt sck to hisstomach. Thelift stopped at the ninety-third floor and Reave followed her out, fingering
the collar round his neck.

Jeb Stuart Ho, despite his concentration, was beginning to lose dl sense of time. He could no longer
remember how long he and the Minstrel Boy had been out in the nothings. The lizard had settled down to
asteady, bounding lope, exactly asthough it was running on hard ground. The lizard seemed to have a
very definite sense of purpose. That was the only reassuring thing about the whole situation.

Jeb Stuart Ho looked to hisleft. He could just about make out the Minstrel Boy against the Strange
glittering grey mist. Theimage of the man on the lizard kept shifting and bresk-ing up. It was only when
the two of them were very close together that he could see the Minstrel Boy and his mount clearly. At
one point, the Minstrel Boy had drifted some distance away and vanished atogether. It was then that Jeb
Stuart Ho had come close to panic. He hadn't experienced afedling like that since he was asmall child.
The brotherhood discipline had kept him from going over the edge, but held been immeasurably relieved
when the Mingrel Boy had finaly flickered into view again.

Ho stretched out hishand. It wasasignd to the Minstrel Boy that he wanted to say something. Unless
they were actudly touching, there was no point in speaking. The words becamelost and jumbled in the
howling silence of the bright greyness. The Mingtrdl Boy moved towards him and grasped his hand.
'What'sthetrouble, Killer?

Jeb Stuart Ho didiked the nickname the Minstrel Boy was trying to saddle him with, but he didn't



complain. There would be time enough for that when they reached somewhere tangible.
'Where are we now?

'Inthe nothings'

'l know that. What | meant was, will we get somewhere soon?

Jeb Stuart Ho made himsdlf act very patiently when talking to the Minstrel Boy. The Minstrel Boy
grinned a him.

'Y eah... soon.’

'How soon?

'Dunno. Time's pretty relative out here.'

‘Relativeto what?

The Mingrel Boy laughed.

'Relativeto just about anything that's going. That'swhy it's S0 hard to estimate.’

Jeb Stuart Ho was sure that he was deliberately trying to confuse him. He wasn't sure why.
'Are you sure you know where you are?

‘Sure I'm sure. | dways know wherel am. I'm famousfor it."

The Minstrel Boy let go of Jeb Stuart Ho's hand, and they drifted apart. The Minstrel Boy'simage began
to flicker as the space between them increased,

Despitedl histraining, the lack of time sense weighed heavily on Jeb Stuart Ho. Nothing had prepared
him for being mounted on the gdlloping lizard, rushing headlong into seem-ingly eternd greyness. He
closed hiseyes and tried to put himsdlf into an intermediate state of trance. At first it wasimpossible, but
gradualy hefelt himself merging with the strange, shattered universe. It was the sound of avoicethat
eventudly brought him back to the materia world.

‘Comeon, Killer. Wake up, what's wrong with you?

Jeb Stuart Ho opened his eyes. The Minstrel Boy was stlanding beside him, tugging at hisleg.

'What's the matter with you, | thought your brain, had fused?

Jeb Stuart Ho shook his head.

'| was meditating.’

'No shit?

Ho suddenly redlized that he could hear the Mingtrel Boy quite clearly without their actudly touching.



They were ob-vioudy out of the nothings. He looked around. They were standing on ahuge, even
expanse of grey rock. It wasflat and featurel ess. The sky above was alighter shade of grey, and theair
was damp and cold. The lizards were moving about uncomfortably. Ho shivered, and pulled his cloak
tight round his shoulders.

'‘Areweonthesameleve asLitz?

The Mingtrel Boy shook his head.

'‘Somewhere on theway.'

'Where?

"That's hard to say.'

'l thought you took pride in knowing where you are?

The Mingrd Boy scowled.

'I don't take pride, | know.’

'Should a developed faculty not be a source of pride?

'l know, that'sall.'

Jeb Stuart Ho swung aleg over the lizard's back.

'‘Asyouwish.'

Hedid to the ground.

'What isthis place?

The Mingre Boy shrugged.

It has no name. By rightsit shouldn't be here. | can't see what keepsit stable.’

'Why did we stop here?

"The lizards stopped. They don't seem happy.'

"What has happened to them?

The Mingrd Boy took off hishat and ran hisfingersthrough hiscurly hair.

'l don't know. Their minds seem to be closed. | can't get acrossat all.’

It wasthefirg time Jeb Stuart Ho had seen the Minstrel Boy look genuinely worried. He hesitated before
he spoke again.

‘Should we not continue with caution and find out why the lizards have brought usto this place?



The Minstrel Boy looked down at the ground.
'I'd just as soon turn back.'

'Y ou know | can't do that.’

‘Sure.’

Jeb Stuart Ho remounted hislizard. The Minstrel Boy reluctantly did the same. Before they started to
move the Minstrel Boy looked across a Ho.

'l really don't likethis. Just remember that.'

Ho looked grimly aheed.

I'll remember.’

The Minstrd Boy dug his spurs hard into the lizard. It lurched away at ahaf-hearted waddle. Jeb Stuart
Ho's mount trailed after it in the same | ethargic manner. They continued their dow progressfor over an
hour. A strange, cone-shaped promontory gppeared on the horizon. Asthey gradualy ap-proached it,
the lizards became increasingly restive and un-easy. They were awkward to handle, and kept trying to
sray away from the Minstrel Boy's course.

About three hundred metres from the dope of the cone, the lizards stopped dead and refused to go any
further. They stood ill, shifting their weight from one foot to another and swinging their long necksfrom
gdeto sde. Jeb Stuart Ho and the Minstrdl Boy both dismounted. Whatever was affecting the lizards
was a0 affecting the two men. The Mingtrel Boy had broken out in acold sweat, and Jeb Stuart Ho felt
anirraiond fear trying to take hold of him. He exerted the maximum control on his mind and looked at
the Mingrel Boy.

‘Thereis something terribly wrong here!

The Minstrel Boy had started to shake. His voice came out as a strangled croak.

‘Let'sget out of here.!’

Jeb Stuart Ho gripped him by the shoulder.

'Relax, breathe dowly and deeply. A man may run from an external danger, but cannot run from fear in
hismind.

TheMingtrel Boy nodded. Swest was till pouring off him. It was obvious he was trying to keep himsaif
together, but when he spoke his voice was cracking on the verge of hysteria.

‘Let'sget the hell out of here! Now! | can't stand it.’
'Do not succumb to thefear. The fear of fear isthe poison of the soul.’

l... can't takeit!"



The Mingtrdl Boy's voice was amost screaming. Jeb Stuart Ho took hisface in both hands. He massaged
the Minstrel Boy's neck.

"Think, be cam, use your intelligence. What isthisthing?
'l don't know. | can't think.'
'Where does it come from?

The Minstrel Boy could no longer speak. He waved hishand in the direction of the cone. Hislegs began
to giveway and he clung to Jeb Stuart Ho. Ho gently pulled him back to hisfest.

'We must go to the cone and make this thing cease.’
'‘No! No! No!'

The Minstrel Boy dipped into uncontrollable hysterics. Jeb Stuart Ho dapped him hard acrossthe face,
and hefdl glent. Jeb Stuart Ho took him by the arm and, haf supporting him, began to lead him towards
the cone. They stumbled for about a hundred metres. The mind-wrenching fear seemed to grow stronger.
Then the Minstrel Boy groaned and sank to hisknees.

'l can't goon.'

"The superior man faces hisfear and in facing it over-comes hiswesakness!'

The Mingtrel Boy fell on hisside. Herolled over and pulled hisknees up to his chest.
'l... can't... do... it!"

Jeb Stuart Ho knelt down beside the Minsirel Boy.

'If you don't strive to overcomeit, it could kill you.'

'l don't care!'

The Mingrel Boy lay till with hiseyestightly closed and his face contorted. Jeb Stuart Ho stood up, and
began waking up the side of the cone by himsdlf. Each step became an in-human effort. The fear had
become aphysical force. Hislegs were leaden. 1t waslike wading in sand. He ssumbled fre-quently. As
he neared the top, it became amost more than he could bear. The sky glowed an evil, menacing red. The
rock appeared to reflect it, and danced with flame. The force bat-tered a him like a hurricane. Black
halucinations, flapping like murderous bats, swooped at the edge of hisvision.

He reached the top. The force became absolute torture. It was pushing at him so hard that it seemed to
be tearing the flesh from his bones. It screamed around him like monsters from some awful hell. In front
of him, in the very summit of the cone, wasacircular depresson. Lyinginit, on abed of soft sand, were
nine gold eggs. Each one was about haf the height of aman. Jeb Stuart Ho knew immediatdly that they
were the source of the power. Hisingtinct was to destroy them. His hand went to hisgun. It waslike
moving in dow mation. Inch by inch hisfingers moved towards hisbelt. All the force seemed to be
concentrated on hisright arm. It wasfilled with aburning cold that gnawed at the bone and muscle. His
fingers curled round the butt. That too was degthly cold. Hisfingersfrozetoit. Ashe dowly drew the gun
from the holgter, it felt asif the flesh of hishand was being ripped apart. He dowly raised the gun. Its



weight seemed unbearable. The musclesin hisarm felt like they were going to snap. Gradually the gun
camein line with the clutch of eggs. He eased back the trigger. The scream around him rosein pitch. It
felt asthough his ears had started bleeding, maybe his very brain. The eggs seemed far away. Hisvison
tunnelled. He desperately hauled on the trigger. 1t would hardly move. He began to black out, then,
throughit dl, he heard the Minstrel Boy screaming.

'Don't! Don't! For god's sake don't do it! They're only trying to protect themsalves!'

It suddenly dl fdll into place. Jeb Stuart Ho touched the haf formed entitiesinsde the gold shells. Hefelt
the power of the scarcely devel oped minds. Hefelt their fear and their vulnerability. He was awed by
what they might become. For an ingtant everything hung poised. The gun fell from hisfingers. He sank,
crosdegged, to the ground. He forced hismind to be calm. The beings fear till washed over him, but it
was no longer amed directly at him. He gathered dl his strength and dowly directed peace and
gentleness. He meant them no harm. He projected that as hard as he could. Veins pumped in his
forehead as hetried to thrust hisway through the fear.

He reached them. Histhoughts penetrated through to the beingsin the eggs. They seized on his
projections as some-thing new and strange. They dragged it out of him with agreedy hunger. They were
insatiable. He hung on to stop his mind being dragged from him. He begged them to stop, but their infant
greed demanded more and more. Jeb Stuart Ho reached hisfina limit. His consciousness was drained

away.

The world went black. His body toppled, and rolled down the side of the cone like a discarded puppet
whose strings had been cut.

Hewoke up to find the Minstrel Boy wiping hisface with adamp cloth. He grinned a Ho.
'Shit, Killer. | redly thought you were dead for sure, thistime!'

Jeb Stuart Ho raised his head.

'How long have | been here?

The Mingre Boy shrugged.

'‘Maybe a couple of hours.'

'What happened?

'Don't ask me. Y ou were up there, you did it. One minute al hell was breaking loose, then suddenly it
was beautiful, like the dawn coming up.’

Jeb Stuart Ho sat up. The landscape had completely changed. The ground was still grey rock, but it was
broken up by clumps of green vegetation growing out of cracksin its surface. Tiny streamstrickled into
crysta clear pools. The sky was adeep even blue. It was asif the beings had taken apart hismind, and
reshaped their environment according to what they found there. A little distance away, the lizards grazed
happily on the vegetation.

Jeb Stuart Ho carefully stood up. He had expected his body to show some signs of strain after the
orded. He was sur-prised to find there were none. He felt as though he had just woken from a
comfortable deep. He looked at the cone. It radiated aglow of benign contentment. His gun was il



lying at thefoot of the dope, whereit had cometo rest after he had dropped it. He walked over and
picked it up. As he touched the weapon, the sky seemed to darken. The lizards looked up in darm. He
quickly dropped it into its holster and things resumed their previous calm. Thelizards returned to their
chewing.

The Minstrel Boy walked over to where Jeb Stuart Ho was standing at the foot of the cone. Hewas
grinning happily. Hisfriendlinesswas dmost unnatura. He put hisarm round Ho's shoulders.

‘Lookslikeit turned out okay."

Jeb Stuart Ho nodded.

[t would seem so.'

The Mingtrel Boy looked up &t the cone.

I'mamost sorry to leave!

'We haveto leave!

'l knew you'd say that.'

'We should start.'

The Mingtrel Boy stared at the ground. He seemed reluctant to start back into the nothings.
'It'slike I'm thinking we ought to leave some kind of mark on this place.’

Jeb Stuart Ho looked at him in surprise.

"Why?

'l dunno, just so we know we've been here!

'Surely we know that without leaving our mark here?

'Maybe we should give it aname or something?

Jeb Stuart Ho gestured towards the top of the cone.

"They must have anamefor this place.’

TheMingrd Boy shrugged.

'Y eah, maybe. | dunno.’

He put two fingersin his mouth and gave ahigh-pitched whistle. The lizards looked up, and began
lumbering dowly towards where the two men were standing. Ho and the Minstrel Boy each caught the
reins of hisown mount, and climbed into the saddle. They turned the lizards and rode dowly past the

cone. Jeb Stuart Ho paused for amoment and stared hard at it, then he took a deep breath and started
after the Mingre Boy.



A little grey-haired man in aquilted dressing gown tugged open the lift gate and padded across the frayed
carpet of the Leader Hotel lobby, and up to the reception desk. He waited until the desk clerk looked up
from his comic book and deigned to notice him.

'Yeah?

The little man cleared histhroat, and tugged the faded robe closer round his bony shoulders.
'Did my letter come?

The desk clerk didn't even bother to look at the pigeon-holes behind him.

'Nothing came.’

Thelittle man remained where he was.

'Are you sure? Couldn't you check?

The desk clerk put down his comic book and looked at the little man with cold patience.

‘Nothing came, Arthur. Just like yesterday, and the day before that, and the day before that and every
day you've been here. Nothing ever comesfor you, Arthur. Okay?

Arthur cleared histhroat again.

'I'll try tomorrow.’

The desk clerk turned over the page of his comic book.
‘You do that.’

Arthur turned away and shuffled back to thelift. Billy Oblivion sorawled in the sagging armchair and
watched the tiny dramawithout interest. It happened every day. Every day Arthur came down from his
tiny room on the twenty-seventh floor to look for the letter that would change hislife. Every day the letter
faled to arrive. Thelift door rattled shut and Arthur returned to the twenty-seventh floor. The desk clerk
went back to his comic book, and Billy went on staring at the semi-erotic frieze that was dowly
crumbling away from the dirty pink wall.

For most of its residents the Leader Hotel wasthe end of theline. A tal warren of tiny roomsand dim
corridorsthat smelled of decay and urine. Aslong asyou kept paying the rent you were whally, totaly
freeto overdose, drink yourself to death or smply grow numb. Billy hoped that none of those things
would happen to him. He hoped that one day he'd manage to get out of the place and into something
better. Billy's hope didn't guarantee him any protection against those fates. Most peoplein the Leader
Hotel hoped for something, but till it happened to them. The Leader Hotel was the last stop for the
non-people, the ones who, for one reason or another, didn't have credit cards.

Billy Oblivion didn't have a credit card. He'd never had one. Hed wandered into Litz without one, found
that the good life was closed to him, and wound up at the Leader. Hed been there ever since. Billy the
pimp they called him now. That was on account of Darlene. Darlene had picked him up, and kept him
ever Snce. Darlene made enough to keep them both surviving at the Leader, but never enough for them



to get out. Darlene didn't have a credit card. It had been taken away for some unspecified crime. Darlene
never went into the exact details.

Not having a credit card created problemsfor Darlene in her profession, and Darlen€'s problems
automatically became Billy's problems. Not having a credit card meant that her tricks couldn't pay her by
agraghtforward credit transfer. She had to operate akind of barter system. She fucked them, or did
whatever e se they wanted, and they dipped her some kind of small vauable. These she unloaded on the
desk clerk, who credited them with enough to pay the rent and live. He, of course, only gavethem a
fraction of what the stuff was worth, and made sure they never got sufficiently ahead actualy to get out of
the hotdl.

The previous night, however, Billy and Darlene had made more of amess of thingsthan usud. Darlene
had had a reason-ably good afternoon. She'd turned three tricks. Three tricksin an afternoon was good
for her. It wasn't that Darlene was unattractive, but here was no way she could compete with the big
legitimate brothels. They creamed off most of the custom that just wanted to get laid. Darlene had to
make do with the oneswho were funny for lowlife. She got the oneswho liked to follow a good-looking
non-person back to the L eader, the ones who got an extrakick that way.

The three tricks the previous afternoon had made Billy and Darlene a shade overconfident. They'd blown
al their credit on abottle of hotel booze and a package of funaids. Darlene had been certain that if she hit
the street |ater that night, not that night and day made much difference in the permanent dark of the city,
she could make the next day's room rent.

Of course, it had al been afantasy. The booze and the pills had made sure that they'd become too fused
to move from the bed until the house detective had come knocking with hisregular morning call of pay up
or quit. They didn't have the room rent, but the desk clerk and the house detective had been very good
about it. They'd let Billy sit around in the lobby until Darlene hustled up the rent. They hadn't even made
them move their Suff out, just taken away the key.

Billy waited. It was kind of embarrassing but there was nothing € se he could do. Thelobby of the
Leader Hotel was particularly depressing. It smelled of squalor and decay. The potted palmsin the
corner had long ago become brown, dry mummies, but no one had bothered to replace them or even
throw them out. The carpet wasworn into holesin anumber of places. The ancient creaking lift only
worked by amiracle, and there seemed to be no logical reason why the scarred and battered armchairs
that stood dotted about in lonely groups hadn't fallen into shapeless ruin along time ago. The high cealling
was marked with huge brown patches of damp.

Billy tried to digtract himsalf by watching the vid that was mounted to theright of the reception desk. Its
colour was blotchy and the 3D was darmingly out of aignment. The only thing that could be said inits
favour wasthat it worked at al. Not that he could seeit dl that clearly. His view was constantly
interrupted by the swaying heads of three old winos who clustered around it asthough it actualy gave out
heet. They were avidly watching one of the multiple hanging shows. Billy wondered how they managed to
enjoy it so much. Everyone knew that the hanging shows were fixed.

After another hour, Billy's patience wasfindly rewarded. Darlene walked in with afat little citizen in tow.
Hewas just the type who aways seemed to go for her. Pink with nervous-ness and excitement, he was
sweating profusely into his pale blue one-piece suit. Dark stain had formed under hisarmpits. It was
obviousthat hisdry-al-day anti-perspirant wasn't hold-ing up under the strain.

Darlenewas at least a head taler than the trick. Billy had to admit that she looked good. Her red dress
scarcely covered her arse, leaving aflash of inviting thigh above her matching stockings and boots. The



thin straps of her red suspenders added an extratouch of excitement. The red ensemble con-trasted so
nicely with her jet-black skin and close-cropped hair. There was no mistaking that Darlenewasa
good-look-ing broad. Billy was proud to have her. He loved that black skin, and he hoped she'd never
make enough to get the colour change she was aways bitching about.

Billy gave no sign of recognition as she stopped by the reception desk and turned pointedly towards the
trick. It didn't do for a pimp to be too much in evidence while his woman was hustling. It tended to make
the tricks nervous. Darlene winked at him from behind the fat man's back, but Billy didn't respond. Then
she went to work. She took thetrick by the arm and steered him up to the reception desk.

'l guess you wouldn't mind giving my friend the desk clerk alittle present, would you? He could get into
trouble for let-ting me take you up to my room. Y ou can use your credit card, honey. It's okay. It goes
through the hotd.

The little man looked apprehensively at the desk clerk.

"The payment won't be traced, will it?

Darlene and the desk clerk both smiled reassuringly.

'Not achance of that.'

The fat man reluctantly produced his credit card. The desk clerk dropped it into the hotdl transfer unit.
Hedialled out the appropriate amount and handed it back. Billy sighed quietly asthe desk clerk gave
Darlene the room key. They were good for another day. She grinned at him and firmly propelled the fat
man towardsthelilt.

‘Thisway, honey. | know we're going to have afantagtic time. Just fantastic.’

The lift door rattled shut and they disappeared from sight. Billy stood up and brushed a bit of chair cover
from hisyelow satin suit. He straightened the diamante collar, brushed back his curly hair and strolled
over to the desk.

'Did you clip him for enough so | can get adrink?

The desk clerk grinned.

'He got clipped but good.’

'Y eah?

"Yeah. | did you afavour, kid. | kind of like you and your woman so | got two days rent, abit for me
and abit over. | figured you could useit after the State you got into last night.’

Billy didn't need to be reminded of the comedown he was going through. He did his best to look grateful.
‘Givemeadrink.'

The desk clerk reached under the counter and produced a bottle of schnapps and two glasses. Hefilled
one and then cocked an eyebrow at Billy. Billy knew theritud. He grinned.



'Go ahead, friend. Have one on me!'

Hefilled the second glass and downed it in one gulp. Billy took alittle more time with his. He had to trest
his head gently. It wasin abad way. The desk clerk was aready smiling, looking for arefill. Billy
nodded, and the desk clerk took another shot. He was just angling for another when Lame Nancy
hobbled in. She grinned at Billy.

'Found some credit then, stud?
'What's it to you?

'l like to see young people happy.'

Billy looked dubioudly at Nancy. She was aways showing up just after Darlene. Billy knew shewas
doing her best to try and get Darlene away from him. He wondered if she actualy followed her abouit.
Lame Nancy was a dyke who liked to keep her girlsworking. She had four set up in different rooms of
the Leader. Her ambition seemed to be to make Darlene number five. Lame Nancy nodded towards the
bottle of schnapps.

'Isthereadrink in that for me?
Billy'slip curled.
'Depends who's paying for it."

Nancy sneered and patted Billy's cheek. 'I'll pay, sweet thing. Though | don't know what you're worried
about. Thét little honey of yoursis upstairs making you the price of afew drinks!

"Y ou got four, so | figure you can buy your own.'

Lame Nancy nodded towards the bottle. The desk clerk produced athird glass and poured Nancy a
shot. She swal-lowed it in one gulp, and nodded for another. While she downed the second, Billy looked
at her carefully. He knew that she'd probably take Darlene away if he gave her the chance. Lame Nancy
looked striking and had a powerful persondity. It radiated from her as she leaned againgt the bar in one
of her favourite gunfighter poses. There was no denying that she was bizarre enough to attract Darlene.
She gave an overdl impression of being totally white. Her hair was white and cut into a shaggy crewcut,
her skin had been done into an opal escent pearl finish. She wore awhite body stocking, slver
wedge-heded sandas and a highly polished, stainless stedl belt.

The whole outfit seemed designed to contrast sharply with the black callipersthat supported her withered
leg. Even these seemed to be designed for maximum shock. They were made from highly polished black
gted, inlaid with an eaborate pattern of gold damascene. Lame Nancy cut astrange, impres-sive figure.

The lift door rattled back, and Billy switched his atten-tion away from Nancy. Thefat man hurried out of
thelift, straight for the street door. He was still sweating, and avoided everyone's eyes. Nancy laughed.

'Looks like your swestie will be down with something for you soon, Billy dear.’
Billy didn't say anything. He knew he was being baited. Nancy's grin broadened.

"Y ou ought to get that honey of yoursto pull in abit more of the goods. | know | would.'



Billy scowled.

'Keep out of my business, will you.'

Nancy laughed again.

'l intend to, sweet thing. Thereain't enoughin it for me.’

Thelift rattled again. Thistimeit was Darlene. Billy walked across the lobby to meet her. He wanted to
head her off before she could join Nancy at the desk. He knew Nancy would try and get her drunk, and
be dropping dl kinds of broad hints about how much better atime Darlene would have with her rather
than Billy. Billy didn't need that. He grinned at Darlene.

'Hi, how did it go?

Darlene scowled.

It went.'

'Did you get anything?

Darlenefished between her breasts and came up with asmall platinum pacifier.

'Enough.’

'Great.

"That pig behind the desk will sill short change us!'

'S0 'what can we do?

"What can you do? Y ou're supposed to take care of busi-ness. | just do the work.'

Billy took hold of her arm.

'Don't get mad.’

'l @in't mad. | just don't need it.'

'Wasit rough?

Darlene's mouth curled into asneer.

'Oh no, not rough, just another trick.'

'What happened?

"Y ou redlly want to know?

'If it helps'



'If it helps? Well, if it helps, he got me to squat on the floor of the shower while he pissed on me, and then
| had to suck him off. Okay? Does that help? All for onelousy trinket. Y ou know, sometimes | think you
liketo hear what | do with the tricks. Maybe you get akick out of it."

Darlene was working hersdlf up into afrenzy. Billy wasn't sure whether to placate or punch her. While he
was making up hismind, she darted again.

‘Maybe you'd like to have ago yourself. Y ou fancy me squatting in front of you while you pissed over
me?

Billy shook hisheed.
'No, of course not.'

Hewondered if he would enjoy it. HEd never thought about it before. He smiled at Darlene. Thetirade
had gone on long enough.

‘Listen honey, we've got a bit of credit, why don't we get a bottle and go upstairs?
Darlenedidn't seem about to givein.
'Y ou want to end up the same way we did today? I'm going out again to seewhat | can get.’

Before Billy could say anything, she had pulled away from him and was marching across the lobby,
swaying her hips. Shelooked straight ahead, avoiding the stares of Nancy and the desk clerk. Asshe
was about to flounce out into the street she almost collided with two men coming into the hotel .

'Why the fuck don't you look where you're going?
One of the men stepped back and bowed dightly.
I'm sorry.'

Darlene was going to start complaining, when she took a second look at them. Onewas atall thin man,
wrapped in ablack cape. Hisstraight hair hung to his shoulders, and the hilt of an evil-looking sword
protruded from the cape. The other one was shorter and, if anything, thinner. A mass of black unruly
curls were stuffed under awide-brimmed hat. He wore ablack frock coat and high boots. He had the
same hard air of determination as his companion. Darlene ducked hagtily out of the door. Her tantrum
was completely forgotten. She didn't want to stick around and find out what the two strangers wanted.

Billy felt much the same way, only, to him, they weren't both strangers. He recognized the Minstrel Boy
sraight away. They'd been through alot of trouble together, and most of the time Billy had wound up
looking stupid. He could imagine the Minstrel Boy's sneers when he found out that Billy had sunk to
pimping in Litz. Billy stepped quickly back into thelift before the Minstrel Boy noticed him.

The Mingtrel Boy and Jeb Stuart Ho walked up to the desk. Lame Nancy and the desk clerk both
looked &t them curioudly. The winoswent on staring at the Execution Hour.

The desk clerk put down his comic book as they approached.



"Y ou want some rooms, gentlemen?

The Minstrel Boy shook his head.

‘Not right now.'

It wasthe Mingtrel Boy who was doing the talking. It had been hisideato make the Leader Hotel their
first stop. They'd left the lizards in the pen at the edge of the nothings, and taken aground cab into
downtown Litz. In the pagt, the Minstrel Boy had found the Leader anideal point at which to plug into
the city'swedlth of gossip and rumour. The desk clerk scowled at him.

'If you don't want rooms, what do you want?

'Some information.'

'We sl room and board, we don't give out information. If you want information, watch the screen. Only
don't do it hereif you ain't rented no room.'

TheMingrel Boy smiled.

'Since when did information stop being worth something in Litz?
The desk clerk looked sideways at him.

"Y ou willing to pay”?

The Minstrel Boy nodded. He turned to Jeb Stuart Ho.

"Y ou got your credit card?

Ho put his hand under his cloak, and passed a card to the Minstrel Boy. The eyes of both Nancy and the
desk clerk fastened on the black-edged brotherhood credit card as he placed it on the desk and grinned.

"Why don't you take whatever you think ten minutes of your conversation isworth?

The desk clerk gingerly picked up the card. He seemed amost nervous of it. Nancy watched intently as
he placed it in the transfer unit. He dialed out amodest sum. He looked up at the Minstrel Boy.

'Isthat okay?
'If that's what you think you're worth, then sureit's okay.'

The desk clerk handed the card back to the Minstrel Boy. He turned it over and then passed it to Jeb
Stuart Ho. The desk clerk began to look nervous.

'What do you gentlemen want to know?
Jeb Stuart Ho placed the tri-di of A.A. Catto in front of the desk clerk.

'Have you ever seen thiswoman?



The desk clerk shook his head.

'She's never beenin here!

The Mingtrel Boy looked at him sharply.

'Y ou sure about that?

‘Never forget aface.

'Y ou ever hear of someone called A A. Catto?

'l heard the name.'

'What did you hear about her?

'l heard people talk about her.'

'What did you hear?

‘Rich little bitch by dl accounts. She came into town. Started doing the society circuit. The nightclubs, the
best parties. The rumour was that she was kind of wild. Like, you know, vicious. Into pain, other
people's pain. By dl accounts she kegps hersdlf looking like ayoung kid. That's about al 1 know.'
Isshedill intown?

‘Asfar as| know.'

'Do you know where she'sliving?

'I heard she had an apartment at the Orchid House.'

"The Orchid House, where's that?

'It'sthe big new apartment building. The big triangular one, right in the middle of downtown. Y ou can't
missit.’

The Minstrel Boy turned to Jeb Stuart Ho.

'l guessthat's about it. All you haveto do is get down there,
The desk clerk laughed.

It an't aseasy asthat.'

TheMinstrel Boy turned back to him.

'Why not?

"You'l, never get ingde the place. Not unless the lady wantsto seeyou.'



Why?

'It'slike agoddamn fortress. That's part of the service. Un-less you've got a pass from aresident you'll
never get past the security. Theresawhole army of them.’

The desk clerk looked at him dyly.

‘That'sif the lady doesn't want to seeyou.'

The Mingrel Boy grinned.

‘The lady hasn't had a chance to get to know usyet.'

Hethought for aminute.

'Suppose we took an gpartment in the building?

The desk clerk shook his head.

‘Not achance. Therésawaiting lis amilelong.'

'Can't you jump theligt? | mean, if you've got the credit, surely anything's possible?

‘Not there it's not. Everyone who wants to move in there's got credit. Y ou have to pay afortunein bribes
justto get ontheligt.

'So we'd better make friendswith the lady.’

The desk clerk grinned.

‘That's the best way. Only the lady doesn't seem to betoo friendly.'

TheMingrel Boy smiled.

'‘Maybe.'

He glanced at Jeb Stuart Ho.

'My friend here can be amazingly charming when he hasto be.’

The desk clerk looked across at Jeb Stuart Ho, and then back to the Minstrel Boy.
'He doesn't say much.’

"That's part of hischirm.’

There was apause. The desk clerk looked down at the transfer unit, and then back up at the Mingtrel
Boy.

‘There's nothing ese you'd like to know?



The Mingtrel Boy shook his head.

'l think we've had our money'sworth.’
Heturned away, and looked at Jeb Stuart Ho.
'| don't think welll achieve much more here.!'
'We know now where the woman lives!

They walked towards the door and out into the street. Nancy watched them thoughtfully until they
disappeared from sight.

As Jeb Stuart Ho and the Minstrel Boy emerged from the Leader Hotel, back into the glittering streets of
Litz, the executive paused. He looked up and down the street. An air-ship drifted overhead about fifty
metres up, following the line of the street. Lights shone out from the gondola. The sound of laughter and a
ragtime piano drifted down. The Minstrel Boy looked up into the darkness and grinned.

"They sure know how to have partiesin thistown.’

Jeb Stuart Ho pursed hislips.

‘They seem to know very littledse’

The Mingtrd Boy shot him asideways glance.

'Y ou ought to check out afew, Killer. It'll be an education for you.'

Ho continued to look up and down the street.

'My education is a process that continues without the need to study such things as parties!’

'Hell, you ought to relax.’

'My task allows me no spaceto relax.’

The Minstrel Boy shook his head.

‘Theré€'s no hope for you, man.'

Jeb Stuart Ho looked confused.

'I'm sorry. | don't understand you. Hope can have no influence on probability.’

The arship drifted on down the street. The Minstrel Boy watched it go. Then he looked back at Ho.

"What's the matter with you, Killer? Why do you keep looking up and down the street like you were
logt?

'l was computing my next move until you began to talk about parties.'



I'm sorry.'
'Do not be sorry. All information is of value. Unfortunately parties are not particularly relevant.’
'Wasthat ajoke?
'What?
'Parties not being particularly relevant.’
'l fail to understand.’
The Mingtrel Boy waved hishand in despair.
'Forget it. If you're stuck for anext move, why don't you pay me off?
'l may need you again.’
'Y ou may what?
'l may need you again.’
'Shit! | got you to Litz. What more do you want? Y ou don't need me to help you knock the chick off.’
'She might leave the city. I'd need you if that should happen.’
The Minstrel Boy began to get exasperated.
'Okay, okay, if that happens, come and see me. Maybe we can make adeal. | might even take thejob.
In the meantime, pay me off. | want to have alittle fun. | ain't about to watch you hunt thischick al over
town.’
Jeb Stuart Ho nodded thoughtfully.
'How would you like to be paid?
The Mingre Boy grinned.
‘Theway | figured it, you've got this credit card. Right?
'Right."
It'sunlimited. Right?
'Right."

'All we have to do is go adong to abank and get them to issue me with atemporary card, so | can draw
on your credit for alimited period, say a month. How does that suit you? That be okay?

Jeb Stuart Ho made adlight bow.



'If that'swhat you want, | will doiit.’

'Great.

"There's one thing, though.'

The Mingtrel Boy looked suspicious.

'What?

'Where do we find a bank?

The Mingrel Boy laughed.

‘That's no problem.’

He waved his hand down the street.

'Walk in any direction. Well soon find one. They need alot of banksin Litz.

'Arethey open at night?

The Minstrel Boy nodded.

'Sure they're open. They haveto be. It'saways night here.’

They started walking. It only took them two blocks before they found one. The First Exploitive Bank of
Litz squatted smugly between amass sex operation and atorture parlour. Its solid granite facade
contrasted sharply with the glass and neon of itsimmediate neighbours. It seemed like a haven of
conservative responsbility. Asthey mounted the steps that led up to the huge brass doors. Jeb Stuart Ho
looked questioningly at the Minstrel Boy.

'Why do they need such places?

'‘Banks?

Yes,

't givesthem something to do. Them that likeit.'

'Surely, in many places, Stuff credit isgiven freeto al people?

They like to do thingsthe hard way here.’

'It givesthem power over their felows.’

‘That'sthe way they likeit.'

It seemshardly fair.'

'People who want thingsfair don't come here!'



Jeb Stuart Ho thought about it. They reached the top of the steps. The door was flanked by a squad of
bank security guards armed with machine pistols and fragmentation bombs. Asthey walked insde, one
of the guards stepped back on to acon-cealed foot switch, and a cluster of cameras, set high in the lofty
celling, tracked their progress across the spacious marble interior. They joined the line in front of one of
the cashiers windows. The presence of the heavily armed Ho sent aripple of darm through the other
customers. From various points around the bank, more armed guards watched him in-tently.

The line moved dowly towards the cashier'swindow. Fin-aly it was Jeb Stuart Ho's turn. A thin-lipped,
middle-aged man in ablack jacket and iff wing collar stared nervoudy at him from behind the armoured
glass

'‘Can | help you?

Jeb Stuart Ho smiled palitely.

'I'd like to arrange amovement of credit.’

Heindicated the Minstrd Boy.

'I'd Like my friend here to have atemporary credit card on my account.’

The clerk peered over the top of hisrimless glasses.

"That kind of transaction is somewhat irregular.’

'Surely it ispossble?

'Youll haveto wait.'

Jeb Stuart Ho bowed. The clerk climbed from his stool, but then turned back to Jeb Stuart Ho.

'I'll need your card.’

Jeb Stuart Ho handed over the black-edged credit card. The clerk almost dropped it in fright, then
collected himself and hurried away. Jeb Stuart Ho and the Mingtrel Boy waited. They waited for five
minutes. Jeb Stuart Ho closed his eyes. Five minutes became ten. The Minstrel Boy shifted from one foot
to the other. After twelve minutes the clerk returned. He was accompanied by amore portly, more
authoritarian version of himsdf. The portly one seemed determined not to be intimidated by the
black-clad executive.

'Isthisyour card, Sir?
IY%I
'And you wish atemporary card issued to this... gentle-man?

He gestured towards the Minstrel Boy with alook of dis-taste. Jeb Stuart Ho nodded.

"That iscorrect.'



'Y ou have to make a specia gppointment to transact that kind of business:’

'Why?

'‘Becauseit isthe normal procedure.’

'| see!

There was a pause while the two men looked at each other. Findly the portly clerk gavein.

'If you go dong to the window marked Special Appoint-ments, you can make the arrangements.”

Jeb Stuart Ho bowed again. He and the Minstrel Boy moved along to the window marked Specia
Appointments. Behind it was a sour-faced woman with scraped-back grey hair. She wore a high-necked
black dresswith a cameo brooch at the throat. A pair of spectacles hung from her neck by achain. She
looked coldly at Jeb Stuart Ho.

'Yes?

Ho took a deep breath and repeated his request for the tem-porary card. The woman picked up his card
and looked hard at it.

'Wait amoment.’

She disappeared. They waited for another seven minutes. A grosdy fat little man in ablack jacket and
striped trousers bustled up to them. He held Jeb Stuart Ho's card in one hand, and thrust out the other in
jovid greeting. Both hands were heavy with gold rings. He was swesting profusdly de-spite theamost icy
ar conditioning. When he smiled he re-vealed afortune in gold teeth.

'Mr Ho, so sorry to keep you waiting.'

Jeb Stuart Ho ignored his hand.

'It is Brother Ho.'

'l beg your pardon?

'My titleis Brother. Brother Ho.'

Thefa man laughed nervoudy.

'I'm sorry, uh, Brother. I've never met one of you chaps before. I'm Axelrod. I'm the president of this
bank. Perhaps you'd like to step into my office.’

'Will we achieve what we came herefor?
Axerod beamed.
'Of course, old boy. Won't take but amoment.'

Jeb Stuart Ho and the Minsirel Boy followed him towards an imposing mahogany door with afrosted



glass panel that carried the word President in gold letters. Once inside, Axelrod took up his position
behind a huge desk. It seemed to make him look bigger. He pushed asilver box towards Ho.

‘Cigar?

'No, thank you.'

TheMingrd Boy grinned.

'l take one.’

Axelrod waved towards the box with ill grace. The Mingtrel Boy stuck acigar in hismouth.
‘Match?

Axelrod scowled and picked up asiver tablelighter shaped like avulture, and hadtily lit the Mingtrel
Boy's cigar. Then he turned back to Jeb Stuart Ho and beamed.

"Thiswon' take but a moment.’

He dropped the card into ad ot on the elaborate desk console, and punched a series of buttonswith a
flourish of starched shirt cuff. For two minutesthey al watched the unit in silence, then it gave abeep, a
light came on and two cards dropped, into atray at the bottom. Axelrod picked up Jeb Stuart Ho's card
and handed it to himwith asmile.

Y our card, Brother Ho.'

He pushed the Minstrel Boy's card across the desk to him.

'And yours.'

Thanks!'

Jeb Stuart Ho stood up and bowed. Axelrod showed them out. Slowly they walked across the steps. On
the pavement the Minstrdl Boy hesitated.

'So what are you going to do now?

'l must complete my task.'

The Mingtrel Boy looked round awkwardly.

'Wdll, uh, I'm off to have me somefun. | guess|'ll see you around.’
'How will | find you if | have need of you?

"The bank can trace me through the card.’

Jeb Stuart Ho bowed.

'l am grateful for your services!



The Mingrd Boy winked.
"Think nothing of it, Killer.'

He turned and sauntered off down the block. Jeb Stuart Ho watched him until he turned the corner. Then
he started off in the opposite direction.

Hisintention wasto follow the distinctive lights of the Orchid House. He was certain there would be a
way he could get insde and complete his misson. He hadn't walked more than ablock and a half,
however, when ahuge ground car pulled up beside him. It was black with a broad yellow stripe down
the sde. Itsroof was festooned with chrome speakers, agrias and spotlights. Below the stripe were the
letters LDC, the Litz Department of Correction. One of the front windows did down and a helmeted and
visored head |eaned out.

‘Hey you!'

Jeb Stuart Ho stopped and turned.

‘Me?

'Y eah, you. Come over here. We want to talk to you.'
'l don't havethetime, I'm afraid.’

He started to walk on. There were muffled curses from in-side the car. The nearside doors burst open,
and four men boiled out. They wore black uniforms and pale blue hdmetswith dark visors. Their pants
had ayellow stripe down the sides and were tucked into high black jackboots. Heavy recoilless pistols,
nightsticks, gas and fragmentation bombs hung from their belts. On their helmets and shoulders were the
inggniaof theLDC.

Thefirst one to reach Jeb Stuart Ho grabbed hisarm, and tried to twist it up his back. Ho relaxed for an
ingtant and then straightened his arm with asnap. The LDC man reeled with a scream.

'He's did ocated my goddamn shoulder.'

A second cop swung at Ho with anightstick. His armoured forearm flashed up to meet it. The two met
with acrack, and the stick shattered. The cop looked at the broken end in dis-belief. He backed away a
couple of paces. Histwo partners aso stopped. The first one to attack Ho leaned against the wall
groaning and clutching his shoulder. There was amoment of stillness. It seemed asthough they were dl
waiting to see who would make the next move. Then the cop dropped the usdess handle of the nightstick
and reached for his gun. The gun cleared the holster, but before the cop could fire, Jeb Stuart Ho's
sword wasin his hand. It flashed at inhuman speed and completely severed the cop'sright hand at the
wrigt. The gun, with the dead hand till clutching at it, fell to the pavement. The cop sank silently, staring
at the bleeding stump with the blankness of total shock.

Things suddenly happened very fast. One cop legped to help his companion. The other threw his
nightstick at Ho's head. Ho caught it with hisleft hand and whirled, looking for the next attack. A deep
gas grenade burst at his feet. Ho dropped the nightstick, and whipped his cloak up to hisface. He
emptied hislungsin asingle high-pitched gasp and held his breath. Histrained response wasfagt, but it
didn't beat the gas. It was aready being absorbed through the pores of his skin. The street faded to black



and white. It became two dimensiona and began to recede. Thefocusfailed, and it went out atogether.
When it came on again Jeb Stuart Ho was staring &t abright white light set in asmooth white ceiling. He
carefully turned his head and the waist of arumpled brown suit moved into the centre of hisfied of
vison.

'So you woke up?

Jeb Stuart Ho focused his eyes.

'What placeisthis?

'Department of Correction.'

The voice sounded as though it was used to giving orders and having them obeyed. It was avoice that
enjoyed its power.

'May | Stup?
'If you do, I'll blow you apart.’
'May | turn my head?

‘Sure. | don't see how you can do any harm by that. Help yourself. Just don't make any sudden moves. If
you do, I'll kill you. That'sapromise.’

Jeb Stuart Ho looked round. The room was completely bare except for the concrete dab on which he
was lying, and asmple collgpsible chair in which the man was stting. The man wore a creased brown
suit, awhite shirt and awide neck-tie with apainting of abound and naked woman on it. Thetiewas
loosened and the top of his shirt was undone. He was swesting dightly. The man was of medium height,
thickset and overweight. His face had the coarse bulldog look of a deter-mined and methodica bully.
The chewed end of acigar was clenched between histeeth. Across hiskneeshe cradled a
wide-barrelled riot gun. When he caught Jeb Stuart Ho look-ing a him, he smiled grimly and patted the

gun.
'l could cut you in haf with this before you could reach me, however fast you are!

Jeb Stuart Ho looked down at himsdlf. He still had his one-piece black suit, but everything el se had been
taken away. He siwung his gaze back to the man in the chair.

'Do you know who | am?

The man took the cigar out of his mouth.
‘A big league hit man.'

'An executive of the brotherhood.’
Theman'slip curled.

'Likel said, abig league hit man.’



"The brotherhood would not view my detention by your people favourably. What is your name?
'I'm Bannion. Chief-Agent Bannion.'

'My mission isof the utmost priority, Chief-Agent Ban-nion.’

'Y ou attacked four of my patrolmen.’

'Quite the opposite. | was defending mysalf from their unprovoked attack.'

'Y ou casually lopped off one of their hands.'

'I'm sorry. The man was about to shoot me and | over-reacted. | trust he has been taken care of ?
Bannion scowled.

'He's dead.’

Jeb Stuart Ho looked surprised.

'Dead?

'Dead.’

‘But how? If hereceived prompt medica attention he should have recovered. It would even have been
possible to replace the severed limb.'

Bannion stared a Ho grimly.

‘The shock was too much for him. He shot himsdlf. Left handed.’

Jeb Stuart Ho said nothing. Therewas along silence. Bannion finaly brokeit.
'l think we've completed the decent silence.’

'How can you estimate aman'sworth in sllence?

'l have afeding you'rejust burning to tell me what bad newsit will beif the brotherhood find out we ain't
been treating you right.’

"The basic computations that support the city's gambling economy and even itsbasic dasisand life
support al come from the brotherhood.’

'And it might just get cut off if they found we'd messed you up?
It'spossible.’
"That'swhy my men aren't beating you to death right now.’

'Y ou stopped them?



'| stopped them.'

'‘And what will happen to me now?
"That depends.’

'On what?

'You're hereto kill?

'I'm here on an executive task.’

'You're heretokill?

s

Bannion sighed.

‘That's more likeit. Okay, who?

‘A woman who livesin thistown.’
'Why?

'If her course of action is not terminated, the eventua out-come could be amgor disaster.'
'Isthiswoman anative of Litz?

Jeb Stuart Ho shook his head.

‘A vigtor.'

Bannion took out another cigar and lit it.

That'sardief. Having ahuman killing machine running round the city would be bad enough, but letting
you kill born and bred citizensis out of the question. What's this woman's name?

‘A.A. Catto.'

Bannion stood up, walked over to the door and banged on it with hisfist. After amoment, the door
opened and a blue-helmeted head appeared.

'Yes, Chief?
'Get me dl wehaveon afemaecaled A.A. Catto.’
The door closed again. Bannion returned to his chair. Jeb Stuart Ho raised his head dightly.

'‘Could | Sit up now?



Bannion's eyes narrowed.

"Y ou sure you won't try and jump me?

'l have no reason to attack you.'

'Okay, st up, but keep your hands on the dab.’

Jeb Stuart Ho eased himself into a ditting position. He crossed hislegs, and Bannion appeared to relax.
The door opened, and a uniformed patrolman came in carrying ared plastic folder. He handed it to
Bannion, stared hard at Jeb Stuart Ho and then left. Bannion leafed through the file and then looked up at
Ho.

"There seems to be no reason why you shouldn't kill her. We don't encourage the daying of rich
out-of-towners, but | sup-pose we have to go aong with what the brotherhood wants. Y ou'll have to
makeit legitimate, though.'

‘Legitimate?

That'sright.’

'How do | do that?

'Youfileaclam.

‘A cdlam?

Bannion looked at Jeb Stuart Ho as though he was talking to anidiot.

'"An Assassin's Clamto Victim, form DY 7134/B. Youfill it out. | gpproveit. We notify the security
services. They withdraw any protection they might be renting to the victim and you go in and kill her.
Normally the processing of aclaim takes about Sx months'!’

'Six months?

‘Butin your case wéll do it immediately. Although you'll haveto grease afew pams'!

'Y ou mean bribes?

Bannion grinned.

'A nasty word. Call it operating expenses, and adonation to the Widows and Orphans Fund.'

Jeb Stuart Ho shrugged.

"Y ou have my credit card.’

Bannion stood up. He winked.

‘That'sright. We do.'



Lame Nancy paid off the cab, and walked up to the glass doors of the Orchid House. They did back as
she came within a couple of metres of them, and two armed guardiansin purple suitsand dark red
helmets barred her way.

'Y ou are anon-resident.’

It was more a statement than aquestion. They were ob-vioudy clones. Nancy could tell from the way
they moved that they were clones. Nancy didn't redly like dealing with clones. They weretoo
sraightforward. They didn't respond to the tricks and subtleties that worked on normal humans. Nancy
took a deep breath and stared back at the faces behind the dark visors.

'l want to see MissA.A. Catto.'

'Doyou have avisitor's pass?

Nancy shook her head.

‘No.'

‘Thenitisnot possible. Youll haveto leave.

‘Can't you call her someway? It's very important.’

'Areyou known to the lady?

'No, but | have some particularly vita information for her.'

The clones appeared to consider the matter for afew moments. Then one of them punched out a
combination of digitson hiswrist communicator. Theinsrument'stiny screen flickered into life. By
craning her neck and peering over the shoulder of one of the guardians, Nancy could just make out the
dishevdled image of ayoung teenagegirl. A smdl tinny voice came from the speaker.

'What?

'[t'sthe main entrance, Miss Catto. There's a person who clamsto have information for you.'

'Does this person claim to know me?

'No, Miss Catto.'

I don't want to see anyone. No, wait. What's the person's name?

The guardian glanced a Nancy.

'What's your name?

‘Just Nancy. That'll do.'

The guardian looked back into the communicator.

'She says her name's Nancy.'



‘It'sawoman?
'Y es, Miss Catto.'
'Scan her for me!'

The guardian took a step back and pointed the communica-tor a Nancy. A.A. Catto's voice came from
the speaker.

'I'll take achance on her. Check her for wegpons and send her on up.’

The screen died as A.A. Catto broke the connection. The guardian took asmall cylindrical detector from
hisbdlt.

"The lady saysyou can go up.'

'l heard.

'I've got to check you for weapons.'

'l 'heard that too.'

The guardian pointed the detector at her. A smdl light came on.

'I'm getting apositive reading.’

Nancy produced asmall, pearl-handled needle gun from a hidden pocket. She handed it to the guardian.
It bethis.

'What did you bring it for?

‘A girl hasto protect hersdlf.’

'Y ou'll haveto leave thiswith usfor aslong asyou remain in the building.’

'Y ou better hope I'm not attacked.’

'Wewill be able to defend you.'

'Have you clones developed a sense of humour?

'l fail to understand.’

The guardian pointed the detector at her again. Thistimethelight didn't come on.
'Y ou're clear, you can go through.'

Lame Nancy bowed extravagantly. One of the guardiansled her to thelift and explained how to reach
A.A. Catto's apartment. The next thing she knew the doors had closed and shewasin ared, softly lit



compartment that was rising quickly upwards. Theinterior was padded with soft cushionsand music
played. Suddenly Nancy wondered if she had taken on too much. Shefelt along way out of her league.
The feding stayed with her when shereached A.A. Catto'sdoor. It was overwhelming. Theridein the
lift, the size of the place, the huge drop from the terrace and the cascading tiers of flowers, were so far
removed from what she was used to. In the Leader Hotel she could throw her weight about and expect
to get her own way. She looked at her reflection in the stain-less stedl apartment door. She pulled hersdlf
together. She could deal with these people. People were the same every-where. She pressed the stud for
attention. It was, after al, places like this that the tricks came from, and she could handle them eaglly.

'Yes?

Nancy wasn't certain where the voice came from. There was obvioudy a speaker hidden somewhere
round the door. She could see nothing specific to speak into.

'I've cometo see A.A. Catto.'

Shefdt alittlefoolish talking to the blank door.

'Wait aminute!

A smdll cylinder protruded over the door with what ap-peared to be alens set in the end. Nancy redlized
that she was being scanned from inside. She stood perfectly still. The door did slently back. Behind it
wasasmal compact halway with matt slver grey walls. A girl leaned againgt one of them, beside awall
panel with asmall screen and anumber of control studs. Nancy was surprised at just how young she
was. Theimage in the guardian's communicator had looked like ateenager, but this girl was scarcely
more than twelve or thir-teen. Her hair was dishevelled. Her makeup was smudged. There were dark
circlesunder her eyes, and when she pushed hersaf awvay from thewall she seemed alittle unsteady.

"Y ou must be Nancy.'

Her voice was durred. She sounded as though she was out of her mind behind something.

‘I'm Nancy.'

'Y ou're an interesting-looking creature.’

'I'm not a creature, dear. I'm solid human.’

'Y ou're deformed.’

Nancy's face went very tight.

'Who isn't?

The girl giggled and smoothed down her silver dress.

'Y ou haveto forgive me. I'm loaded. What isit you want?

| want to see A.A. Catto.'

"That'sme. I'm A.A. Catto. What do you want?



'I've something to tdl you. | think you might find it inter-esting.’

'l find you interesting dready. That'savery interesting device you have round your leg.'
Nancy was getting tired of the girl'srambling.

'Arewe going to stand herein the hallway for ever?

A.A. Catto looked round and blinked.

'| wasforgetting. I've been awake for along time. Y ou'd better comein.’

A.A. Catto led her into alarge white room. The whiteness was overpowering. Walls, furniture and carpet
were al the one colour. There was an immense effect of gpace, dthough the room wasn't quite as huge as
it appeared. On onewall was a screen, about four metres across and inset three dimensional. It was an
ample substitute for awindow. The sound was turned off, and two men fought in eerie silence. They were
naked except for plate armour that protected their heads, necks, shoulders and arms. They fought in the
Heidelberg manner, neither giving ground, both swinging at each other with long heavy sabres. Blood ran
down both their bodies. Nancy stood looking at it until A.A. Catto spoke.

"These shows can be very tedious.

Sheturned and waved her arm vaguely around the room.

'Y ou'll have to excuse the mess.'

Nancy looked round. Mess was exactly the right word. Chairs and lamps were overturned. Cigar ends
had been ground into the carpet. Bottles littered the floor. Empty duramene ampoules had been crushed
underfoot. A long low table made from a single block of marble was overflowing with more bottles and
dirty glasses. A jar had been knocked over, and loose pills were strewn about. Some of them were
decomposing in apool of pilled booze.

Nancy heard awhimpering noise. It came from the corner of the room. There was a man huddied on the
floor. His head was pressed to the wall. He was naked, and his hands were secured by two wide |eather
braceletsjoined by a short length of chain. Near him, some straps and lengths of chain were tossed
across asted and leather butterfly chair. A.A. Catto giggled.

"Take no notice of him. He only doesit to attract attention. I've just been exercising him. Why don't you
gt down?

Nancy settled hersdf inanest of huge velvet cushions. Her leg in the callipers stuck out in front of her.
A.A. Catto didn't seem to be able to take her eyes off it. Nancy felt something sticking in her. She tugged
at it and produced a short, plaited leather whip. She held it up.

"You, uh, exercisshim alot?

A.A. Catto nodded, and settled herself beside Nancy.

'He pisses me off agreat ded.



Nancy grinned.

'Men can do that.'

'Right."

A.A. Catto reached out and touched the black stedl calliper.
Thisisan incredible thing.

Nancy sat very gill and said nothing. A.A. Catto smiled at her, and ran her index finger round the
damascening on the stedl.

'l don't like men. They can be very tiresome. Do you like men, uh, Nancy?

‘Not alot.'

'I have adirect link with this one's nervous system. | can make him fedl whatever | want.'
Nancy looked impressed.

"That must have been expensive.’

A.A. Catto was puzzled.

'Expensve? I've never thought about it."

Her eyes went vacant. Nancy waited. After afew minutesthey flashed back to life again.
'I've got to take something to keep me going.'

She scrambled to her feet, and rummaged about on the marble table.

'l can't find any duramene. Y ou don't have any, do you?

Nancy shook her head.

'l don't. We don't get alot of it down our way.'

‘Too bad.'

A.A. Catto picked up ahandful of pills and ingpected them.

'l suppose these will hold me together for awhile!

She put half adozen of them in her mouth and took aswallow from the nearest glass. Then she returned
to the cushions.

'What did you want to talk to me about?

'l heard your name today.'



"That must have been nice!'

It was at the Leader Hotel.'

'What's the Leader Hotel?

'It'sabroken down fire trap on the other side of town. | keep astring of girlsthere.’
"What do they do for you?

‘They work for me.'

"That seemsvery practical. Do you think I'm pretty?

'Yes, very pretty.’

‘Goon.

Nancy was beginning to become used to theway A.A. Catto's mind jumped around. She went back to
her story.

"Two men were looking for you.'

A.A. Catto laughed.

'Men are alwayslooking for me.'

'One of them |looked like an assassin. A professond.’
'Y ou believe he might want to kill me?

It'spossible’

'Why would anyone want to kill me?

Nancy shrugged.

'l don't know, but it sure seemed like this guy and his part-ner had a contract for you.'
She jerked her thumb towards the corner.

'Maybe he wants you dead?

A.A. Catto looked at her in disbelief.

'He wouldn't dare, besides, he hasn't had the chance. He's been with me all the time. He doesn't leave my
gght.

'l redly don't know. Maybe | waswrong. | just had thisfeding.'



A.A. Catto ran her fingers down the caliper again.
'And you came to warn me. That was very sweet o,f you.'
It was nothing.'

'l fill can't understand why anyone should want to kill me. I'm beautiful. Y ou do think I'm beautiful, don't
you?

'Sure, | think you're beautiful. | think you're very beautiful.'
'If | was one of your girls, would you make me work for you?

Nancy flashed with horror at the problems this dopefiend could causeif she was aworking hooker. She
amiled quickly.

'Honey, if you were working for me, I'd keep you dl to mysdif.’

'Kissme, Nancy.'

Nancy leaned over and kissed A.A. Catto in away that wouldn't commit her to anything. A.A. Catto's
armsim-mediately snaked around her, and her tongue darted into Nancy's mouth. She seemed amost
desperate. She clung to Nancy, kissing her face and licking her ear. Nancy quickly responded, partly
enjoying it, partly wanting to do the thing right. After afew minutes A.A. Catto moved away. She quickly

squirmed out of her silver dress, and stood up for Nancy to inspect her. All she had on were her silver
boots. She spread her feet wide apart and put her hands on her hips.

‘Do you like my body?
Nancy stretched out a hand and stroked theinside of A.A. Catto'sthigh.
'l think your body's wonderful.'

A.A. Catto crouched down beside Nancy, and touched one of her small hard breasts. She plucked at
the white materia of Nancy's one piece ouifit.

'How do you take this of f?
'Y ou can't take it off completdly.’

Nancy unclipped her silver belt and let it fall back on the cushions. Then she pointed to asmall
mother-of-pearl stud at her neck and kissed A.A. Catto on the cheek.

'If you pressthat, the whole thing splits down the front.’

A.A. Catto extended along thin finger and touched the stud. The suit split open down the entire length of
Nancy's body. A.A. Catto began caressing her skin, and Nancy sighed deeply. She reached out, and
began to fondlie A.A. Catto's breasts. A.A. Catto traced a path with her fingers down Nancy's body
from her collar bone to the white fuzz of her pubic hair. Then shefollowed it with her tongue. Asshe
found Nancy's clitoris, Nancy gave agroan of rea pleasure and began to writhe her hips. A.A. Catto
looked up from between Nancy'slegs.



'Was that nice?

Nancy sghed.

'Oh, redly.’

A.A. Catto squirmed round until the gap between her own legs was presented to Nancy .

'Now do the same to me.’

For along while the two women aroused and teased each other with their mouths and tongues. Each time
the feding became too strong one would clutch spasmodicaly at the other'slegs. At last, A.A. Catto
surfaced.

‘Thisisvery nice, but I'd liketo get further.’

Nancy opened her eyes. There were beads of perspiration on her upper lip.

'What do you suggest?

A.A. Catto grinned.

'l have some toysthat might help us.’

Nancy ran her tongue up A.A. Catto'sthigh.

'Why don't you find them?

A.A. Catto jumped up with alaugh. Shelooked helplessy round the room.

'l know they're here somewhere. | saw them when | wastorturing Reave!'

Nancy propped herself up on one ebow.

'Aren't you worried that someone might be trying to kill you?

A.A. Catto paused from rummaging about in the litter that covered the room.

'I'll probably worry terribly when | start to come down, but right now | can't quite believeit. Anyway, it'd
be very hard for anyone to get me here. We're surrounded by guards.’

Nancy sank back into the cushionsas A.A. Catto went on searching. Things were working out very
differently from the way she had expected. When shed firgt thought of coming to the Orchid House it had
been for aquick bribe. It ssemed to have gone alot further than that. Her deliberations were in-terrupted
by abuzzing from the wall screen. On the screen, one of the swordsmen wes, &t last, ddlivering the
finishing blowsto the other. A.A. Catto moved over to it, and flicked the control to the communication
channel. The huge head and shoulders of aguardian filled the screen. It completely dwarfed A.A. Catto.
Shetook an involuntary step back.

'What do you want?



'Miss Catto?

'Yes.

'l regret to inform you that our organization can no longer offer you protection of any form. This
withdrawal of service gppliesto al guard and security organizationsin the city.’

A.A. Catto looked at the screen in bewilderment.

'Y ou mean I'm not protected?

‘That's correct.'

'And nobody will protect me?

"That's right, Miss Catto.’

'For god's sake, why?

'Y ou are the subject of an Assassn'sClamto Victim.'
'What the hell's that?

'In ampleterms, aprofessiona assassin has applied for permission to kill you, and permission has been
granted.’

‘But why?
' have no information on that.'
'Who is this assassin?

"The daim wasfiled in the name of Jeb Stuart Ho. He described himsaf as an executive of the
brotherhood.'

A.A. Catto looked round desperately.
'lsn't there anything you can do to help me?

‘Nothing, Miss Catto. All we are dlowed to do isgive you forma notification of the claim. | must
terminate this con-versation.’

A.A. Catto shook her head helplesdy.
'l don't understand. What have | ever done to these people?
'l haveto terminate this conversation right now.'

The screen went blank. A.A. Catto felt terribly cold. Shelooked imploringly a Nancy.



'Did you hear that?
'It'sworsethan | thought.'
'What can | do?

"Wed better get out of here.’
'Where can | go?

"Y ou could cometo the Leader. Y ou might be safe there until we organized something. Y ou got plenty of
credit?

'Unlimited. If they havent taken that away.’

Nancy stood up and began fastening her suit.

"They can't take that away.'

‘Thank god.’

Nancy began to organize. She was mentdly kicking herself for becoming so involved. The only
consolation was that there might be somerich pickings, init. At least the ndidn't have carte
blancheto kill her.

'Y ou'd better throw anything you need into abag. Oh, and wake him up.'

She pointed at Reave.

'Weve got to move fast. He may be on hisway here right now.’

A.A. Catto hurried across to where Reave lay huddled, and kicked him. He whimpered and tried to push
himsdlf further into the corner.

'Please, | couldn't take any more.’

A.A. Catto snapped a him impatiently.
'Get up. Thisisimportant.’

Her voice softened.

'Please get up. | forgive you for now. There's someone com-ing to kill me. Weve got to get out of here.
Please, Reave. Get up and help me.’

Reave got painfully to hisfest.

Billy Oblivion lay on hisbed feding better than he'd flt in weeks. Darlene had finally started to make a
red effort, therewasabit of credit stacked up, and al was right with the world. The only thing that
troubled him dightly wasthe way Dar-lene had gone so militantly to work. She seemed to beturning
tricks every hour of the day she could. Billy couldn't figure out what had got into her, but while it lasted,



he didn't try very hard.

Billy wasn't trying very hard at anything. After ahandful of dormax and two-thirds of a bottle of tequilahe
didn't have aworry intheworld. A couple of times held thought about getting up, going down to the desk
and getting the desk clerk to reconnect the room screen. Even that seemed to be too much trouble when
helooked at it from insde the pleasant haze of booze and deeping pills. Aslong asthey held, out, Billy
could think of nothing more pleasant than to sprawl on the bed and examine the interesting cracks and
patterns on the calling.

The building trembled dightly asthelift was set in maotion. Billy grinned to himsdf. One day someone
would step into the Leader Hotd's lift, push a button, and the whole build-ing would fal down. Billy
giggled, and took another shot of tequila. Somebody wasflat picking an amplified guitar some-where
down the hdl. Billy tapped histoeintimetoit. It redly seemed a pleasant way to passthetime.

Thelift cameto ahdt a Billy'sfloor. Billy listened, he wondered if it might be Darlene. He held up the
tequilabottle. There was only about an inch left. If it was her, she could go down to the desk for another
one. A thought suddenly got through to him. She might have atrick with her. If she did, that would mean
he'd haveto get out of the room. Hed end up in the foyer feeding drinks to the goddamn desk clerk.
That was the only trouble with Darlene's new attitude to work, it was a drag having to scoot in and out of
the room dl thetime. Maybe if she kept on working the way she was, they could get two rooms, one for
living in, and onefor business.

A key rattled in the door. It was Darlene. Billy propped him-sdlf up on one e bow. The door opened.
Darlene stood in the doorway. She was wearing her red working outfit. Billy grinned at her.

'Y ou look good enough to eat.’

Darlene flounced across the room.

'I've had enough people egting at me. | fed likel wasamed.'
She pulled off her red boots and threw them across the room.
'Can't you do anything but lay about dl day?

Billy knew heredly ought to get mad and hit her. Darlene was getting completely out of line. Thetrouble
wasthat he just couldn't get it together. Helet his head fal back on to the pillow.

'l redlly don't need this!'
Darlenewas pulling off her stockings.

"You think | need it? Y ou're just turning into abum. There was atime when | used to fed good walking
around for you. | didn't mind turning tricks, | thought we were going to get someplace.’

Billy groaned.
'How can we get anyplace? Were non-people. We don't have credit.’

'We an't going to get anyplaceif you keep getting too loaded to walk.'



Darlene pulled her red dress over her head, and carefully folded it over achair. Billy focused on her. She
looked really good. She was naked gpart from the garter belt that ill hung round her hips. Her black
skin colour contrasted sharply with the thin strip of red. He patted the bed beside him.

'Honey, don't give me a hard time. Come on over here and relax.’

Darlene pulled open the door to the tiny shower. She turned on the water and took off the garter belt.
Before she stepped insde she looked down &t Billy.

'If you think | fed like fucking you after turning five tricksin as many hours, you better think again.’

The door of the shower banged behind her. Billy sighed, picked up the tequila bottle and swallowed
about haf of what wasleft. Things with Darlene were getting out of hand. He repegted the phrase to
himsdf afew times. Heliked thering of it. His brain was too fuzzy for any kind of concentrated thought.
When he was straight held work it out. One thing was sure. It couldn't go on likethis. It wasa
determined kind of phrase. Billy liked it. He was still repesting it to himsalf when Darlene came out of the
shower.

The flash of Darlene naked and dripping wet was the kind of thing that stopped Billy leaving her. He
shook his head. That was the trouble with dormax. They made you horny, but left you incapable of
making the effort to do anything about it. Darlene was busily towelling herself. Billy raised his head.
'Areyou going out again?

'Maybe. | don't know yet.'

'Y ou don't want to overdo it. Why don't you stay up here with me for awhile?

Darleneflung thetowe onthefloor.

'For Christ's sake don't start that again.'

‘Start what again?

'l told you before. | don't want to know right now. For one thing, I'm sore.’

Billy subsided again. Darlene pulled on adirty housecoat.

'If you want something to do, you could go down to Nancy's. Y ou might find yoursalf some work down
there!’

"Y ou been hanging round with Nancy? Y ou know | don't like you getting in with her.
‘Afraid | might go to work for her?
'No, it'sjust...

‘Ligten, Billy. | don't care what you like. Nancy's useful. She knows what's happening. She passeson tips
tome!

Billy becamesullen.



'l bet she does.’
'If you got yoursdlf down there, you might pick up afair bit of credit.’
'Why? What's happening?

'l don't know for sure. She's getting ateam of guys together for something. She asked if you could handle
agun.'

'Whet did you tell her?

'l said | didn't know.'

'Y ou know | can handleagun.’

'Y ou can't handlewaking haf thetime.’
Billy struggled to St up.

‘Listen, you bitch. | killed aman in a shoot-out when | was on the road with Reave. Shit, we got involved
inawhole fucking war.'

Darlene turned on the hot plate under the coffee pot.

'So you say.'

‘Damnit, it'sthetruth.’

‘Evenifitis, therésno saying you could do it now. Y ou've gone downhill ever sncel met you.'
Billy scowled.

' candoit.

‘Go do it then.'

' will.!

Billy swung hislegs over the sde of the bed. His stomach lurched, and he had to st till for awhile.
Darlene laughed.

'See the fearless gunman.’

'Shut the fuck up.'

Billy had another try at standing up. He stood in the middle of the room, swaying dightly.
'l need some duramene.’

Darlene snorted contemptuoudly.



‘Since when could we ever afford duramene? Y ou livein adream world, Billy boy.'

Billy looked round helplesdy.

'l need something.’

'We don't have anything.'

'Some funaids might help.’

Darlene shook her head.

They'll just make you stupid.’

'I've got to get mysdlf sraight.’

'A shower and alot of coffee would take care of you aswell as anything ese’

Billy started to fumble with the fastenings on his shirt.

'Why do you always want me to do thingsthe hard way?

'l liketo seeyou suffer.’

For the next hour Darlenefilled Billy with black coffee, pushed him into dternately hot and cold showers
and massaged the back of his neck. He was sick acouple of times, but by the end of the period he was

Zipped into his best suit and walking steedily, if alittle siffly, towardsthelift.

He rode down to Nancy's floor and walked down the corri-dor. He paused for amoment in front of her
door, then stretched out his hand and knocked.

'Whoisit?

'Billy.

‘Hold on.'

There wastherattle of security bolts being shot back, and the door opened just wide enough for Nancy
to peer out. It was till secured by achainlock. She confirmed it wasredlly Billy, and then shut it again.
He heard the sound of the chain being removed. Before letting Billy in Nancy looked carefully up and
down the corridor. Billy wondered what could be going on that merited so much caution.

The room was crowded with at least half the hoods who hung round the hotel. Billy nodded to afew of
them. Mogt of them seemed to be armed, and everyone had the air of wait-ing for something. On the far
Sde of the room, setting cross-legged on the bed, was ayoung girl in ametallic blue one-piece jump suit.
Beside her was aman. Between them they produced aflash of violent recognitionin Billy.

'Reavel’

Billy!"



'How are you, my man?

His one-time partner looked thinner and more haggard than when they had parted company in the city of
Con-Lee, when Reave had stayed with A.A. Catto, and Billy had continued with his wanderings. Reave
clutched a Billy'sarm.

'It's good to see you.'

"Y ou too, what's been happening?

Reave frowned.

'We'rein abit of trouble.’

‘You and A.A. Catto?

'Y eah, there's...

Before Reave could tdll his story, Nancy interrupted him.

'Why don't you leave the reunion till later? 1t seemslike everyone's here, so we might aswell dl hear the
tale a once.’

There were murmurs of assent from the men grouped around the room. It seemed asif nobody really
knew why Nancy had got them up there. She stood in the middle of the room and dowly turned round.

'Y ou'll be pleased to know that each of you has been |eft aday's credit at the front desk.'

Therewas generd gpprova for this statement. Only one of the men didn't join in the loud reception. His
name was Monk. He was athickset individua. He wore a collarless striped shirt, a black waistcoat, and
his face was haf hidden by alight grey fedora. Under one armpit a heavy, vicious-looking needle gun
hung in a patent Speed-Draw shoulder holster. He leaned forward in his seat and |ooked suspicioudy at
Nancy.

"What are we supposed to do for it?

Nancy grinned.

‘Nothing. Nothing at all.’

Monk shook his head.

'l don't get it.’

'It'satoken of goodwill. Look at it as apayment for coming here.’

'Seemsto methat theresalot of credit behind whatever thisthing isyou're cooking up.’

Nancy nodded.



'Y ou can believethat.'
There was a chorus of questions. Nancy raised her hands and waited until they subsided.

'I'll get straight down to the reason I've got you al up here. | need to put ateam together. Thislady
here...'

She pointed to the girl on the bed.

'Her name's A.A. Catto, and thisteam's being hired to protect her. Thereé'sa couple of guysin the city
who are going to try ahit on her. Were going to stop them.'

Monk interrupted.

'Why can't shejust hire ateam of guardians? It sounds as though she can afford it.'

"They won't dedl with her.’

Monk raised aslow eyebrow.

"Therés only one reason | can think of why the guardianswon't protect her.'

Nancy nodded.

'l ain't going to hide anything. Therésaclaim out on her.’

There was an immediate ripple of conversation. Monk seemed to be dipping into the role of spokesman
for dl the men present. He minutely examined hisfingernails. There was a pause while everyone waited to
see what he would say. He sucked in his breath and looked up.

‘That means that the guys who are after her are profes-sionals:

Nancy grinned.

‘They looked that way.'

'Y ou've seen them?

‘They came here yesterday asking alot of questions:”

Billy looked up sharply, but said nothing. Monk went on voicing the men's queries.

'What did they look like?

'Onewastall and thin, dressed in black and carrying abundle of hardware. The other was shorter.
Seemed to be only carrying aset of knives!'

She picked up abundle of papers and began to pass them round.

'l put the descriptions down on these fax-sheets



There were afew moments of silence while everyone in the room studied the papers. Then Monk tapped
hiswith hisforefinger.

'It says here that the tall onesnameis Jeb Stuart Ho.'

Nancy nodded.

That'sright.’

‘Sounds to me like a brotherhood name.’

‘Could be.’

'S0 you serioudy expect usto try stopping abrotherhood killer?

'l don't suggest we wait for them to come. | figure we should try and get them first.'
Monk shook his head.

"Y ou got to be crazy.'

Nancy planted her hands on her hips and looked down at him.
‘There'sacredit card in it for the one who gets Ho, acard of hisown.'

Everyone beganto talk at once. A credit card meant re-instatement in full. 1t was the only kind of prize
that might tempt anyoneto tackle a professional n. Monk grinned.

'What do the others get?
'A month's credit. That's for each man who joins us. There's nothing elseto tell. Who's going to join us?

The men all looked at each other. A couple shook their heads and sheepishly Ieft. The remainder stayed
put. Monk stood up.

‘Looks like you got your team. All we need iswegpons.
Nancy nodded towards a pile of gift-wrapped packagesin the corner.

'We stopped at the gun store on the way up here. Therés ahaf dozen riot guns, ammunition, some hand
guns and gren-ades. We've got enough weapons.'

Monk grinned.
"Y ou think of everything.'

Then Nancy got down to the final details. The team was split into two groups. One would stay at the
Leader and guard A.A. Catto, the other would move out into the city and start circulating the description
of Ho to the beggars, winos and hustlers. Once held been located they'd movein for thekill. Billy found
himsdlf drafted into the hotdl group. He wasn't redlly concentrating on the planning. Whileit was going on
he moved close to Reave, and spoketo himin alow voice.



'I know who the other guy is. Ho's partner.'

Reave looked a him in surprise.

'Who?

‘The Mingrel Boy.'

"You'rekidding.'

'I'm not, | saw him when they came here looking for A.A. Catto.’

'Did he seeyou?

Billy shook his heed.

'I ducked into thelift. | didn't want him to see me. | guess| was ashamed or something.'
Reave said nothing. Billy looked a him urgently.

'What are we going to do?

'Wecan't let himkill A.A. Catto.'

'But we can't let him be gunned down. He got us out of red trouble acouple of limes!'
Reave ran hisfingersthrough hishair.

'l don't know what we can do except wait and see. If wetell anyone now, it could put usin area
awkward position.’

Billy glanced a A .A. Catto.

'But you're with her. She won't et anything happen to you.'

Reave avoided hiseyes.

'l wouldn't altogether count on that.’

Billy nodded unhappily.

'l guesswell just haveto wait and see’

The Mingtrel Boy was drunk. He wasn't quite at the point of falling over, but he was certainly having
trouble getting up the steps of the Club 93. He leaned heavily on the girl beside him. Although he couldn't
quite remember her name, he was happier than hedd been since Jeb Stuart Ho had rudely dragged him
from his comfortable tank at Wainscote. It was hisfirst day of living it up on Ho's credit, and he was

making themost of it. He grinned a the girl.

"Think we should make it back to my hotel, honey? Thefirst thing the Minstrel Boy had done after hed



left Ho was to check into the Albert Speer. The Albert Speer was generally considered to be the best
hotel in Litz. Thegirl looked up a him with aquick professond smile.

'l don't think you're capable of much e’
TheMingrd Boy's grin widened.

'Y ou'd be surprised what 1I'm capable of '

'I'm surprised you're still cagpable of standing up.’

Still holding him steady, she signalled to the 93's doorman to get them a cab. While they were waiting for
it, he took the opportunity to have a better ook at her. The pick-up had been so fast he hadn't redlly had
achanceto study her. Sheld made abedine for him dmost immediately he staggered into the club and
started tossing his credit about. She'd seemed okay in the dim light of the club, but up on the street, the
blemisheswereinclined to show.

In fact, she stood up to the examination very well. Her growth had been hated around fourteen or fifteen.
She had the turned-up nose, large eyes and cute features of the most popular clone hostess modd,
athough from the way she moved and talked, he knew she was anorma human. Her skinwasdoneina
pleasant rainbow blend of light pastel shades. Her hair was amass of waist-length, dark blue ring-lets
that matched her short tight tube dress and lace-up boots. The Minstrel Boy congratulated himself. Hed
really done rather well for one so drunk.

The cab pulled up, and it took both the girl and the door-man to get him safely insde. If the Minstrel Boy

hadn't suffered so much difficulty in negotiating himself into the back of the cab, he might have noticed the
beggar who took onelook at him, started, jumped up from his pitch on the kerb and hurried off down the
dreet.

The cab ride took longer than origindly intended. Halfway to the Albert Speer, the Minstrel Boy decided
that he needed a bunch of duramene to burn off some of the dcohoal in hisbrain, and he made the driver
make a detour to adrugstore. Once they got there, he suffered an attack of paranoia and refused to get
out of the cab. HEd convinced himsdlf that if anyone saw him buying anything as expensive as duramene
he was quite likely to be mugged as he walked back to the cab. After some haggling, the driver was
persuaded to go.

They started back to the hotel once again, but after they'd only gone a couple of blocks he stopped the
cab again. He'd decided he needed a shot to help himsalf get acrossthe hotel foyer. Ashe fumbled the
ampouleinto the injection unit, the girl began to exhibit noticeable signs of impatience, but when he
offered her ashot for hersdlf, they quickly receded. By the time they reached the hotel they were laughing
and talka-tive. The Mingtrel Boy was hardly any more coherent, but the duramene had made him agood
ded more mobile.

They stopped for amoment and stared up to the soaring baroque facade of black and red glass. The girl
squeezed the Minstrel Boy'sarm.

'Youredly liketo live wdl, don't you?

The Mingtrd Boy grinned and nodded. He was till hoping he would find out her name without having to
ask.



'Y ou'd better believeit.'

They crossed the foyer, stepped into the lift, and rode up to the Minstrel Boy's thirty-seventh-floor suite
without any difficulty. Immediately they wereinside the girl grabbed the Mingtrel Boy and kissed him very
hard. Shethrugt the whole length of her body against him, squirming dightly and dart-ing her tonguein
and out of his mouth. When she suddenly released him, he took a step back and dropped into achair.
‘Unh.’

Thegirl looked down at him.

'What's the matter with you? Don't you like me?

The Mingre Boy shrugged.

'How should | know?1 only met you awhile ago, and ain't been able to see sraight most of thetime.'
Thegirl began tolook angry.

'Y ou don't take alot of trouble to be charming.'

"That'strue.’

'l expect you can't even remember my name.’

‘That'struetoo.’

'Y ou're goddamn impossible.’

The Minstrel Boy nodded.

'Impossible’

Thegirl went red.

'Well fuck you, Jack.'

She turned on her heel and began heading for the door. The Minstrel Boy turned in hischair, and called
after her.

‘Hey!"
Sheturned in front of the door.

'What?

'I'd redly like to fuck you.'

The girl leaned back againgt the door and gave ahdf amile.

"Y ou would, would you?



‘Sure!’

'Am | supposed to be flattered?

"Y ou could be, whatever turnsyou on. | could pay you if that's what you want.'
'I'm not a hooker.'

'So you're up herefor kicks!

‘That'swhat | thought when | came here.’

'So come on over here and get some.’

'I'm not so sure. You redly don't try very hard.'
The Mingrel Boy shrugged.

'What would you like meto do?

"Y ou could ask me my name.’

'Okay. What's your name?

‘Liza'

'Liza, hey?Lizafrom Litz.

'Don't be cute. Do something else.’

'What?

'Y ou choose. Think for yourself.'

The Minstrel Boy suddenly sat up in his chair. He grabbed the phone. The girl came and stood beside his
chair looking puzzled.

'What are you doing?

"You'll see. Hello, room service? Listen, send up a couple of bottles of champagne - how the hell should |
know what kind? The best kind, and a couple of pounds of strawberries, right, oh - and alarge cut glass
bowl. Y egh, right."

He hung up. Lizalooked disappointed.

'Isthat the best you can do? Just sart drinking again?

The Mingtrel Boy smiled at her crookedly.

'Who said anything about drinking?



‘But | thought...

"Y ou want to use your imagination.’

He mimicked the girl's Litz accent. Shelooked annoyed.
'So what else can you do with champagne?

The Mingrd Boy grinned broadly.

'Firgt of dl you take the glass bowl, you put the straw-berriesin it. Then you pour in the champagne, and
mush it dl together, until you've got thisbowlful of expensve goo.’

'And what do you do with it?

The Mingrel Boy's grin broadened.

'Wetake off our clothes, spread the mush al over each other's bodies, and then welick it off again.’
Lizasmiled.

‘Sounds delicious, if messy.’

The Mingre Boy shrugged.

"The hotd takes care of the mess!'

She began to drift round the room, looking at the things that the Minstrel Boy had |eft strewn about.
Before getting drunk, he had been on a buying spree. She picked up a hand-carved guitar.

'Doyou play this?

The Minstrel Boy shook his head.

‘Uh-uh, | just drop them from great heights and watch them break.’
"You're afunny bastard.'

She picked up hisbelt of knives.

'What are these?

A hard edge cameinto hisvoice.

'Put those down.'

Lizadropped them. She said nothing. She wandered around for alittle while longer, and then walked
dowly and dightly dramaticaly towardsthe Minstrel Boy. He sensed it might be the start of adisplay. He
liked displays. He thought of himsdlf as something of aconnoisseur.



'I'm glad you can be obscene!’

TheMingrd Boy frowned.

‘Obscene?

‘The strawberries and champagne.’

'Aah.’

Liza put both her hands to the back of her neck.

"We could start being obscene right now.’

The dressundid itself and dropped to thefloor. Lizastood in front of him, naked except for her boots.
'Do you like what you see?

The Minstrel Boy nodded.

'Sure, loveit.'

The girl looked alittle put out. She squatted crosdegged at hisfeet.

'Aren't you going to take your clothes off?

‘Inamoment.’

'What do | haveto do?

‘Useyour imagination.’

The girl dowly stretched out her legs on either Side of the Minstrel Boy's feet. Sowly shelay back on the
ground. The Mingtrel Boy raised one of his boots and covered her pubic hair with it. He noticed that she
had it dyed the same blue asthe hair on her head. He moved hisfoot with acircular motion, gradualy
increasing the pressure. Liza gave a soft laugh.

"Y ou've got an odd imagination.’

The Minstrel Boy raised an eyebrow.

'Who, me?

Hewasjust stretching out a hand to touch her when there was aknock on the door.

'Whoisit?

'Room sarvice!'

He didn't bother to look round. He just went on teasing the girl with hisfoot. He ignored the sound of the
door opening. Then hands grabbed him roughly round the neck.



'What the hell....?

It all seemed to happen at once. The Minstrel Boy was struck hard across the face. The chair toppled
over onitssdeand hefdl with it. He saw three men standing over him. Liza screamed and jumped to her
feet. One of the men grabbed her by the wrist. Another kicked at the Minstrel Boy. Asherolled over he
saw afourth man dragging an unconscious bellhop into the room. Lizawent on screaming. The man
hold-ing her, athickset individua in agrey fedora, dapped her hard across the face.

'Shut your mouth, honey.'

Lizacontinued to truggle.

"Take your goddamn hands off me.’

She found a heavy, vicious needle gun pressed beneath her chin. The man hissed a her from between
clenched teeth.

'Make another sound and I'll rip your face off.’

Lizagtood very ill. One of the other men was systemati-cdly kicking the Minstrel Boy. He glanced at
the onein the fedora.

‘Do wekill him now, Monk?

Monk shook his head.

'No, | want to seeif he knows where his partner is. That's the one that scores the prize.'

The chair was set back on itsfeet. The Minstrel Boy was hauled into it. One of the men, asmall sdlow
onewith alivid scar on his cheek, ripped the cord out of the phone, The Mingtrel Boy's armswere
dragged back behind the chair, and his thumbs were tied together with alength of wire. Lizawasaso
tied up. Another length of flex secured her wrists, and athird strapped her ankles together. Still naked,
shewasl|eft in acorner asthe four hoods directed al their attention towards the Minstrel Boy.

A sense of something dmost like calm settled over him. There was nothing he could do except Sit there
and takeit. All he could hope for was to come up with what they wanted as quickly as possible. That

was the only way he could see to avoid getting hurt. He watched the four hoods as they gathered round
him. The one called Monk leaned forward and breathed into hisface.

'Okay, where'syour partner?
'What partner?

Smash! The one called Monk punched him hard in the face. They al stood round and waited while his
head cleared. Monk grinned down at him.

'Okay. Let'stry it again. Where's your partner?

The Minstrel Boy shook his head.



'l don't know what you're talking about.’

Smash! The Minstrel Boy was aware of awarm sensation, atrickle of blood running down from the side
of hismouth. The telephone cord had cut off dl feding from histhumbs.

'Y our partner?

‘Ligen...

Smagh!

Asthe Minstrel Boy's senses came back to him, he decided to try another tack.
'If you told me what partner you were talking about, | might be able to help you.'
"Jeb Stuart Ho. Y ou know Jeb Stuart Ho?

'He's not my partner.'

Smash!

The Minstrel Boy's head redled. There had to be some way out of this.
'Hewasn't my partner.’

Monk drew back hisfist. The Minstrel Boy thought quickly.

'He wasn't my partner. | was just working for him.'

Monk sneered.

'Working aswhat?

‘A guide!

‘A guide?

The Mingrel Boy took a deep bregath.

'I'm one of the ones who know where they are.’

Thefour men fell slent. Two of them took a step back. The legend of the guides seemed to stop themiin
their tracks. Monk wasthefirst to recover.

'Y ou worked for Jeb Stuart Ho?
The Mingrel Boy nodded painfully.
'‘Sure.

'And you guided him here?



'Right.

'So whereishe?

The Mingtrel Boy shook his head.

'l just don't know.’

Monk turned savagely to histhree sdekicks.

'Work him over for awhile. He might remember some-thing."

The Minsird Boy began to struggle as they moved to-wards him. His voice almost reached a scream.
'Hold it, haldit."

Monk |ooked down at him. He motioned to the other two.

'Wait abit. Maybe he's going to tell us something.'

The Mingtrd Boy sagged in the chair.

'l don't know exactly where heis, but I might be ableto find out.'

‘How?

'How do | know you won't kill me once I've found out what you want to know?
Monk grinned.

'You don't.'

'So why should | doiit for you?

Monk gestured to the other three hoods. They started to-wards the Minstrel Boy. Monk held up his
hand and they hdted. Hissmilewas ugly.

'Y ou can do it the easy way, or you can do it the hard way. It's your choice.’
The Minstrel Boy nodded.

'I've aways preferred the easy way.'

'‘Okay. How do we find him?

'Do | haveto Stay tied up?

'How do wefind him?

Y ou don't find him.'



Monk drew back hisfist. The Minstrel Boy went quickly on.

'l find him."

Monk's eyes narrowed.

'What are you trying to pull?

'I've got acredit card on his account. The bank will know the last location he used hiscard.’
'So where's the card?

The Mingtrel Boy shook his head.

'It'snot as easy asthat. They'll want to be able to identify me on avison link before they give out the
information. I'm the only one who can doit. Y ou'll haveto untie me, and clean me up abit.'

TheMinstrel Boy even managed alopsided bruised grin.

'Y ou'll even have to take me down to the lobby.'

He nodded towards the service phone with its ripped out handset.

"Y our gorillas don't think ahead.’

Monk looked at the other three. They all said nothing for awhile. Then he shrugged reluctantly.
'Maybe he'stelling the truth.’

The one with the scar looked sideways at the Mingtrel Boy.

'And maybe he's just playing for time. | figure we should work him over abit more - just so we can be
sure.’

‘That'swhat you figure, Wormo?
The hood with the scar nodded. Monk grabbed him by the front of hisjacket.

'Leave thefiguring to me, okay? When you start trying to figure, your nasty inclinationsusualy get inthe
way.'

He pushed him away.
‘Now untie him, and take him into the bathroom and get him cleaned up.'

Wormo reluctantly did as he wastold. When the Minstrel Boy emerged from the bathroom, Monk
pointed the needle gun &t his chest.

"We're going down to the lobby now.'



He snapped hisfingers a Wormo.
'Give methat coat off the bed.'

Wormo picked up afur coat off achair. It was one that the Minstrel Boy had bought during his spending
spree. Monk draped it over hisarm so it hid the gun.

"Thisll be pointed at your back al thetime. If you try anything I'll cut you in half.’

The Minstrel Boy nodded. They started towards the door. Wormo was the only one who hesitated.
Monk haf turned.

"What's your problem?

'What about the girl and the bellhop?

'Leave them. The cleanersl| find them.’

Wormo licked hislips.

'Can't | havethem? Thegirl at least. I'll take care of her and catch up with you later.’
Helooked at Monk expectantly.

Monk shrugged.

'Stay here and do what you want. Y ou'll be finished with thejob, that'sal.

Wormo looked disgppointedly back at Liza, hesitated for amoment and then reluctantly followed the
others. He spotted the Minstrel Boy's belt of knives. He picked them up.

'Can | take these?
Monk nodded impatiently.
"Take what you want but grab it fast.'

TheMingrel Boy's eyes narrowed but he said nothing. With Monk right behind him he started walking
towardsthelift.

In one corner of the hotel foyer were acluster of com-booths. The Minstrel Boy and his escort came out
of thelift. Nobody seemed to pay them any attention. They crossed the foyer, threading their way
between the flowering plants, glass tables and Bauhaus chairs. They attracted no interest at dl. The
Minstrel Boy looked round. He wondered what would happen if hetried to run. Monk wasright behind
him. He imagined the stream of sted needles dicing into his back. His skin crawled and hefelt sck. He
kept on walking.

TheMingrel Boy seeted himsdlf in one of the plastic blisters. Monk positioned himsdlf in the entrance so
he could see and hear everything. The gun under the coat was ill pointed at him. The Minstrel Boy took
the credit card from his pocket. He punched out the coordinates of the bank. A giff-collared clerk
appeared on the screen.



'‘Can | hepyou?

'l wish to know the location of Jeb Stuart Ho. | hold atemporary card on his account.’

'Place the card in the transmission dot and your hand on the scanner.’

The Minstrel Boy did as he was told and the screen clouded. Monk leaned over and hissed at him.
"What's going on? Is this some kind of double cross?

The Mingtrel Boy shook his head.

‘Just wait."

The screen cleared and the card dropped from the receiver dot. The clerk smiled athin smile,
"You'rein luck, sr. Brother Ho hasjust paid for amed at Fidd's Burgers on Authority Plaza
The screen went blank. The Minstrel Boy looked up a Monk.

"Thereésyour man.'

Monk nodded grimly.

"That only leavesthe question of what we do with you.'

Jeb Stuart Ho took one bite out of the Vegie-Wonder and put it down. The brotherhood were not mesat
eaters. He had passed Fidel's Regular, Super and the Triple Deck Scrumbo, and picked out the
VegieWonder. It was advertised in the menu as a'non-mesat vegetarian whole-food ddlight'. It was
nasty. The so-cdled vegetables were sheets of recycled cellu-lose, die-stamped into crude leaf shapes
and dyed a garish green. Jeb Stuart Ho suspected that the burgers were made of the same material, only
dyed brown.

He pushed away his medal and looked through the plate glass front of Fidel's Burgers. He had walked
through to Authority Plaza after going to the Orchid House. The guard-ians had told him A.A.. Catto had
left. He had been hungry, but the main reason he had come into the place was to attempt to think about
his next move. Even thiswas denied him. Hard metallic music blared from speskersal over the
hamburger joint, and jagged patterns of light danced on thewalls. The other customersin the place
seemed to be munching con-tentedly.

Jeb Stuart Ho shook his head and took his credit card from the pay dot. He stood up and made hisway
out of Fidd's Burgers. The pavement was almost deserted. In the centre of the square was a particularly
ugly fountain. Lit by search-lights, stylized heroic figures supported a huge marble bowl! from which water
cascaded over them. The only thing Jeb Stuart Ho could imagine it symbolized was blind stupidity. Apart
from afew drunks who staggered round the statue's base, the centre of the square was equally quiet. It
seemed an ided place to stop and think.

He stepped off the kerb and dodged the ground traffic until he reached the central idand. There he
waked dowly towards the fountain. He stopped at its rim and stared down into the water. A.A. Catto
had eluded him. He couldn't afford just to roam Litz and hope for another lead. That would undoubtedly



give her timeto leave the city dtogether. There was even a chance that she had done that dready. His
best action might be to contact Bannion, to seeif he had any information on her whereabouts. His other
aternative might be to get hold of the Minstrel Boy and find out if he had any more contacts that could be
vauable.

Helet hiseyesfollow the patterns of ripples. He made his brain become calm and analytica. Heforced it
to calculate the possibilities that might slem from any single action. He was completing the third level
when avoice besde him in-terrupted the process.

'Got adrink, buddy?
Jeb Stuart Ho wasjerked into the materia world.
'I'm sorry. | failed to hear you.'

A ragged, filthy drunk stood in front of him, swaying dightly and scratching hisleg. He looked up at Jeb
Stuart Ho and made an implausible attempt a awinning smile. He aso raised hisvoicealittle.

'l said, got adrink, buddy?

Jeb Stuart Ho smiled compassionately at him, and stretched his hand out to the water.
'Drink of thefountain, my friend. Thereis plenty here for everyone!

The drunk spat in disgust.

'Fucking wisearse!

He staggered away, muttering indignantly. Jeb Stuart Ho watched him sadlly. It seemed asthough Litz
was a place where logic hardly functioned. He wondered if it was afault in the city's stability generators.
He decided that his best immediate course of action should be to call Bannion. He looked around for a
com-booth. Therewas one alittle way on from Fidel's Burgersin the foyer of an Obscenery. There
seemed to be alull in thetraffic. His attention was attracted by a black, low-dung ground car that
screamed into the square, dodging other vehicleswith amost suicidal high-speed swerves. It made ahalf
circuit of the square, drifting on the corners, and then screeched to ahdt in front of Fiddl's Bur-gers. It
only paused for amoment, and then gunned away again. Jeb Stuart Ho was just wondering if it was some
kind of loca pastime, when theinterior of Fidd's was taken out by an impact bomb.

The blast lifted Jeb Stuart Ho clean off hisfeet, and blew him some metres across the square. When he
had picked him-self up and recovered from the shock, there were LDC patrol cars arriving, ploughing
through the rubble that now littered the square in front of what had recently been abrightly lit burger joint.
A Correction Department airship floated over-head, directing its searchlights down at the wrecked
build-ing. A pair of ornithopters fluttered close to the mass of its cigar-shaped gas bag. From insde the
ruins, Jeb Stuart Ho could hear muffled screaming.

A thought struck Jeb Stuart Ho with amost physical force. One of the strongest possible reasons for
someone bombing the burger joint was the fact that he might have been there. If he hadn't abandoned the
meal he would have still been sitting inside. It was an obvious move on the part of A.A. Catto to hire
warriors, more likely brigands of somekind, to kill him before he killed her. It was avery logicd action.
Hefdt atingle run through his muscles. It was now a battle, something which he could ded with.



A throng of sightseerswere aready pressing towards the ruins of Fidd's. They milled about and
hampered the move-ments of the LDC. A fire truck, amedic unit and more patrol cars arrived. The
disaster areawas now packed with people, and luridly illuminated by the garish colours of the flashing
warning lights. Jeb Stuart Ho pushed himsdlf to the centre of the crowd to seeif he could pick up any
clueto theidentity of the attackers. Even the patrolmen seemed to move out of the way of thetal,
sniger, black-clad figure.

At thefar sde of the crowd, Jeb Stuart Ho spotted Bannion. He was still dressed in his rumpled brown
suit. He appeared to be directing operations. He waved and gesticulated to the squad. Bodies were
being carried out of the wreckage on stretchers. Jeb Stuart Ho made his way across to where Ban-nion
stood.

'Chief-Agent Bannion.'

Bannion turned. When he saw Ho he scowled and took the cigar from between his teeth.

'What the hell are you doing here? Why don't you fuck off? 1've got enough troubles without you showing
up.'

Jeb Stuart Ho took a deep breath.
'l fear | may have inadvertently been responsible for this unfortunate occurrence.’

Bannion looked as though he was going to explode. He reached inside his coat and pulled out a
snub-nosed. 70 cor-rection specia. He waved it under Jeb Stuart Ho's nose.

'I'veagood mind to kill you right now! Accidentaly!"

He amost gpat out the last word. Jeb Stuart Ho stood very till, staring impassively at the gun. Its short
barrel was dmost aswide asit waslong. At last the chief-agent managed to control himsdf. Hiswords
were cold and deadly.

'Areyou trying to tell methat you blew up Fidel's burger joint?

Jeb Stuart Ho quickly shook his head.

'l didn't cause the explosion. That would have been neither logical nor ethicd. | think | may well have
been the intended victim.'

'Y ou were in the place?

'Minutes before the explosion. | left quickly because the food was so bad.

Bannion'slip curled.

"That figures. Go on.'

It ismy deduction that whoever drove up and threw the bomb was hired by A.A. Catto to kill me!’

'‘Before you get to her?



"That's correct. | think there will be other attempts.”
Bannion dropped his cigar and ground it out with hished.

'You redly are aprize, aren't you, brother? First you cause the death of one of my officers and now you
seem to have started amini-war. | knew | should never have let you go. | should have shot you when you
werefirg broughtin.'

Jeb Stuart Ho attempted to be totally reasonable.

'Perhaps you should attempt to cooperate with me.’

Bannion began to turn red again.

‘Cooperate! With you!'

"The sooner | find A.A. Catto, the sooner I'm out of your city.’
Bannion'sface tightened.

‘Ligten, sunshine. If | knew wherethe girl was, you'd be the last person I'd tell. | hope her boys get you
real soon. Now get the hell out of here before | change my mind and blow you apart.’

1.
Bannion began waving the pistal again.
'Get!'

Jeb Stuart Ho took alast look at the mess of broken glass, twisted neon and shattered concrete. Ashe
walked away, the vid crews began arriving. They camein dl sizes, from single hand-held operators with
scanners and backpacs to big, full-size mobiles that rode on their own cushion of air. Each company's
crew vied with the othersto get the tightest close-ups of death and mutilation. One portable operative
was knedling beside an arm that had been ripped off and flung out into the road. At close range he
panned along it, recording every pore and every fleck of blood in loving 3D colour. Jeb Stuart Ho
shuddered and walked away.

He kept on walking until he had covered the length of five blocks. The city of Litz was beginning to
produce ataste in his mouth that was far worse than the V egie-Wonder. He passed an dley that ran up
the sde of a Sex-O-Mat and something called Y e Olde Gunne Shoppe. A furtive movement made him
pause. Although it was only half seen, there was something about it that triggered a subconscious
response. Without thinking, he threw himself flat on the sdewak. At the same ingtant there was the flash
and explosion of ariot gun. Jeb Stuart Ho heard the scream of the cloud of deadly metal particles pass
about half ametre over his head.

Two more blasts came from the dley, but both were dightly above him. Jeb Stuart Ho swivelled on his
stomach with his own gun braced in both hands. He let go two shotsin the direction of the flashes. It
seemed from their position that there was more than one gunman. Moreriot blasts screamed over his
head, and Ho returned thefire.

There was aclatter of garbage cans, and two men broke cover and ran, weaving in alow crouch down



thedley. Jeb Stuart Ho snapped off a shot, and one of them fell. He was about to fire again, but the
second man vanished into the shadows.

Ho, till flat on the ground, moved sideways like a crab. He reached the cover of the Sex-O-Mat wall
and cautioudy stood up. Still holding his gun, he drew his sword |eft-handed. He moved dowly and
carefully down the alley. He was tensed to shoot at the dightest movement. After about twelve paces he
came upon the body of one of the ns. Therewas an ugly holein his chest, and he was quite dead.
Jeb Stuart Ho felt agrim satisfaction at his marksmanship. He now only had onekiller to dedl with. He
moved on along the dley, keeping a careful watch on the deep shadows.

There was adight movement, and Ho sprang Sdeways like acat asariot gun went off. A handful of
particles nicked the right arm of his suit. He landed fractiondly off balance, and before he could fire, a
figure legped to itsfeet and started running back in the direction of the street. The man made an easy
target against the streetlights. Jeb Stuart Ho was abouit to fire, but then he changed his mind. He wanted
thisone dive. He dropped his gun into its holster, switched his sword to hisright hand, and went after
him.

When he reached the pavement the man hesitated for amoment and then ran to hisright. A second later,
Jeb Stuart Ho turned the corner, and saw him duck inside the Sex-O-Mat. Jeb Stuart Ho followed.
Inside the brightly lit doorway was ared velvet curtain. He sept it aside and found aturngtile. He didn't
bother to fumblefor his credit card. He jJumped it. There was no sign of the man in the small anteroom.
Hewent on into ared-lit corridor. On either side of it were red doors that led into two rows of cubicles.
The man must have taken refuge in one of the cubicles. Jeb Stuart Ho started towards the first. A figure
appeared from asmall dcove.

‘Hey you!'

Ho swung round with his sword in the ready position. It was a guardian. Probably the Sex-O-Mat
bouncer. The clone seemed to ignore the pointed sword and kept on coming.

'Y ou have entered without paying.’

Ho took a step back.

'Did aman come through here?

The clone kept on moving towards him.
'Y ou will either leave or pay.'

He produced a short club from his belt. Jeb Stuart Ho took another step back. He was struck by asense
of the absurd. Here he was, an expert swordsman, backing away from aman with asmal billy club. He
had no desireto kill the man, but he couldn't afford to lose the gunman. He ddliber-ately lowered his
sword. The guardian swung his club at his head. Jeb Stuart Ho's hand flashed up and blocked the blow.
At the sametime, the hilt of his sword flicked the clone behind the ears. He suddenly sagged to the floor.
Jeb Stuart Ho stepped over him and started down the corridor.

Each door had asmal tri-di cube set in the door, just below eyelevel. This gave the customer an idea of
what particular attraction the cubicle contained. Thefirst one showed ayoung girl lying down with her
legs spread wide. She was caressing herself with a single repeating motion. The cubes were obvioudy run
on asingle short loop. On the second door awell-built girl in an outfit of leather and studs repeatedly



cracked along bullwhip, while the third showed a muscular young man flexing his biceps.

Thefourth was blank. It looked asthough it wasfilled with akind of pink mist. Jeb Stuart Ho assumed
that it was the sign that the cubicle was occupied. He took a pace back and then launched himsdlf at the
door. Hisfoot hit thelock and it shattered. He pivoted so ariot gun blast from ingde the cubicle wouldn't
hit him. None came. He pushed the door. A girl wason al fours on the bed, asmall fat man crouching
over her. They both stared at Jeb Stuart Ho, wide-eyed with shock and fear. He muttered his apologies
and closed the damaged door.

The next two had imagesin the cube. The third was occupied. He hit the door. Thistime heinterrupted a
loose-skinned middle-aged woman being thrashed by a handsome, golden-tanned young man. Again Ho
made his excuses and shut the door.

At the third door Jeb Stuart Ho hesitated. All he seemed to be doing was progressively breaking up the
Sex-O-Mat and frightening the customers. The man should bein the place somewhere. He poised
himsdlf to hit the door. At the last moment he remembered to twist and avoid any blast insde the cubicle.
A fraction of asecond later his care was rewarded. A riot gun blast shattered the door frame.

Ho rolled into the room. A small man in dirty overalswas half standing, haf kneding on the bed. A
frightened sex operative was huddled in the corner. Before the gunman could fire again, Ho stabbed his
sword clean through hisfoot. The man screamed. Ho lashed out with hisfoot and knocked the riot gun
out of hishands. The man attempted to drag the sword out of hisfoot, but Jeb Stuart Ho kept on holding
the sword. The man gashed his hand and gave up the attempt. Ho flicked one of hisknivesforward into
his hand from the sheath on hisarm. He placed it gently under the man's chin.

I wishtotak toyou.'

'My foot! Take the goddamn sword out.’

'When you've told me what | want to know.'

'| @n't saying nothing.’

'But you are. You are making agreat dedl of noise. | need to know why you tried to kill me.'

'l can't tell you.'

'Why not?

They'll kill me'

"Who will kill you?

'I'm not saying.'

I will kill you. 1t will be very dow and painful. | have no desreto doit, but | need the information you
have very badly.’

The man looked desperate.

'If 1 talk I'll bekilled.



Jeb Stuart Ho looked at him with gresat patience.

'If that isthe truth, you must accept death, for if you don't talk, | am going to kill you.'
‘Please...

'| takeit that A.A. Catto hired you.'

'l don't know any A.A. Catto.'

Jeb Stuart Ho twisted the sword allittle. The man gasped and sweat stood out on his forehead.
‘Ligten... It was agirl that hired me. For fuck's sake take that thing out of my foot."
'Wherésthe girl now?

I can't tell you.'

Jeb Stuart Ho put hisface very closeto that of the snan.

'It'sjust occurred to me that you might fear castration even more than desth.’

The man gave astrangled shriek as Jeb Stuart Ho dowly moved hisknife towards hisgenitas. Thetip
touched the materid of the man's overals. Jeb Stuart Ho paused.

'For the last time, whereis she?

The eyesdarted from sdeto sdeinterror. Findly he gavein.

'She's holed up at the Leader Hotdl !

Ho jerked the sword out of the man'sfoot. Hefell back on the bed, groaning. Ho turned to the boy.
'Isthere aback way out of here?

He could dready hear LDC srens outsde. He didn't want to run into Bannion so soon after the last time.
The boy started to giggle hystericaly. He dapped him across the face.

'Can | get out at the back?
He pulled himsdf together.
‘Therésafire exit at the far end of the corridor. It leads out into the dley.’

Jeb Stuart Ho let himself out. He ran down the aley, away from the patrolmen who were milling in front
of the Sex-O-Mat. When he reached the next main street he flagged down a cab.

'Leader Hotel, and quickly.'

The com-screen buzzed in Nancy's room at the Leader. Reave answered it. The room had been turned



into avirtua com-mand pogt. In addition to A.A. Catto, Reave, Nancy and Billy, Monk and four other
hoods including Wormo hung about waiting for news. The Mingtrdl Boy squatted in acorner with his
handstied. The air was thick with smoke and the smell of booze. Asthe screen cameto lifeit brought the
face of little Sammy into focus. He looked agitated.

'Lemme spesk to Monk.'

Reave turned to Monk.

'It's Sammy, he wants to speak to you.'

Monk moved within range of the screen.

'What d'you want?

'It'strouble, boss.'

‘Trouble?

‘That killer. HE's on the loose. It looks like he's heading your way.'

'What?

'l just heard over the LDC radio net. I've got a buddy who works as a dispatcher. The bomb at
Authority Square didn't get him. He'd aready |eft the place. Mutt and Drucker made aplay for him. He
shot Drucker, and then chased Mutt into a Sex-O-Mat. It seems like hel's wrecked the place and cut
Muit up pretty bad. | figure there can't be no way that Mutt didn't talk.'

Monk looked grim.

'So you think he'son hisway here?

Sammy nodded.

'He'sgot to be!'

Monk thought for a couple of seconds.

'How long ago did dl this happen?

'Fve, maybe ten minutes!'

‘Listen, you better get back over here!'

Sammy avoided Monk's eyes.

‘Listen, Monk. No disrespect or anything, but | ain't coming anywhere near the place. | had it with this
job. I'm through.’

Monk snarled.



"Y ourethrough dright.’

He hit the console with the edge of his hand and broke the connection.

'Chickenshit!"

Heturned to Nancy and A.A. Catto.

'Y ou hear that?

They both nodded. Nancy looked round the room. Every-one had fallen silent.

'We haveto get out of here!'

A.A. Catto turned to Monk.

'How do | get out of the city? I've got to find a place where he can't reach me.'

Monk looked blankly at the other hoods.

'Don't ask us, lady. We've never been out of the city in our lives.!

A.A. Catto looked round helplesdy. Nobody seemed about to offer any kind of practical suggestion.
Reave muttered something about calling acab, and A.A. Catto hit him with the small riding crop that
hung from her wrist. Even the blow seemed alittle preoccupied. Findly the Minstrel Boy grinned.
'Y ou could rent an airship.’

A.A. Catto gripped the crop firmly and advanced on him.

'Areyou trying to be funny?

The Mingtrel Boy shook his head.

'Am | in any pogtion to be funny?

He held up his bound hands.

'I'm perfectly serious. I'm good at getting people out of trouble. Ask Billy and Reave.'

A.A. Catto looked doubtful.

'Where do | get an airship from?

The Mingre Boy grinned.

‘Dirigible Rentds, Lighter Than Air Leasing. They're both good. Y ou can get their coordinates from
Information.’

A.A. Catto kicked him.



'Y ou're trying to make afool out of me.'

TheMinstrel Boy shrugged as best he could while tied up. Captivity seemed to be making him
philosophical. A.A. Catto was about to kick him again when Reave called across from the com-screen.

'He'sright. Both corporations exist.'

Reave had discreetly checked while A.A. Catto had been raging a the Minstrel Boy. She redirected her
anger & him.

"Then get one, dummy.’

The Minstrel Boy sank back into the corner with asigh while Reave went about histask. He ceased to
wonder how he was going to get out of the Situation. He was thankful for being dive from one moment to
the next. He wondered if thisminute at atime lifestyle was the basis of his new-found philosophy. Reave
looked up from the screen.

'Dirigible Rental's can get aone hundred capacity herein fifteen minutes. It comeswith acinemaand smal
intimate ballroom. The orchestral's extra.’

‘Screw the orchestra. Can't they get it here any quicker?

Reave shook his head.

'We're paying doublefor that.'

'Order it, then.'

1 can't.’

A.A. Catto went bright red.

'What do you mean you can't?

'Y ou haveto. Yourethe client, it'syour credit card.'

Reave stood up and A.A. Catto flung hersdlf into the chair in front of the com-set. As shewas arranging
the airship hire, Nancy went over to where Monk was sitting staring blegkly into the mirror of her
elaborate makeup table.

'How long do you figureit will be before Jeb Stuart Ho gets here?

Monk toyed with one of Nancy's gilt hairbrushes.

'If hetook aground cab, and the traffic went hisway, maybe ten minutes. Give or take a couple of
minutes each way.'

A.A. Catto came across from the com-set. She'd gone white.

‘But the airship won't be herefor fifteen.'



Monk nodded.

'Soit'll betoo late.!

Monk nodded again. A.A. Catto bit her knuckles

'What can we do?

Nobody answered. She looked at Nancy.

"There must be something. He's going to kill me.

Nancy looked at Monk, and back to A.A. Catto.

'If Monk and his boys could hold him off for five minutes or more we could go up on the roof and wait
for the ship to come. We can board it from there. It's not used, but there's till an old mooring tower from

when thisused to be afancy hotd .’

Monk, who had listened to the whole conversation in sullen silence, suddenly dammed hisfigt into the top
of the dress-ing table.

‘No way!"

Nancy looked at him in surprise.

'No way what?

'No way will we hold off thisguy for you.'

Every eyein the room was on Monk. Reave walked over and stood beside him.
'Why not, Monk, what'swrong?

The Mingtrel Boy's voice came from the corner.

I'll tell you why not.'

Reave turned towards him.

'Why?

'For one, the man knowsif you al jump on your airship, he ain't going to get paid, and for two, Jeb
Stuart Hoismogt likdly to kill anyone who getsin hisway.'

A.A. Catto suddenly exploded. She pushed past Reave, and started dashing a the Minstrel Boy with her
riding crop.

I'll kill you! Y ou little creep! I've had enough! Nagty little punk! Ill...

Reave grabbed her, pinning her aamsto her sides so she couldn't reach her ring. Even ashe was doing it
he couldn't believe himsdlf. He'd never been so brave.



‘Come on. Cam down.'
A.A. Catto continued to struggle.
'If I'mgoingtodie, I'm going to kill him first.'

TheMinstrel Boy had curled up inaball in the corner. He marvelled that he till hadn't died. Suddenly
Nancy moved between him and A.A. Catto.

"There's no reason why anyone should die, least of dl you.'

A.A. Catto stopped struggling,

'What do you mean?

Nancy glanced at Monk.

'I'm sure Monk and the boys would hold off Ho if you offered them acredit card each.’
Monk suddenly looked interested.

'How do we get them?

'A.A. Catto calsthe bank and makes the arrangements. They could be transmitted to the desk clerk who
could hold them until we're safdy away.'

Nancy didn't neglect to make sure of her own place on the airship.

Monk hesitated. Hetilted back hisfedoraand scratched his head. Then helooked at A.A. Catto.
'Y ou agreeto that?

'Anything, anything.

Monk nodded.

'Okay, do it, werewasting time.'

Reave let go of A.A. Catto. While she began desperately to punch out coordinates, he began to direct
hismen.

'Huey and Jeff, you go down to the lobby. Stay hidden. When he comesin let him get past you, then
shoot him in the back.'

The two hoods nodded. He turned to the other two.

'Wormo and Chang, usthree will set oursalves up on thelanding. If he gets past the other two, well be
thereto blast himin acrossfire whether he usesthe lift or the Sairs. Okay?

The two men rather reluctantly agreed. He glanced at A.A. Catto.



'Isit fixed?

She nodded.

'It'sfixed.

The hoods all trooped out. Everyone looked at Billy. Nancy scowled.
'What about him?

A.A. Catto turned.

'What about him?

Reave turned from collecting up the things they'd need.
‘Can't he come with us?

A.A. Catto looked petulant.

'Why?

'Heé'smy old partner. | can't leave him, he might be killed.'
"Why should | do you any favours, you hurt me just now?
Reave dmost groveled.

'Please!

'Oh, very well.'

Billy looked questioningly a Reave.

'What about Darlene? She's up in our room with atrick.’
'You'll haveto leave her. Thereisn't time!

Billy shrugged.

'Okay.’

The Mingtrel Boy decided to push his luck.

'What about me?

A.A. Catto regarded him coldly.

"What about you?



'l could be useful. I'd know where you were. Y ou're going to have to go through the nothings. | could be
amazingly use-ful.’

A.A. Catto shook her head.

'Y ou're not going.'

'l could save you alot of trouble.’

Reave looked uncertain.

'He could beright. After al heisaguide’
A.A. Catto began to get angry again.

'I've dlready agreed to take one of your little friends. I'm not taking him. | don't trust him, and | don't like
him.

Reave didn't pressthe point. The four of them began to file out towards the lift. The Minstrel Boy had
onelagt try.

‘At least untieme.’

A.A. Catto amost spat at him from the doorway .

"Take your chances.'

The Mingtrel Boy sagged back into his corner again. He heard the lift gates clang shut and the mechanism
grind into action. Eventudly he heard it stop asthelift reached the top floor. A few moments|ater, the
sound of gunfire echoed up the lift shaft. It sounded asthough it came from the lobby.

Jeb Stuart Ho came carefully through the door of the Leader Hotel. The lobby was silent and deserted.
The screen flickered in one corner, but no one was watching it. The drunks had dl |eft. Someone had
even turned off the sound. Just inside the doorway, Ho stopped. He fdt the air, dmost likean animd. It
seemed heavy with tension. He turned and walked quietly to the desk. The clerk seemed to have
abandoned his usua position. Jeb Stuart Ho leaned over the desk and looked down. The clerk was
crouching on the floor. He looked fear-fully a Ho.

1.

'Why are you knedling on the floor?

The clerk hdf rose.

'l... I waslooking for something. Something | dropped.’

'Didyoufindit?

'Find what?

"The thing you were looking for. The thing you dropped.’



l... er... no. | didn't. It must be somewheredse.'
Jeb Stuart Ho nodded.
‘That seemsvery likey.'

He took two paces away from the desk in the direction of thelift. The clerk sank behind the desk again.
Ho stopped and wondered from which direction the ambush that had evidently been arranged for him
would come. Themost likely tactic for the nswould be to remain hidden until he was amost by
the lift, and then shoot him in the back. He knew that he would have to take a chance on being right. He
pulled out his gun and sword. Slowly he bent his knees until he was amost crouching.

With asnap he launched himsdlf into the air. The legp took him most of the way acrossthe lobby. He
landed on hisfeet just in front of thelift gates. He spun round. Two men with guns appeared from behind
the battered furniture, on each side of the room. Jeb Stuart Ho flung out his arm. The gun exploded and
the sword flashed from his hand. One hood spun into the wall asthe bullet smashed into his chest. The
other toppled forward and fell on his knees, desperately trying to pull the sword from histhroat. As his
gun hit the floor it went off. The shot carved along furrow in the threadbare carpet.

With hisarms il extended Jeb Stuart Ho dowly straight-ened up. The clerk emerged furtively from
behind the desk. When he saw Jeb Stuart Ho and the two dead men, he turned even paler. Jeb Stuart
Ho dowly let hisarms drop. He walked to the man with the sword sticking out of his neck. Ho rolled the
corpse over until it waslying on its back. He grasped the sword hilt with both hands, placed hisfoot on
the body's chest, and tugged. He picked atattered cushion out of one of the chairs and carefully wiped
the blade. He dropped the cushion and looked at the desk clerk.

'WhereisA.A. Catto?

The desk clerk's mouth worked desperately, but no words came. Jeb Stuart Ho started to walk towards
him.

'WhereisA.A. Caito?

The desk clerk found hisvoice.

'Up on the fifth floor, but there's more of them waiting for you.'

| see!

Jeb Stuart Ho turned and peered up the dark lift shaft. He would be a sitting duck if he used the lift. He
saw that a set of emergency stairs ran round the outside of the shaft. He would be safer using them. As
he started up the first flight he turned back, and smiled sardonicaly at the white-faced desk clerk.

'l hope you locate whatever you lost.'

He went up the first three floors very quickly, but as he approached the fourth he dowed down and took
the stairs much more carefully. It would be foolish not to assume that another trap had been set for him.
He stepped on to the fourth floor landing, ready to act at the dightest sound or movement. Nothing

happened. Ho waited for afew moments and then moved slently towards the next set of steps. There
would be men waiting at the top of the next flight.



There were eight stepsin front of him. Then aright-angle turn and, if it wasthe same asthe first four,
another eight that led up to thefifth floor. Ho moved silently up to the turn, and stopped. Still nothing had
happened. He looked up at the last eight steps. He took a firmer grip on his gun and sword. He put his
foot on thefirst step. Nothing. He tried the second, the third and the fourth. Still there was no explosion
of gun-fire. Maybe the desk clerk had lied. Maybe there was no one lying in wait. Maybe A.A. Catto
had fled the Leader Hotel altogether. He touched the fifth step. He moved to the sixth. As he placed his
foot dlently on the seventh step, there was the roar of ariot gun. The blast smashed lumps of plaster out
of the wall above his head. He somersaulted backwards down the eight steps and landed on hisfeet at
theturninthe gars. A hail of needles gouged into the wall where held been standing just afraction of a
second before.

Jeb Stuart Ho crouched on the stair. On his hands and knees he edged hisway forward, a centimetre at
atime. The needlesand theriot blast meant there were at least two gun-men waiting for him. At the sixth
step he paused. He un-strapped the nanchuk from hisarm, held one end at arm's length, and quickly
swvung the other. It soared into the air, hit the far wall of the landing and clattered on the stone floor.

Oneriot blast hit the far wal, another smashed plaster from the wall beside the stairs, aburst of needles
screamed, rico-cheting through the steel cage of the lift shaft. Jeb Stuart Ho smilled grimly. There had to
be three of them. Theriot blasts were too close together and the angle of fire too great for them to have
come from the same gun. For afraction of asecond one of the gunmen had emerged from cover tofire.
It was one of the men with riot guns. He crouched in an open doorway. Jeb Stuart Ho could only see him
when he leaned out to fire,

Hewaited patiently, crouching hafway up that |ast flight. Sure enough, aminute hardly passed before the
man cautiously poked his head out and looked around. Jeb Stuart Ho snapped off asingle shot. It
smashed the man's forehead and pitched him back inside the room. There was another riot blast, and
another burst of needles. Each hit an opposite side of the gairs. Jeb Stuart Ho remained very ill and
thought care-fully.

At each end of thefifth floor landing, acorridor led avay to the various rooms. From the way their shots
were hitting thewall, he decided that the two men must be somewhere in the corridor, positioned at
opposite ends of the landing, main-taining a crossfire on the head of the gtairs. While he stayed where he
was they couldn't hit him, but once he set foot on the landing, one at least would probably get ashot at
him while he was dealing with the other. He couldn't afford to waste time. It seemed he would have to
take achance on their re-actions being dower than his.

Jeb Stuart Ho took astep backwards. He tensed himself. He flashed up the stairs and hit the landing. He
legped and, curling himsdlf into aball, he crashed into the far wall. Theriot gun exploded. The bulk of the
charge missed him. A few particles ripped through the fabric of his suit. He could fed blood running
down hisarm. Hefired a the man from a crouch. Theimpact of the bullet flung him backwards down the
corridor. He twitched a couple of timesand lay till. Ho swung round to face the killer with the needle
gun. He couldn't understand why he hadn't shot at him. As heraised hisgun he saw why. Theriot blast
that had been meant for Jeb Stuart Ho had caught the man squarely in the chest. He must have stood up
to take am and been caught in his partner'sfire. His body was amost cut in half. It lay in arapidly
spreading pool of blood. A grey fedoralay about ametre from the mutilated corpse.

Jeb Stuart Ho stood up cautioudly. There were no more shots. It seemed as though there was nobody
elselying in wait for him. He dropped hisgun into its holster, and walked down the corridor. He still kept
his sword in his hand. He stepped over the body, and looked inside the first room. It was empty. The
door of the second was wide open. In one corner was a huddled figure. Its hands were tied behind its



back. It looked up. Jeb Stuart Ho saw it wasthe Minstrel Boy. He lowered his sword. The Minstrel Boy
grinned crookedly.

'l was wondering when you'd get here.'

Jeb Stuart Ho sheathed his sword and stood looking down at the Minstrel Boy. Hisface was grim.
'WhereisA.A. Catto?

‘Shéel'sgone!'

‘Gone? How?

‘Sherented an airship. They left from the roof. They must have got well away by now.’

Jeb Stuart Ho's jaw muscles tightened, but otherwise he showed no sign of the anger and frustration that
welled up insgde him. The Mingre Boy struggled to Sit up.

'Arent you going to untie me?

Jeb Stuart Ho didn't move. A thought had just struck him. The Minstrel Boy's voice took on a querulous
edge.

'‘Comeon, Killer. Don't just stand there, untie me.’

Jeb Stuart Ho stared hard at him.

It must have been you who informed them where | was!'

The Minstrel Boy adopted alook of pained surprise.

'Who, me?

'It could only have been you.'

'How would | know where you were?

'Y ou must have used your credit card. | can think of no other way.'
‘You're crazy.'

'l could check with the bank.'

Jeb Stuart Ho moved towards the vid set. The Mingtrel Boy sighed.
'Okay, okay. It wasme. | found you through the bank.'

Jeb Stuart Ho looked coldly at him.

'So you changed sides!’



'Doesit look asthough | changed sides? Would | be lying heretied up if | changed sides?
'Y ou told them where | was'’

'S0? Who says | changed sides? Who says | was on your sidein thefirst place? Y ou forced meto guide
you at gun-point. That don't mean | owe you anything.'

"They threw abomb into an eating house. A number of people werekilled.’

The Mingrd Boy's mouth set in astubborn line.

'So? What could | do? They beat me up. They would havekilled meif | hadn't told, them. | never asked
to get involved in your private wars, and no way am | responsible for any bystanders who get in the way.
Now, are you going to untie me or not?

Jeb Stuart Ho reluctantly pulled one of hisknives from the sheeth on hisarm and diced through the
Minstrel Boy's bond. He stood up and began massaging the circulation back into hiswrists. Ho put away
hisknife, and waked dowly out of the room. The Minstrel Boy paused for amoment, and then followed
him. As he was about to start down the stairs, some-thing on one of the bodies on the landing caught his
eye. Around itswaist was his knife belt. He walked over to the body, bent down and retrieved it. He
strapped the belt round his own hips and followed Jeb Stuart Ho down to the lobby.

When they reached the ground floor, Chief-Agent Bannion and asquad of LDC patrolmen were waiting.
Bannion stared at Jeb Stuart Ho with his hands clasped behind his back. The ever-present cigar was
clamped between histeeth.

'Y ou just can't stop, can you?

Jeb Stuart Ho inclined his head.

Thetridsthat beset us are as numerous as the flowers that bloom.'

'l don't give afuck what besets you, brother. 1t'sthe way you beset methat | care about. Y ou are giving
me ulcers!’

‘A careful diet might correct that.'

Bannion began to turn crimson.

'Don't get wise with me, buster. There's two men dead here. The desk clerk saysyou killed them.'
Jeb Stuart Ho shrugged.

'Didn't he dso tell you that they weretrying to kill me?

Bannion began to pace up and down. Findly he stopped in front of Ho. He thrust hisface very closeto
Ho's.

"Y our score so far is nine dead, including the five we pulled out of the burger joint.’

Jeb Stuart Ho looked at him camly.



‘There are three more upstairs.’

Bannion looked as though he might haemorrhage.

'Divine Marquis give me patience. | suppose you're going to claim that was self-defence.’
Jeb Stuart Ho nodded.

‘That is correct.’

The Minstrel Boy began to edge towards the door. Bannion saw him out of the corner of hiseye and
swung round.

"You! You holdit right there!’

'Who, me?

'Yes, you. You're mixed up in this somewhere!

The Minstrel Boy became a picture of innocence.

‘Not me, mister Chief-Agent, gir. | wasjust passing through.'

Bannion snarled. He looked ugly.

‘Bullshit. Y ou arrived in town with this maniac, and he paid you with a credit card. Right?
'l wasonly aguide. Heforced meto lead him here.’

'Okay then. Y ou can just lead him away again. Y ou're both being expelled from the city. If you're ill
herein one hour, my men will shoot you on sight.’

Jeb Stuart Ho's face became set.

'I have atask to complete.’

Bannion's eyes narrowed.

'l don't give afuck about your mission, you're leaving town.'
Suddenly he seemed to relax. He haf grinned.

'‘Anyway, A.A. Catto'sgone.

‘Gone?

"That'sright, gone. Much asit hurts meto give you any assstance a dl, she'sleft town. She'sin arented
arship. It's passed the city limitsand is heading for the nothings. So go. Y ou hear me? Go!'

Jeb Stuart Ho nodded.



'I'hear you.' Bannion pointed at the Minstrel Boy.

'And take him with you.'

The Minstrel Boy's eyebrows shot up.

'l @n't going with him. I'll leave town, but | ain't going with him.’

Bannion grabbed the lgpels of hisfrock coat.

'‘Ohyesyou are.’

'Why?Why havel got to go with him?

'So you can lead himto A.A. Catto, and | can be sure he won't get lost and come back here. Okay?

'I'm damned if it'sokay. | don't mind leaving town. I've been thrown out of better towns than this, but
him, I ain't no way going with him.'

Bannion tightened hisgrip on the Minstrel Boy's jacket.
'‘Ohyesyou are.’
The Mingtrel Boy tried to pull away.

‘Listen, take your hands off me. Y ou got it al wrong. Shit, | couldn't even help him if | wanted to. | can't
track people through the nothings. It's just not possible.’

Bannion pushed the Minstrel Boy forcibly away. He stag-gered back acrossthe lobby. He wasfielded
by two patrolmen who held him while Bannion sauntered towards him.

'Y ou're agoddamn liar.'

The Minstrel Boy paled.

'What do you mean?

'Y ou know what | mean.'

The Minstrel Boy began to struggle.

'You can't doit. You can't do it to me!

Bannion smiled nadtily.

'l can. I'll do anything to make sure you two get out and stay out.'
The Minstrel Boy shook his head desperately.

'Y ou wouldn't do that.'



'l would.'

Jeb Stuart Ho interrupted. He looked puzzled.

'l don't understand. What are you two talking about?

Bannion turned to Ho. His grin became meaner and wider.

'He can follow A.A. Catto anywhere.'

The Mingtrel Boy's voice became hysterical.

‘No | can'.'

One of the patrolmen twisted hisarm, and the Minstrel Boy shut up. Bannion went on.

'Any guide can get afix onasingleindividud, provided you keep him shot full of cyclatral. It givesthem
some kind of overall vison. Don't ask me how it works, but it does.'

Jeb Stuart Ho stroked his chin. He looked at the Minstrel Boy.
'Isthistrue?

Swest had broken out on his forehead. He shook his head.
'No, no, it'sal lies. Nothing like that... argh!’

One of the patrolmen had twisted hisarm again. He sub-sided.
'Yes, it'strue...’

Hisvoicerose again.

... Butit could kill me’

Jeb Stuart Ho looked at Bannion questioningly.
'Isthistrue? Will the drug kill him?

Bannion shrugged.

‘It might. But it'snot al that likely. He could go mad.’

Ho nodded.

'I suppose well have to take the chance.'

TheMingrel Boy began to struggle violently with the men holding him.

'‘No! No! Y ou can't do thisto me!'



Bannion swung round angrily.
'Shut him up.”

One of the patrolmen tapped the Minstrel Boy sharply across the back of the head with the butt of his
nightstick. The Minstrel Boy dumped forward. Bannion turned back to Jeb Stuart Ho.

'I'm taking you down to headquarters. I'll fix you up with trangport for the nothings, supplies and the
drugsfor him.'

He jerked histhumb towards the Minstrel Boy who hung limply between the two patrolmen. Jeb Stuart
Ho ran hisfingersthrough hishair.

‘Therés no dternative choice?

Bannion shook his head.

"Y ou've got no choiceat dl. I'd ill rather have you quietly shot.'
Jeb Stuart Ho bowed.

'l suppose | should thank you for this help with my task.'
Bannion'slip curled.

'Saveit. It'sgoing to cost the brotherhood afortune.”

He sgndlled to the squad of patrolmen. They bundled Jeb Stuart Ho and the Minstrel Boy out of the
hotel lobby, across the sdewalk and into the back of a patrolcar. Around them, the camera crews and
sightseers were dready starting to crowd round the entrance of the Leader Hotdl.

A.A. Catto sat back in one of the smal gilt chairsthat were arranged round the edge of the airship's small
ballroom. The entire place was furnished in gold and red plush. A cluster of smal spotlights played on the
dark mirror of the dance floor. On asmall dais astring quartet played muted chamber music. A.A. Catto
sghed. After thefear and ten-son of thelast few hours she felt totally drained. Exhaus-tion made her
avoid thinking about what she should do next.

Billy, Reave and Lame Nancy stood in the small observation platform that opened off the ballroom like a
tiny terrace. It wastotally enclosed in elaborately worked stained glass that threw patterns of colour over
them asthey stared down at the receding lights of the city beneath them. They al seemed to be avoiding
looking at her. It was clear that they were waiting for her to make some kind of decison. She knew it
was neces-sary, but somehow she just couldn't do it. She hated doing things out of necessity. She was
ableto act ingtantly on whim, but since this nightmare of crazy assassins had sarted her old life seemed to
have vanished. It dl seemed so unfair. Sheraised alimp hand, and awhite-coated steward was in-stantly
a her sde.

'Y es, Miss Catto?

'l want adrink.'



'We have afully comprehensive bar.’

'Can you make me aDoric column?

'I'm sure our bartender can makeit. He holds atriple A proficiency rating.'

'Hed better do it right.’

'I'm sure he will, Miss Catto.'

She closed her eyes as he hurried away. She opened them moments later when she heard a discreet
cough. Shethought it was the waiter with her drink, but she found hersdlf looking &t the pae blue uniform
and gold braid of the airship's cap-tain. He stood at attention with his white peaked cap clutched under
hisarm. Hisface was set in an expression of competent neutrality.

'Miss Catto.'

A.A. Catto raised an eyebrow.

'What?

' il haven't had any details of your proposed flight.’

'So?

"We've passed the city limits, and need to know what course you want meto set.'

A.A. Catto looked round the ballroom.

'| ordered adrink. It hasn't come yet.'

The captain glanced across the ballroom.

'I'm sure the steward will be dong in amoment. Now about the course...'

A.A. Catto's temper flashed.

'Bugger the course. | want my drink.’

The captain compressad hislips dightly, and marched quickly acrossthe balroom. Billy, Reave and
Nancy were by now standing at the top of the stepsthat led to the observartion platform, watching the
exchange. A few moments |ater the captain returned followed by aflustered-looking steward.
'Hereisyour drink, Miss Catto.'

The steward placed atdl crysta glassin front of A.A. Catto. Beneath ahead of crushed ice, theliquid
was pale pink. Halfway down it changed to red and finaly in the bottom of the glassit was adeep
purple. A.A. Catto picked it up and swirled it round once. Theicetinkled. She sipped it, and put it

down.

'l supposeit will do.’



The steward bowed and scuttled avay. The captain drew himself up to hisfull height. With his neatly
trimmed beard and rigidly controlled paunch he was every inch the figure of tolerant authority. He cleared
histhroat.

'About the course, Miss Catto. | redlly must insst you make adecision.’

A.A. Catto looked at him with frank didike. If there were three things she detested, they were authority
figures, people who found it necessary to clear their throats before speaking and people who inssted she
do things. Sheran her finger round the rim of the glass. It made afaint Snging sound.

'l think | want to go into the nothings.’

The captain's eyes widened.

"The nothings?

‘That'swhat | said.'

‘It can't be done.’

A.A. Catto began to get impatient.

'l was under the impression that | had hired this craft, and that you would take it wherever | requested.’
‘That's correct.'

'Wdll, I'm requesting you to take the damn thing into the nothings.'

The captain took a deep breath.

"That's absolutely out of the question. This ship isn't equipped for that kind of journey.’

"That'sthe kind of journey | wish to make!'

The captain spoke very dowly asthough he wastalking to aretarded child.

'If this ship entersthe nothings it will disintegrate. It car-ries no generator of its own. It will be destroyed.’
A.A. Catto looked up at him.

"You carry aset of persond generators, don't you? Porta-pacs or something smilar?

The captain nodded.

'Y es, but that's beside the point. I'm not going to take my ship to certain destruction in the nothings. |
hope | make mysdlf clear.’

'Y ou refuse?

'Absolutely.



A.A. Catto nodded. She dowly turned and looked at the group by the observation platform.
‘Billy, could you come over here for aminute?

Billy sauntered across the dance; floor. He glanced enquir-ingly at A.A. Catto.

‘Trouble?

A.A. Catto looked hard at the captain.

‘Billy, do you have your gun with you?

Billy nodded. He was alittle confused. He pulled a70 recoilless from under his coat.

'l gotagun.'

A.A. Catto relaxed in her chair.

'Would you point it a the captain?

Billy shrugged and did as he was asked. The captain put on his cap and came to formal attention.

'Y ou redlize that by thisact of violence you have voided your hiring contract and | have no aternative but
to return to the bridge and order this ship to return to the company's docking mast.’

A.A. Catto laughed.
'God, you're pompous.’
'l can only repest...

'Shut up and listen. If you don't immediately take this contraption into the nothings, Billy will shoot you.
'Won't you, Billy?

Billy swalowed.

‘Um... yes'

The captain remained at atention.

'I'll do no such thing.'

A.A. Catto looked at Billy.

'Shoot him.’

Billy looked at A.A. Catto, at the captain and then down at the gun. Hetried to think of away out. There
didn't seem to be one. He pulled the trigger. The captain was knocked across the dance floor. He died

without asound. The string quartet stopped playing, but started again, rather uncoordinatedly, when Billy
turned in their direction.



A.A. Catto briskly stood up. She beckoned to Nancy and Reave.

'l think wed better go to the bridge and take control of this machine. It would seem you can't get
anywhere leaving thingsto other people!

They l€ft the ballroom and started down one of the companionways that traversed the length of the
arship'sgondola Asthey walked, Billy fell into step beside A.A. Catto.

'Do you think thisis such agood idea?

'Iswhat such agood idea?

'Shooting the captain and pushing the ship into the noth-ings?
'Y ou shot the captain.’

Billy looked down at the deck.

'Yes, | suppose| did.

'‘Damn right you did. Y ou're as responsible as anyone.'

Billy fdt alittle sck. Any ideas of morality seemed to be dipping away. He glanced sidewaysat A.A.
Catto.

‘But what about this going into the nothings? I've falen into the nothings with just a porta-pac. 1t's no fun.
Y ou don't have any control over where you finish up.’

‘But you finish up somewhere!

s

'Well then.'

'| ill don't likeit. We could land in alot of trouble, and there's nothing we can do about it."
'Do you have a better idea?

‘No.'

'Could | bein any moretroublethan | wasinin Litz?

Billy shook his heed.

'l suppose not."

"Then thereés nothing redlly to discuss, isthere?

Billy didn't say anything more. Hefollowed A.A. Catto up the sted stepsthat led to the bridge. He did
back the steel door and they stepped into the airship's control room. The front of the bridgewasasingle



sheet of plexiglass. The rest of the walls were covered with various control monitors. Three officersin
blue uniforms were grouped round an illuminated chart table. Behind them, staring fixedly through the
plexi-glass windshield, was a steersman in awhite sailor suit. His hands gripped the big polished whed
that controlled the rud-der, and beside him were the levers that set the angle of climb or descent. The
officerslooked up sharply as A.A. Catto and her four companions came through the door. One of them,
who from the amount of gold braid on his uniform seemed to be second in command after the captain,
moved to head them off.

'I'm sorry. Clients are not permitted on the bridge. 1t'sacompany rule.’

A.A. Catto smiled.

'I'm afraid company rules no longer apply. I've just had your captain shot.'

The officer stopped dead.

"You did what?

A.A. Catto continued to smile at him.

'l 'had the captain shot, and I'm taking this ship into the nothings!'

The two other officersjoined thefirst one.

"That'simpossible. You'l destroy it.'

A.A. Céatto stopped smiling.

'l tried to explain to your captain. | intend going into the nothings, and no one's going to stop me. Can
you under-stand?

Sheturned to Billy.

'Show them your gun.'

Billy pulled out hisgun again. The three officerstook a step back. Thefirst oneraised his hand.
'Don't shoot.

Billy continued to point the gun a him. A.A. Catto looked him Straight in the eye.

'Are you going to do what you're told?

The officers stood together by the chart table. The senior onelicked hislips.

'l assume you're taking over the ship by force.’

A.A. Catto clapped her hands together. It was an oddly childish gesture.

'At last we're getting through. Now, will you ingtruct the driver, or whatever heis, to take usinto the
nothings?



'You redizethisisan act of piracy?

A.A. Catto shrugged.

'Cdll it whet you like, only do it."

The officer muttered for amoment with histwo com-panions and then turned back to A.A. Catto.

'I've gone on record as registering my strongest protest againgt your crimind acts. Beyond that I'll follow
your ingtruc-tions!

"Then set acourse for the nothings.'

The officer bent over the table and consulted a chart. A.A. Catto waited tensely. Finaly he straightened
up and looked at the man behind the whed!.

‘Steer one zero seven,’

'One zero seven, S

'Steady as she goes.'

'Aye, Sr.’

Thefirst officer looked sourly back at A.A. Catto.

'Will that bedl?

A.A. Catto thought for amoment.

'Well need porta-pacs when we hit the nothings:’

The officer scowled.

‘They'reinthewall locker.'

He indicated with his hand. Nancy opened the locker. In-sde wasarack of small individua stasis
generators. Shetook out four and handed them round. They dung them over their shoulders. There
seemed to be nothing e seto do until the airship hit the nothings. After al the high drama, the whole thing
dipped into an anticlimactic trough. It became very quiet on the bridge. The officers went about their
routine tasks, doing their best to ignore the four hijackers. The steersman stared resolutely ahead. Billy
began to fed alittle foolish as he stood there holding hisgun. Finaly, A.A. Catto could stand it no longer.
She caught the eye of thefirgt officer.

'Could you get a steward up here?

Hereddened alittle.

‘A steward?



A.A. Catto nodded.

‘That'sright, asteward. My friends and | would like some drinks, and maybe a snack of some kind.'
Thefirg officer began to inflate with indignation.

'Am | to understand that you want to turn my bridge into some sort of cafeteria?

'Y es. Why not? We're going to wreck it shortly, so | don't see how alittle change in your routine would
meatter.'

Thefirst officer grabbed a hand mike off the chart table as though he was going to hit A.A. Catto with it,
then he checked himself and bellowed into it.

'Get a steward to the bridge. On the double.’
The drinks, when they came, didn't redlly help too much.

A.A. Catto, Billy, Reave and Nancy formed their own four-person cocktail party, which, if anything,
made them fed even more sdf-conscious. The crew of the airship went on pointedly ignoring them.

The presence of A.A. Catto and the others couldn't beignored for ever. A thin strip of blue-grey light
appeared on the horizon. It looked like a strange cold dawn. In fact, it wasthe nothings. Gradudly it
rolled nearer. It waslike agrowing wall of sparkling cloud. The airship drifted closer and closer. Thefirst
officer straightened up and faced A.A. Catto.

'Areyou sure you won't cal off this madness?

A.A. Catto tapped her fingernails on the porta-pac. She switched it on. The others did the same.

‘There's no other way. Keep going, or Billy here will shoot you.'

Billy tightened his grip on the gun. His ssomach started to knot. He hated the nothings and the things they
did to hismind. The steersman turned to thefirst officer.

'Well hit the nothings any minute, Sir.’

Thefirst officer looked as though he was about to panic. He moved towards A.A. Caitto.
'Won't you let me change course before we're al disrupted?

Billy stepped between them and levelled hisgun at thefirst officer's chest.

‘Hold it right there."

The officer halted. There were dark patches of swest under the armpits of his uniform.
'At least let me issue the crew with porta-pacs and give the order to abandon ship.’

Billy looked at A.A. Catto.



'It can't do any harm.’

A.A. Catto thought for amoment.

'Yes, yes. Give the order, but don't attempt to alter course.’

The officer swung round to the steersman.

'Lock on present heading, break out a porta-pac and pre-pare to abandon ship.'

The steersman saluted and hurried to the locker that held the personal stasis generators. He clipped one
to his belt and stood waiting. The officers began to do the same. The first officer picked up the hand
mike

‘Attention al crew. Now heer this. Thisisan emergency. | repest, thisis an emergency. We are entering
the nothings. All crew will break out porta-pacs and prepare to abandon ship. Good luck to you all.'

He repeated the message and then clipped a generator to his own belt. He cameto attention, and A.A.
Caito giggled. Thewadll of sparkling, shifting light was amost upon them. Suddenly Billy turned to the
other three.

[t might be agood ideaif we held on to each other. That way, we have a chance of coming out of the
nothingsin the same place.’

Nancy'sface grew tight.
'If we come out.'

They linked hands. Above them, the front of the gas bag smoked and began to vanish asit nosed itsway
into the nothings. The plexiglass vanished asits fabric was scattered into time and space. The front half of
the cabin vanished. Thewadll of mist reached the four of them clinging together. Con-cepts like up and
down melted away. They were swalowed in the shifting grey and roaring silence. They seemed to be
fdlinginal directionsat once.

They injected the Minstrel Boy with the maximum dose of cyclatrol. Afterwards his eyes glazed over and
he began to scream. He screamed non-stop for two hours. They had to shut him in a sub-basement cell
until he stopped. Bannion wouldn't let him leave the LDC building until hed camed down. Bannion was
very sensitive about accusations of police brutdity. In the meantime he and Jeb Stuart Ho concluded a
ded whereby Chief-Agent Bannion on behaf of the Litz Department of Correction would sell the
brotherhood alight-weight armoured car that would enable Jeb Stuart Ho to pursue A.A. Catto. The Litz
Department of Correction charged agrosdy inflated price, which Jeb Stuart Ho paid after apolite period

of ritud heggling.

When the Mingtrel Boy finaly became quiet, two patrolmen brought him up from the depths of the
lock-ups. They had to support him on either side. His movements were uncoordin-ated, his eyeswere
vacant and his mouth hung open, Jeb Stuart Ho was darmed at his condition.

'How can he lead me anywhere like that?

Bannion smiled and tapped the Side of his noise with hisforefinger.



'Hell do what you want.'

'Yes. Areyou sure?

'Sure I'm sure. You'l see!

Bannion ordered the car brought round to the front of the building. He and Jeb Stuart Ho went out to
ingpect it. It was asquat, ugly, square-sided machine. It had long armoured engine housing, and asmall
three-seat cab. The windscreen and side windows were mere dits of toughened glass, and thewhole
vehicle was covered in dull grey, bullet-proof stedl. It was supported on six baloon-tyred whedls, four at
the rear and two at the front. Bannion opened the passenger door.

'Getin.'

Jeb Stuart Ho was confused.

'Surdly | will have to drive the machine?

‘Just getin.'

Jeb Stuart Ho got in. Bannion signdled to the patrolmen who were holding the Minstrel Boy just insde
the building. They hurried down the steps. Bannion opened the driver's door. They pushed the Minstrel
Boy insde and strapped him in. He hung there with his mouth haf open. Bannion poked his head in the
window beside Jeb Stuart Ho.

'Okay. Tdl him what you want.'

Ho looked dubioudy at the dack-jawed Minstrel Boy.

'Will he understand?

‘Jugt tdl him.'

Jeb Stuart Ho took a deep breath.

'We have to pursue and catch A.A. Catto.'

The Mingtrel Boy didn't repond. Bannion grinned & Ho.

Tdl himtodrive'

Jeb Stuart Ho fdt alittle ridiculous. He couldn't imagine what kind of obscure joke Bannion was
attempting to involve himin. Heraised hisvoicealittle,

Y ou will start the car and drive!'

Likeaman in adream, the Mingtrel Boy placed his hands on the whedl. Bannion withdrew hishead. The
Mingtrel Boy put on the power. The engine cameto life. The Minsirel Boy dumped it into gear with a
crash. The car lurched forward. They swerved drunkenly away from the kerb. Bannion laughed. They
began to pick up speed. Bannion yelled after them.



'‘Don't come back.'

The drivethrough thetraffic of downtown Litz waslike adrawn-out suicide bid. A dozen times Jeb
Stuart Ho could see no way out of afatal collison, but at the very last minute the Minstrel Boy somehow
managed to avoid disaster. Asthey had begun to move, hisjaws had clamped together and he ap-peared
to sarefixedly dong the length of the bonnet. Jeb Stuart Ho wasn't certain whether he could actually see,
or whether he was steering the car by some other sense produced by the cyclatrol. On acomparatively
clear gtretch of road, Jeb Stuart Ho looked in the glove compartment to check that the little black case of
refills of the drug was il there. It was.

When Bannion had given it to him, heéd told Jeb Stuart Ho to give the Minstrel Boy a shot every twelve
hours. He hadn't told him how long the Minstrel Boy would survive under those conditions.

At lagt, to Jeb Stuart Ho's relief, they emerged from the city traffic and swung on to one of thewide
straight roads that radiated out from Litz to the edge of the nothings. There was almost no traffic, apart
from the occasiona whedlfreak's truck that flashed past, blazing with lights. Ho felt that he could relax a
little. The Mingtrel Boy had manoeuvred the car into the middie of the highway. He held it there with one
limp hand.

Jeb Stuart Ho looked carefully at the Mingtrel Boy. It was hard to know, apart from the tightly clenched
jaws, whether he wasredly conscious. Even with dl histraining, Ho found it difficult to visudize what
was going on in hismind. Ho was taken by surprise when the Mingtrel Boy made a sudden move. His
hand flashed down to a part of the control pand between the seats. Harsh metallic music blared from a
set of speakersfitted in the back of the cab. In the confined space it made Jeb Stuart Ho's head ring. He
shouted to the Mingtrel Boy.

'Doesit haveto be so loud?

The Mingtrel Boy gave no indication that he had heard him. He continued to stare blankly through the
windshield. Jeb Stuart Ho stretched out a hand to adjust the volume control. Without warning the
Minstrel Boy dapped his hand away. He didn't take his eyes off the road. Jeb Stuart Ho said nothing and
Settled back to endureit.

They were reaching the limits of the Litz generators. Cir-cular holesfilled with grey nothing Sarted to
appear in theroad in front of them. The Minsirel Boy pressed the control that activated the car's own
stasis generator. He made no at-tempt to avoid any of the holes, but continued to hold the car steady in
the very centre of the road, at just under maximum speed. The car began to bump and lurch asthough its
own stasis field was unable to produce an gpproximation of aflat surface benesth the car, but only the
reading on the speedo-meter and the constant bucking and lurching gave any indicartion that they were
moving at al. The razor-sharp music pounded on, and Jeb Stuart Ho began to perform the pre-liminary
exercisesto close down hismind. The Mingtrd Boy'sface dtill showed no sign of life.

In many ways, thistrip through the nothings was very smilar to the lizard ride they had madeto Litz. Ho's
sense of time quickly began to ebb away. He had to keep glancing at the dashboard to grasp some kind
of orientation. The chronometer waslittle help. In many waysit increased his confusion. Sometimesthe
digitswould flip over at arate that made it unreadable. Other times a single figure would hang for what
seemed like hours. Similar things happened to the music. It would dternately hammer freneticdly and
then lurch sde-ways in howling cadences. He was sordly tempted to seek refuge in an intermediate
trance, but the congtant sight of the transformed Mingtrdl Boy beside him kept him firmly in the materia
world ingdethecar.



It was around the point when the chronometer wastelling him that they'd been in the nothings for just
over four hours that things started to appear. First it was the white dog with black nose and ears. It
jerked its paw at them in ahitch-hiking gesture, and then, through the rear window, Jeb Stuart Ho could
seeit curang them from the distance after the Minstrel Boy had failed to stop. Next came the billboards,
huge illu-minated signs that gppeared to stand on nothing. Floodlights blazed down on them, making it
impossible to missthe dogans in strange, unreadable, dlien script. Jeb Stuart Ho wondered if they were
real objectsor hallucinations. Hewas at alossto tell. There was too much about the nothings that he
didn't know.

After seven hoursthey hit theroad. It just gppeared out of the shifting greyness, exactly under their
whedls. It was adark blue colour, and ran dead straight for as far asthe eye could see. Tiny red and
green marker lightslined its outer edges. Beyond them was the absol ute shimmering grey. Jeb Stuart Ho
held on to his mind with meticulous care. The awful music wailed on, punctuated by wrenching cast iron
power chords. Nothing el'se moved on the road, and it seemed to have no end.

The chronometer claimed they were nine and three quarter hours out of Litz. Jeb Stuart Ho was just
wondering if it was safe to give the Mingtrel Boy another shot of cyclatrol, when he began to dow the
car. He pulled over to the side of the road and stopped. In astrange kind of way, it seeped to Ho that
the Minstrel Boy was cooperating with the plan. He reached into the glove compartment and took out the
black case. He fitted arefill into the injector, pushed up the Min-strel Boy's deeve and pressed the
release. Therewas afaint hiss asthe cyclatrol wasforced through the pores of his skin. Thistime he only
screamed for thirty-five minute.

When he camed down, he seemed to need no ingtructions. He started the engine, made the same violent
gear change and continued on down the road.

Thelinesof lightsflashed past in a continuous stream. The road was absolutely smooth. The Mingtrel Boy
kept the car rock steady in the middie of the road. Jeb Stuart Ho avoided looking out of the narrow
window. Despite dl| histraining, the grey shimmer of the nothings made him uneasy. It disturbed the sense
of order that was so much apart of hislifein the brotherhood.

Jeb Stuart Ho felt closer to the edge of his control than he had ever been during dl his years of rigorous
ingruction. The blue road was so smooth that there was no sense of movement at al. Time seemed to
sop. Thelightsformed themselvesinto solid strips of red and green. The slent staring presence of the
Mingtrd Boy, and the clanging music combined with all the other factorsto push Jeb Stuart Ho towards a
wild, twigting part of hismind that he had never experienced before. It took al his powers of disciplineto
ress plunging into that chaos.

Just as he was beginning to fed that his strength was about to give out, something appeared ahead. It was
far down the road, but it was coming towards them, and it instantly re-stored the concepts of time and
gpace. At firgt it was only atiny point of light in the extreme distance, but Jeb Stuart Ho felt himself filled
with animmediate sense of relief.

They came out of the nothingsin midair. It was as though the faling sensation that had been wrenching at
Billy's tomach ever sincethe airship had disintegrated, was al channdled in asingledirection. Ina
moment of panic he thought he was going to fall to his death. Then the ground rushed up and knocked
the breath out of him. The drop had been less than four metres. He landed awkwardly, on hard stony
ground. One of hiskneestwisted under him. Ashetried to stand, it hurt like hell. He sank to hisknees
cursng.

On the second attempt, Billy managed to stay on hisfeet. Helooked around to see where he had landed.



The bare hill-sde wasn't terribly impressive. It fell away at asteep angle. The bare earth was sparsely
covered here and there with patches of bracken and short wiry grass. There were wide expanses of bare
rock.

Billy couldn't see very far. Everything but the immediate piece of doping ground that he had landed on
was shrouded in damp, clinging fog. His city boy, pimp clothes were totaly unsuited for both the terrain
and climate. Already the thin, sparkling materid felt cold and clammy. He cursed again, and hugged his
jacket tighter round his shoulders. It seemed that he had fallen into some very dismal place.

He wondered what had happened to the others. They had al been together in the nothings, but he had
lost them when they'd dropped into the redlity of the blesk hillsde. According to everything Billy had
experienced, they should have al emerged at the same point. He wondered if they might be on another
part of the same hillside, hidden by the fog. He strained his eyes to penetrate the drifting grey blanket, but
he till could see nothing.

He shivered and stamped hisfeet. If he didn't do something fairly fast hewould die of pneumonia. He
wondered if he should go and look for them, or stay in the same place and let them find him. It was a
problem. He couldn't be absolutely sure that they had dl landed near to the same spot. He was il
wondering what to do, when he saw afamiliar figure limping through the mi<t. Billy caled out.

'Hey! Hey, Reave! Over here!’

The figure turned and started coming towards him. Reave was noticeably favouring one foot, asthough
hisanklewas giving him pain. Slly hurried to mest him.

'‘Areyou okay?

'l came out of the nothings some way above the ground. | didn't land too good. | guess| twisted my
ankle!

‘It ain't broken or nothing?

Reave shook his head.

'No, but it hurts. Y ou seen anything of the others?
‘Not asign.’

'Any ideawhere we are?

Billy shrugged.

'How the fuck should | know?

"We could have picked a better place.’

Billy scowled.

'So who picked it?

They both stood in slence for awhile, each waiting for the other to suggest something. Finaly Reave



shivered.

'Do you figure we should build afire or something?

Billy looked a him contemptuoudy, and waved his hand at the scanty, dripping wet vegetation.
'With what?

Reave sniffed.

It wasjust anidea.’

‘Someidea.’

"Y ou think of something better?

Billy sghed.

'Okay, okay. Just wait awhile. Something'll turn up.’

Reave looked dubious.

'Y ou reckon? It looks like weredlly... aargh!’

He clamped his hand to his neck. His face contorted with pain. Billy looked at himin darm.
'What'swrong?

'It'sthisgoddamn collar. A.A. Catto must betrying to find us.'

‘Do you think she's nearby?

Reave nodded.

'She must be, Thelink doesn't work over aredly long distance.’

'Maybe sheld hear usif we arted yelling.'

It'sworth atry. It might stop her using her ring on me.’

Billy and Reave both began to shout at the top of their voices. After awhile they stopped to listen.
Nothing happened. The fog seemed to muffle out dl sound. They tried again. When they paused a
second time, Billy thought he heard faint shouts. They began to yell asloud asthey could. They at least
had the consol ation that the activity was keeping them warm. They paused for athird time. Billy was sure
he could hear faint sounds. He turned to Reave.

'Y ou hear that?

'What?

'l thought | heard voices!



Reavelistened.

'l don't hear nothing.'

Billy craned forward.

'Yesah. Listen. Thereit isagain. I'm sureit must be the others.!'

He darted yelling at the top of hislungs.

'Hey, hey, over here!

Even Reave could hear the answering shouts. After afew minutes of yelling they saw two figures begin to
emerge from the mist. It was A.A. Catto and Nancy. They both looked cold and wet. Nancy was
limping badly and A.A. Catto sup-ported her on onearm. Their thin, revealing city clotheswere
obvioudy no protection againgt the vicious climate. Reave fingered his collar nervoudy. A.A. Catto
looked as though she was in an evil temper. She walked dowly up to the two men.

'Wherein hell arewe?

Billy and Reave looked a each other. Billy shrugged.

'Don't have aclue.’

A.A. Catto scowled and said nothing. Nancy hugged her armsto her chest and shivered.

'We got to get out of this goddamn place before we freeze to death.’

Billy nodded.

‘That'sfor sure.’

Reave squatted down and rubbed at his damaged ankle.

'So where do we go?

A.A. Catto looked down at him in contempt.

‘Can't you ever think for yoursalf?

'l don't see you coming up with too many idess!’

A A. Catto's eyes blazed.

'Don't talk to me like that!'

Shetwisted her ring savagely. Reave screamed and fell on hissde kicking. Nancy grabbed her by the

shoulders, but A.A. Catto pushed her roughly away. Nancy stumbled and fell over Reave. Billy grabbed
A.A. Catto by thiswrist and held on to her while she struggled and hit at him.



'Hold it, damn you. Just take it easy.’

"Take your hands off me, or I'll kill you.'

'Y ou ain't killing anyone. Calm down now. Weredl in thistogether. Fighting ain't going to help us'!
A.A. Catto relaxed into sullen silence. Billy let go of her. He helped Nancy to her fedt.
'Okay, let'stry and get organized. We got to get out of here!'

Nancy tried unavailingly to brush the mud stains from her damp jump suit.
'Did we manage to save anything useful from the airship?

Billy patted his jacket.

I s;emto havelost my guninthefal.

A.A. Catto sneered.

Typicd.'

Billy turned on her.

'What have you got?

'My credit card.’

Billy looked at the ground.

'l don't think that's going to be awholelot of usein this place.

Nancy grinned.

I'vegot my gun.'

Reave climbed to hisfeet.

'I've got mine too, and a gravity knife.'

Billy looked round.

'How about food?

‘Nothing.'

A.A. Catto grimaced.

'l suppose nobody has any drugs?

Everyone shook hishead. A.A. Catto pouted sullenly.



"You dl redizeI'm going to start coming down in awhile?
Nancy raised an eyebrow.

'What do you expect?

Billy quickly intervened before another fight erupted.
"We ought to decide which way we're going to go.'
Nancy shrugged.

'l figureit'seither up or down.’

'Down ought to be warmer.'

'Downitisthen.'

A.A. Catto shivered.

'Can we get moving?

Billy hesitated. A.A. Catto looked at him in exasperation.
'l think | can hear something.'

‘Rubbish, | can't hear athing.’

She started to walk down the hillsde. Billy didn't move.

'I'msure | can hear something. It'sakind of hum. Redlly high pitched, amost beyond the range of
hearing. It's hard to be sure but | think whatever's causing it is coming nearer.’

Nancy nodded.

'l can hear it too.'

A.A. Catto stopped and planted her hands on her hips.

'Arewe moving or aren't we?

Before anyone could respond, her question was answered by areedy mechanica voice.

'Y ou-will-stay-exactly-as-you-are!’

Three grey stedl spheresfloated out of the mist. They were about athird of ametrein diameter, and hung
some two metres above the ground. A dull black disc was set in the side of each one. The disc moved as
the sphere dowly rotated. It was as though the disc was some kind of sensor device and the spheres

were scanning the four humans. The surprise a their sudden appearance was o greet that nobody
moved or spoke. Billy fet asthough al hiswillpower was being drained away.



One of the spheres moved slently away from the other two. It circled A.A. Catto and began gently to
shepherd her back towards her companions. She too seemed to have been drained of dl will to resis.

Once the spheres had the humans herded together in one tight group, they surrounded them in atriangle
formation. The black discs stared implacably down at the four people. Nobody spoke or moved. The
voice came again.

'It-is-necessary-that-we-search-you.'

Billy couldn't tell whether it came from one single sphere, or dl three. A smal circular dot openedinthe
base of each sphere and a sted tentacle snaked out of it. The tentacles extended towards the humans and
moved dowly over their bodies, as though ingpecting them. Billy stood horrified asthe cold sted probe
didinto his pockets and under his clothes. Then they began removing things from the group. They took
Billy'stimepiece, hiscigar lighter and small tri-di cube of a couple screwing that he kept as agood luck
charm. They took Nancy's and Reave's guns and an electronic doorkey from A.A. Catto. They took
everyone's portable generator. They aso took off her ring, and removed Reave's collar. He had aways
thought it was permanently locked, but at a single touch from one of the sphere'stentacles, it just fell
open. The various objects were placed carefully together on the ground. The voice came again.
"These-objects-are-proscribed-in-this-area. It-is-necessary-to-remove-and-destroy-them.’

One of the gpheres emitted athin beam of bright blue light from apoint on itsunderside. It played over
the objects on the ground. After afew seconds, they smoked and vanished. The spheres formed
themsdlvesinto their origind formation and slently drifted away into the mist. Billy dowly turned to the
other three. Hisface had gone dack.

'Did thet redlly happen?

Nancy nodded.

'l think 0.’

A.A. Catto looked round helplessly.

'Why did they take dl our things? We had little enough to start with. Now we've got nothing.’

Billy frowned.

‘They didn't take our clothes!’

Reavefished in his pocket and pulled out his gravity knife.

‘They missed this!

He snapped it open. When he cameto close it, however, the mechanism no longer worked. He
scratched the back of his neck.

"This placeistoo fucking weird. 1..."

He suddenly received the impact of what the spheres re-mova of his collar meant. A.A. Catto no longer



had any physica control over him. He shot her asingle intense glance. She pretended not to notice, and
spoke quickly to Billy.

'Have you ever seen anything like them before?
Billy shook his head.

‘Never.'

He thought for amoment.

‘It ssemslike they took away anything to do with technology, all mechanicd things. They left our clothes
and Reave's knife, but the mechanism on that doesn't work. | wonder if..."

Nancy cut him short.

'Could you do your wondering when we get some place that's warm?
A.A. Cattojoinedin.

'Let'sgo somewhere. I'm dying of cold.'

Billy nodded and, without another word, started down the dope. His face was set and thoughtful.
Suddenly he stopped and bent down. He fished something from atuft of grassand held it up.

'Whatever those things were they didn't get this!'

'What isit?

‘A gun, it lookslike my gun.’

He held up a compact.70 recoilless.

It must have dropped here after we fell through the noth-ings.'
A.A. Catto looked grimly pleased.

‘At least werearmed.

Billy nodded, and carefully tucked the gun into the holster under his coat. They carried on down the
hillsde

The going wasn't hard. The ground was even and downhill, but the cold became the exhausting factor.
Even while they maintained a brisk pace, the freezing damp cut through their thin clothes and seeped into
their bones. A.A. Catto's teeth began to chatter uncontrollably. She massaged her bare arms and looked

desperatey a Billy.
'l c-can't take m-much more of this.'

Billy did his best to be reassuring. He too was haf frozen.



"We got to come out of thisin the end. It cant go on for ever.'

A.A. Catto pursed her now bluelips.

'Anything'spossible!’

Reave flashed her awry grin.

'If it don't stop, it'll bethe end of us!’

A.A. Catto gave him along hard ook, but said nothing. They went on walking. Billy was thankful for the
downhill dope. It did at least prove they weren't going round in circles. Apart from that singlefact, they
could easily have been back at the point they started from. Nothing appeared to change.

Billy was about to give up hope when, abruptly, they came out of it. The trandtion was o sudden, it took
them totaly by surprise. One moment they were trudging through the same thick mist, then for afew
paces it thinned and suddenly they were out in the sunshine. The sky above their heads was aclear blue,
and the air smelled sweet and clean. All four of them stopped and just drank it in. A.A. Catto raised her
chilled armsto the sun.

'Oh god. It feels so good.'

She turned and hugged Nancy, and they sank down on the short springy turf kissing each other
enthusiasticaly. Billy looked at Reave, and they both shrugged. They turned their attention to their
surroundings. Behind them wasthewall of cloud completely concealing the upper dopes. In front of
them, however, the view was breathtaking. Below them was awide green valey. It waswatered by a
dow meandering river. A number of small tributary streams sparkled in the sun, Billy grinned at Reave.
‘Thisredlly don't look too bad.'

Reave nodded.

'Sure looks good to me. Look at those trees, dl that grass.

| could get behind laying up herefor awnhile!’

He peered intently into the distance, and pointed down the valley.

'What do you think that is?

Billy shaded his eyes and stared in the same direction.

'It looks like abuilding of somekind.'

Billy could just make out ablack structure, beside theriver, far down thevaley. It seemed to have a
broad base and then narrow off towards the top. It was surrounded by patch-work squares of
different-coloured vegetation. Billy assumed that they were cultivated fidds. Reave turned to Billy.

'Do you suppose we ought to head for that place?

Billy nodded.



I don't see anywhere e se that looksinhabited.'
‘It looks redl big, that place.’
'And along way away.'
Billy waked over to where the girlswere lying entwined on the grass.
'‘Come on, you two. | think we've found civilization.'
A.A. Catto disengaged hersdlf from Nancy.
'Civilization?
"Thereés some kind of big building downinthevalley.’
A.A. Catto propped herself up on one elbow.
'Isit nice?
Billy shrugged.
It don't look hogtile. It'salong walk, though.’
A.A. Catto scowled.
'| thought there'd be something wrong withiit."
'It'saniceday for awalk.'
'I'm getting sick of thisplace.’
Billy grinned down &t her.
'We might aswell get moving.'
'We haveto walk?
Billy nodded.
'We haveto walk.'
A.A. Catto smiled sweetly at him.

'l had an idea. Why don't you and Reave walk to this place? Then when you get there you could send
out some trangport for Nancy and me.'

'l didn't seetoo much that looked like transport.

A.A. Catto sat up.



'Whereisthis place?

Billy pointed out the building in the distance.

‘There!

'Y ou don't expect me to walk that distance? Y ou're crazy.'

'Y ou can stay here!'

A.A. Catto beamed.

'And you'll send someone to fetch us?

'l doubt it."

A.A. Catto's expression turned venomous.

‘Oneday I'll get the chanceto redlly make you suffer, you little punk.'

I'll do my best to avoidit.’

A.A. Catto climbed grudgingly to her feet. Nancy did the same. They started down the hillside towards
theriver. A.A. Catto sulked at first, but the walk proved to be no hardship. Very soon she and Nancy
were waking dong together chatter-ing and giggling. Billy and Reave were dightly in front, degp intheir
own thoughts. They had been going for about ten minutes. A.A. Catto and Nancy had dropped some
way be-hind. Suddenly Nancy yelled ouit.

'Look!"

There was such anote of urgency in her voice that the two men spun round. Nancy was pointing
franticaly up the hill. A smal troop of horsemen were gdloping acrossthe hill-side just below the
cloudbank. Billy couldn't make out too many details of the riders. The horsesweretall and black. The
men carried long dender lances. The only obvious thing was that they didn't look hospitable. He
beckoned quickly to the others.

'Quickly, crouch down. They don't seem to have seen us!'

They dl flattened themsalves on the grass. Not even A.A. Catto made a protest. They lay perfectly ill.
The horsemen carried on in the same direction. Billy whispered to Reave.

'l think they're going to go past without seeing us.'

Reave'sface was grim.

'I sure hope s0. They don't look over-friendly.’

Suddenly the leading rider pulled his horse to a stop. The others hated beside him. For afew moments

they milled about. Then they began to fan out. They came down the hill-Sde at asteady trot, directly
towards where the four were lying. Billy pushed himself up into acrouch.



"They've seen us! Run! Spread out!'

They dl broke from cover. Theriderskicked their horses and came on at agalop. Billy began running
for dl hewasworth. He forgot about the gun under his coat. The thunder of hooves was close behind
him. Theriderslet out high, blood-curdling shrieks. Billy's heart began to pound and his breath camein
short, laboured gasps. Thetimein Litz had destroyed his physica condition. Hisbody cringed at the
thought of one of thelong thin lances stabbing intoit.

He glanced over his shoulder, and saw one of the horsemen close behind him. He swung round and
changed direction. He caught a glimpse of adark-skinned face beneath a strange winged helmet. Then
the rider thundered past. Billy began panting back up the hill. Another rider crossed to intercept him.
They were dressed in cloaks of some kind of fur, and black armour made from small interlocking plates.
They looked sinister and deadly. Billy tried dodging again, but the second rider wastoo quick for him.
Hewheded his horse and came after him. Billy saw that he was swinging two weights on the end of a
long thong. Billy turned again and went on running desperately. He caught sight of another rider about to
run down Nancy. The one who was chasing Billy suddenly let go of the device of weights and thongs. At
that moment Billy remembered the gun, but it wastoo late. The thing caught him just above the knees.
The thongs coiled tightly around hislegs. Billy fdl heavily. Hishead hit arock and black oblivion rushed
in and grabbed him.

The light that Jeb Stuart Ho had seen at the end of the road turned out, as they came closer, not to be
one but severa. They shone from the windows of alarge building that ssood on asmall idand of bare
ground, beside the road, with the nothings al round it. It had the same ramshackle, disorganized style of
architecture as the house at Wainscote where Ho had first found the Minstrel Boy, but instead of looking
grim and menacing, this place seemed friendly and inviting.

In front of the building was awide forecourt. It was crowded with avery mixed assortment of vehicles. A
line of saddled lizardsweretied to arail. Sleek ground cars were parked next to broken-down
horse-drawn wagons. A huge, ornately painted truck towered over acollection of weird, custom-built
motor-cycles. The accessto this parking lot was through a high, curving arch of neon lights. Above the
arch ahuge sign turned dowly. It carried thelegend THE INN. This garish entrance contrasted strangely
with the funky, uneven style of the building.

Asthey came up to the Inn, Jeb Stuart Ho wondered if the Minstrel Boy was going to stop or drive
graight by. Ho looked a him questioningly, but the Minstrel Boy continued to stare fixedly straight
ahead. Jeb Stuart Ho assumed that there was going to be no stop, and settled back in his seat. Then, at
the last minute, the Minstrel Boy spun the whedl and the car swung off the road with ashriek of tyres.

They passed under the glowing arch, and crossed the fore-court. The Minstrel Boy parked the car
beside aland yacht. The strange vehicle had huge, spun-gold photon sails, and awooden body covered
in elaborate and somewhat obscene carvings. The Minstrel Boy cut the car's engine, and dumped
forward across the whedl. Jeb Stuart Ho wondered if he should help the Minstrel Boy out of the car, or
leave him and go into the Inn on his own. He tapped the Minstrel Boy on the shoul-der.

‘Do you want to come inside with me?
The Mingtrel Boy didn't answer. He responded like azombie, Sitting up and dowly moving hishand to

the door handle. Jeb Stuart Ho quickly climbed out of the car and hurried round to the Minstrel Boy's
side. He helped him through the door, and steadied him while he tried to stand.



In histrancelike state, the Minstrel Boy had agood ded of difficulty walking. Jeb Stuart Ho supported
him as they made their way to the entrance of the Inn. Asthey passed the line of tethered lizards, the
beasts snorted and stamped their feet in agitation. The Minstrel Boy seemed to have astrange, un-settling
effect on them.

Theinterior of the Inn, and the people who crowded the noisy, smoky, low-ceilinged room, were as
mixed as the outside architecture. A long bar of dark, stained oak ran down one side of the main room.
A gang of bartenders scurried back-wards and forwards behind it serving drinks to the demanding
throng. In a corner astring band occupied asmall stage and tried to make themselves heard above the
generd din. In acleared space among the tables a hunchbacked juggler with asmall black and white dog
performed for tips and drinks. Across on the other side of the room, in a section of floor that was lower
than the rest, two men sat on smal stool's, hunched over a huge black and white marble board, afull two
metres across, playing checkers with countersthe size of plates. A small crowd sat slently watching
them, occasiondly exchanging low-voiced side bets as the game progressed.

At one end of the room was a granite fireplace where two gregt |ogs blazed with acomforting glow. The
corner of thefireplace and thewall of the room created a patch of shadow. In it were two tables. One
was empty and the other occupied only by asolitary old man who nodded over abeer mug. It seemed a
place where one could Sit without attracting atten-tion. Jeb Stuart Ho steered the Minstrel Boy towards
the spot. He didn't want anyone paying too close attention to his condi-tion.

Once they were seated, Jeb Stuart Ho had a chance to look at the other peoplein the main room of the
Inn. There were representatives of dmost every culture that was crowded on to the remains of the
shattered world. There were nomad bike-riders and whed fresks with their loud laughter, lesther suits
and long, greased hair. There were puritan merchantsjealous of the glances that the other travellers gave
their velled and hooded wives. Hard-eyed brigands with gaudy clothes, huge brass rings through thelr
ears, and wicked knives stuck in their belts crouched in conspiratoria groups. Away from the rest of the
crowd five nuns atein slence. They had the shaved heads and purple robes of the grim sisterhood who
ruled the city of Sade. Sophisticated women in the scanty synthetics that were high fashion in the
tech-cities rubbed shoulders with ragged bums, travelling hookers, medicine men and gamblersin the
traditiona frock coats and fancy vests. There were even afew of the strange, dmost dien creatures from
the outer fringes, with their tinted skin, abnormal bodies and outlandish clothes. Of A.A. Catto and her
companions, how-ever, there was no sign.

Servants of both sexesmoved in and out of the throng, serving medls and drinks, laughing with the
customers and generaly making themselves available. They seemed to com-bine the roles of waiter, host
and progtitute. One of them, agirl with large breasts and long dim legs, moved towards Jeb Stuart Ho's
table.

'What can | get you, friend?

'I'd like ameal of fresh vegetables and a bottle of pure water.’

The waitress|ooked at him strangely. She seemed about to say something, but changed her mind. She
nodded towards the Minstrel Boy.

"How about him? Does he want anything?
"Y ou could bring him some brandy.'

The waitress nodded, and then smiled sideways at Jeb Stuart Ho.



'Y ou wouldn't maybe like alittle, uh, companionship, per-haps?

Jeb Stuart Ho hesitated. He had had no sexud contact with either man or woman since he had | eft the
temple. The pro-spect seemed whoally inviting. Both the men and the women were extremely pleasing.
Therewas histask, though. He was sure the brotherhood and his teachers would expect him to remain
cdlibate until it was complete. He sighed and shook his head.

‘Regretfully, | think not.’
Thegirl shrugged.
'Suit yourself.'

She went away, and after a short while came back with the order. As she leaned over to place it on the
table, Jeb Stuart Ho was treated to an uninterrupted view of her breasts. Hefelt astab of remorse at his
decision to remain temporarily celibate. After sheld moved on, he pushed the brandy glassin front of the
Mingrel Boy.

'Here, | ordered adrink for you.'

The Minstrel Boy's eyes were glazed. He appeared to hear and see nothing. It was as though hewasin
some other place. Jeb Stuart Ho started as a wheezing chuckle came from behind him.

'Hell not drink anything.'

Jeb Stuart Ho turned round carefully, and found the old man was grinning at him crookedly. Hewas a
strange figure. Thetop of his head was bald, but long white hair cascaded down his back. His beard was
of equal length. Hisface was lined and weatherbeaten, and the long shapel ess robe that he wore had
been washed, bleached, patched and darned until it was a uniform off-white. The most compelling thing
about him, however, was his eyes. They were small and black and peered out from behind bushy
eyebrowslike those of alizard, alizard whose sense of humour was the only thing that saved it from
being avenomous cynic. He picked up a stout polished staff, dmost astal as himself, from where it was
leaning againgt the wall, and moved to Jeb Stuart Ho's table.

'HEll not touch the brandy, or anything else, until he pulls out of what you've doneto him.'

Jeb Stuart Ho tensed. He arranged himself in his chair so he could instantly move in any direction. He
looked evenly at the old man.

'Y ou know what's been done to him?

The old man's mouth twisted into asneer.

'I'veapretty fair idea You'vefilled him up with cyclatrol or some such gunk, and there's no point in you
gtting therelike acat ready to jump. I'll not harm you. Much as| might liketo. Theonly thing I'm

wondering iswhy you did it. I'm wondering what you're efter.’

Jeb Stuart Ho was taken aback at the amount of informa-tion the old man seemed to have. He did his
best to maintain his composure.



"Y ou seem to know alot about my affairs.’
'l just watch and figure. Right now I'm figuring what you're up to.’

Jeb Stuart Ho smiled adeceptively sweet smile. He was aware that he might have to kill the prattling old
man if he began to endanger hismission.

'‘And what do you figure I'm up to, old man?

'l figure you're hunting someone. That's about the only thing that'll bring you black murdering vultures out
of your damn temple. | figure you're out for ahit, and you'vefilled the poor boy here with cyclatrol to get
afix onyour victim.'

"Y our talk could be dangerous, old man.’

The old man nodded towards the Minstrel Boy.

'When | was his age, | might have been afraid of you, but now I'm too old. Even he seeks atemporary
death in oblivion every opportunity he gets. Maybe lifé's the only thing to be afraid of these days.”

Jeb Stuart Ho was definitely ill at ease. He glanced at the Mingtrel Boy, and then back at the old man.
'Y ou know him?

The old man laughed.

"The Minstrel Boy. Aye, you could say our paths have crossed.’
'Who areyou?

‘They call methe Wanderer.'

'‘And what do you do, Wanderer?

'l wander round from placeto place. | watch and figure.'

'And you know where you are?

‘Don't get any ideas."

‘But you do know where you are?

The Wanderer sighed.

'Aye, | do, but not as good as alizard, and not asgood as him.'
He nodded towards the Minstrel Boy.

'l was never as good as him. Perhapsthat'swhy | lived so long.'

Jeb Stuart Ho was about to ask another question, when the Minstrel Boy twitched. His eyes focused,



and his mouth opened.
'Quahd.’

His voice was a hoarse croak.
'Quahal

Jeb Stuart Ho grasped hisarm.
'Quahd.’

'What?

The Mingtrd Boy didn't answer. His eyes glazed over again. He becamerigid. Jeb Stuart Ho looked at
the Wanderer.

'What did he say?

The Wanderer's eye twinkled.

'He said Quaha.

'What is Quahal ?

'Don't they teach you anything insde your precious temple?

Jeb Stuart Ho's face darkened.

'What is Quahal?

'It'saplace. | figure your quarry must have fetched up there. Isit aman or awoman?
'What difference doesit make?

The Wanderer laughed.

'In Quahal it makes adifference.’

'Why?What isthis place?

'Y ou want to know about Quahd, do you?

'I'd be grateful for any information you could give me.’

'Grateful, even? Wdll, | suppose | can't do no harm, except of courseto help you kill this poor soul.’

'She only hasto dieto save many morelives.!'

‘Saysyou.'



"The brotherhood's projections have a very low factor of error.’

The Wanderer grunted.

"That's as maybe. It'stoo much like men playing god for me!'

Jeb Stuart Ho grew impatient.

'Will you tell me about Quaha?

The Wanderer nodded.

'Aye, I'll tell. If you promise to keep quiet, and not inter-rupt.’

Jeb Stuart Ho smiled.

"Y ou have my word.'

"Y our word, even. Right, then. I'll tell you the story of Quahd. Like most things, it started back in the
dayswhen things broke up. That was just after Stuff Centra got going, and we were supposed to have
reached Utopia, dthough not many people like to connect those two facts any more. Any-how, the
nothings came, and the disruptors began to break up theland, and you couldn't trust gravity or nothing
any more. People began grabbing anything they could hang on to, stabil-ize and live on. Everyonehad a
different idea about why things had gone so wrong. There was this particular brother and sister called
Alamada and Joachim Hesse. They decided al the trouble was due to technology and the only way to
livewasin aprimitive, natural world. Astheir home started to melt away, they got Stuff Centra to set
one up for them. They had ahuge great stasis generator installed, stabilized a stretch of place, had it
landscaped, anice misty, wild mountain and afertile river valey, and movedin. Y oull notice, incidentaly,
that they weren't averseto abit of technology creating and maintaining this Garden of Eden. At my age, |
really ought to stop expecting people to be consstent. Anyway, they had some plants and animals
beamed in, and then people. The people were specialy DNA tailored to suit Alamada's and Joachim's
fantasies, and programmed to do exactly what was expected of them. Everything was set up. They caled
the place Quaha and settled down to the smplelife’

Jeb Stuart Ho looked puzzled.

'Why Quahd?

The Wanderer became annoyed.

'How should | know? That's what they called it. Maybe they got it out of abook. | don't know. You
promised not to interrupt.’

I'm sorry.'
'Okay. Don't do it again. Right?
I'm sorry.

'‘Okay. Well, Alamada and Joachim didn't exactly want the same things. For astart, Joachim was gay
and Alamadawas a hetero sadist, so they didn't quite see eyeto eye. Thelong and short of it wasthat



Joachim lived down in the valley doing akind of Aztec number with alot of specialy bred young men.
Hewasthe high priest. He had aziggurat, the whole number, al these lads worshipping him. He was
happy asapig in shit. He had them ritualy sacrificed when they got too old, and kept them totally
celibate except asfar as he was concerned.’

The Wanderer looked at Jeb Stuart Ho.

'Aren't you guys from the brotherhood cdlibate?
'Only when it serves our purpose.’

The Wanderer |ooked dubious.

'l never did see what purpose could be served by not screw-ing. Are you sure you ain't the product of
someone's fantasy?

1.

'Don't answer. I'll go on with the story. Obvioudy Alamada wasn't going to go for Joachim's set-up. She
made hersdf ahome up the mountain with ateam of rough, horny, horse-riding tribesmen. Shewastheir,
| dunno, witch queen or something. They al baled her, and fought with each other and were generaly

rough and disagreeable, so she was happy too. The Stuff beam brought in al the things they needed,
including replacement people, and everything was neat. Ex-cept for onething. Y ou know what that was?

‘No.'

‘Joachim and Alamadaweren't immortal. They grew old and in the end they died. They even got round
that, in away, though.'

'How?

"They had everything about them fed into the Stuff Central computer. When they passed away, these
replacements showed up. They've showed up about every ten years ever since. In the case of Joachim it
was ashort ritua. The new Joachim would come out of the Stuff recelver, and the old one would straight
away get sacrificed. In Alamada's case it was alittle rougher. The Stuff receiver wasin the ziggurat,
down in thevaley. When anew Alamada arrived shedd climb the moun-tain and have to fight the old one.
The winner would be queen. | figure that's about it, asfar as Quaha's concerned.’

The Wanderer thought for aminute.

'Oh yeah, onething | forgot. The globes!'

"The globes?

'‘Another of Alamada's and Joachim'slittle concessionsto technology. They're akind of cybernetic
watchdogs. They prowl the place. If anyone turns up out of the nothings they remove everything more
advanced than adingshot. If anyone resiststhey fuse him.'

He looked hard at Jeb Stuart Ho.

'l suppose you'll be of there?



Jeb Stuart Ho nodded.

'| should leave Straight away.'

"Y ou could easily find that the lady you're after has been offed by the current Alamada.’
'l would have to go and make sure!’
The Wanderer grinned crookedly.
'Duty?

'What elseisthere?

The Wanderer shook his head.
'Don't ask meto tdl you.'

I'm sorry.'

'Don't worry about it.’

There was a pause. Jeb Stuart Ho and the Wanderer sat sillent with the rigid Minstrel Boy between them.
Then the Wanderer looked sideways at Jeb Stuart Ho.

"Y ou wouldn't have any objection to me coming, aong with you?

"To Quaha?

'Y eah. I've got nothing better to do, and | do know about the place.”

Jeb Stuart Ho became suspicious.

'Why do you want to come? Y ou didn't make the place sound very pleasant.’

'Like | sad, | don't have anything better to do. After al, you don't think an old man like me can harm you
inany way?

Ho nodded doubtfully.

'l don't.'

The Wanderer grinned.
'So | can ride with you?
'l suppose so.'

The Wanderer gestured at the Minstrel Boy.



'Wed better get him out to the car then.'

Jeb Stuart Ho's head jerked round.

'How did you know we camein aground car?

The Wanderer grinned.

'Likel sad, | don't missvery much.’

They pulled the Minstrel Boy to hisfeet, and headed for the door.

Billy woke up. Heimmediately wished that he hadn't. He hurt all over. The dightest movement sent pain
stabbing up from the back of his neck. He tried opening his eyes. Wherever he was, the light was dim.
Billy was grateful for that. He was aware of something moving. Billy turned his head. He found himself
looking at Reave.

"Where are we?

"Y ou've come round, then? We were beginning to think you'd gone and died.’

' wish | had.'

'Y ou fed bad?

'‘Bad?1 fed like I've been beaten up about adozen times. Where the hell are we?

Reave rubbed hisnose.

'l antredly sure’

Billy struggled into asitting position. He looked around. He seemed to be in some kind of hut. The floor
was bare earth and the wal was built from dry sone. Therewasasingle circular wall that curved inwards
inakind of beehive shape to become an dmost conica roof. In the centre of it wasasmal hole. It was
the only source of light and ventilation. A heavy wooden door was the only exit from the hut. Billy moved
painfully towardsit, but Reave waved him away.

‘Theré's no point in trying the door. It's bolted on the outside.’

Billy sat down again. He noticed the hut was completely bare. There was no furniture, nothing. It was
also very cold. He shivered and looked at Reave.

'What in hdll isthis place?

Reave shrugged.

'Likel sad, | ain't redly sure!

Billy began to get impatient. It seemed as though Reave was being deliberately unhepful.

'What's the matter with you?



‘Nothing. I'm just frozen, starved, and | figure we're liable to get killed any time now. | don't see much to
get enthusiastic about.

Billy frowned, and ran hisfingersthrough his hair.

'What happened? The last thing | remember was being chased by those guys on horses.'
"They caught us’

"Then what?

"They dung us over their saddles and rode up into the mist. Y ou were out cold. It seemed like werode
for hours, dl through that fog. Eventualy we wound up here.’

'What's here?

‘A village of some sort. Just a collection of beehive-shaped stone hutsin thefog. | didn't get too much of
achanceto look at the place. They threw you and mein here, and that wasit.’

'Y ou've been here ever since?

" eah!

"What happened to A.A. Catto and Nancy?

"The horsemen took them to some other part of the village.'
'Y ou figure they're being raped?

Reave shrugged.

'Who can tell? | don't think they are, somehow. The horse-men seemed to treat them with some kind of

respect.’

Billy massaged hisbruises.

'Pity they didn't give us some!’

Reave scowled, and said nothing. Billy sat thinking. After awhile helooked up.
'Do you reckon we could escape?

Reave dapped the solid sonewall.

'l don't see how.'

'Maybe when they come to feed us?

Reave shook hishead sourly.



"They ain't showed no sign of feeding usyet.’

Billy dumped back against the wall and thought again. Sud-denly he sat bolt upright.
Hey!"

Reave looked up without too much interest.
'What?

Billy stuck ahand ingde hisjacket.

They left mewith my gun.’

"You'rekidding.'

'No, look!"

Billy pulled it out. Reave looked &t it in amazement.
'Shit!"

'How could they have missed it?

Reave shook his head.

'Beats me. They took my knife away.'

Billy looked at the gun thoughtfully.

'Maybe they don't know what it is. If those globes destroy dl the technology that turns up here, those
horsemen may never have seen agun.'

Reave nodded.

'Y ou got apoint there.'

"It gives us a better chance of getting away.’

'Well haveto wait till someone comes and opens the door.'

"When they do, we can blow them away.'

'So dl we haveto doiswait.’

'Right.’

They waited. They had no way of calculating the passing of time, but it seemed like avery long wait. A
couple of times Billy became quite convinced that they had been locked up in the stone hut and forgotten.

Eventudly, however, there came the sound of someone pulling back the outsde bolts. Billy tensed. He
moved to beside the door. He flattened himself againgt thewall, tightly gripping the buit of the gun. The



door opened. Billy raised hiswegpon. A figure stepped into the hut. Billy's finger eased back on the
trigger. Then he stopped. The figurewas A.A. Catto. Nancy followed her into the hut, then two of the
horsemen. Billy quickly stuffed the gun under hisjacket. A.A. Catto turned, and saw him pressed against
thewall.

'What do you think you're doing?

Billy wiped ahand over hisface.

‘Nothing.'

A.A. Catto raised an eyebrow, but made no remark. Reave scrambled to hisfeset.

'Areyou two dl right?

A.A. Catto nodded.

'For the moment.'

Billy glanced at the two horsemen standing in the doorway of the huit.

‘Arewe dtill prisoners?

A.A. Catto examined her fingernails, and picked at one where the paintjob was chipped.

'Not exactly.'

'We can go?

'No, We can't actualy leave this place.’

'What's going on then?

A.A. Catto avoided looking at Billy.

'It's sort of complicated.’

Billy pursed hislips.

'l might have known it wouldn't be smple. Areyou going to tell us about it?

A.A. Catto took a deep breath.

'Wadll... it'slikethis. There aren't any women in thistribe. It'sal men.'

Billy looked amazed.

'No women?

'Well, thereis one. Shel's sort of queen witch. The Alamada, they call her. It seemsthat the only other
women who come here are challengersfor her title. Therésasort of ritual fight, and the one who wins



getsto rulethe place.

Billy's expresson became even more incredul ous.
"Y ou mean they thought you were a chdlenger?
s

'l suppose you put them straight about you not being a challenger, and how we dl just came here by
accident.'

'Well... no.

'Why the hell not?

'l wasworried that they might kill us!

Billy dowly shook his head, asthough to clear it.

"Y ou mean you're going to go dong with thisfight?

'l can't seeany way out.'

'l suppose you can take adive as soon asis honourably possible. Then we can dl leave?
‘No.'

‘No?

It'safight to the death.’

Billy'sjaw dropped.

‘To the death?

‘To the death.’

"Y ou mean you're risking getting killed to save the rest of us?

A.A. Catto looked at him as though he was mad.

'No, of coursenot. If | lose, they'll kill you straight away. | told them that you were my persond daves!
'Persond daves?

"That's right, so you'd better come up with anidea.’

Billy shook hishead in dishdlief.

'What the hell have you got usinto?



A.A. Cato looked at him disdainfully.

I'm sureyou'l think of something.’

'How long do we have before the fight?

A.A. Catto avoided Billy's eyes.

‘Not very long.'

She gestured towards the two horsemen.

"These people have come to take us dl to another hut. Then we have to prepare for the fight.'

The horsemen began to show signs of impatience. They motioned to A.A. Catto. She walked out of the
hut. The othersfollowed. The two horsemen led the four of them through the village. It was a cold, bleak
place. A collection of grey stone beehive-shaped hutswith thin trails of mist drifting between them. Billy
noticed that behind the huts was awooden fenced corrd that contained afairly large herd of al,
mean-looking horses. At one end of the village was ahut much larger than any of the others. It was
constructed from three of the dry stone beehive shapes run together. It had atal timber roof. In front of it
was acleared space. At one Sde of the space was afire pit lined with flat dabs of stone. At the moment
it was only filled with smouldering embers, but it was obviousthat it regularly held ahugefire.

At firg Billy thought that the two horsemen were taking him to the big building, but at the last minute, they
turned off and went towardsasmaller one next toit.

During the walk through the village, Billy had a chance closdly to examine the horsemen, The two who
were acting astheir escort were uncannily aike. Billy began to suspect that they might be clones or
something Smilar. They had olive complexions, high cheekbones, prominent noses and deep-set dark
eyes. They looked proud, savage and arrogant. The long, straight black hair was heavily greased, and
scraped back and secured at the nape of the neck with an ornamental clasp. They wore tunics of heavy
fur. Round their wai sts were wide studded belts. From them hung awide-bladed knife, and along thin
two-handed sword. Their legs were covered in crude trousers of some coarse materia, held together by
thongs that criss-crossed from their sandalled feet to just above the knee. The arms were protected by a
flexible armour made from small leaf-shaped meta plates that extended right down to the backs of their
hands.

The hut they were taken to was much bigger than the one Billy and Reave had been locked upin. It was
aso alot more comfortable. The stone walls were hung with roughly woven tapestries. There were
rushes strewn on the floor. Warmth came from asmall brazier and there were even arough carved table,
three stools and a straight-backed chair. A.A. Catto dropped into the chair, and looked up at Billy.

'S0, have you thought of something?

Billy glanced round at the two horsemen who stood silently by the door.

'Do they understand what we're saying?

A.A. Catto nodded.

"They use the same language, but | think there's quite afew words they don't use or understand. They



don't talk much, though. They use alot of sgnsand gestures:”

Billy moved round until he was standing behind A.A. Catto. He watched the faces of the two horsemen,
and spoke dowly and carefully.

' ill have my seventy cdibre. They didn't take it away from me.’
"You meanyou'vegota..'

'Dont say it!"

‘Sorry.

The horsemen gave no flicker of interest. Billy leaned for-ward.

'Okay. I'm going to take a chance now. I'm going to take the thing out and put it on the table. I'm pretty
sure they won't know what it is.’

Billy moved dowly round to the table. He casually took the gun out from under his coat, and placed it on
he table. Neither of the horsemen moved. A.A. Catto let out her breath with asigh.

It worked. Y ou wereright.'
Billy nodded.

‘Right. You're going to prepare for the fight. Y ou're going to go through with it. Just hang in there aslong
asyou can. Immediately you get into trouble, I'll shoot the queen. After that, we play it by ear. Okay?

Before A.A. Catto could reply, the door opened and another two horsemen came into the hut. One
carried abundle wrap-ped in red cloth, and the other asmall iron pot. They placed them on the table.
Neither appeared to take any particular notice of the gun. One of them unwrapped the contents of the
cloth. There was awide |eaf-bladed knife, a set of the strange armour to cover one arm, and asmal
round shield, dightly larger than a plate. The armour was silver rather than black. The horsemen pointed
at A.A. Catto.

'Y ou prepare. Soon it istime.’

A.A. Catto looked round questioningly. The horseman gestured for her to stand. A.A. Catto stood. The
horseman moved close to her and tugged at the top of her dress. Nothing happened. He tugged again.
A.A. Catto realized | he wanted her to take off the dress. She released the fastening. It fell open, and
dropped to the floor. A.A. Catto was naked except for her boots. The horseman pointed to them. A.A.
Catto stooped down and took them off. None of the horsemen showed any reaction to her nudity.

The one who brought in the bundle stepped away from A.A. Catto, and the one who had carried in the
iron pot moved forward. He placed the pot on the table and positioned A.A. Catto so she was standing
with her feet apart and her arms raised. Then he turned and dipped both handsinto the pot. It wasfilled
with awarm, sweet-samelling, oily paste. He began dowly and carefully to rub the substance al over A.A.
Catto's body, not missing any part. At first, A.A. Catto's face regis-tered surprise, but the surprise
quickly turned to pleasure. She gave a short, low moan. For amoment the horseman stopped massaging
and looked at her blankly, then he went on with hiswork. Nancy caught A.A. Catto'seye.



'Doesthat stuff do anything?
'It deadensthe nerves, | think. It'skind of nice.'

When the horseman had finished he moved away and let thefirst onefit the piece of armour onto A.A.
Catto'sleft arm. Then he picked up the knife and shield, and with aritudistic gesture presented them to
her. A.A. Catto swung the knife alittle to test itsweight. The horsemen motioned that it wastimefor
them to move. A curious procession formed up. In the front were the two horsemen who had prepared
A.A. Catto for thefight, then A.A. Catto herself. Behind her were Billy, Reave and Nancy, and findly,
bringing up the rear, were the two origind horsemen who had guarded them dl thetime they had beenin
thevillage. AsBilly left the hut, he casually picked up the gun and held it loosaly by hisside. None of the
horsemen appeared to notice.

They left the hut, and came out into the open space in front of the big hut. The fire had been piled high
with huge timbers, and blazed furioudy. Flames legped from the pit, and alot of the fog had been burned
away. A.A. Catto's oiled body glistened in the light. The open space was surrounded on three sdes by
squares of horsemen. There must have been fifty inal. They stood in straight, unwavering lines. Unlike
the men escorting A.A. Catto and her companions, these men wore conica helmetswith batwings of flat
black metal pro-jecting from the top. The helmets gave them a sinister appear-ance, which was
heightened by two curved side pieces that protected their cheeks, and athird piece that projected
down-wardsto cover the nose. They dl carried the long dender lances, which served to complete the
whole effect of menace.

The open side of the square faced the big hut. As A.A. Catto approached the line of men, they stepped
asdeto let her through. Then the ranks closed. Billy, Reave, Nancy and the four horsemen attending
them were |eft to stand behind the ranks, peering over their shoulders.

A.A. Catto stood in the middle of the open space. Thefire crackled and roared beside her. It wasa
strange experience to stand naked gpart from her protected arm in front of al these men who looked on
s0 impassvely. She stood in front of the big hut and waited. She didn't fed anything like asfrightened as
she had expected to be. She wondered if the stuff they'd rubbed into her body had some kind of narcotic
effect.

Therewas no sign of the woman she was expected to fight. Then the door of the hut swung open. Two
helmeted horse-men came out and positioned themsealves on ether side of the door. Then afigure, who
was unmistakably the Alamada, followed them out. It was A.A. Catto'sfirst glimpse of her opponent,
and she didn't like what she saw.

The ground car emerged from the nothings. Jeb Stuart Ho relaxed back in his seat. He was profoundly
relieved. Trave-ling through the nothings still intensaly disturbed him. When he returned to the temple, he
would have to discuss the matter with his teacher and meditate on the answers. That wasif he ever did
return to thetemple. Right at that time it seemed an impossible distance away. He turned and looked out
of the sde window. They were in one of the broken areas that formed the transition between the nothings
and agtabilized area. Smdll sections of bare earth began to form around them, though there were il
huge holes of shifting grey punched through it.

The holesgrew progressively smaller, and findly vanished dtogether. The solid stable land was complete.
The car was bouncing through alush green meadow. Beside them flowed awide, clear river. Inthe
distance was atall, mist-covered mountain. Jeb Stuart Ho glanced back at the Wanderer who sat in the
rear sedt.



'Isthis place Quaha ?

The Wanderer nodded.

'l figure s0. Particularly from the state of him.'

The Wanderer nodded to the Minstrel Boy sitting in the driving seat. Jeb Stuart Ho looked round at him.
The Minstrd Boy had changed. He was till staring straight ahead and tightly gripping thewhed, but his
face had turned green and sweat was pouring off him. Hislips were moving soundlessly, asthough he
was trying to say something. Jeb Stuart Ho looked at the Wanderer.

'Should | give him another shot?

'Not unlessyou want to kill him.'

'l don't understand.’

'Welve arrived, you fool. There's nothing more he can do for you.'

Asthough in silent confirmation, the Minstrel Boy dowed the car to astop. He cut the engine. It was
suddenly very quiet. The only sound was a breeze that moved through the grass. The Minstrel Boy dowly
toppled over. His head dam-med forward on to the whedl. The Wanderer leaned forward and grasped
his shoulder. He shook him gently. The Minstrel Boy didn't move. The Wanderer looked quickly at Jeb
Stuart Ho.

'Fed for hispulse! He may be dead!'

'Why should he be dead?

'Don't ask questions. Just doit."

Jeb Stuart Ho placed hisfingertips on the Minstrel Boy's neck.

‘Therésapulse, but it'svery fant.'

'Get him out of the car and lay him down on the grass.’

Jeb Stuart Ho did as he wastold. The Wanderer stooped over the Minstrel Boy and loosened his shirt.
He put his ear to his chest. He listened for afew moments, and then straightened up.

‘Asfar asl cantdl, hell live!
'What's happened to him?
"You'vegot alot of gdll.'

Jeb Stuart Ho shook his head.
'I'm sorry. | don't understand.’

'With al your fucking training you don't understand. Y ou've just abouit killed the poor bastard.”



'l have? How?

The Wanderer clapped a hand to hisbald head.

"How?How? Y ou fill him up with cydatrol, you kegp him driving through the nothings for fuck knows
how long and then you wonder why he dmost dies when he starts to come down. Y ou'reimpossible, Jeb
Stuart Ho.'

Ho stood in silence for along while. He was becoming acutely aware that despite all the years at the
temple, there were many thingsthat he still needed to learn, Suddenly athought struck him. He looked
hard at the Wanderer.

'How did you know my name?| didnt tell it to you.'

The Wanderer grinned and tapped the side of lisnose with hisforefinger.

‘Theresalot | know.'

Jeb Stuart Ho nodded solemnly.

'I'm beginning to redize that.’

Hewaked dowly away from the car. The doubts were becoming serious. There was so much that he
didn't under-stand. He stood staring at theriver. Hetook agrip on him-sdf. He shouldn't be thinking this
way. He only had one purpose in this place. He had to complete histask. He had to kill A.A. Catto. He
walked quickly back to the Wanderer and the still unconscious Minstrel Boy. The Wanderer looked up
a himand grinned.

'ltchy to get on with thekilling, Jeb Stuart Ho?

‘Sometimes | think you can read my thoughts:’

"Y ou don't think a poor old man like me could do any-thing like that, do you?

‘Thefox does not lead the hunter Sraight to hislair, neither does the little rabbit..."

TheWanderer quickly interrupted him.

'Don't give me that fortune cookie stuff. 1t's something I've dways hated about your bunch.'

I'm sorry.'

'l doubt that it'syour fault.'

'I'm anxious to get on with my task.'

The Wanderer nodded.

'So | see!



He nodded towards the Minstrel Boy.

'What about this poor boy?

There was an awkward pause as the Wanderer got to hisfeet.

"Y ou werent thinking of leaving him here?

"Y ou wouldn't consider looking after him?

'Have you considered that he might not want to stay in this place?

'He hasthe ground car.’

'Not for long, he hasn't.'

'What do you mean?

The Wanderer grinned.

"That's something e se you've forgotten.’

'What?

"The globes!

"The cybernetic guards that destroy machines?

'Right."

‘They'll destroy the car?

'Of course they will.'

Jeb Stuart Ho looked round.

"They haven't comeyet.'

‘They will, and when they do, don't try and resist. They're quite liableto fry dl three of us!'

Jeb Stuart Ho stared out across the river. Sure enough, just asthe Wanderer had predicted, five objects
were floating to-wards them. They hung in the air a short distance above the surface of the water. As
they came nearer, he could see that they were smooth grey sted with ablack disc set in the Sde nearest

tohim.

The globes swept across the meadow towards them. They emitted a high-pitched hum. The Wanderer
moved close to Jeb Stuart Ho.

'‘Remember, don't try anything. Just go aong with what they want. If you dont, they'll wipe usal out.'

The globes moved round until they'd surrounded the car and the three men.



"Y ou-will-stay-exactly-as-you-are!’

Neither Ho nor the Wanderer replied. Jeb Stuart Ho was aware the spheres were somehow draining of f
hiswillpower. He tried to analyse how they were doing this. It was some-thing he had no experience of.
Theeffort proved to much for him, and he found himsdlf standing blankly.
'It-is-necessary-that-we-search-you.'

The tentacles curled out from the base of the globes, and their tips ran over the Wanderer's and Jeb

Stuart Ho's bodies. They took away Ho's gun and his stasis generator. They left him with therest of his
weapons and equipment. They found nothing on the Wanderer, and turned their attention to the Minstrel

Boy.

'Has-this-one-ceased-to-live?

The Wanderer shook his head dully.

'He's il dive, but hel's unconscious!’

The globes made no comment. They just ran their tentacles over the Minstrel Boy'sinert body. They
took his stasis generator, and a couple of trinkets from his pocket. They placed them on top of the car,
aong with the things they'd taken from Jeb Stuart Ho.

"These-obj ects-are-proscribed-in-this-area. The-vehicle-is-proscribed-in-this-area.
It-is-necessary-that-we-destroy-them.'

The globes rose and floated above the car. Thin beams of bright blue light stabbed down from their
bases, and played over the car. Jeb Stuart Ho retreated from the heat that was generated asthe car
smoked and melted. When it was reduced to atwisted, blackened hulk, the globes silently retreated
back acrosstheriver and vanished. Jeb Stuart Ho dowly shook his head.

'l have never seen machineslike that before.”

The Wanderer nodded.

'It'samazing what you can get from Stuff Central.

They both stood looking at the charred wreck. The Wan-derer grinned.

'Looks like werewaking from hereonin.’

Jeb Stuart Ho was about to answer when the Minstrel Boy made a noise. Both men turned and looked at
him. Hewas wesakly trying to sit up. Hisface was till very pae. Jeb Stuart Ho dropped on one knee
besdehim.

‘Areyou dl right?

'No. | fed haf dead. My head hurts.’

Jeb Stuart Ho avoided the Minstrel Boy's eyes.



'l suppose you blame mefor it.'

The Mingrd Boy struggled into astting position. Anger seemed to give him strength.
'Who the hell do you expect meto blame? Y ou're the fucker that's responsible.”
He caught sight of the Wanderer.

'Y ou! What the fuck are you doing here?

The Wanderer grinned.

'l just came dong for theride.'

The Mingtrel Boy groaned, and looked around.

'Where are we, anyway?

Jeb Stuart Ho looked at him in surprise.

'Y ou mean you don't know?Y ou brought us here.’

"Y ou don't expect me to remember any of that, do you?

'Werein Quahd.'

The Minstrel Boy collgpsed back on the grass.

'‘Quahd! Ohno, | don't believeit.'

‘You dont likeit?

'Of course | don't likeit. It'sahideous, unbdievable place.

He sat up again, and noticed the wreckage of the car for thefirst time.
'l suppose the globes did that.’

The Wanderer nodded.

That'sright.’

'So we can't get out of here.'

‘Not until someone comes up with something.'

The Mingtirel Boy looked bitterly at Jeb Stuart Ho.

'Why did | ever get involved with you?



'Y ou had no choice!'

'Y ou can say that again.’

The Minstrdl Boy continued to Sit on the grass. The Wan-derer seemed content to stand patiently and
say nothing. Jeb Stuart Ho began to fed that histime was being wasted. He looked from oneto the
other.

'We ought really to begin to move on.’

The Wanderer said nothing. The Minstrel Bof savagely ripped up aclump of grass.

'l ain't going nowhere dsewith you.'

Jeb Stuart Ho attempted to be reasonable.

'Y ou can't remain herefor therest of time.’

The Minstrel Boy glanced up with a sneer.

'‘Can't 1?'You just watch me.'

Jeb Stuart Ho continued to be reasonable.

'Surely if you come with us, at least to the nearest habitartion, you may find the meansto get out of this
area.’

The Mingtrel Boy sat in stubborn silence. The Wanderer decided it wastimeto intervene.
'He'sright, you know. Y ou might aswell come asfar asthe ziggurat.’

TheMingrd Boy glared a him.

"Who asked you?

'I'm only telling you the truth."

TheMingrel Boy paused for amoment, then climbed dowly to hisfeet.

'Okay, okay, I'll come that far with you, but one thing's got to be clear, right?

'What's that?

The Mingtrel Boy nodded towards Jeb Stuart Ho.

'l ain't going to get involved in any more of hisdeds. | don't want him anywhere near me.’
Jeb Stuart Ho looked at the ground.

'I'm sorry you fed that way.'



'‘Don't even talk about it.'

Jeb Stuart Ho looked helplesdly at the Wanderer. He shrug-ged and dowly turned and started walking
away. Ho, and findly the Mingtrel Boy, followed him. They walked dong pardld to theriver. All themen
maintained a certain distance between each other. Nobody spoke. Every so often, they would passthe
ruined, burned-out hulk of another vehicle that had been destroyed by the globes. There was no sign of

any people.

Therewas no great hardship involved in walking to the ziggurat. The river lowlands had been designed as
anatura near-paradise. Once they'd left the last of the wrecks behind, the countryside was amost idyllic.
Butterfliesand smdl birdsflitted above the long, lush, gently waving grass. The river moved calmly aong
beside them, reflecting the bright sun-light and the deep blue, cloudless sky. Even the distant view of the
blue-grey, mist-shrouded mountain was amost too good to be true.

After awhile, they could seethe ziggurat further down the river. Even from some distance away there
was no mistaking its vast Sze and complexity. Although it was roughly pyramid-shaped, it was amass of
ramps, stairs, stepped walls and flat roofs a different levels. Here and there, the even blackness of the
stone was broken up by asmall patch of green where plants were being grown on asection of roof.
There were a0 flashes of silver where astream of water ran down acompli-cated system of channels
from afountain high up near the summit of the Sructure.

Asthey came nearer to the ziggurat, the meadow land gave way to a system of small, square, cultivated
fields, divided by hedges and irrigation ditches. They crossed a path that appeared to lead straight
towards the massive building, and turned on to it. Men wereworking in some of thefields. They dll
seemed to have asimilar build and very uniform features. They al wore the same kind of one-piece faded
blue robe, and their heads were either shaved or totaly bald. Each time Jeb Stuart Ho and histwo
companions passed one of the men, they looked up, smiled, and then went back to their work. It
reminded Jeb Stuart Ho of histime at the brotherhood temple and, despite his carefully programmed
sense of caution, hefelt himsdlf filled with a strong sensation of wellbeing.

The others seemed to pick up some of the same atmosphere. Despite the early bad fedling they moved
closer together, and the Minstrel Boy even took off hisjacket and tossed it across his shoulder. Jeb
Stuart Ho had never seen him ook so re-laxed.

They started meeting more of the local people. They passed them on the path, whesling barrows,
carrying bundles or smply moving from one field to another with forks or hoes over their shoulders.
None of them spoke to the travellers, but they dl flashed them the happy instant smile. Jeb Stuart Ho
wasn't too surprised at the extreme similarity between al the men, thiswas common in many closed
communities. The brotherhood al looked very much aike, athough not to the extent of the men of
Quahd. What puzzled him was that they al appeared to be roughly the same age. There were no
chil-dren, no youths and no old men. Everyone he had seen ap-peared to be between twenty and thirty.

They reached the foot of the ziggurat. There was nothing that could be described as amain entrance.
There were at least four arched doorways in the wall nearest to them, plus half adozen smal square
openings, aso two ramps, and three sets of steps. Jeb Stuart Ho looked round at the Wan-derer.
'Do you have any ideawhere we should go?

The Wanderer shook his head.

'‘Noidea'



Heturned to the Minstrel Boy.

'Would you know?

The Minsird Boy looked at him, hesitated, and then shook his head.
'l don't know nothing.’

They waked round to the next side of the square base. Here again they were confronted with another
choice of gtairs and entrances. Jeb Stuart Ho looked round helplesdy. The Minstrel Boy grinned.

"Y ou could always go inside and just wander about.’
Jeb Stuart Ho looked hard at him.
'l hardly think that would be suitable behaviour.’

The Mingtrd Boy shrugged. Jeb Stuart Ho approached aman who was walking past with abundle tied
to his back.

'Excuse me, friend, but would you tell me where | might find someonein authority?
Theman smiled at Jeb Stuart Ho.
"Thereisno authority except the blessed one!'

The man waked on. The Mingtrdl Boy burst out laughing and staggered round in smal circles. Jeb Stuart
Ho looked perplexed. He tried again. He went up to a blue-robed figure pushing awhedlbarrow.

'Where might | find the blessed one?

The barrow pusher smiled.

"The blessed oneiswith dl of us, my brother.’

The Minstrel Boy reeled over and dapped Jeb Stuart Ho on the back.
‘They're worse than you are.’

Jeb Stuart Ho stared at him in surprise.

'l don't know what you mean.’

The Mingtrd Boy was dmost helplesswith laughter.

'No, of course you don't.'

Jeb Stuart Ho looked round in confusion. He wondered how he could convey what he wanted. He
stretched out and caught hold of apassing blue robe.



'Can you help me, please?

Thewearer turned and smiled.

'Inwhat way, my brother?

'We aretravellersfrom outside Quahal. We would like shelter, food and some particular information.’
'You aretravellers?

That's correct.’

The blue-robed young man frowned.

'l have never encountered travellers before. Perhapsif you could wait here while | go and seek guidance
on the matter..."

Jeb Stuart Ho nodded. The young man hurried away. They waited. The black stone threw back the heat
of the sun. The blue-robed figures came and went al round them. They paused and smiled, but otherwise
paid no attention to the three strangers. Jeb Stuart Ho stared up at the vast building. He had never seen
anything so impressve. It towered above him, an irregular but harmonious blend of sairs, rectangular
vertica walls, doping ramps and huge inset dabs of relief carving, soaring to the eventua peak hundreds
of metresintheair.

The Mingtrel Boy didn't share his enthusiasm. He stuck histhumbsin hisbelt and kicked at the paving
stones.

I got afeding | ain't goingto likethisplace!

TheWanderer grinned at him.

"Y ou could waystry the mountain.’

The Mingtrd Boy grinned ruefully.

'l think I'll stick with this one, for now.'

Two men in yelow robes appeared at the head of the nearest flight of stairs. They were older than the
onesin blue, and looked as though they were enjoying atanned, healthy middle age. Each time one of the
younger men passed them, they acknowledged his formal, bowed-head salute. They hur-ried down the
steps and walked quickly up to Jeb Stuart Ho.

'You arethetravellers?

Jeb Stuart Ho bowed stiffly from the wais.

‘Weare'

"The blessed Joachim is considering granting you an audi-ence. We can offer you food and other minimal
comfortsuntil he hasreached hisdecison. If you will follow us!'



The two yellow-robed individuals turned smartly and walked briskly back towards the steps. The three
travelersfollowed them. The Minstrel Boy glanced Sdeways a the Wanderer.

'What do you think they mean by minima comforts?

'Doubtlesswell find out soon enough.'

The Alamadawas at least a head taler than A.A. Catto. She aso looked agood deal heavier. Shewas
muscular and full-bodied, with ample breasts and thighs. She walked out of the big hut with svaggering
arrogance. She was naked, except for the same armour over her left arm that A.A. Catto wore. She
carried the sameflat, leaf-shaped knife and asmall round shield.

She walked forward until she was a couple of metresfrom A.A. Catto. She held the knife dmost casudly
in her left hand. She hated and smiled at A.A. Catto. Her lipswere very full and sensual. Her nose was
small and dightly flattened. It contrasted with her eyes, which were large and dark. Her face seemed to
radiate adark, very crud kind of sexudity. She tossed her head, shaking her mane of straight black hair.
It hung dmost to her waist.

I'm going to kill you.'

A.A. Catto couldn't help admiring the woman. She smiled back, and shook her head.

'l don't think so.’

The Alamadaraised her knife, and began dowly to circle A.A. Catto. Her body wastense, like ahunting
animd. It was oiled like A.A. Catto's, and as she moved the muscles rippled beneath the skin. A A.
Catto lifted her own knife, and drop-ped into a crouch. She backed away dowly and cautiously. The
Alamadas lips drew back into something between agrin and asnarl. Her teeth flashed in the firdlight.
'I'm going to kill you for sure’

'No, you're not.'

The two women continued to circle each other. The Ala-mada attempted to edge closer.

'Y ou're not like the others. Y ou're not the way you're supposed to be."

I'm different.’

‘Youresmdl.

‘That'sapuzzle for you to solve.'

'It'syour disadvantage.’

'Maybe.'

The witch queen went on trying to get closer to A.A. Catto, and A.A.. Catto in her turn went on keeping
the distance be-tween them. From behind the lines of horsemen who ringed the space where the fight

was taking place, Billy watched tensdy. He held his gun down by his side. The butt was damp and
dippery where his pdms were swesting.



The Alamada stopped circling A.A. Catto. She crouched absolutdly ill for an instant. Then, with ashout
she legped forward and dashed at A.A. Catto with awide, backhanded blow. A.A. Catto twisted and
jumped back. The edge of the blade missed her somach by a matter of centimetres. For the first time
A.A. Cato redlized what she wasinvolved in. Some-thing insde her went cold. If Billy didn't go dong
with the plan, shewould die.

The Alamada spun on her heel and swung a chopping over-arm blow towards A.A. Catto's neck.
Desperately she threw up the shield, and just managed to catch the blow. It jarred her arm right up to the
shoulder. There was astabbing pain, and her arm went numb. The shield fell to her sde. She jJumped
back, holding the sword in front of her. The Alamadalaughed.

'Areyou going to die without afight?
'I'm not going to die’
'Oh yesyou are, and dowly too, if you don't put up afight.’

Sheswung a A.A. Catto. The knifejust touched the skin of her left breast. A thin line of blood
appeared. A.A. Catto lunged at the woman. She missed hopeesdy. The Alamadalowered her shield
and laughed at A.A. Catto.

'Y ou'll have to do better than that.’
She spread her arms.
‘Comeon, littlewoman, try again. Try to kill meif you can.’

Blind rage boiled up insde A.A. Catto. She dashed wildly a her. The Alamadatwisted her body and the
blow went wild. A.A. Catto dashed again. The Alamadajumped back, and she missed again. Tears of
frugtration welled up in her eyes. She siwung at the witch queen again and again, Each time she moved out
of theway. A.A. Catto found that she couldn't touch her. The Alamada kept on laughing and taunt-ing
her.

'‘Come on, woman. Can't you do better than that?

Shejabbed a A.A. Catto with the point of her knife. It scarcely touched her shoulder, and left asmal
wound that oozed blood. A.A. Catto began to get scared. Was Billy going to let her die? There was no
way that she could dedl with thiswoman on her own. The Alamada jabbed at her again. Another small
wound, thistime just above her right breast. A.A. Catto looked round desperately to seeif she could see
Billy. While her eyeswere off the Alamada, she dashed at her again. Thistime the cut was deeper, and
began to bleed quite profusdly. A.A. Catto knew she was being dowly cut to pieces.

She made afind, desperate effort to stop the Alamada. She put dl her weight behind asingle knife thrust
straight between the Alamada's breasts. For afraction of asecond A.A. Catto thought she had
succeeded. Then the Alamada whipped up her shield and turned the blow. A.A. Catto completely lost
her balance. As she staggered forward, the Alamada kicked her feet away from under her. A.A. Catto
sprawled face for-ward in the dirt. The knife went flying. She rolled over and tried to Sit up, but before
she could, the Alamadarammed her foot into her throat and pushed her back down. A.A. Catto found
hersdlf staring up at the Alamada's bush of curly black pubic hair. Shetried to wriggle away, but the
woman was too strong for her.



'I'm going to kill you now.’

For thefirst timein her life, A, A. Catto was Sick with fear. At the same time, hatred burned inside her
for Billy, and the way he'd doublecrossed her. The witch queen raised her knife high above her head.
A.A. Catto shut her eyes. It was obvioudy dl over. Then the shot came, and the Ala-mada's body fell
limply on top of her. She eased the weight off her and sat up. She expected to see Billy struggling with a
squad of horsemen, but none of them seemed to have moved. Sherolled the body completely off her. A
large section of the skull had been blown away by the. 70 calibre dug.

A.A. Catto stood up. She deliberately bent down and picked up one of the knives. She started hacking
at the body. Her control seemed to snap. Her ondaught became amost sexud initshysteria. She carved
huge gashes in the witch queen'slifeless body. Her bresth camein short sharp gasps. Then, abruptly, the
frenzy ran out. She looked disgustedly at the mutilation she had caused. Shelet the knife fall and turned
away. She pulled hersdlf together and, with al the dignity she could muster while she was naked and
covered in blood, she walked towards the big hut. The two helmeted horsemen, who stood flanking the
door, escorted her inside.

Billy waited to seeif anything would happen. Hed fired dmost over the shoulders of the line of

horsemen, but not one of them had shown any sign of noticing it. Reave and Nancy stood alittle way
away from him, presumably ready to run if the horsemen did anything to Billy. A.A. Catto vanished insde
the big hut, and it seemed as though any chance of retribution had passed. Billy dropped the guninto his
pocket, and let some of the tension drain out of his muscles. It had been aterrible strain waiting to fire the
shot. There had been a point when he had dmaost not doneit. The vison of himsdf being impaed on the
long thin spears of the horsemen had nearly been too strong.

The question now, asfar as Billy could see, was what to do next. He assumed that since the Alamada
was dead, A.A. Catto had become the next queen. The horsemen appeared to accept that she had
defeated her in afair fight. The lines of helmeted horsemen who had formed the square began to file into
the big hut. Once they were dl inside, the horsemen with-out helmets, who had remained behind the
ranks of hemeted figures, picked up the Alamadas body and dumped it un-ceremonioudy in thefire pit.
After this chore was done, they too went insde the big hut. Thisjust |ft Billy, Reave and Nancy standing
in the open space. The smoke from the fire wafted past them. It was heavy with the acrid smell of burned
flesh. Billy hurried acrossto the other two.

‘Do you think we should go insde?

Nancy looked round the village. Therewas no sign of life.

'Everyone e se seemsto bein there!

Reave thoughtfully stroked hischin.

'l suppose A.A. Catto's queen now?

It looksthat way.'

A kind of tondess singing came from the big hut. Reave pursed hislips.

'I'm not so sure | want to be one of her subjects.’



Billy grinned sourly.

'Y ou should know.'

Nancy rubbed her hands together.

'We can't stand here for ever.’

‘That'strue.’

'So, do we goinsde?

'It'sthat or steal some horses and split.'

Nancy glanced pointedly down at her thin catsuit.
'l don't think I'm exactly dressed for another trip in thefog,’
'Sowe go insde?

Billy nodded.

'Wegoindgde'

It was hot and crowded ingde the big hut. The building was arranged like afigure eight with an extraloop
added to the bottom. It was basicaly three circular connecting rooms, laid out in astraight line. The
biggest of these was the centre one. It was thronged with horsemen. At one end was araised dais, and
on it was a combination throne, couch and bed, made from dark carved wood. In the middle of aheap
of multi-coloured cushionslay A.A. Catto. Her armour had been re-moved, but she was still naked. Two
horsemen knelt beside her. They appeared to be treating her wounds with some kind of ointment that
they took from astonejar. A third horseman stooped beside her whispering urgently. A.A. Catto gave
him her undivided attention. It seemed to Billy that he was in-structing her about either theritual or her
duties. A horseman stood on either side of the dais, rigidly holding a spear.

Behind the dais was the entrance to one of the other, smaller rooms. Billy was|ater to find it wasthe
gueen's private quarters. It was screened by alarge hanging tapestry that depicted some kind of stylized
hunting scene. Immediately in front of the dais, dmost in the middle of the room, was another stonefire
pit. A pile of logs crackled merrily, and the carcass of some large animd turned on aspit. Fat dripped off
it, and fell hissing into the fire. The smoke escaped through asmall holein the roof. At least, that wasthe
theory. A good per-centage of it just hung in the air. The combination of roast meat and wood smoke
gavethe place acomforting, if crude, smell.

On the other sde of thefirewas alow curved table. Behind it sat aline of horsemen on low stools. They
had removed their helmets and placed them on the table in front of them. Their spears were stacked in
racks dong thewall. Behind them sat more horsemen on rows of benches. They cradled their hemetsin
their [gps. They al sang and beat time with their hands, either on table or hemets. It was astrange,
gut-tura dirge with no recognizable words or harmonic structure.

The possession of ahelmet seemed to be acrucid badge of rank in the clan. Billy noticed that the ones
who had them sat staring at A.A. Catto, singing and clapping. The oneswho didn't scurried backwards
and forwards, to and from the third room, which was akind of storeroom or scullery, serving the others



with some sort of fermented drink. It seemed thet if you had ahelmet you were part of the hunter warrior
class, if not, you were aservant. Billy assumed that that was why the horsemen had so readily accepted
the ideathat Billy, Reave and Nancy were A.A. Catto's personal dave.

Every eyein the place wasfixed on A.A. Catto. Nobody took the dightest notice of either Billy, Reave
or Nancy asthey stood quietly at the back of the main room. There was an air of expectancy. Billy
couldn't believe that they were smply waiting for the mesat to cook, or that they could be that enraptured
with A.A. Catto's skinny body. The only explanation he could think of was that, presently, some kind of
ceremony would take place.

Hewaited for awhile, but very soon started to get bored. He glanced at Reave.

'Do you think anybody would take exception if we got our-selves adrink?

Reave |ooked blank.

'How should | know?

"You want to try it?

'Hell, why not?

Nancy looked up from where she was sguatting on the floor.

Y ou want to get me one?

Billy pulled aface.

'l suppose so.'

He and Reave moved quietly into the small room. A line of stone pitchers seemed to contain the booze,
or whatever it was. Billy took two earthenware mugs off ashelf and filled them from one of the pitchers.
None of the serving men who came and went took any notice of them. They returned to where Nancy
was gitting. Billy handed her amug. Shelooked at the contents doubtfully.

'What isit?

'Who knows?

'Areyou going to drink it?

'Sure. Just watch me!'

Billy took ahearty swig, and immediately regretted it. Theliquid tasted vaguely poisonous and burned his
mouth. When he swallowed some, however, it produced a pleasant euphoric glow inside him. The next
time hespped it sparingly. He found himself quickly getting used to it. Neither Nancy nor Reave had
touched theirs. They looked at him questioningly.

'Isit okay?

"It'sbad, but it's not that bad.'



They drank in sllence. Billy sank down and squatted on his haunches. He stared at the smoke-blackened
beams of the celling. He became aware that he was fedling decidedly horny. He wondered if it was
something in the drink. There was dso the fact that he hadn't been within reach of awoman since he had
left Darlene back at the Leader Hotdl. It seemed like that was part of another age. He took another sip
from hismug and glanced covertly at Nancy.

'Uh, Nancy.'

'Y eah?

Billy smiled with dl the charm he could mugter.

'What say you and mefind ourselves adark corner, huh?

Nancy looked &t Billy as though he was mad.

'What the hell for?

‘Uh... | wasfeding horny, and was just wondering if maybe you and me might..."

'Y ou and me?

'Why not?

Nancy'slip curled.

'Forget it!"

Billy looked glum.

I wasonly thinking.'

'Y eah, wdll, forget it.'

Billy dumped back into his own thoughts. He had just started to develop the ideathat Quahal was one of
the most tedious bummers that he had ever come across, when things began to happen up onthe dais.
Thefirgt thing Billy noticed was that the Singing stopped. An expectant sillence fell over theroom. Billy
stood up to see what was happening. A.A. Catto was standing on the dais with her arms extended. Two
of the horsemen who had been attending her came from behind the tapestry screen. They carried afur
trimmed purple robe. A.A. Catto lowered her arms, and they placed the robe over her shoulders. It hung
open so most of her body was still on view. The attendants backed away. A dow measured chant
Started.

'Hommm... Hommm...."

The horsemen beat time, a heavy ponderous beat. Thefirst horseman at the table stood up and walked
dowly towardsthe dais, kegping in step with the chant.

'Hommm... Hommm..."



Hereached A.A. Catto and stopped. The chant stopped too. The horseman dowly sank to his knees.
The slence was |oaded with tenson. The horseman leaned forward, and placed his mouth between A A.
Catto'slegs. She gtiffened. Her eyebrows shot up, then she half smiled and moved her weight so it was
bearing down on the horseman'sface. Her hips un-dulated alittle. Reave glanced at Billy.

'Shelll be loving every minute of this. | don't think she could have devised a better coronation herself.’

The horseman bowed, touching his head on the ground at A.A. Catto's feet. Then he stood up, and went
dowly back to his seat. The chant began again. The second horseman in line stood up and dowly
advanced to the dais. Just like the one before, he dropped to his knees, went down on A.A. Catto for
the statutory period, bowed and returned to his place. The chant started up again.

'Hommm... Hommm... Hommm...."
Thethird one at the table began moving up for histurn.
'Hommm... Hommm... Hommm...."

And after him, the fourth and thefifth. One after the other, working from the fire outwards, the horsemen
paid their unique tribute to their new queen. Billy looked at Reave in amazement.

'Is she going to go through the entire clan?
Reave grimaced.
'Shel's capable of it. Make no mistake about that.'

Billy shook his head in dishdief. The horsemen continued to make their pilgrimage up to the dais. By the
time A.A. Catto had worked her way through athird of the men with helmets, she was swesting, her
eyeswere closed and her legs were beginning to tremble. She was having greet difficulty maintaining her
forma and dignified coal.

The chant kept on going, and the horsemen kept on coming. At the hafway point, A.A. Catto grabbed
the current sup-plicant by the hair, and let hersdf fal back on to the cushions, pulling him down with her.
From then on she received homage from her subjectsin a supine position. Occasionaly shewould
languidly raise athin whiteleg inthe air. Billy wondered if it Sgnified ecstasy, or wasjust her way of
acknowledging the presence of therest of thetribe.

The last of the helmeted horsemen backed away from the dais. Billy assumed that the ceremony was all
over, but the chant started again, and one of the serving men began the dow march to A.A. Catto's
throne. Billy grinned a Reave.

'Sheis going through the wholetribe!

Reave nodded. He didn't look in the least surprised. Asfar as he was concerned, nothing about A.A.
Catto could surprise him. The oneswithout helmets did their bit, and for amoment it seemed asthough
theritual was over. Then to Billy's and Reave's astonishment the chant started again. Billy's face dropped
in dishdlief. Nancy had started walking dowly down the crowded room in gtrict time to the chant.

'Hommm... Hommm... Hommm...."



She reached the dai's, bowed her head and sank to her knees. As Nancy disappeared into the pile of
cushions, Billy swung round to Reave.

'Are we supposed to go up there?

'[t'sbeginning to look likeit. Why? Don't you fancy the idea?
Billy grimaced.

‘Not agreat dedl.'

Reave grinned.

'l thought you liked eating pussy?

'Yeah, but..."

‘But what?

'It'skind of public, and anyway, I've got afeding that she'd look at it as somekind of, | don't know, a
mord victory, sheéd think she was humiliating me. Y ou know what | mean?

Reave grinned.

'Sure, | know what you mean. She'sagreat one for humiliat-ing. | don't see how you're going to get out
of it

Billy twitched uncomfortably.

'Mendther.’

Nancy seemed to stay in the cushionsfor avery long time. It was certainly longer than any of the
horsemen. Finaly she reappeared. She walked back up the room, with a serene smile on her face. The
chant began once more. Reave grunted, stood up, and started walking towards the throne. Nancy
dumped down next to Billy.

'Waiting till lest, huh?

Billy scowled.

'l can't see no way out of it.'

Nancy raised an eyebrow.

'l thought you said you were feding horny?

‘Not for that.'

Nancy smiled coyly.

It wasredly quite nice!



'Isthat s0?

Reave didn't gpoend anything like aslong with A.A. Catto as Nancy had. Before Billy was anything like
ready, he had to get reluctantly to hisfeet and fal into step with the chant.

'‘Hommm... Hommm... Hommm.'
Billy walked like aman going to his execution.
'Hommm... Hommm... Hommm...

It seemed an immense distance to the dais. Hefindly reached it. A.A. Catto lay with her eyes closed. He
stood look-ing down at her for awhile. Her eyes opened. Her voice was avibrant purr.

'Kned down, Billy.'
Billy pressed hislipstogether and dropped awkwardly to his knees.
‘Now pay me my dues as queen, Billy.'

Billy closed hiseyes and dowly lowered his mouth to A.A. Catto's damp and somewhat swollen cunt.
A.A. Catto smiled happily.

'I'm sure you're going to be avery respectful subject.’
'l suppose | could stand thisfor awhile!’

The Mingrd Boy sprawled in his chair, staring at the light reflected in his glass of wine. He wasfeding
comfortablefor the first time since he/d been abducted from the Albert Speer Hotel. The Wanderer sat
acrossthe table from him grinning.

'Y ou're going to haveto stand it until you find some way out of here.’
TheMinstrd Boy nodded ruefully.
'l know that. | wastrying to forget it.'

The yellow-robed priests had led the three travellers to a suite of rooms deep insde the ziggurat, and | eft
them there to wait until the blessed Joachim felt like seeing them. They hadn't locked the door, but the
three were effectively prisoners. They dl knew that it would be impossible to find their way out through
the maze of stairsand corridors that made up the interior of the huge building.

The suite conssted of afarly large main room, and three small cdllsthat led off it. It was plain but
comfortable. The walls were smooth black stone, and the main room was fur-nished with asquare table
and four chairs. They were made of some light-coloured wood, decorated with geometric inlays. Each of
the cdlls contained a narrow deeping pallet. There were no windows in the place, but ample light was
provided by amass of candlesin aroughly triangular-shaped fixture that hung from the cailing.

Shortly after the priests had left, two of the blue-robed lower orders, who seemed to do most of the
manua work, turned up with refreshmentsin the form of abowl of fruit, atray of flat biscuit-like pastries,



alargejug of wine and glasses. They placed them on the table, and withdrew without aword.

Jeb Stuart Ho took to the place immediately. He ate alittle fruit, drank haf aglass of wine and withdrew
to hiscell to meditate, leaving the Mingtrel Boy and the Wanderer to linger over the remainder of the jug.
The Mingtrd Boy drained hisglass, and refilled it.

'I'd like this place awhole lot better if there were afew chicks about.’

The Wanderer's eyestwinkled in the candllight.

'Y ou won't find any here.’

'Don't | know it.'

Y ou'll maybe find away to get round the problem.’

'Huh?

'l said you might find away to get round the problem.’

'l heard what you said. | was just wondering what exactly you meant by it.'

The Wanderer grinned broadly.

' figureyoull find out.'

TheMinstrel Boy scowled.

"Y ou keep making remarks like that. Y ou're getting too goddamn mysterious.’

'What other pleasures have | got left?
The Minstrel Boy pushed the jug across the table towards him.
"Y ou could get drunk. 1t'd make you abit more tolerable.’

The Wanderer refilled hisglass.

'l won't argue with you. Did | ever tell you about the time | was down in Port Judas and met this sportin’
ga down on her luck?

The Minstrel Boy shook his head.

'No, but no doubt you're going to.'

The Minstrel Boy went on drinking while the Wanderer launched into along, ponderous and occasondly
obscene story. It went on and on, and the Minstrel Boy quickly lost track of it. The Wanderer was just
winding up for the punch line when there was a soft rapping on the door. The Minstrel Boy's hand went

indinctively to hisknife belt.

'What do you think that iS?



The rapping came again. The Wanderer shrugged.

'All we candoisfind out. | don't think theré'sany cdl for darm.’

Heraised hisvoice.

‘Comein.

The door opened and three men came in. Men was afairly loose description. They had the bald heads
and general ap-pearance of the boysin blue, but that was where the smilarity ended. Their figureswere
dim, dmost feminine and they moved with a strange exaggerated daintiness. They wore pink robes of
what looked like watered silk, and their eyes were shadowed with some land of blue makeup. The
Minstrel Boy suspected that their overlong eyel ashes were probably false. When they spoke their voices
were soft and high-pitched.

'We are sent by the blessed one to ensure that al your needs are taken care of .

The Wanderer raised an eyebrow.

'We're doing pretty good.'

'We are sent to offer you any additiona pleasure you might desire.’

The Mingrd Boy glanced up from hisdrink.

'Desire?

Helooked carefully up and down each of thethreein turn.

"Just what kind of pleasure did you have in mind?

The middle one of the three smiled swestly.

"Thosejoyful pleasures of the body bestowed and sanctified by the blessed one, that our flesh might
celebrate hisglory.’

TheMingrd Boy grinned.

'Celebrate hisglory, hey?

'We are a your disposal.'

The Wanderer shook his head.

'Y ou can leave me out. I'm too old for that sort of thing.’
TheMingrd Boy rose dowly from hischair.

'l don't seethe harmin celebrating abit of glory.'



The Wanderer laughed.

'l thought it was awoman you were so desperate for?

The Minstrel Boy patted the priest's bottom.

‘Likeyou sad, I'll find away round the problem.’

He turned to the pink-robed priest.

'Does the blessed one sanctify an old-fashioned blow job?

'I'm not familiar with the term, but 1'd be happy to accept your instruction.’

'Good, good, let's go off into my little room, and do some ingtructing. Y ou might aswell bring one of your
buddies, seeing as how grandpappy here doesn't want to know.'

He poured himsdlf another glass of wine and led the two priests off to one of the empty cdlls. That Ieft the
Wanderer alone with the remaining one. The priest waved adim white hand in the direction of Jeb Stuart
Ho'sdill figure.

'Will your friend have any desrefor my services?

The Wanderer shook his head.

'I doubt it. HE's too busy meditating, and besides, | think he swore off sex for the duration.’

The priest |ooked exaggeratedly sad.

‘That isagrest pity.'

The Wanderer nodded sympathetically.

It sureis. Best you should run along back where you came from.'

The priest bowed, and |eft without aword. The sounds of revelry began to come from the Minstrel Boy's
cell. It seemed asthough the priests were quick to pick up on the instruc-tion. The Wanderer sighed and
glanced through the open doorway. The pallet had become amass of naked, entwined bodies. He sighed
deeply and rdlaxed back in hischair.

Billy woke up with astart. He discovered that Nancy had been shaking him. He also discovered that he
had a headache and an evil taste in his mouth.

'What happened?
"Y ou passed out.’
'When?

'Last night, after the ceremony, you drank yourself stupid on the loca poison and collgpsed. Weleft you
here



Billy focused his eyes, and |ooked around. He was till in the large room of the queen's hut. It was
deserted now. The fire had burned down to grey embers and the air was cold and damp. Billy struggled
to st up. Each time he moved he found new parts of him that hurt. "Where's Reave?

"The two of you were given ahut down at the end of the village. He went there. Y ou refused. Y ou
wanted to be buddies with the horsemen.'

'What happened?

"They ignored you. Y ou clowned about for abit and passed out.'
Billy shook hishead to cleer it.

'| don't remember any of that."

'I'm not surprised, the amount you were drinking.'

Billy got painfully to hisfeet and staggered out to the scullery. He found a cask of water. A dipper hung
drank alittle, and duiced more over his head. Nancy who was dill sanding in the big room.

'Isit morning?

'Yeah!

"They have day and night here?

‘Every day.’

Billy came back out of the scullery.

'What's A.A. Catto doing?

'She wantsto seeyou.'

Billy grimeced.

‘Can't shewait? I'm not up to coping with her yet.'
Nancy glanced meaningfully a him.

'l wouldn't keep her waiting.'

'Why not?

'Sheis queen now.’

'Shit! She's only queen because | shot the last one!’

' wouldn't remind her of that.'



'lsn't thisgetting abit out of hand?

Nancy began to look uncomfortable.

'I'd keep my voice down if | wereyou.'

She gestured to the tapestry behind the throne.
'She'sonly just behind there!

'Areyou trying to tell me something?

'l don't know. She's gone a bit funny, after getting to be queen, and the ceremony and all.'
'It's gone to her head?

'And some.’

Billy's face became determined.

'I'm going in there to sort out dl this queen business!’

Nancy quickly put ahand on hisarm.

'Wait. Wait just aminute and listen to what | have to say, will you?
'Okay. Y ou've got my undivided.'

Nancy heditated, as though summoning up her courage.

'Weve never got on too well, have we?

Billy shook his heed.

'No, not redly.’

'l fed bad talking to you like this, but theré'sno oneelse!’

'So talk.

'I'mworried.'

'About A.A. Catto?

'She's gone very strange.’

'How?

'She had one of the horsemen in there dl night. She wastorturing him.'

'So? Shedid that to Reave dll thetime.'



'l think she probably killed him. Shewasright over the edge.

| mean, I've seen afew things. | don't shock easy, but this started to do mein. | couldn't takeit.'
'Y ou werein there with her?

Nancy looked at the floor.

" eah!

'Helping her?

'With a couple more to keep me amused.'

'Didn't they object to what she was doing to their mate? They're big strong lads!’
Nancy shook her head.

‘They can't.

'Can't?

'She can do what she likes with them. They're programmed to do exactly what the queen wants. She
could daughter the lot of them. They wouldn't stop her.’

Billy smiled grimly.

'If shedid that, she'd have no moreto play with.'
'She could send for another ot from the valley.
'Fromthevaley?

I'vefound out alot about this place. There's astuff receiver down in the valey, in the ziggurat, that big
building we saw.'

Billy glanced over his shoulder at the entrance to A.A. Catto'sroom. He lowered hisvoice.
'Does she know this?

Nancy nodded.

‘Sure, shetold me!

Billy'sface was very serious.

'What else did you learn?

'Penty. Y ou know those helmets? They're like abadge of rank, apecking order. It starts from the ones
gtting at the table, right down to the ones without helmets, servantsto therest.’



Billy nodded.

'l kind of figured that.'

"They change round once a month, the order or something.'
'Once amonth?

'Right.

'How the hell do they figure months?

Nancy grinned, despite her concern.

"They cdculate it on the queen's menstrud cycle!

Billy laughed.

'A.A. Catto's going to confuse them. She doesn't have any, according to Reave. She never dlowed
hersdlf to reach puberty.’

'Shel's going to now. She doesn't have any retarding drugs. She's growing with a vengeance.”
Billy looked thoughtful.

'l imaginethat's affecting her mind.'

'Probably.’

'l suppose she could dways get more from the stuff re-ceiver.'

‘That and awholelot...'

Before Nancy could finish, there was a petulant shout from behind the tapestry.
‘Nancy!

Nancy spun round, looking alittle pale.

" esl

'Have you woken up Billy yet?

Yes!'

‘Then get himin here!’

Nancy looked urgently at Billy.

'Y ou'd better get in there. Don't keep her waiting.'



Billy sghed and hurried across the room. He pulled back the tapestry and stepped through into the
queen's private lair. The sight of it was quite asurprise. Most of the floor space was taken up by the
largest bed Billy had ever seen. It was piled high with cushions, pillows and rich furs. Two poles
supported atentlike overhead canopy. The walswere hung with mirrors and lavish embroideries. There
were anumber of chests and cupboards. The contents were scattered on the floor, asthough A.A. Catto
had been going through them in some kind of exploratory frenzy. There were candles every-where, and a
brazier of hot cods stood in an acove, hesting the room and filling the air with the heavy sweet smell of
incense.

All thiswas much as Billy had expected. The real shock to his system waited for him in aclear space of
floor opposite the bed. A thick heavy post, about half astall again asaman, and carved into astylized
phallic shape, was st firmly in the stone flags. The horribly mutilated body of aman hung fromitin
chains. A helmeted guard stood beside him gripping his spear, like astatue, and staring straight ahead. A
rack contain-ing acomprehensive range of torture implements was on the wall nearby. Many of them had
quite obvioudy been used very recently.

A.A. Catto wasfully dressed and sitting on the edge of the bed. She wore afeminine verson of the
horsemen's outfit, wide slk trousers bound up with thongs, atunic of soft white fur and silver armour
covering her arms. The clothes seemed to fit very well, considering the Alamadas had been much larger
women. She gestured imperioudy & Billy.

'l want to talk to you.'

1.

Billy's head and ssomach were dtill redling from the sight of the figure on the post. A.A.. Catto glanced
casudly a her victim.

'It bothers you, doesit?

She snapped her fingers at the guard.

'Fetch some people to remove that thing.'

The guard swiftly obeyed and | eft the room. Momentslater he returned with two of the helmetless
servants. They removed the body from the post and dragged it unceremonioudly from theroom. A.A.
Catto turned her attention back to Billy.

'Now can wetalk?

Billy wiped beads of swest from hisforehead.

'l suppose s0.'

"You're aterrible weskling.'

Billy shrugged.

'If you say so."



A.A. Catto stood up very dowly. ‘I don't like your attitude." She began to pace up and down. 'I'll be
charitable, however. Y ou may well be having trouble adjusting to the new stuation.’ Billy was ill
confused. 'The new Stuation?

"The dtuation of my being queen. | have absolute power here. | can do anything. Anything at all.'

Billy had never seen her quitelikethis. The weight of the gun in his pocket was reassuring, but he il
chose hiswords with grest care.

'May | ask what you intend to do?

A.A. Cato smiled nadtily at him.

"That's more what | expect.’

Sheresumed her pacing.

'l do not sharethe previous rulers enthusiasm for this dreary primitivism. | have discovered that thereisa
stuff re-ceiver in that building we saw inthe valey. | intend to use the receiver to obtain asupply of the
modern necessities. Do you understand?

Billy nodded.

'l think s0. What about the globes, though, won't they de-stroy everything directly it arrives down the
beam?

"They can be deactivated from the same point.’

'Aren't there peoplein thevaley?

A.A. Catto halted.

'Yes, why?

Billy avoided looking directly &t her.

"Won't they be liable to object to what you want to do?
A.A. Catto looked surprised.

'Does that matter?

'If they decided to resist your plan.’

"They wont.'

'Why not?

A.A. Catto looked at Billy as though he was s mple-minded.

'Because I've decided to destroy them.'



Billy's mouth dropped open.

'Destroy them?

A.A. Catto's voice became very brisk and matter of fact.

'It'sthe only solution. It stopsthem causing trouble, and, in any case, they'reno useto me, nouse at al.
They are dso reputed to have very unpleasant ideas and habits. | think it's best if they were liquidated
before we do anything ese!

Billy's mind reeled. He could see exactly why Nancy had been so disturbed. A.A. Catto was obvioudy
quite out of control. He looked at her guardedly.

"Y ou'll send your horsemen into the valey?

'l leed them.’

'And kill dl the people there?

'Of course.’

Billy looked at the floor. He couldn't think exactly what to say. A.A. Catto looked a him impatiently.
'What's the matter with you?

Billy looked round hel plesdy.

'l wasjust wondering why you weretdling medl this!

"Y ou will be coming with us!

Billy's eyebrows shot up.

'‘Me?

'Y ou have proved quite resourceful inthe past. | will keep you as an adviser aslong asyou prove useful.’

Billy closed hiseyesfor an ingtant. It was amost too much to take in. He wished that he was back at the
Leader Hotdl, or in Pleasant Gap, or dmost anywhere.

"When do weridefor thevaley?

‘Later today. My horsemen are making ready, isn't it excit-ing?
Billy looked at the backs of his hands.

'l suppose so.'

A.A. Catto smiled sympatheticdly a him.



'| expectit'sdl alittle overwhelming right now. Y oull enjoy it, once thekilling starts.’

The build-up to an audience with the blessed Joachim was a planned performance. Jeb Stuart Ho, the
Wanderer and the Minstrel Boy had been kept waiting for a couple of hours. They had been fed, given
drinks, and, in the case of the Minstrel Boy, entertained soundly by two pink-robed devotees. When all
these preliminaries were complete, an escort of yel-low-robed priests arrived at their suite of rooms.

"The blessed one has decided, in hiswisdom, that you will be alowed an audience. We have cometo
escort you to hiswondrous presence.’

There were sx of them. The Minstrel Boy wondered if it was aguard of honour, or smply aguard. They
moved out into the corridor, and the priests formed up around them. Threein front, and three behind.
They started walking. It seemed to the Wanderer that it was another stage in the whole process. They
seemed to walk for miles along the echo-ing corridors of black stone. The turns and right angles soon
destroyed the travellers sense of direction ingide the building. The only thing they knew for sure was that
they were con-sstently going up from oneleve to another. They findly arrived a the foot of aflight of
wide, imposing dairs. Asfar as Jeb Stuart Ho could calculate they were very near the apex of the
building.

At the head of the stairsthere were apair of polished steel doors. An emblem of a strange impossible
bird was worked in dramatic relief on the meta. The smdl procession started up the stairs. Asthey
reached the halfway mark, the doors began to swing dowly open. They reached the threshold of the
blessed Joachim'sinner sanctum. The priestsfell to their knees and touched their foreheads on the floor.
Jeb Stuart Ho inclined his head dightly, but the Minstrel Boy and the Wan-derer just stood and looked
around.

Theroom was lavish. It waslong and narrow, almost like agiant corridor with ahigh vaulted celling. The
black stone walls had been polished to the smoothness of glass and flow-ing designs of weird composite
animaswereinlaidin them in white metal. Odd wing-shaped devices hung from the ceiling supporting
hundreds of candles. Their polished sted! facets reflected the light on to the mirrored walls. There seemed
to betiny points of light everywhere they looked. Two long lines of silent yellow-robed priests formed an
avenue al the way down the room. At the end of the avenue was another flight of steps. They were
covered with awhite, thick-piled carpet. A flock of the pink-robed acolytes were arranged decoratively
around the foot of them. At the top of the steps was a throne made of the same black stone asthewalls.
It was piled deep in white cushions. Behind it was a huge peacock fan of ham-mered stedl. The blessed
Joachim sat among the cushions.

Thethreetravellers couldn't see the blessed one too well from the far end of the room. The Minsirel Boy
looked down at the priests. They till had their foreheads pressed againgt the floor. He turned to Jeb
Stuart Ho.

'Are we going to stand here for ever, or are we going to walk up there and get ourselves an audience?

'l suppose we should speak to him.'

He glanced at the Wanderer.

'What do you think?

The Wanderer shrugged.



'Shit, let'sgo up there!

They stepped over the knedling priests, and began dowly towards the throne. There was a strange
tenson growing in the room. Three hard-bitten warriors had marched into aworld of flimsy fantasy. The
contrast created achargein the air. Even Jeb Stuart Ho swaggered alittle as they walked between the
rows of priests.

They came closer to the throne. They started to be able to make out the features of the blessed Joachim.
He sat among the cushions like aflabby buddha. He wasfat to the point of obesity, with pale pink
baby-like flesh. Hewastotally bald. His features were soft and inditinct, as though they were scarcely
formed. Hiseyeswere small, and of a pae watery blue.

'Are you the thtwangerth?

Heaso lisped. The Mingtrd Boy suppressed agrin. The giant production for thisfat, lisping, overgrown
child. He could hardly believeit. Jeb Stuart Ho, however, seemed to take the whole thing alittle more
serioudy. He bowed formaly.

'l am Jeb Stuart Ho, an executive of the brotherhood.’

The blessed Joachim nodded gravely.

‘The bwotherhood, | thee.'

Hewaved alimp, pudgy hand towards the Minstrel Boy and the Wanderer.

'And who are thethe two?

The Mingre Boy grinned and nodded with uncouth friendliness.

'People cdl methe Mingtrel Boy and him...

Hejerked histhumb at the Wanderer.

"They cal him the Wanderer.'

"The Minthtwel Boy, the Wandewer. What kind of nameth are thethe?

The Mingtrel Boy put hisfoot on the second step and rested his elbow on his knee. He seemed set on
acting out akind of country boy charade for the fat little pseudo-deity.

'Well, blessed Joachim, gir. | don't rightly know what kind of namesthose are, but they're the only ones
wegot.'

The blessed Joachim took some time to digest thisinformartion. He gestured to the nearest of the
pink-robed devout. The man quickly scampered to his side and began mopping his bald head with a
piece of silk.

'What do you people want here? Thith ith no plathe for thtwangerth.’

TheMinstrel Boy's grin broadened.



'Well, blessed Joachim, gir. I'll tdl you. Him, that one...'

He nodded at Jeb Stuart Ho.

"... he came here looking for awoman, and me and the other one, were just looking for away out.’
Joachim looked scanddized.

‘A woman? A way out?

That'sall.

"There are no women here, and thertainly no way to leave Quaha.'

Theideaflitted through the Wanderer's mind that maybe the reason the place was called Quaha was that
the name could be pronounced correctly even with alisp. He was about to speak, when Jeb Stuart Ho
moved forward.

If I might explain...’

The blessed Joachim was beginning to look petulant.

'Plesthe do. | do not like what I've heard tho far

'l am here on amission of vitd importance for the brother-hood. | am searching for one particular
woman. The men with me have helped metrack her to Quahal. We know the woman is somewherein
Quahd. Itismy desireto find her, and theirsto return to where they came from.’

The Minstrel Boy glanced at Jeb Stuart Ho and grinned at Joachim.

'Hetaksreally concise and pretty, don't he?

The blessed Joachim was slent. As Jeb Stuart Ho had been speaking, held appeared to sink down into
his cushions. He sat staring at the executivein his black fighting suit and his array of weapons. He seemed
amost to dip into atrance, but at the last moment he pulled out of it, and spoke.

"Thewe are no women in thith part of Quahd.’

Jeb Stuart Ho spread his hands.

"Then | must go to the mountain and find her.'

'If shewent to the mountain she ith dmotht thertainly dead. My thithter Alamadawill havekilled her.’

'l must still go and look for sure:!”

Joachim beckoned to one of the yellow-robed priests, who approached the throne with lowered eyes.

He and the blessed one muttered together for awhile, and then he returned to his placein theline.
Joachim turned his attention back to Jeb Stuart Ho.



'l have thome information that might help you. | keep the dwelling of my thithter under conthtant
obthervation. She hath thome dithguthting habith. 1t would appear that awoman hath awived a the
village, and afight hath taken not know if it wath my thithter or the woman you theek who pwevailed.'

Jeb Stuart Ho nodded. At last it seemed as though the end of his quest wasin sight. He did hisbest to
conceal his eager-ness.

'If that isthe case, | must go there at once.'

The blessed Joachim showed signs of relief.

'Go. | will pwovide you with aguide. Y ou have my blething.'

Jeb Stuart Ho bowed, and turned on hishedl. A priest joined him. Their exit from the room proved to be
alittle absurd. It appeared that the priests were forbidden to turn their backs on the blessed one. Ho
observed no such niceties. He strode quickly towards the steed doors with the priest attempting to keep
up with him walking backwardsin ahaf crouch.

When Jeb Stuart Ho had gone, a pink-robed acolyte once more mopped Joachim's head with asilken
cloth. The Min-strel Boy and the Wanderer looked at each other, and then a him.

'What about us?

Joachim remained slent for amost aminute. Finaly he shook his head.
"Theweith no way by which you can leave Quahd.'

The Minstrel Boy exploded.

"That's bullshit!"

'l beg your pardon.’

'With respect, that's bullshit.'

'l fail to underthtand.

The Wanderer stepped in.

‘Thereisastuff receiver in the ziggurat. It would be very smpleto order transport and stasis generators
for us'

Asthe Wanderer spoke, the entire room became noticeably agitated. Joachim made weak nervous
gestures.

‘No! No! Thethethingth do not egthitht.’
The Wanderer began to get angry.

'Don't beridiculous. Of course they do. Theré's got to be a giant system of generators keeping the whole
of Quahal stable’



Joachim's voice rose to a high-pitched shriek.

"Thith ith hewethy.

The Wanderer shrugged.

'Suit yourself. Y ou've still got to make up your mind what to do with us!
Y ou will go back to your quarterth. | will conphider the pwoblem.’

The Mingtrel Boy pushed back his coat, and planted his hands on his hips. Hisbelt of kniveswasin full
view of the blessed Joachim.

'Don't take too long about it, will you?

Before they moved out for the attack on the valey, A.A. Catto insisted on reviewing her troopslike a
warrior queen in an ancient movie. It was an uncomfortable performance asfar asBilly, Reave and
Nancy were concerned. By the late morning, the mountain mist had turned to aheavy drizzle and the
ground around the village was rapidly being churned to mud under the horses hooves. Billy sat
uncomfortably on alarge black horse. He had never ridden a horse before, and the experience unnerved
him. The damp was dowly soaking into the heavy fur poncho that was wrapped around him. Under it he
gtill wore the pimp suit from Litz. He could have changed into the same garb as the horsemen wore, but
he was reluctant to go that native. Hefdlt it identified him too strongly as A.A. Catto's subject and

property.

Reave had had no such reservations. He sat beside Billy arrayed exactly like any of the horsemen, except
that he didn't carry one of the long dender spears. Nancy had a so changed to the native garb. A.A.
Catto had given her second pick on the ex-queen’'s wardrobe.

The three of them sat on their mountsfacing aline of fifty or more horsemen. In the space between, A A.
Catto trotted her horse up and down, haranguing her army in what Billy supposed she thought was a
suitably rega and inspiring manner.

The horsemen sat very Hill, gripping their spears, in aperfect line. Billy wondered what they thought
about the changesthat A.A. Catto had made in their lives. Billy looked down theline. Their impassive
faceswere dmost totally hidden, aswell hidden astheir minds. Billy had had a number of theories about
the horsemen. Thefirst had been that they were chronicaly stupid. But their physical coordination and
prowess with weapons and horses seemed to negate that idea. Billy had wondered, from the way they
rarely spoke, and used gestures to convey quite complex idess, if they might be low leve telepaths.
Currently Billy entertained the ideathat they could be highly intelligent, but with that intelligence totaly
drait jacketed by conditioning and genetic tailoring. It was the best theory so far, but he was by no
means certain about it.

A.A. Catto at long last completed her address to her loyal troops. Billy had managed to avoid hearing
most of the mono-logue. Asthe horsemen formed themsalvesinto a column of two, Billy wondered idly if
she had managed to work in any-thing about her having the body of afrail and fegble woman, but the
heart and stomach of aman. He knew it wasn't beyond her.

The column started out of the village and down the moun-tainsde. Four horsemen preceded it, then came
A.A. Catto and Nancy riding sde by side. Behind them rode Billy and Reave, followed by the remainder



of theforce. Billy had no clue how the horsemen found their way in the thick fog, but the column seemed
to wind down the dope in such a positive manner that he didn't doubt they were going in the right
direction.

Despite the foul weather A.A. Catto and Nancy chattered together all through theride. Billy and Reave,
on the other hand, rode in damp sullen silence. The situation seemed to have escdated to such a point
that there was nothing | eft for them to say.

They finaly broke out of the mist into the sunshine at the base of the dope. The ziggurat wasin front of
theminthevaley. The column hated. A.A. Catto raised her hand and the ranks divided, each horseman
pedling off neetly in turn until they formed asingleline aboreast. They sat Slently for awhile. Billy gazed
down at the ziggurat. He could seetiny figures moving backwards and forwards on the various levels of
the building and working in the fields. It was hard to believe that within the next few minutesthey wereto
be daughtered.

A.A. Catto leaned across and muttered something to the horseman next to her. He made a series of
sgnaswith hisleft hand. Except for Nancy, Billy, Reave, A.A. Catto and three horsemen on either side
of them, the whole line began to move forward at adow even walk. After about a hundred metres,
another signd was given, and the line of horsemen accelerated to atrot. When they'd covered the same
distance again, they broke into a controlled canter. They lowered their spears.

When the line was amatter of some two hundred metres from the ziggurat, awild cry went up and they
broke into agalop. They thundered towards the huge black structure. Some of the blue-robed priests
saw them, and began to run for the safety of the building.

Theline split in two. Half the force wheeled round and swept acrossthe fields, riding down the workers
asthey went. The remainder raced towards the ziggurat. When they were only afew metresfrom the
walls, they abruptly lowered their spears and dug the tipsinto the ground. Their forward momentum
jerked the horsemen from their saddles. Almost as one they soared into the air, holding their spearslike
pole vaulters. They landed lightly on thefirst tier of the ziggurat, dropped their spears and pulled out their
knives. They moved forward in arush and fell on Joachim'sfollowers, hacking and daying like machines.
Billy glanced round & Reave.

'Did you see that manoeuvre?

Reave nodded.

'l wouldn't have believed it if | hadn't seen it mysdlf.’

A.A. Catto turned to the others.

'It'stime we moved down there!'

Billy scowled.

'Don't want to miss being in for thekill?

A.A. Catto ignored him, kicked her horse and went down the dope at a swift canter. Nancy and the
horsemen kept pace with her, while Billy and Reave trailed behind.

By the time they reached the ziggurat, the workersin the filds had either been killed or chased insde the



building. The mgority of horsemen had aso moved inside, dthough afew gill stalked Joachim's men on
the outside upper levels. A.A. Catto hated in front of the building and looked round, surveying the
carnage. She dismounted and walked towards the nearest set of steps. Billy quickly rode up beside her.
'Areyou redly going to kill everyone?

Shelooked up a himin surprise.

'Of course. That was the point of the whole operation.’

'Couldn't you call it off and let the survivors go? They can't cause you any trouble. They aren't even
offering your horse-men any resistance.’

A.A. Catto gtared at Billy with contempt.
'Don't beridiculous. They have to be exterminated.’
'Why?

A.A. Catto didn't bother to answer him. She began to climb the stepsto thefirst leve. Billy yedled after
her.

‘You'reinsane! Y ou hear me? You'e crazy!

A.A. Catto continued to walk up the stairs. She pretended not to hear him. Reave reined in beside Billy.
"Y ou won't achieve anything by yelling at her.’

"Theres got to be some way to get her to stop thiswholething.'

Reave shook hishead with an air of findity.

‘Therésno way.'

'What makes you so sure?

'l lived with her for dl that time, didn't I'”? She sees her-sdlf as some kind of femae Attilaand nothing we
can dowill changeit. It'll probably get worse before she finds anew game.”

'How can you be so calm about it?

It an't methat she wantsto exterminate.’

'So what do we do?

Reave started to dismount.

"Just keep out of sight and hope she doesn't turn against us.'

Billy sghed and sivung himself to the ground.



'l supposeyou'reright.'

They began to climb the steps up to the upper levels. They had to pick their way between the sprawled,
lifeless bodies of Joachim's followers. The sound of screaming drifted down from above them. It seemed
as though the survivors were re-tregting to the top of the ziggurat.

Billy and Reave continued to climb dowly. Occasiondly they'd see afew of the blue-robed priests
pursued by knife-wielding horsemen across one of the ornamenta terraces.

Bodies floated in the pools formed by the artificia stream that cascaded down the ziggurat from leve to
level. They went on cautioudy climbing, doing their best to avoid thekilling.

They were about two thirds of the way up the building, and standing at the foot of along ramp that
traversed two levels. The screams had died down alittle. Suddenly two figures appeared at the top of the
ramp, and started desperately run-ning down it. They werent like the other followers of Joa-chim. One
was an old man in akind of white smock. The other was athin figurein ablack frock coat and wide
brimmed huit.

Four horsemen appeared at the top of the ramp. They had knivesin their hands and were obvioudy
chasing the two figures. One of the horsemen took one of aset of weighted thongs from his belt. Without
breaking step he siwvung it, and let go. The device curled round the old man'slegs. Hefell, and rolled
helplessy down the ramp. His companion stopped and turned. His hand flashed to his belt, whipped
something out, and threw it. One of the horsemen clutched at histhroat and fell. He too rolled down the
ramp. Recognition dawned on Billy. He spun round and grabbed Reave by thearm.

'It'sthe Minstrel Boy!"

The Mingtrel Boy was bending over the older man, tugging at the thongs that were wound round hislegs.
The horsemen were racing down the ramp towards him. Billy started running up to head them off. Reave
reluctantly followed him. Billy had gone only a couple of paces when he redlized that the horse-men
would reach the Mingtrel Boy before him. He threw the fur cape off his shoulders and pulled out hisgun.
Oneof the horsemen wasin the act of swinging hisknife at the Minsirel Boy. Billy fired. The horseman
tottered backwards, and plunged over the side of the ramp.

Billy fired twice more and the other two fdl to the ground. Onerolled amost the length of theramp
before coming to rest at Reave'sfeet. Billy hurried acrossto where the Mingtrel Boy was helping the old
man to hisfeet.

‘Areyou dl right?

The Mingrdl Boy dusted himsdlf down.

'Y eah, but we gotta get the fuck out of here. These crazy barbarians are killing everyone!'

Billy scratched hisear.

' think you'll bedl right with us.'

The Minstrel Boy was on his knees pulling histhrowing knife out of the horseman'sthroat. He looked up
increduloudy at Billy.



"Y ou mean you're with these people?

'Kind of .

The Mingtrel Boy stuck the knife back in his belt.

'Why, for chrissakes?

It'sA.A. Catto. She'staken over thiswholetribe. She'sgone alittle mad.’

The Minstrel Boy pushed back his hat.

'Godzillamotherfucker!'

Before Billy could explain any further, A.A. Catto hersaf appeared at the top of the ramp.
'What's going on here? | heard shots.'

She saw the dead horsemen and hurried down the ramp, followed by Nancy and an escort of horsemen.
Her face was dark with anger.

'Who killed my men?

Shejabbed her finger at Billy.

'Did you do this?

'l had to.'

'What do you mean, you had to?

Billy pointed to the Minstrel Boy and the Wanderer.

"These people are my friends. Y our men were going to kill them. | had to stop them.'
'So you shot them.'

"There was no dterndtive.’

A.A. Catto swung round to face the Minstrel Boy.

'Don't | know you?

The Minstrel Boy scowled.

"Y ou ought to. Y ou had metied up in your hotel room for long enough.’
A.A. Catto's eyes narrowed.

'Of course. Y ou're the one. Y ou were with him. The one that was trying to murder me.'



Sheturned to her escort.
Kill him.’
The guards moved towards the Mingtrel Boy. He backed away holding up his hands.
'Wait agoddamn minute, will you! Y oull find out you're making abig mistakeif you kill me!'
A.A. Catto looked dubious, but motioned to the horsemen to stop.

'What mistake?

'I'm here, so doesn't it occur to you that Jeb Stuart Ho might be here aswell?
A.A. Catto looked alittle darmed.

‘The n? Heshere? Whereis he?

'Guarantee you'l let me and my buddy herelive, and I'll tell you.'

A.A. Catto dmost spat at him.

'Guarantee nothing. Tell me, or I'll have it tortured out of you.'

The Mingrel Boy glanced at the Wanderer and then gavein.

'He'shere dl right. HE's gone up the mountain, looking for you.'

A.A. Catto nodded.

‘That'sal | need to know. Now | can have you killed.'

The Mingtrel Boy talked very fast.

'Itd still be amistake.”

'Y ou think so?

'Sure, after dl, we know Ho. We could help you get him.'

A.A. Catto wasn't impressed.

'I'll send asquad of my horsemen after him. They'll be quite able to deal with him. Y our help won't be
needed.’

'Weve got alot of other talents. | mean, you'll probably want to switch off the globes and get the stuff
receiver work-ing. The Wanderer here, him and me can handle them kind of things:

A.A. Catto turned to the Wanderer.

'Isthistrue?



"What we don't know about stuff receivers ain't worth knowing.'

TheMingrd Boy smiled ingratiaingly.

'l can be pretty useful in my ownway. Didn't | get you that airship back in Litz?

A.A. Catto il looked doubtful. Then she made up her mind.

I'll let you live until my men come back with the assassin's body. Then I'll decide what to do with you.'
The Mingre Boy let out asigh of relief.

'Wereright grateful to you, maam.'

A A. Catto tarted to walk away, giving ingtructions for the hunting of Jeb Stuart Ho. Abruptly she
stopped and looked back at Billy.

'I'm holding you responsible for these friends of yours. Whatever their fateis, you'l shareit.’

She turned and walked away with her men.

The blue-robed priest made hisway carefully up the mist-shrouded mountainsde with Jeb Stuart Ho
close behind him. They threaded their way between the outcrops of rocks and stunted bushes. A
primitive hunter's ingtinct was getting a grip on Jeb Stuart Ho. Now he was so closeto hisquarry he
could fed adangerous excitement building up insgde him. He was impatient to complete histask. His
hand went to the hilt of hissword and caressed it briefly. He found himself imagin-ing the swift blow that
would dispatch A.A. Catto. He was surprised at the vividness of the vision.

The priest halted and peered into the mist. Jeb Stuart Ho moved up and crouched beside him.
'‘Arewe near the village?

'We arevery close. | am surprised we do not hear any sounds of life.’

They moved cautioudy forward, hating every few metres. There was absolute sllence under the blanket
of fog. The priest started to become uneasy.

'l pray | haven't made some error. We should beright at the village, and yet we hear nothing.'

They went on cregping across the damp landscape. The dark shape of some kind of building loomed out

of themist. Jeb Stuart Ho touched the young priest'sarm.
"Thissurely must be part of thevillage:

The priest nodded.

'Itis, but | cannot understand the silence.’

Jeb Stuart Ho drew his sword.



"You wait here. I'll goin and investigate.'

'Y ou do not want me to come with you?

Jeb Stuart Ho shook his head.

"There may befighting. Y ou must wait here. I'll need you to guide me back to the ziggurat.'

The priest sank down on to the damp grass, and Jeb Stuart

Ho moved cautioudy forward. With his sword gripped tightly in his hand, he approached the first hut.
Therewas gtill no sound or movement. He located the door. It was made of solid wood, and closed. He
pressed his ear to it. Nothing. He took a step back. At least, in this place he didn't have to worry about
lasers or projectile weapons. He launched himself at the door. It burst open. He dropped into a crouch
as he hit the middle of the hut, and turned on the balls of hisfeet, his sword stuck straight out in front of
him.

There was nobody in the hut. It contained two narrow beds, a chest, acouple of crude wall hangings, but
no people. He moved on to the next one, and found that that too was de-serted. He broke into hut after
hut, but they were dl empty. In alarger building that dominated the village he discovered the lagt, faintly
warm embers of alog fire. Thisfinaly con-vinced him. The inhabitants of the village had dl, for some

reason, left. If A.A. Catto was till dive she had apparently been taken with them. Jeb Stuart Ho hurried
back to where the priest waswaiting for him.

"They havedl gone.’

The priest nodded.

' discovered the same fact.'

Jeb Stuart Ho looked at him in surprise.
'You did?

'l scouted alittle, while you werein the village. | found the fresh tracks of many horses, leading awvay
from here!

The priest led Jeb Stuart Ho to the line of tracks. They could hardly be missed. The ground was soft and
muddy, and had been churned up by dozens of sets of hooves. They formed an unmistakable trail down
the mountainsde. Jeb Stuart Ho and the priest walked beside it in Sllence for along time. The priest
seemed more and more thoughtful . Finaly Jeb Stuart Ho pressed him asto what was wrong.

'ls something troubling you?

'l am puzzled.

‘By what?

'l could be mistaken, but they appear to be leading in the direction of the ziggurat.'

'Why should the whole village come down from the moun-tain?



The priest looked troubled.
‘That isthe mystery. It has never happened before.”
'Y ou believe something iswrong?

'l don't know. The horsemen arewild and violent. They would not be happy in the valley. However, we
will soon be out of the fog and we will be able to see more clearly.’

Asthe priest predicted they very soon emerged from the oppressive fog and out on to the clear lower
dopes. The sky was reddening into a perfectly programmed sunset. The ziggurat cast along shadow
acrossthe valey. It was ascene of peace and tranquillity. The priest stopped for amoment, and stared
carefully a hishome. Jeb Stuart Ho looked at him questioningly.

Isdl well?

The priest continued to stare a the ziggurat.

'l think s0, dthough thereisa certain lack of movement.’

'Maybe they have dl goneinside. Could it be that the horse-men have requested some kind of meeting?
The priest frowned.

'I cannot tdll. It is beyond my knowledge. They have never before left the mountain.’

Jeb Stuart Ho looked at the ground in front of them.

"Ther tracks certainly lead to the ziggurat.'

The priest nodded.

"That iswhat makesit so strange.'

'All we can do is go there and find out. The man who learns is the man who seeks knowledge. The
successful hunter is not the one who waitsfor hisquarry to pay him avist.'

The priest looked a himin confusion.

'I'm sorry, | do not understand.’

Itismerdly asaying.'

They started to walk down the dope. They had not gone very far when a group of mounted figures
detached themsalves from the shadow of the building and began coming up the dope towards them. Jeb
Stuart Ho stopped. Asthe horsemen drew nearer, he saw that they wore rudimentary armour and
carried long lances. His hand went ingtinctively to the hilt of his sword. The priest, however, didn't share
his caution. He smiled at Jeb Stuart Ho.

‘Now maybe we will find out what has cometo pass.’



Before Ho could stop him, the young man was hurrying down the mountainside to meet the group of
riders. He ran towards them waving hisarms. For amoment Jeb Stuart Ho thought that his suspicions
had been unfounded. He was about to follow the priest when the leading rider lowered his spear and
neetly skewered the unfortunate priest. As his dying scream faded away, Jeb Stuart Ho whipped out his
sword and fell into adefengve crouch.

The horsemen made high-pitched eerie criesand came a him. There were seven of them in al. He knew
that despite hisamost certainly superior fighting skills he would be hard pressed to overcome seven
mounted warriors. One was some way ahead of the others. He came straight at Ho, crouched over his
lance. Ho saw an advantage in that the rider ap-parently expected no resistance. Ho dropped his sword
and stood very ill. Thetip of thelance, with the full weight of man and beast behind it, came Straight at
his chest. At thelast minute, he turned from the hips. The lance missed him by a hand's breadth. He
grasped the wesgpon with both hands and jerked with al his strength. The rider tumbled from his saddle.
Before he could get to hisfeet Jeb Stuart Ho kicked him hard between the eyes, driving the bridge of his
nose up into his skull. The man died without asound, and Ho turned to face the next of his attackers.

Two of them came at him side by sde, with athird dightly behind. Ho dropped to the ground so the
lances went over his head, then he snapped back up again as the horses thundered past on either side of
him. He grasped each man's nearest foot and pushed upwards, effectively unseeting them. The third one
was dmost on him. Jeb Stuart Ho launched himself into space. His outstretched foot caught the man
under the armpit, and they hit the ground in atangle of arms and legs. Ho wasthe first on hisfeet, and he
quickly dispatched the man by stamping down hard on histhroat.

The two he had unseated were now dancing towards him with drawn knives. The three more who were
gtill on their horses had overshot, and were whedling round for another attack. Jeb Stuart Ho was some
distance from where his sword lay, and he began edging towards it. One of the men he'd thrown to the
ground sprung a himin abaletic legp, swinging hislong knifein awide arc. Ho twisted sideways and the
knife missed hisface by the merest fraction. He caught the horseman off balance and jerked hiswrist
downwards, at the same time bringing up his knee under the man'sarm. There was a sharp crack asthe
arm broke. The horseman screamed and staggered away.

One of the mounted warriors swung a set of weighted thongs at Ho. Ho caught one of the weightswith
hisleft hand, and hurled them at the nearest attacker on foot. The thongs wrapped themsalves around his
chest, pinning hisknife arm to his side. Jeb Stuart Ho seized his own sword and dashed at the pinnioned
horseman's neck.

That |eft three till coming at him, and they were dl mounted. They thundered down on himin atight
group. Threelanceswere directed at him. Jeb Stuart Ho dropped into a crouch, and jumped. Hisfeet
struck the middle rider in the chest, and as he hit the ground Ho stabbed the point of his sword up under
the man's chin. That |eft two.

They siwung round, jumped from their horses and hit the ground running. Their kniveswerein their hands.
Jeb Stuart Ho shook one of his own knives free from the sheath on hisarm, and threw it underarm at one
of the horsemen. It struck him just below the right eye. The handle stuck out through the eye hole of his
helmet.

It was just one on one. Thelast horseman dashed at Jeb Stuart Ho with his heavy leaf-bladed knife. Ho
parried and backed off a step. The horseman pressed home his attack. Ho continued to duck and parry.
Hethrust at the horseman but his blow was turned to the side. The horseman was good, but he had little
chance againg the long, two-handed sword. Ho made the point dance in alightning triple manoeuvre,



and the knife flew from the horseman's hand. The rider stood till and resigned as Jeb Stuart Ho ran his
sword into hischest.

Ho put his foot on the horseman's body and wrenched out the sword. He looked round for the surviving
attacker whose arm he had broken. It was rapidly getting dark. The man was some distance away,
limping quickly towards the ziggurat. Jeb Stuart Ho wiped his sword and carefully put it away. Helet his
armsfal limply at his side and squatted down on his haunches. He allowed the tension of thefight to drain
out of him. If nothing else, it had demonstrated where he would find A.A. Catto, eveniif it had cost Sx
livestodoit. Ho sat and stared at the huge black building and pondered his next move.

'Seven of you? He defeated seven of you? Single-handed?

A.A. Catto looked as though she was going to burst. The single horseman who had escaped from the
fight with Jeb Stuart Ho stood rigidly in front of what had once been the blessed Joachim'sthrone. A A.
Catto now sat bolt upright amid the white cushions. The carpet at her feet was stained with blood. The
horseman's broken arm dangled usdless at hisside. His face wasimpassive.

'Y ou redize that thismeansthe assassn is ill loose. It meansthat I'm ill in danger. Thisisintolerable.’
Nancy moved to A.A. Catto'sside.

'Hewon't be able to get at you here, surrounded by your own army.’

A.A. Catto'sjaw muscles clenched spasmodicaly.

'Hetook out seven of them, didn't he? And anyway, while he'saive how can | rlax? How can | find any
sort of peace while he's running around looking for waysto kill me?

"Y ou could send out more men to get him.'
A.A. Catto shook her head.

"That's not good enough. He can fight the horsemen. I've got to find away so | can be sure. HEs got to
bekilled.

A.A. Catto dumped back into the cushions of the throne. She lay hunched up, preoccupied and degpin
thought. Nancy nervoudy examined her fingernails. A.A. Catto |ooked as though she was building up for
some sort of outburst. Ever since the taking of the ziggurat her bouts of hysterical temper had been
getting more and more violent. Abruptly she sat up and gestured imperioudy at her escort.

'Fetch Billy Oblivion and his so-called friends:!”

Nancy looked at her in surprise.

'What do you want them for?

"They claimed they could help me when they were begging meto let them live. Now's the time for them to
proveit. If they can come up with away to get the assassin they can live. If they can't then I'll have them

killed.

Three of the escort marched smartly out of the throne room. The survivor of thefight still stood tiffly in



front of the throne. He had turned very pae, and was swaying dightly. Nancy touched A.A. Catto gently
on the arm. She pointed to the injured man.

'What are we going to do about him?

'What do you mean, do about him?

'Shouldn't he have treatment or something?

'Don't beridiculous.'

‘But hesobvioudy inpan.’

A.A. Catto looked at Nancy in surprise.

'He'sno more useto me!’

She waved to the escort again.

‘Take him out and kill him.'

Nancy didn't say anything as the wounded horseman walked stiffly away surrounded by three of the
escort. She noted that 'kill' seemed to be A.A. Catto's favourite word of the moment. Nancy didn't want
to take any chances. A.A. Catto sat tapping her fingernails until Billy, Reave, the Min-strel Boy and the
Wanderer were brought in.

The Minstrel Boy looked round carefully as they were marched down the long throne room. The place
was crowded with horsemen. They smelled strongly of sweat and leather. A lot of thefittings had been
smashed, and most of the candles had been extinguished except for one set that threw light down on the
throne. They reached the foot of the steps and hated. A.A. Catto stared at them for along time without
speaking. Billy began to think that, somehow, her eyes were becoming more and more like those of a
poisonous snake. He shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other.

'Y ou sent for us?

Theassassnisdill dive!

Billy glanced round at the others. They all tried to avoid his eyes. He turned back to A.A. Catto.

'What exactly are we supposed to do about it? He could take on al four of uswith one hand.’

'l want you to devise afoolproof method of getting rid of him. Y ou told me how skilled and talented your
littlefriends are. Now isthetimeto put it to the test.’

The Mingtrd Boy moved up beside Billy.
'What happens if we can't come up with aschemeto kill him?
A.A. Catto smiled sweetly at him.

"Then you lied to me when you were pleading for your life. | shall have to haveyou killed, dl of you.'



Billy'sjaw dropped.

‘All of us? Me and Reave aswell?

'Of course. Y ou vouched for these people.’
TheMingrd Boy laughed grimly.
'Lookslikeweredl in the same boat.'
'What do we do about it?

The Mingre Boy shrugged.

'Don't ask me. Those hoodsin Litz couldn't stop him and neither could this bunch. | don't honestly see
what we can do.'

Reave scowled.

"The only thing that could stop Ho would be afew more like him.'

The Mingtrel Boy suddenly grinned. He looked as though the light had dawned.
‘That's the answer.'

'What is?

'Get some more like him, and let them take him out.'

Billy looked doubtful.

'How the fuck do we get more like him? Send out to the brotherhood?
The Mingtrel Boy shot the Wanderer a sideways glance.

'We could get them from Stuff Centrd.'

The Wanderer raised abushy eyebrow.

"Y ou won't find any brotherhood executivesin the stuff catalogue. The best you can get from that would
be aDe Luxe All Purpose Trooper, and a squad of them would be just as usaless as the horsemen.’

'Y ou could get acustom job.’
The Wanderer shook his head.
'Y ou'd need specifications!’

The Mingrel Boy grinned pointedly a him.



'We could get them.'

'Detailed specs?

We could get them, couldn't we, old man? The Wanderer held up hishand and quickly shook his head.
'No. Noway. I'mnot goingtodoiit.’

The Mingrel Boy stared hard a him.

'Y ou're going to have to, otherwise the lady's going to butcher thelot of us.

'l don't likeit.'

"You don't havetolikeit. You just haveto do it'

Billy looked from one to the other in bewilderment.

'What are you two talking about?

'Getting us some more like Ho to ded with him.'

'How do you do that?

'We get Stuff Central to do acustom job from our speci-fications.”

'How do we get those?

"The old man can get them, can't you, old man?

The Wanderer didn't answer. The Minstrel Boy moved closer to him.

'Y ou can, can't you, old man?

The Wanderer looked at the ground. He hesitated and then spoke reluctantly.

'l candoit. I canformamind link with Ho, and al the information can be fed out of my braininto the
request con-sole of the stuff receiver. Once the data's in the pattern bank we can have as many replicas
of Jeb Stuart Ho aswe want. Only they'll be programmed to do exactly what they'retold.'

A look of relief came over Billy'sface.

'We're out of trouble then?

The Wanderer nodded wesrily.

'Y eah, we're out of trouble.’

'What'swrong?

TheMindre Boy grinned nadlily.



"The old man's not too keen on the mind link bit.'
The Wanderer growled at him.

"Just get off my back, will you. | said I'd doit.
The Mingtrel Boy didn't stop.

"The mind link doesn't go away onceit's arted. If Jeb Stuart Ho dies, the Wanderer will experienceit
too. It could hurt.'

The Wanderer grunted.

It will hurt.

A.A. Catto interrupted any further discussion.
'What areyou dl talking about?

The Mingtrel Boy turned to face her.

'Weve come up with the answer. Well need to use the stuff receiver. Have your men found it yet?
‘They'velocated it.’

'Wemight aswdll get on with it, then.'

A.A. Catto became suspicious.

'Areyou surethisisn't somekind of trick?
'Of courseit ain't notrick.

'How can | be sure of that?

The Minstrel Boy began to get exasperated.

'Y ou can't be sure. You'll haveto trust us. It'sour livesthat are on theline. Y ou think were going to
deliberatdly fuck up?

'| ill don't likeit.'

'Y ou got a better idea?

A.A. Catto's face flushed dangeroudly.
"Y our manners aren't all they could be!'

The Minstrel Boy had the sense to backpedal.



'Okay, I'm sorry, but there's no other way.'

A.A. Catto thought for amoment. She directed her aten-tion to Billy.
'Have you il got your gun?

Billy looked round nervoudy.

Yeah... I'vegot it.'

'Giveittome.

Billy hestated. A.A. Catto held out her hand.

'Giveitto me!

Reluctantly Billy handed it over. A.A. Catto checked that it was |oaded, and then pointed it at the four of
them.

'I'll take you to the receiver room and you can start work. I'll be watching you al thetime. If | see
anything | don't like, I'll shoot. Y ou understand?

The Minstrel Boy nodded.

'We understand.’

A.A. Catto descended from the late Joachim's throne and led them through asmall door at the side of the
hal. It was like stepping into another age. The room was filled with gleaming technology. The Minsre
Boy gazed round with what almost amounted to awe.

‘Goddamn! Civilization. | thought I'd never seeit again.’

The Wanderer went sullenly to the control console.

‘Let'sgettoit.

The Minstrel Boy immediately assumed control. He took off his coat and tossed it in a corner.

'Firdt thing we got to do is deactivate the globes,’

The Wanderer sat down in the chair in front of he console. He searched the board for the unit that
controlled the globes.

'Got it.'
'Can you ground them?
'l think 0.’

The Wanderer punched a sequence of buttons. A number of coloured lights went out.



"The globes are dead.’

A.A. Catto stood in the doorway, covering them with the gun. The Minstrel Boy moved up beside the
Wanderer, partly to get a better view and partly to put as much of the old man as he could between
himsdf and A.A. Catto. When it came to his own safety, the Minstrel Boy had no scruples.

"The next thing we have to do isto order up adirect data helmet.’

The Wanderer inspected the board.

"That won't be s0 easy. There'sa salector block hooked into thisrig.'

'Can you switch it off?

The Wanderer shook his head.

‘Negative. Thereésalock oniit.’

'I'll haveto short it out.’

The Minstrel Boy pulled out one of hisknives, and squatted on the floor. He prised open one of the
ingpection panelsin the front of the console. He was just about to put his hand insde when A.A. Catto
took astep forward.

'What are you doing?

The Minstrd Boy found himsdlf looking down the barrel of her gun. He straightened up.
"Thereé'sablock on the controls that stops anyone ordering things that didn't fit in with Joachim's and
Alamadasidess of the smplelife. If wewant anything but nuts, berries and new horsemen, | haveto fix
some kind of bypass. Okay? Can | go on with what I'm doing?

A.A. Catto still looked doubtful.

'Are you sure you know what you are doing?

The Minstrd Boy became impatient.

‘Ligten, lady, I've been hot-wiring receiverssince | wasalittle kid. Just let me get on withiit.'

A. A, Catto backed away, and the Minstrel Boy crawled half inside the console. After acouple of
minutes he emerged grinning.

‘That should do it. Order up that helmet.'

The Wanderer stabbed at the buttons. Rows of lightsflickered into life. There was afaint hum from the
cagethat actually received the ordered goods. After about aminute, the cage flickered briefly with cold
light and awhite plastic hemi-sphere appeared. A number of coiled leads were attached to it, and an
ingtruction booklet lay beside it on the floor of the cage. Billy reached in and lifted it out. A.A. Catto
looked at the helmet questioningly.



'What isthat thing?

'It'sadirect data helmet. It's adevice that enables the old man to relay the specifications on Ho without
having to ver-baize them and then trand ate them into a selection sequence.’

Hefitted the helmet on to the Wanderer's head, athough he |eft the leads unattached and dangling. He
dapped the old man on the shoulder.

'Okay buddy. Find our man.'
The Wanderer sighed and shut hiseyes. The Minstrel Boy motioned to Billy and Reave.

"Y ou two better hold his arms down on the chair. He's liable to thrash about abit while he's making
contact.’

Billy and Reave did asthey were instructed. The Wanderer began to twitch dightly, and sweat stood out
on hisforehead. The twitching gradudly built up until his body was racked by violent convulsive jerks.
Billy and Reave had to use dl their strength to hold him down. Suddenly his muscles seemed tolock in
one huge spasm. His back arched and swegt poured down hisface. Then it passed. The Wanderer
collapsed back in the chair. His mouth opened and closed. Helicked hislips.

I'vegot him.'

Hisvoice was astrained croak. The Minstrel Boy grabbed the ends of the helmet |eads and banged them
into input sockets on the control board.

'Feed the data, old man.’

The lights on the console began to blink rapidly.

The Minstrel Boy picked up his coat.

'We should have something down the beam quite soon.’

Billy and Reave stepped away from the Wanderer. He was quite passive now. Billy glanced &t the
Mingre Boy.

'Won't Ho notice the mind link?

The Mingtrel Boy shook his head.

'Hell probably fed abit strange, but the odds are that he won't redlize what's happening.’
'How long do we have to wait before thefirst of the replicas comes through?

'Shouldn't take Stuff Central more than afew minutesto tailor up thefirst one’

TheMinstrel Boy removed the helmet from the Wanderer. The old man seemed totaly drained. If it
hadn't been for his shdlow breething, Billy would have assumed he was dead.

They waited. The waiting was dmogt intolerable. Billy was constantly aware of A.A. Catto Standing in



the doorway hold-ing the gun. He wondered if she'd keep her bargain and let them live once she had
what shewanted. Shewasjudt aslikdy to kill them all.

For awhile it seemed as though nothing was going to hap-pen, then the cage glowed and Jeb Stuart Ho
materidized ingdeit. The likenesswas so complete that Billy and Reave started to back away. A.A.
Catto raised her gun. Only the Minstrel Boy held his ground. He turned to A.A. Catto and laughed.

'‘Come and talk to your new subject.’

Heturned to the Ho replica

'Areyou willing to accept our orders?

The Ho replica bowed.

'Of course. That ismy programming.

‘Thereyou are, Miss Catto. He'sdl yours!'

The Mingtrel Boy moved to the console.

'How many of these do you want to start with?

'Six should be enough. But leave the selection set up. | will certainly want more.’

The Minstrel Boy punched more buttons, and more Ho replicas began to arrive down the stuff beamin
quick suc-cession. Billy noticed that they carried dl Jeb Stuart Ho's equi pment including the pistol and
porta-pac. A.A. Catto was like a child with anew toy. She ran her hands over the fabric of their black
fighting suits

‘They'relovely.'

She seemed to have forgotten al about her threatsto kill the four men. She moved from one Ho replica
to the next with an expression of delight. While her attention was diverted, the Wanderer opened his
eyes, and rose dowly from the chair. He moved slently towards the door and quickly dipped away.
A.A. Catto didn't seem to notice his absence. She beamed at the six Ho replicas.

'All we have to do now is send them after the assassin. He doesn't have a chance against Six exact copies
of himsdf.!

Jeb Stuart Ho dowly rose from his crouching position on the hillsde above the ziggurat. For awhilea
strange sickness had gripped him, but it seemed to have passed. It disturbed him in so far ashe could
find no logica reason for it. He flexed his cramped muscles. He had wasted enough time. He must start
for the ziggurat and complete histask. He could see no way apart from going directly to the ziggurat,
finding A.A. Catto and killing her. There was no room for subtleties.

It was dark, and therefore the approach to the ziggurat would be comparatively smple. Onceinside, his
main problem would be to avoid the horsemen. He knew that they wouldn't be able to stop him, but if he
was forced to fight with anum-ber of them, he could be delayed for long enough to give A.A. Catto time
to flee. That was what had happened in Litz, and he didn't intend it to happen here.



He started down the dope towards the black building. He moved dowly and carefully, making no sound.
He stopped every now and then to listen for the noise of any patrol that might be moving around. He had
only gone about half-way when he saw lights emerge from one of the ground-level entrances and start to
move up the hillsde. Jeb Stuart Ho sank down on to the grass and watched them come towards him.
After awhile, he could make out details. There were Sx men, in form-fitting black suits. They carried
burning torches and appeared to be searching the ground for something.

Jeb Stuart Ho held his position and let the Six men come nearer. As he was able to see them more clearly
he could scarcely believe hiseyes. In front of him were six of hisbrother executivesin black fighting suits
and carrying full equipment. He couldn't understand how they had arrived in Quahd, or how they had
managed to keep the guns and porta-pacs that hung from their belts. They were a mysterious but
welcome sight. Seven of the brotherhood would have no trouble dispatching A.A. Catto. He hesitated
for afraction of a second, and then stood up.

'My brothers?

The torches were ingtantly extinguished. Jeb Stuart Ho was surprised. It wasn't the reaction he had
expected.

‘My brothers. It is Jeb Stuart Ho.'
There was slence, then awhisper floated acrossthe hillside. It was very clear.
"That ishim. That isthe subject.’

A shot rang out, and abullet hummed close to Jeb Stuart Ho. Someone had obvioudy fired in the
direction of the sound of hisvoice. He started backing away. His mind whirled. He couldn't understand it.
Who were these people? Could A.A. Catto have enlisted the aid of some kind of renegades from the
brotherhood? Did such people exist? In the dim skyshine he could see the Six figures fanning out and
moving up to-wards him. He quickly retreated.

The sky over the mountain was growing lighter, as though an artificia moon was about to rise. Jeb Stuart
Ho knew that if that happened he would present an easy target. He knew that if these men had similar
fighting skillsto his, he couldn't survive adirect confrontation.

The mist seemed to be his best bet. Onceingdeits con-cedling folds he could evade these hunters, or
even, if hewaslucky, pick them off one by onein snegk attacks. He turned on hishedl and started to
run. Another shot buzzed over his head. He fell into the unique pattern of yogic running that had been
perfected by the teachers of the brotherhood. It enabled him to move at speeds far in excess of anything
ordinary untrained humans were cgpable of.

A thin crescent of moon edged over the mountain. Jeb Stuart Ho glanced back as heran. The pursuers
were behind him, but they seemed to be keeping pace. They obvioudy had the same training. He reached
the edge of thelayer of mist and plunged into it. He saw an outcrop of rocks and ran to-wards them. It
seemed an ided vantage point to watch for the arriva of his hunters. He threw himself down behind the
rocks, controlled his bresthing, and lay till. He watched and waited.

The six came cautioudy through the mist with swords and pistolsin their hands. Five went straight past
him, some dis-tance to hisright, and were swallowed up by the mist. The sixth was moving in adirection
that would bring him right by the rocks where Jeb Stuart Ho lay. He silently drew his sword, and pressed
himsdlf flat on the ground. The man was just on the other sde of the rocks. Jeb Stuart Ho waited for the



right moment. His adversary came round the rocks. Jeb Stuart Ho struck. The sword went up through
the man's somach and into hislung. He died without a sound.

The body had falen face down. Jeb Stuart Ho bent over it to remove the porta-pac and the gun. He
rolled it over. Even in the darkness there could be no mistake. He found himself looking at his own face.
The shock wasimmense. For amo-ment his mind wasjolted off balance. Then he got agrip on himsdlf.
Somehow, A.A. Catto had managed to duplicate him. He knew it was possible, but he didn't know how
it had been accomplished. He examined the corpse’'s arm. There was even awound exactly like the one
hed received in the Leader Hotdl. He redlized that he was fighting six identical versons of himself.

Anideastruck him. The very fact that he and his hunterswereidentical gave him achanceto outwit
them, and complete hismission. He quickly stripped the body of its gun, its porta-pac and its nanchuk.
He replaced the throwing knivesthat he had lost. When he had afull complement of equipment, he sood
up. It would now beimpaossible for anyone to tell whether he wasthe red Jeb Stuart Ho that was being
hunted, or one of the Ho replicas who were doing the hunting. He walked swiftly into the mist, looking
for the other duplicates.

Hedidn't have to search for long. HE'd only been walking for a short while when he heard voices. He
moved towards them. Three of the Ho replicas had gathered together and were debating their next move
like novices on atraining exer-cise. As Jeb Stuart Ho walked out of the mist, they swung round and
trained their guns on him. Then they saw his own gun and porta-pac, and they relaxed. Jeb Stuart Ho
looked from one to the other.

'Y ou havefailed to find him?

He had to fight to control hisvoice. Being face to face with three of himself was till a powerful shock.
Thereplicas shook their heads.

'He has obvioudy goneto ground in the mist.'
Itisthelogica answer.'

'Should we spread our search?

Jeb Stuart Ho took a chance.

"We could return to the ziggurat, and resume our search at daybreak. Our task would be made easy if we
had horsemen to act as beaters.'

None of the three seemed to find anything wrong with his suggestion. Jeb Stuart Ho knew it was sound.
He aso knew that the replicas thought patterns were exactly like his. If they went back to the ziggurat
they would admogt certainly report to A.A. Catto. That would give him the chanceto kill her. Helooked
around for comment on his suggestion.

'We should wait for the other two to find us. Then we can decide!’

'One of them may already have completed the task.’

Ho nodded.

"That ispossble’



Another replica appeared out of the mist.

'Have you found Ho?

Thereplicashook his head.

'He must have moved further up the mountain.'

"We were debating whether to return to the ziggurat or spread the search.’

'We decided to wait until we were all assembled.’

The newcomer nodded.

‘Thereisonly one of usto come!

They stood in slence. Thewait, however, wasn't dl that long. After only afew minutes, the sxth Ho
replica appeared out of the mist. He was dragging a black-clad body behind him. Jeb Stuart Ho's
stomach turned over. He had been counting on the Ho replicas not finding the body. From now on, he
would have to improvise. He quickly made the first move.

'Youvekilled him.'

The replica shook his head.

'l didn't kill him. I just found the body .

‘Thenwho did kill him?

Thereplicasal looked at each other. Jeb Stuart Ho knew that they were al thinking in the same way,
and that they'd quickly come to the same conclusion.

‘Nobody here admitsto killing him?

'How did he die?

'Hewaskilled by asingle sword thrust.’

'If none of us claimsto have killed him, perhaps he com-mitted suicide.’

"That ssemsunlikely.'

'We must assume that he is one of us, and not the subject. He must have been killed by Ho.'
"Then one of the six of usisHo.'

The six men looked carefully at each other. Jeb Stuart Ho voiced what they were al thinking.

'We have no way of tdling which of usisthe subject.’



"We cannot now return to the ziggurat under any circum-stances. If we did that, it would give the one
which isHo theided opportunity to complete his own task and kill A.A. Catto. We cannot take that
rsk.

'So what is the answer to our problem?

The answer cameto Jeb Stuart Ho in an ugly flash. The six men were standing in arough circle. The man
standing oppo-site Ho put it into words.

"The only effective way in which we can be certain to dis-charge our task isto...'

He hesitated. The othersjoined in with hisfind words.

"... destroy each other.’

Asthe words were spoken there was aflurry of movement. Jeb Stuart Ho made hislast possible move.
He threw himsdf flat on the ground. Simultaneoudy there was a crash of gun-fire. Helooked up,
surprised to be il dive. Four of the rep-licaslay dead. The man standing opposite him, however, was
dowly getting to hisfeet. Jeb Stuart Ho sprang up,

'We have both survived.'

'We both decided to duck instead of fire.’

The two men faced each other. Their hands hovered over their holstered guns.

'Why isit we didn't think like the others?

‘Thereis bound to be some variation in our thinking.'

‘That'strue.’

Thereplicalooked hard a Ho.

"The probability isthat one of usisthe subject. One of usisHo.'

Ho watched the replicals gun hand carefully. It was un-canny, facing and trying to outwit himself. He
wasn't even sureif it was possible.

't could be that neither of usisHo.'
'Less probable, though.'

Isit?

The replica nodded.

‘The mgority would wipe each other out, as we have seen. The subject would seek to preserve himsalf,
if a all possible, in order to complete histask.’

Ho anticipated the next proposition.



'One of the Sx might realize this and aso attempt to pre-serve himself to prevent the subject escaping in
thisway.'

Ho amiled grimly.
‘Then you are the subject.’
'l know | am not the subject.’

Their hands moved to their guns amost as one. The two.90 magnums exploded together. Jeb Stuart Ho
felt the big bullet rip into him. The replica spun round and fell face down-wards. Ho tottered backwards,
swayed for afew moments, and crumpled to the ground.

A.A. Catto was cel ebrating. There had been an unbearable tension after gunfire had been heard at the
ziggurat. A party of horsemen had been sent out to investigate. To Billy and the others, waiting for the
horsemen to return was like being on the rack. Before the gunfire had been reported things had been
difficult, but A.A. Catto had been preoccupied with ordering up dozens more Ho replicas and watching
them troop out of the receiver.

Once the horsemen had been dispatched, she had returned to the throne, and sat drumming her nailson
one of thearms. Billy knew that if they'd returned with an adverse report, A.A. Catto would undoubtedly
have him, Reave and the Mingtrel Boy killed. The Wanderer had wisdly vanished.

The news had been good, however. The horsemen had found seven black-clad bodies on the hillside.
Jeb Stuart Ho was dead. A.A. Catto was off the hook. She hugged Nancy, and the party began.

It was the strangest cel ebration Billy had ever seen. A.A. Catto went mad on the stuff receiver. A vast
range of drinks, drugs, delicacies and entertainment poured from the receiver room. She ordered
dancers, jugglers, dwarfs, plusthe full range of exotic sexua typesthat could be found in the cata-logue.
She had aso ordered a hundred or more extra Ho replicas. She seemed to be busily building herself an
army. Once things had been arranged the way she wanted, A.A. Catto withdrew to her throne, from
where she could survey the strange mixture of wild horsemen, black-clad ns and spangled freaks.

A.A. Catto had, somewhere dong the line, divested hersdlf of her clothes. She sprawled naked across
the cushions of the throne. Nancy sat at her feet, leaning against one of A.A. Catto'slegs, absently
caressing theinsde of her knee. Nancy wastotally out on duramene. A tiny tattooed hermaphrodite
perched on one of the arms of the throne, massaging A.A. Catto's body. A pink chubby little boy ina
togaand gold laurel wreath stood on the other side of the throne with afist-ful of pressure injectors
clutched in hisfat hand. Hed bang adose into her outstretched arm every time she snapped her fingers.

The effect of the sudden intake of stimulants and depressives on the horsemen and Ho replicas wasthe
most startling feature of the whole event. Most were in astate of physical shock. Their syssemswere
totally unused to such massive abuse, but A.A. Catto inssted that they all did what she did.

It affected them in alot of different ways, asthe drugs fought with their programming. A lot of the Ho
substitutes who'd been filled with duramene and other uppers, smply be-camerigid and stood a
muscle-cracking attention, like statues scattered round the room. Others, who had had a preponder-ance
of downers, were dumped on the floor unconscious. Some had goneinto comas and afew sat
crosdegged and re-cited incomprehens ble mathemeatic progressions.



The horsemen were more of a problem. For some reason, they seemed to have particularly homed in on
the booze and downers. Many had collapsed, but the remainder blundered about shaking their heads.
Now and then one of them would chop down one of the glittering pleasure mutants with an off-hand knife
blow. Now and then, one of them would stumble into aHo replicaand try to start afight. The Ho replica
invariably cut down the horseman with an air of precise fas-tidiousness.

The various fresks, athough programmed to participate in some bizarre entertainments, were unable to
handle the situa-tion. They were confused and terrified. A few cracked. A dwarf rushed at thelegsof a
bunch of horsemen and started begting at them with histiny fists. He wasrapidly kicked to deeth for his
impudence. The mgority, however, smply clus-tered together in groups, moving round the throne room
like panicky sheep, trying to avoid the violence. Thefloor was rapidly becoming littered with bodies, and
dippery with blood.

Billy, Reave and the Mingtrel Boy stayed firmly in aquiet corner between the throne and the receiver
room. They were out of danger, for the moment, asfar asA. A, Catto was con-cerned. They ill had the
problem of avoiding mutilation at the hands of her out-of-control warriors. Thisrequired so much
concentration that even the Mingtrel Boy |eft the vast selection of stimulants, for the most part, aone.

Somewherein A.A. Catto'swhirling brain an idea hatched. She sat up, pushed the hermaphrodite out of
the way and shook Nancy by the shoulder.

‘Nancy!"

Nancy opened one eye.

'Huh?

‘Nancy, it'scometo me.'

Nancy blinked.

'What?

'It's come to me, the whole purpose of my life,
'No shit?

A.A. Catto pouted.

'Don't talk to melike that. It's unkind.'
Nancy sat up quickly.

'I'm sorry, what's this that's come to you?

A look of blisscameover A.A. Catto'sface.
'I'm going to rule everything. It'smy degtiny.’

Nancy shook her head to clear it.



‘Huh?

A.A. Catto wasn't pleased that Nancy didn't immediately join in her enthusiasm.

'I'm going to rule everything.'

'Y ou're going to rule everything?

'Quahal isonly agtart. | am destined for much greater glory.’

Nancy nodded.

'Yeah, glory.’

'| have new men that | invented.'

Nancy glanced up at her in surprise.

'l was under theimpression that the Wanderer, if anybody, invented them.'

A.A. Catto swayed alittle as she waved away the sugges-tion.

"That's beside the point. They're mine, and with them | can conquer everything.'

She started to wax eloquent. Her voice rose alittle and her eyesturned upwards.

'Imagine, just imagine. My warriors suddenly pouring out of the nothings. Swooping down on defenceless
towns and cities. Overrunning them and endaving the population. Can you pictureit, Nancy, the power
and grandeur of it, our choice of everything we wanted? \We could have anything. That'swhy they
wanted to kill me. They were afraid. They suspected what | was going to do before | even knew it
myself. They didn't manageit, though. They falled. They can't destroy me. I'm destined to succeed. It

beajihad, acrusade, aholy war to the greater glory of me!'

At the end of the speech A.A. Catto's voice had risen to something near a shriek. Nancy looked at her in
wonder and awe.

'I'll say onething for you. Y ou don't fuck around.’

Billy, who had caught part of the outburst, did up close to the Minstrd Boy and nudged him.
'We got to get the hell out of here!

'Don't | know it.'

I mean now.’

'How?

Billy looked around.

'We could nick acouple of porta-pacs from unconscious Ho replicas, and just walk away.'



'Wak through the nothings?

'I've doneit before!

The Mingtrel Boy shook his head.
'Not here, you haven't.'

'It's not possible?

"Thisian't theinner ring. Y ou can trot off into the nothings there and be sure of landing somewhere while
you're dill sane. Out here you can't. If we tried walking from Quahd, I'd go mad even if you wouldn't.'

'So what do we do? We can't take delivery of aground car in a place the size of the receiver room.’
The Mingtrd Boy thought abot it.

'We could probably get something smaller.

'Y eeh? What?

'Air scooters.'

'Air scooters?

TheMingrd Boy grinned.

'Y eah. Air scooters. Listen, you and Reave gather up three porta-pacs and come to the receiver room.
I'll go there now and make the order.’

Billy and Reave moved cautioudy to the nearest unconscious Ho replicas, and unclipped three
porta-pacs from their belts. They aso took the guns from their holsters. Then they headed for the
receiver room doing their best to look unconcerned.

When they got there, the room was empty apart from the Minstrel Boy sitting at the control board. Two
of the air scooters had arrived, and as they watched a third one materi-alized in the cage. The air
scooters were shaped like an egg that had been diced in half lengthways. Theflat side rested on the
ground. When the engine was cut in, the machine floated on a cushion of air some fifteen centimetres
thick. It moved by two propulsion vents at the back, and was braked by asimilar vent on the front. A
saddle and control bars were mounted on top. The Minstrel Boy had chosen models finished in red
metal-flake. He had not had time to order any acces-sories, athough the catalogue did contain awhole
range. The Mingtrel Boy threw hisleg over the first one and turned the power unit to idle. The scooter
roseonitsair cushion. He gestured to the other two to get on their machines.

'Hereswhat we do. I'll go through the door first. We take it nice and dow. Sashay around, and knock
over afew freaks. Well clown it up. A.A. Catto will think it's some kind of joke. Keep edging towards
the door, then, at asignal from me, open the scooters right up, and go. We should take them by surprise.
Okay?

Billy and Reave nodded. The Minstrel Boy turned the twist grip on the control bars very gently and



edged hisway through the door. He waltzed out on to the dance floor. Billy and Reave did the same.
A.A. Catto looked up from her conversation with Nancy. She laughed and clapped her hands as Billy
spun his machine round and bowled over awhole group of fresks. They gradually made their way down
the hal. When they were about hafway to the doors, the Minstrel Boy |ooked round and yelled.

‘Now!"

He twisted the powerfeed wide open, and sped towards the door. Billy and Reave followed him. Asthey
raced away, A.A. Catto's expression changed from delight to fury. She sprang to her feet, knocking over
the child who'd been feeding her drugs.

'Stop them.'

TheMinstrel Boy dammed into the doors and they burst open. Billy and Reave sped through behind him.
They hit the stairs and fought to control the scooters asthey careened down the uneven surface. All three
of them reached the bottom till upright and they hummed down the corridor. Some of the Ho replicas
arrived at the head of the stairs and started shooting. Bullets screamed off the black stone walls of the
corridor, then they made aright-angle turn and were temporarily out of danger.

They kept going at full speed, flashing aong corridors and bucketing dangeroudy down flights of steps.
Theinterior of the ziggurat appeared to be deserted, and they met no oppo-sition. They eventudly
emerged on to one of the lower externd levels. A grey dawn was creeping over the horizon. Further
aong thelevd, along steep ramp led down dl the way to the ground. They headed for it. There was ill
no sign of pursuit. Billy grinned back at Reave, who was dightly behind him.

'Looks like we got away.'

Reave gave Billy the thumbs-up sign. The Minstrel Boy turned down the ramp. Billy and Reave followed
him. They were amost at the bottom of the ramp when a squad of Ho replicas came storming out of one
of the ground-level en-trances. They raced towards the foot of the ramp. The Minstrel Boy got there
before they did. He spun his scooter round and raced away in the opposite direction.

Billy and Reave hit the end of the ramp at the same time asthe Ho replicas. They were going too fast to
be stopped. The Ho replicaslegped out of the way as the two scooters ploughed through them. Billy and
Reave gave their machinesfull power and attempted to catch up with the Minstrel Boy.

The Ho replicas were ingtantly back on their feet. They pulled out their guns and Sarted firing after the
three escapers. A heavy.90 calibre dug smashed into the back fairing of Billy's scooter. He struggled to
stop the machine turning over. As soon as he'd regained control, Billy glanced back to seeif Reave was
al right. Hewasjugt in time to see Reave's scooter spinning riderless towards the fields. Reave was
sprawled on the path. Billy braked hard. A bullet hummed over his head. The Minstrel Boy swung round
and ydled.

'Keep going!'
‘But Reave...'
'He's dead. Get the hell out before you are too.’

Billy took alast look at Reave. The Minstrel Boy wasright, the body lay quite still. Another bullet
dammed into the body of the scooter. Billy twisted the power control wide open and took off after the



Minstrel Boy. The Ho replicas came after them at an incredible high-speed run. The Minstrel Boy waved
franticdly towardstheriver.

'Hit the water, we'll be able to move faster.'

They swerved across the fields and headed straight for theriver. Bullets threw up chunks of earth beside
them. They bumped down the bank, and hit the water in a shower of spray. The scooters quickly picked
up speed on the smooth surface of the dow-moving river. The speedometer on Billy's machine went clear
off the end of the scale. Each time either of them hit a patch of ripples the two scooters bounced into the
ar.

At last they got out of range of the Ho replicas and their guns. Ahead of them, the river Sarted to break
up into patches of grey nothing. Billy put ahand to his belt and turned on the porta-pac. The Minstrel
Boy did the same. He turned and grinned &t Billy.

'Wedidit! We got away!'

Billy nodded wesrily.

'Y eah... we got away.'

Jeb Stuart Ho moved from oblivion to aworld of pain. He groaned. He had never imagined that dying
would take so much effort. Thewhole of hissdefdt asif it was on fire. He seemed to be suffering from
hallucinations. He had the sensa-tion of someone mopping the swegt from hisforehead. Theilluson was
strangely comforting. He prepared himsdlf for the end, then avoice spoke beside him.

'Y ou've come round, then?

Jeb Stuart Ho tried to raise his head but the pain proved too much for him. Hetried to speak, but al that
came was agroan. The voice spoke again.

"You're hurting. I'll giveyou ashot. Youll fed better inawhile!

The halucination was very strange. Ho imagined something pressing againgt hisarm. There was a soft
hissing sound. The pain began to diminish. A fedling of euphoria spread through his body. He wondered if
it was the gpproach of death. He tried to open hiseyesfor thelast time. He found himself look-ing into
the bearded face of the Wanderer.

'Why are you part of thisdream?

The Wanderer smiled sadly.

‘Thisisno dream. Youredive'

'l will die soon.'

"Y ou won't. You'rein bad shape, but I've filled you up with al the drugs | could stedl from the ziggurat.
I've patched up the bullet wound as best | can. | figure you'll pull through okay. Thereis one thing though,

we're going to haveto get out of here. A.A. Catto thinks you're dead right now, but we ought to move
aong before shefinds out.’



Jeb Stuart Ho attempted to Sit up. The pain had gone but he felt sick and dizzy.

| can'tleavewhilel ill live!

'Y our task?

‘That's correct.'

'I'dforget it if | were you. The events you were sent out to prevent have happened. Whatever you were
supposed to stop isralling. It'sin motion. Taking out A.A. Catto won't make much difference now.
You'vefaled.

"Y ou seem to know agreat deal about my task.'

'I've been in mind link with you.'

Isthat how the replicas were produced?

The Wanderer nodded.

That'sright.’

He avoided Jeb Stuart Ho's eyes. Therewas along pause. Finaly the Wanderer coughed and began to
talk very quickly.

‘Ligten, I'll give you another shot, and you'll probably be able to move. Weve got to get out of here
before A.A. Catto thinks of having the bodies picked up. I'll give you the shot, okay?

Jeb Stuart Ho shook his head.

'l cannot leave!

'Why the fuck not?

'l havefaledin my task.'

'So?

'l must now die. | cannot return to the temple with the burden of failure.’
"Y ou're maybe going to haveto.’

'l don't understand.’

The Wanderer took adeep breath.

"Youfailed, right?

s

'So whatever A.A. Catto's disastrous effect on the universe provesto be, it's aready underway.’



"That seemslogica.’

'And the brotherhood will have revised dl their schemes for dedling with her.’

Jeb Stuart Ho's face became set.

‘Thefact remainsthat | havefailed in my task. | see no dternative but to commit myself to aritua desth.’
The Wanderer smiled.

'Y ou can't do that. If you did it would actualy compound your failure to the brotherhood.'

'l do not follow the reasoning behind that.’

The Wanderer started to show signs of strain.

"We both agree that since you didn't take out A.A. Catto in time to stop the progression being set in
motion that will end in disaster, the brotherhood will have to take even more posi-tive measures to
combet her.'

Jeb Stuart Ho nodded sadly.

'l am responsible for that, and therefore my only course of action isto atone by committing mysdlf to the
death ritua. | don't see how | can delay any longer.'

Jeb Stuart Ho struggled into asitting position. He weakly tugged his sword from its sheath and laid it in
front of him. Helooked up at the Wanderer.

'l would appreciaeit if you would leave me. | must do thison my own.’
The Wanderer stood up and folded hisarms.

'But you can't do it. Not even by your own ethic.’

Jeb Stuart Ho began to become impatient.

'Why not?

'Becauseif the brotherhood areto fight A.A. Catto, they need you.'

'l don't seewhy.'

‘Because, of the whole order, you have more hard informattion about A.A. Catto than anyonedse. It is
your duty to return with that information.’

Jeb Stuart Ho thought it over.
'l can find no flawsin the argument.’

‘Therearen't any.’



Helooked down at his sword.

'l am not freeto put myself to death.’

He seemed amogt disappointed. The Wanderer knelt down and gave him another shot.

'Put your sword away and try to stand. We have to get away.'

Jeb Stuart Ho got painfully to hisfeet. He stood swaying. The Wanderer put hisarm round him and
%JS;OJGd hisweight. Sowly they began to move, limping away into the too perfect, artificia dawn of

TheEnd
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