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COMMON KNOWLEDGE

In the days that followed the explosion a the Superconducting Supercollider in Texas, a some unknown
point inthe Logt Year, 2015, scientigts discovered a hole in the fabric of spacetime over the blagt Ste.
The collider itsdf - aring some eighty-five kilometres in circum-ference built far benegth the Texas soil -
hed utterly vanished, and only the surface buildings remained.

The exploson had followed an unknown quantum catastrophe indde the machine. However, it was not
the kind of explosion that blew matter to smithereens and laid waste to worlds. Its actions took place in
the near-infinitely tiny spaces between one raw energy flicker and the next. It transmuted fundamenta
particles into new states, dtering the fabric of the universe asif changing cotton into slk. In less time than
it takes to blink an eye everything had undergone subtle dteration, though the how and the what of it was
amatter which is dill debated to this day - a matter not helped by the fact that nobody could remember
exactly or say with certainty how things used to be. In the meantime there were more immediate
problems to ded with, namdy the stable but infinitdy mysterious hole insde the circle of the old collider,
and the fact that it led directly into another world.

In the five years snce the Quantum Bomb, as it is popularly known in Otopia (which was once caled
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Earth, according to records made prior to 2015), a totd of five other redities have been discovered.
They lie pardld to, or gpproximate with (dl words, definitions and specu-lations are being assessed as
we write, Snce nobody has yet come up with a theory that can explain the phenomena completdly) the
humen universe.

The firg of these is Zoomenon, the redm of the Elements. Zoomenon is hodile to humen life and
manifests unpredictably in Otopian space
where it interpenetrates with it. Sturdily equipped expeditions replete with hardened adventurers have
reported the following: every raw dement of the Periodic Table may be found there in abundance, from
Hydrogen to Ununbium; the primary colours may be observed there, randomly moving across the raw
rocks and sand of what appears to be the basc Zoomenon landscape, a place not unlike Earth in the
Hadean age;, there are ds0 beaings here, of indeterminate energy compostion, capable of forming
humanlike appearances - these are named Ele-menta, since they seem to be personifications of the
soirits of air, fire, water, earth, wood, metd. There are others, yet to be understood or met with. How
many others is unknown.

The second redm is Alfham. Since early in 2016 a diplométic relationship has been established with
the elves, as the inhabitants call themsdaves. The dves srongly dispute the QBomb theory. They dam
that they have known of Eath and Otopia snce times that predate early humen civilisations. Few
Otopian technologies function in Alfhem, which is the firg of the Adept or Aetheric Redms. It is a
prisine Eden, untouched by indudtridisation despite the complex dvilisations that have risen and fdlen in
its massive higory. However, there are tensons within df society and frosty diplomatic explorations are
the only contact that regularly takes place with them. Their borders are closed to immigration of any kind
and they adlow only afew of ther emissaries out in turn. Common people of Otopia know only stories of
Alfhem.

The third redm is Demonia. The demons are, like the elves, lifeforms which appear adept in magic
Demon scientits have asssted humans in therr discovery of the phydcdly red presence of
extradimengond regions (I-space) snce 2017, regions of incredible power and vitdity which seem &kin
to spacetime itsdf, yet co-exist with it. This region is known to demons and eves commonly as
Aetherstream, though thelr scientists and researchers have agreed to adopt the human name of Interdtitid,
or |-space. Demons do not recognise the QBomb event as historica fact ether, and aso dam a lengthy
knowledge of ‘the fourth relm’ - Otopian Earth.

Thefifth region, is Thanatopia. This unlikdy place is bound tightly to the I-space continuum. To cross
into Thanatopia requires desth and return is not possible to those not gregtly skilled in necromancy. Only
the Aetheric races possess necromancers, and not many of them. It is worth noting that so far no human
of Otopian Earth has displayed
anything other than the most flegting ability to detect let done manipulate, 1-space. Certainly no one has
ever been to Thanatopia, or, if they have, they have not returned and its true nature is a complete
mystery. The only human knowledge of it has been given by demon necromancers whose strength in
[-space permits them access. Offiddly we may Sate that the Undead shepherd the Dead of dl redms,
though what this actudly means is anyones guess. All other knowledge con-cerning Thanatopia is
classfied, and as such may not be printed here.

The sixth redm, which most quickly adopted protocols with Otopia and has generated the mogt treffic
is Faery. Faery has issued tourist visas Snce 2018. Faery culture, as with dl other redms, is unique and
complicated. Faeries assure us they have had along association with certain regions of the Earth over the
more interesting parts of human history and the author is not willing to dispute the point, even -especialy
- inwriting.

For the lagt two years an increasing familiarity with and acceptance of the six-redm sructure has led to
a steady popularity of migration and trade across willing borders, but human beings have a lot yet to
learn.

One year ago Alfheam closed its borders and cut off trade. It began an exclusonary policy which
diplomatic negotiations have so far faled to lift. The reasons for this change of heart are classfied
information. At the time of writing, in 2021, an uneasy state of affairs exists between Alfhem and the



other redms.
CHAPTERONE

The story of how The No Shows got sSgned was one of those legends that seem completely
manufactured by the ceebrity press. Rolling Stone ran it as lead dtory the day their fird sngle was
released for download. Lila Black reviewed it as she traveled to a meding with the owner of Ozo
Records, Hly Sakamoto.

A few months ago Jdly had been the producer of a modestly successful indie music labd. He was Stting
in his office playing a quick five-minute game of Dune Car Rdly on his pod, which had become an hour
long frudrating game of Dune Car Raly by the time his AftR gifl burst in without wamning and said
bresthledy,

'Y ou gotta hear thig!'

Jly was used to being told that, but he knew that Lude was frequently right. Still, no point in bresking
old habits. He saved and shrugged without looking up, 'What?

This grest new band. They play ther own gear, write their own materid, and do this kind of werd
heavy rock Mode-X number. The backing vocals are dl faeries, the DJisthat chick from Zebra Mondo.
And - get this - their lead Snger isan efV

'Elves don't rock,’ Jdly said, unknowingly coining one of the great-est quotes in the higtory of popular
music and the phrase that would fallow him to his deathbed. He added, rather more forgettably, They
pavane and jig, they play the flute and the triangle, they do orchestra, they do chant, they sdl shitloads of
that. They dng like cats with firecrackers up their asses. The only time they ever get sampled is when
they've been pushed through an audio seve so humen ligeners don't shit themsdlves, or when they're
dowed down ten times to scrape the
frequencies for distortion effects to shove behind Crash bands. So, what? Does she mime? Does she
look good?

'Here." Lude threw a Berrypic of the band down on the desk. 'He Sngs his own lyrics!’

Hly ignored her and the invitation of the Berry's flashing Play command, got up and went out, dlegedly
to the tailet, dthough he damsin alater interview that he was going to fit some new EarWax with higher
grade buffers, in order to protect his hearing.

Ludie hung out waiting and when she convinced hersdf he must have gone down the fire escape she
sormed out, leaving the Berry face-up on his empty desk. An hour later in came Roxanne, the sales
director for Northern Otopia a Ozo Records, the largest musc company in the Four Redm Trading
Bloc. Fed up of waiting for Jdly, who was notorioudy late for everything, she sat hersdf down in his
char and, glancing down at the Berry, pressed Play.

Twenty minutes later Jdly comes into his own office and she says, 'Why didn't you tel me you were
going to be sending me a million-bytesaminute-shifter? | need another month a the least to prep
publicity! Honestly, you'd be late for your own funerd.’

Jly bought Ozo Records on the firg week's sdes and Lucie ran it for him in her new post as
executive director, whilst he fussed around producing a whole lot of other bands and arguing with The
No Shows voldile addict of an agent, Buddy Ritz.

The rest, Lilareflected as she re-read the tde, was the tak of the medianets every other day of the
week. There was no hotter property than The No Shows at the moment.

Lila Black was undercover. She was pretending to be a bodyguard working for Doublessfe, a
company oecidisng in persond security for ceebrities. It was an easy job since she was dready kitted
out for much more active duties as part of her job in the Otopian Nationa Security Agency's Inteligence
and Reconnaissance Divison, or Incon. The only difficulty she had was in conceding those parts of her
body which were entirdy metd prosthetics, but she'd found aslk trouser suit and smart boots to do that



for her. The synthetic skin on her hands and arms was thankfully wearing wel enough to pass for the red
thing. As she took a 9delong glance a hersdf in the mirror & Ozo Records Reception she saw a tdl,
powerful young woman in eegant black flares. Her slver eyes - the irises and pupils perfect mirrors
-could eedly be put down to decorative contact lenses benegth the soft

anving of her ruby and scarlet harr. There was nothing to show that she was barely hdf a human being any
longer. She enjoyed the feding, urtil the receptionist popped her bubblegum and said, 'Jdly'U see you
now.'

Lilawaked into the office. It hadn't changed since the Rolling Stone shoot, except that there were two
more platinum discs hanging over his desk, both printed with The No Shows logo: a heart insde a red
crdewith a diagond dash across it. She stood in front of the desk and looked a Jdly as he looked a
her. He was a thin, leathery whipcord of a man, brimming with nervous energy, and could bardly st dill a
moment.

'‘Doublesafe said you were the best,’ he said and shrugged, not very impressed. 'l got to tdl you, |
don't know. We're getting some trouble. Letters. Thregts. We have a tour to do. You look like kinda
lightweight, like a kid could push you away in a crowd, or maybe even abig wind. What you got to say?
He took off his dark glasses and folded his hands under his chin. He had a gold ring on every finger.

Lilashrugged back, aso not impressed. 'If we get into a crowd then | didn't do my job. We won't be
inany crowds." She was recording the entire conversation, sending it to her Incon boss on a secure,
wirdess feed the entire time, usng the camera systlem insgde her eyes.

'Well, you don't look too bad," he said. 'And | know shit about it dl, only that | need Zd to survive the
tour and make some more tracks. Y ou cool with elves?

'I'm cool,’ Lilasaid. The lie rolled easly off her tongue. She fdt her heart rate go up and she would
have begun swesting, but her auto-systems kicked in and masked dl of her nerves with effective machine
frost. Drugs and hormones from adapted glandsin her neck and brain smoothed her until it was true. She
was coal.

'‘Good. You're hired. You can start now. Go pick him up and take him down to the studios. He . . '

T have dl the details' LiLasad in her most professond tone, tapping the back of her hand where an
ordinary person kept their Organiser. Y our office sent me everything already.’

'Oh yeah? For the firg time Jdly seemed fazed. Then he grinned, T like having the mostest people
working for me." Then, 'Why you 4ill here?

Lilawaked out. On her way to the car park she connected briefly with her boss, Cara Delaware, to
tdl her that the job was successful and
to hear Cara say, 'Great. You okay? Your reflexes showed some peak stress levels there. We can pulll
you if it gets too much.'

'No,' Lila sad quickly. Sheld reached her bike. Its deek, powerful lines and indant reaction to her
touch on the grips had dready cadmed her more completely than her Al-sdf's drug response to her
nervous-ness. The doses themselves had been so low that ther effect was dready gone and here, where
inappropriate reactions didnt matter, the Al didn't bother masking her true responses. The engine purred
like agiant cat, making the concrete vibrate under her fegt. 'I'm fine!

"Then you're activated,” Cara said. 'Partid cover. Your support team are online when you need them.
You're operating out of centrd offices now. Everything goes through the team. Nobody else. Not even
me"

"Thanks. Take care of everyone for me.' Lila thought of her dog, Okie, whom she'd had to leave a
hometo be looked after by her colleagues until she returned. She thought of her family, dthough they'd
been left behind years ago when she stopped being plan diplomatic attache Lila Amanda Black and
became something quite different. There was no tdling when she might be back from this job, but she
hed agreed to one thing for certain when she agreed to live as a cyborg of the Al divison instead of die
of her wounds and now, no matter when the cover ended, she was never going home again.

'‘Good luck, Lila" The line cut dead. It was the firg time since she had  been Mended that she was
redly and truly on her own. Where Cara and the NSA office had been a congtant, monitoring presence
fresh zones of Slence opened in Lilds head. She smiled and the bike traced an arc of beautiful speed into



the traffic heading downtown.
CHAPTER TWO

The bike didn't tak. There were versons that did but Lila didn't want more machines in her head then
were dready there. Besides, she had every A-Z of Otopia avalable to her from the memory chipsin her
skull. The address tha the studio gave her for Za's rentd home was high in the Lightwater Hills in the
mog exdusve area of Bay City. She rode without a hemet, her red curls rippling in the wind as she lay
low across the gas tank and sped through the streets.

Her route took her around the Bay itsdf, where whitecap waves were dashing in ones and twos
across the water, over the vast towerless span of the df-built bridge - the Anddune - and through the
dense woodlands which crept from the water's edge to the Heights of Solomon. Zd's house lay over the
ridge, the only due to its presence a heavily barred iron gate set in stone posts that were dmogt hidden
by trees. There was no postbox and no speakerphone. Lila pulled up in front and glanced up at the
pikes. Behind the gates the forest thick-ened and the boughs of the trees leant over the road and
shrouded it in darkness. Within twenty metres the drive curved away from her and was logt to Sght. In
the quiet she heard her engine and the sough of wind in the leaves. She was surrounded by trees.

Usang the private contact numbers and her Al-sdf's communication suite - nested indde her head
where everyone e had to use a Pod or a Berry or a Seed to interface - she cdled to the security
people from Doublesafe who were dready indde. The gates svung inward dlently and Lila moved
forward in a steady glide.

The road snaked its way steedily uphill and then into a hollow which lay a the summit of the hill.
Solomon's Fally stood there - a giant white stone house facing south. It looked through a cut swathe in
the forest like a firebreak which ran over smple grasdand down and down

and down to a crescent of white beach and the sea. It was three storeys high for the mogt part, and
roughly covered an area the dze of two footbdl pitches. Pieces of it had towers and other pieces had
glass roofs. It had many sdes and angles. Some of them were lost among trees, others seemed to teeter
on or be built ingde large boulders which piled dong the north face of the house. It looked like it hed
been built one room a atime, dmost randomly, without thought for anything except a sea view and an
obsessive need for privacy, and so it had been. Lilafdt dmod ill looking &t it. It was hideous. It looked
as though the hollow had been created by the house's incomprehensible weight, and that everything was
anking into the earth.

She paused before the last descent to gawp and catch her breath. Pine needles and heavy loam and
other green and rotting smdls were thick in the air because the day was hot and making them rise. To her
left and right she looked into the woods on maximum zoom and saw Sgns of a great number of wood
eementas but nathing of the dusve beings themselves. Y ou would expect dementas around dves, and
in forests of any 9ze, but you would never expect an df to live in a house like this It was a rentd
property. There could be no other explanation. Lila recorded what she saw and went on down to the
man door. It stood open and as she dismounted a man in a Doublesafe uniform came to escort her
ingde

A woman wearing a glorioudy expensve dress, very understated, and antique dJmmy Choo shoes
cameto greet her. 'I'm Jolene, Zd's PA' she said and Lila shook hands with her. Jolene was the kind of
humen Lila associated with df groupiedom; smart, in control, stylish. It was difficult not to fed inferior,
especidly without adick manicure. Lila put her hands behind her back and reminded hersdf she wasn't
here to look great, only to carry out her job. Jolene seemed content with her authentication documents
and barely raised an eyebrow at ether Lilas gender or her Size, so perhaps she wasnt dl bad.

'Would you like to see the house firg? Jolene offered, glancing a her watch.

'No thanks,' Lilasaid. 'l know the layout.’

'And the g&ff and the grounds and whét they eat for breakfast, | suppose,” Jolene said, smiling. 'In that



case | understand it's time you were a work. Is that bike the only vehicle you brought? She peered
axioudy across the vast hdlway and through the door at Lilas Kawasaki.

'Elves won't travel in Faraday cages,’ Lilasaid, 'so that rules out cars, trains and planes. | don't travel
on horseback, and it beats walking.'

'S0, you have done some homework," Jolene nodded, satisfied. 'I'll go and get him.'

It's okay, I'll go," Lilasaid, stepping around her. As Jolene looked puzzled she added, 'Our offices sent
you aring, which you gave him to wear. It's connected to our private network through secure branches
not connected to the Otopia Tree. | could find imin the middle of a Bears game a Alton Park. Not that
he'd be caught dead there." She hesitated but Jolene didn't amile at this effident sidestepping of Otopias
globd internet. Ingtead the woman's nervousness returned.

'l redlly wigh this wasn't necessary Ms Black,' she said, '| hope you don't take these thrests as lightly
as you speak of them.'

I don't,’ Lilasaid. She regretted her tone as she waked away. Showing some smdl weakness in front
of Jolene would have gained her more sympathy. Now the woman was faintly antagonised by her.

The hdl gave way to severd corridors and stairways. Lila went up to the second floor and through a
maze of meandering ways to where a room the Sze of her entire gpartment looked out through a glass
wadl to the ocean, gving a superb view. She couldnt see anybody in it, only a set of pde sofas, a
seemingly random assortment of plantsin pots, and a coat lad over a straight-backed chair. Very fantly
from somewhere she could hear Stevie Wonder snging 'Blame It On The Sun'. Otherwise the house was
glent.

She walked to where her augmented and automated senses told her Za was. The Doublesafe ring was
on the chair, beside the coat. Lila glanced at it with annoyance, verging on anger, but curbed the feding
quickly and concentrated instead on the beauty of the coat. It was dvish-made, of tightly woven raw sk,
gpardy decorated with magicd dgils that were so old they no longer bore any scent or colour of ther
own. The coat had been bleached by the sun. Only the indde showed its once true shade of crimson.
The outsde was adull reddish clay, worn to whitein places.

Lilatouched the hem of one deeve as she looked around more carefully. The fabric softened between
her fingers and she let it go quickly, only then redising the fact that the feding that was nibbling away at
her ingdes was fear. She hadn't seen anything dvish since the day she was last completdy human. She
hed gone to some lengths to avoid hearing Zd and his band, or any other dvish sound. She would
have been content never to know anything of them ever again. She was glad of the processor thet filtered
her dreams. She did not want to meet the near-immortal she was charged to preserve with her brief life
She didn't want to touch his coat.

It was at this moment that the fineness of her hearing became more highly attuned. It was not Stevie
anging hisold song. It was somebody preternaturally quiet who was standing in the shadows, not more
than a body's length from her. 1t was Zdl.

Lilamade hersdf turn very dowly, lest she look surprised. Her heart dmost burst beneath the control
of her Al-sdf's attempt to regulae it. 'There you are," she said lightly. 'I'm Lila Black, your bodyguard.'
And she redised as soon as she spoke that she had fodlishly given her rea name, not the pretend name
of the identity she had been meant to assume.

The flare of her anger fizzed with a curious tang like the citrus twist in a sparkling drink as she
acknowledged her migtake. Oh wait, that couldn't have been the zing of wild magic, could it? Couldn't
have been the onsat of a Game? Elves, humans and Games were notorious . . . the idea chilled her, but it
was too late now. No, it was too fant. It couldn't be anything more than her imagination.

Zd had stopped 9nging as she noticed him standing there in plan view. He was exactly her height so
they stood eye to eye as her anger sung her. She thought he looked dightly surprised but Lila couldnt
think straight. She was dismayed at how unprepared she was. It wasn't his looks or his rock star status
that made her fed sck with nervous tenson. It was the sense of his otherness, the combination of how
nearly human he appeared and how inhuman he redlly was.

He'd made no effort to hide, but she hadn't seen him. His natural magica aura had concedled him from
her attention and now her technologically-asssted senses could fed the dight charge of it as he stepped



closer. This dvish agtherid body, larger than his physica body and moving independently of it, reached
out ahead of him and touched her with dippery, invisble coils. His andalune, after which the great bridge
of Bay City was named, was as natura to him as her own skin wasto her. Its curious touch was another
kind of glance, nathing more, but the unwanted investigation made her back away one step even under
her tightest control and she had to look away. Lilaremembered other andalune touches like this one that
were nather kind nor merdly indifferent. And then, dmost before it was there, it had gone away,

satified that it knew everything it wanted to know about her. She could ill taste a snap of lime in the ar
and some half-remembered warning tried to rise in her mind, though she was so dugged on adrend
suppressants it had nowhere to go. Her body wanted to run. Her mind was frozen. She gave him a
casua nod of recognition with adip of her chin, as though she couldn't be more comfortable.

For a second she thought he looked surprised. She saw a moment of curiodty burning in the dight
widening of hislarge, danted eyes.

'Hello, Lila' Zd said. He didn't have an ordinary df voice. Thar normd spesking tones were very like
humen voices with subtle harmonies buried insde but this one was smoky rather than bell-like. He didn't
exactly fit the mould of serene snottiness she had been braced for ether, dthough his long ash-blond hair
and attenuated, pointy ears were exactly on theme. Lila had never seen an df with dark eyes before.
Zd's were chestnut brown with darker rings around the iris. She was saring into them like any foal for a
good hdf a second before she composed hersdf. She turned aside and fdt her face heat. The feding she
was experiencing was gartling, and nothing like loathing.

Zd arched one dark eyebrow at her in alaconic expresson of amusement a her clear efforts to repe
dl his natura glamour and Lila seethed with annoyance.

I don't require your services," he informed her. He took his coat up and put it on with insouciant ease,
then tilted his head, waiting for her to do something.

They dways wait, Lila recdled, dl trace of blush gone. They have the time. They like to watch and
see what slly things humans will do, given the opportunity. He could stand there till Christmas with that
fdse pretend-polite expresson on hisface.

Lila picked up thering. It was a stupid thing to have given imin the first place, but Doublesafe hadn't
thought past their human security procedures with any imagination. There was no way he would weer it.
'Y eah wdl, you're not paying the bill,; she said camly. She wished she could take the ring and Suff it
down his throat, but that would be only a short-term solution. Instead she put it in her jacket pocket and
hoped she'd think of something. ‘It won't make any difference. Until Jdly is happy thet dl threats on your
life are gone, then where you go, | go.’

‘Until you die? he asked, both brows up for a second, taunting.

'Or until you do.'

Lilasaw the ghost of asmile cross hisface as hewaked past her. His
gat was deceptively dow to look at, but he was fadt. It was dl she could do not to trot in order to keep
up.

At the bike he didn't pause, put his hands on the beautiful sunrise paintwork of the gas tank and swung
hisleg over into the riding position. So much for the legendary df averson to machinery.

Lilaknew that this was the moment when she had to take some control if she were ever going to stand
achance. She didn't hesitate: walked up, put her hands on hiswaist and lifted him off her place and onto
the pillion seat. Then she kicked her leg high over the handlebars without waiting to see if her strength
hed caused any surprises and sat down very hard and towards the back of her seet, rather hoping to do
him some minor damage.

The bike reacted immediady to her touch, reading her intent from the tendgon in her body, the speed
of her movements and its trace readings from her Al-sdlf. As she took hold of the grips it was aready
moving forward, and as soon as her feet were off the ground it accelerated rapidly, bending them low as
it curved around the tight turns into the woodland.

She fdt Zd adjust to the movements easly. He did not grab her, as shed hoped he might have to
because he was off balance. He waited until they were stopped at the gates and then did up againgt her
and put his hands on her hips.



‘Don't be mad, honey,' he said, so close to her ear that she could fed his breath warm the long curls of
her hair. T thought you wanted me where you could see me!'

'l can seeyou dl | want from here,' she said and took them down the last dope a speed, necessitating
a heavy sdedide into the road which amog took both their knees out on the hardtop. She was dmost
certain that he would be able to fed where her red body and the intdligent metd prosthetics grew into
one another and that was horrible, more than she expected, but, much more than that, what most
concerned her was that despite dl her training it had taken bardy seconds before she was playing a
Game with him when the fird rule of engagement with elves, like dragons, is that you never play Games
with them. The smart one-liners were a dead giveaway. That lime and lemon zap - had he sarted it
ddiberately? No doubt. . . but her brooding was cut short.

As she draightened them into line she saw shadows shifting on her right, where the trees dung to a
steep bank. She glanced there and saw
the uncertain, stag-like form of a large wood dementd looking at them from the shade, branches its
bones and leaves its flesh. Such creatures were incredibly rare in Otopia,

The bike was too fast. She caught no more than that glimpse.

Zd didn't say or do any more but he didn't move away either. All the way into town she could fed his
body and the amogt-skin contact of his andalune, warm againg her back. She found hersdf mentaly
reviewing a dill shot of the firda moment shed walked into the room with the ocean view. He'd been
watching her, the whole time sheld been in the room, long before she saw him. Looking at what her
Al-sdf could andyse from the images now she thought hislook at her was disurbingly acute.

I will not be attracted to him, it's only a ridiculous magical trick, this Game, she told herself
sternly. The entire thing is just one big easy weapon they use to get whatever they want out of
humans. Most can't do anything about it, can't even fed it when it takes hold, but | can, and I'm
not falling for that old trick. Magical bonds do not count as reality and they don't stand up in
court. Anyway, all elves stare acutely. It's a species-trait, like the ears and the supercharged
nervous system. My job isto find out all about him, to guard him and to find out who's after him,
and that's all.

Which was dl true. But it fdt truer when they arrived in the studio parking lot and he got off and
ignored her completely. Thistime she had to dride at her fastest to catch up as he vanished into the dim,
ar-conditioned interior.

CHAPTER THREE

Lilaignored the ride and her various disquiets by forcing them into temporary storage in her Al-memory
system. She concentrated as she met the rest of the band, the support crew, the sudio execs, the sound
engineers and the various hangers-on who had accumulated to lisen to the recording. As she shook ther
hands she took readings and com-pared them with the files she had on them aready. Data ran like water
in her mind, showing her their names and every other known datistic under the sun.

The three backing sngers were faery; two of Emerdd Nation with beautiful green skins, and one
Chal cedonite who was striped like atiger in tones of dusk and gold.

'He's a Mojave Blue,' one of the Emerdd girls, the ultra-dark Viridia, told Lila proudly, because he
was her boyfriend. He introduced himsdf as Sand, Sandy for long.

The other faery woman was even more lovely than Viridia, with spiky naturd lime hair in a punk style
and a dender, willowy shape. Her face was dl delicate features, boosted with extraordinary siver and
turquoise makeup in the faery equivdent of Goth. 'I'm Poppy,' she said, with a dazzling amile. 'Hey, how
are ya? Nice to see more girls around. This place is drictly over-testosteroned, if ya know what | mean.
Did you see Zd's letters? They're utterly hideoso. Hey Zd,' and she took his arm as he passed her and
ar-kissed him in the direction of his lips - a gesture he matched with an degant mwa, millimetres from
contact. 'Catch ya later.'



Lila watched Poppy gdlide just above the floor in that floaty faery way, as though she was as light as
thisledown. Viridia and Sand made dightly more effort to stay floorbound, but not much. Their wings
were not vigblein Otopia, but Lilafound thet they created adight buzz of
interference with her interna comms, as certain kinds of faery often did. Sheld have to be careful around
them because they'd made her dow to react.

Zd did some complicated gang-like Hi-Five greeting with the others in the band. From letting Lila
make her own way with the guildess bonhomie of the faeries he actudly reached back and drew her
forward into the studio proper to meet the humans.

'Guys, thisismy new shadow, Lila. Liladoesn't like rock, and she doesn't like elves:

'Hey,' sad the bass player, dark and fresh-faced Luke who was, Lila judged, twenty-five going on
fifteen. His rap sheet included two counts of Class B dchemicd possesson. He gave her a griin and a
heavy squeeze on her hand. 'I's she like, going everywhere with us?

'What does she like? asked the gifl DJ, giving Lila a competitive and warning-off stare from under the
brim of her battered top hat.

'Violence,' Lila said sweetly in her best Swiss-finishing-school voice. She withdrew her hand from
Luke's hold. He winked at her.

Zd laughed.

The DJ rdlaxed and nodded, her stiff-faced initid reaction softening into a amile. "Whatever.'

Luke said, 'Don' like elves? Are you what, some kind of racist?

'l love dves,' Lilasaid in exactly the same tone as before, her amile fixed. '‘And | love rock.'

Jly's voice broke in over the intercom. 'Can we get on with business before the rentd of these fine
additiona musdians destroys dl potentid of my third house purchase in New Mdibu? Stations people.
Ingruments. Connections.'

Lila retreated to Jdly's sde of the glass wdl and sat down besde him a the mixing desk. She
detected no hidden enmities in the band. Far from it, they were dl perfectly easy with one another. A
quick survell-lance of the rest of the people here gave her no more evidence of any internd rivdries a
work. She settled down to watch them do ther suff. They were going to record a Mode-X cover of
"The Ace of Spades.

Lila like Jly, had no faith that Zd could ever convindngly sng tracks like that. Sheld never heard an
df 9ng anything other than chant or a peculiarly prissy verson of 'Silent Night'. She didn't want to wait
around ether. Now that she was satified that the studio was secure, and with two other guards on duty
a the doors, she made an
excuse of vigting the Ladies Room and took her chance to dip out in order to investigate the rest of the
building.

Poppy had been quite right when she said that the letters sent to Za care of Ozo Records had been
hideoso. They were dso, as far as Incon were concerned, of possible relevance to nationd security.
Although some of them were crackpot in nature, heting Zd for his race, for his taste in musc or for his
betraya of dl matters precious to Alfheim, those were easy to ded with: from eves or from humans they
went sraight in the bin. But the dangerous ones that had sparked Lilds operation weren' like that.

These few were letters that had been ddivered on magicd velum, and what they sad changed
according to who read them. When the manager of the fan club had opened them they read like regular
fan mal. The senders had even included cheques to join through specid promotiond rates promised
through an ad in Vanity Fair which had accompanied a big article on Zd. But in Zd's hands the words
and letters spun themsdlves around. It wasn't possible for Lilato read wha he saw, but shed been
provided with Zd's brief report on it. The letter read:

Return by thelost way or not at al, Return by thelongest day or not at all:
Else be logt and ever wander, Life and limb and spirit squander.

It was a generd kind of magicd threat that any of the non-Otopian redms might have employed, but
unlike mogt spellcast itemsit bore no tdltaes of its origin that Incon's aetheria forensics had been able to



decipher. Since magic was created through the spirit of the creator, it was technicdly not possible to
have traceless magic. Magic bore the sgnatures of the maker dl through it, like a hdlmark. But the letter
hed proven completely flavourless.

Thelogt way part referred to the df-only gateway out of Otopia to Alfhem. The longest day was essy:

tha was Midsummer Solstice, two days away. The rest of it seemed to indicate less favourable
conditions. Other Incon agents had been dispatched into Alfham to see if they could find out whether it
had come from someone there. Lila, glad to bein Otopia, didn't know what she was looking for now, so
ghe looked for anything.
The studio was set up in an underground room, insulated for sound. Above that, on the ground levd, the
adminigrative officesfilled the space. Most of the areas were populated, so Lila used her day clearance
pass on the Fire Escape door and went up another flight. Through the concrete and sted of the wdls it
was hard to obtain any accurate scans but she did her best, searching another empty office, a storage
cup-board, a room ful of old equipment. It was here that she detected a trace of illegitimate radio
transmisson-Ingde, junk was stacked to the roof. Lilalifted boxes and crates and old packaging. It was
covered in dust and soon she was quite filthy but she perssted. The tranamitter was behind a filing
cabinet which was full to the top with broken mikes, old amplifier stacks and lumps of dectronics that
mugt have been made before Lila was bom. She couldn't be bothered to unpack it for its trip to the
corridor o, after checking that nobody was near, she engaged her internd hydraulics and lifted the entire
thing, diding it dong the carpet on one edge until it snagged on the lintd. Breathing out, sucking her
somach in, Lila sneaked past it into the corner of the room, fdt a tug againgt her leg and heard a ripping
sound.

'Ah, crap,’ she said and looked down at the burgt stitches on her new pants. It was just awhole day of
too-late, she thought.

With more force than necessary she bent down and yanked up the carpet. In abillow of dust and dead
flies she sneezed and reached down, carefully letting the little finger of her right hand rest againg the tiny
object which looked like a pebble. Intricate receptors housed where a knucklebone would have been
identified it as a Faery device, part dlicon and part metd. It was usng bounce-retort techniques to get a
reasonably clear sound pickup from the studio, and was broadcasting on a coded frequency to
somewhere quite locd. It must have been here a long time for its battery power was dmog exhausted.
Lilalistened through the bug for a moment or two.

She could hear Zd and the band. The raw energy of the music reached up and caught her. Za's voice
was a shamanic, sdf-destructive growl - the pleasure is to play, makes no difference what you say ...
It made a strange, dark exultation rise in her chest, the sensation so clear and quick that she jerked in
aurprise. Her Al-sdf picked up frequencies that her human ears couldn't hear. She wondered for a split
second if there were lots of dogs and catsin the intended audience, but her Al
corrected her. Zd's anomaous sounds were in the sub-audible band, not the high pitches of specidized
whidles

Lila stored the information to send back to the lab later, in case it was an important dice of data, and
took her finger away from the bug, deciding to let it lie there for the time being. It took a few minutes to
replace dl the crap where it had been. When she'd done she dusted hersdf down and tried washing in
the Ladies. The soap and water did a reasonably good job but there was nothing to be done about the
tiny tear shed made in the outside seam of her trousers where it had caught againg the corner of the filing
cabinet. She patched the ingde with a piece of sample tape which she carried dong with the rest of her
fidd forensgcs kit in a cgpsule container that fitted indde her jacket pocket like a wallet, and went back to
the Sudio.

Wha she redly wanted to do was get outsde and trace the broadcast to its reception unit, but that
would mean getting too far out of range of His Highness. Lila had to settle for a seat next to JHly in the
recording booth where she watched everyone except Zd do ten repeats of the same song whilst Jly
fiddled levels and mix and his assistants dashed around making much of nothing to do.

During the repeats she watched everyone closdy. The musdans were so used to the regime that they



paiently repeated everything. Poppy smiled once to Lilaand they had to stop that take.

JHly screamed a her, 'Stop grinning! We're sdf-destructing here, not sdling hamburgers!’

Zd looked briefly at Lila through the glass, when he turned around from taking to the DJ between
takes of Luke's bass track. He mouthed something at her which she wasn't meant to hear, but Lila could
read his lips even if she hadn't been able to indantly recdibrate her hearing filters to pick up the actud
sound. It was dvish words saying a thing she was reasonably certain no df had ever said before.

Zonakinkirien. | loveyour pants.

She was puzzled for a moment but pleased she didn't actudly look down as she redised the tear on
her seam must be visble and that he was taunting her for going off instead of sticking like glue to his side.
Hed turned away before she could give him her frosty [ook.

JHly listened through his private headphones, jouncing on his segt. 'One more time. Everyone except
the lord of darkness himsdf - Zd, you're done,' he said through the connecting mike and added. 'Ear
bleeding effort ladies and gennlemen.’ He cued the intricate, damming drum line with a fingertip and
glanced at Lila 'Hey, don't go getting ideas about Zd. You know | have to say it. Every girl comes in
here and the boys . . . okay they're like mogtly engineers or admin and shit . . . they dways end up getting
... you know what | mean?

Lilahad no idea but she could guess. She nodded, rather interested that this was dill standard practice
after so many years - warn the new girl off, insult the bodyguard's intdligence, make sure she knows she
doesn't count. She amiled vecantly a him with agreement whilst inwardly seething.

'‘Good. Cos you have to like be around him dl the time and that's not gonna be a picnic. Don't tdl him
what to do. And don't tdl him what to take. In fact, don't speak, because tha dl pisses him off and we
have to start touring on Monday and | can't hand him over to Jolene dl pissed because good tour
managers are like rocking horse shit and if she quits were dl screwed. Don't le hm go on another
goddamned bender. He missed two dates last month, off his head out in the woods somewhere, and it
took four days to find him even and we never found whatever it was he took, maybe it was mushrooms
or some dfy thing he dug up, you know? And héll resent you. Oh man, he dready resents you. He'd
resent you more if you was a guy, though, if that makesiit any better. That'sdl | can say.' Jly paused as
the music started and then turned back. ‘Do you have to shower with him?

'No,' Lilasaid.

Jly made aface tha said it was a sport he was sorry he was going to miss, and then he dapped his
headphones back on.

Lila tested her patience to the limit by gtting quietly for the next hour Smply wetching, learning that
when Jly sad it was the last take, it wasn't. She used the time to sharpen up her intdligence on Alfhem
and tried to use the extendve database of genedogica data given her by Incon to try and place Z4d.

The only thing he'd ever said about where he came from was in the Vanity Fair piece and it read:
"Ther€'s no reason for me to be here other than the musc. | like to sng.

Hed lived in Queenstown, in the north of the Bay City area, for Sx months before The No Shows got
their act together. Before that there was no record of anything unusud. He'd entered Otopia from the
Alfhem gateway under the usud restrictions and dl his paperwork
wasin order. Lila thought Za mugt be a shortened version of his redl name, but the database contained
no dvish names beginning with a Z. He was good at taking in Otopian, but so were many eves, who
picked up languages and accents like good carpet picks up dog har. Lila couldnt genome test him
without his permission according to inter-nationd law, so that was out of the question for the time being,
unless he were involved in a provable crimind action. It redly looked like he was just an df who wanted
to be arock gtar. If only that weren't againg every chosen or given trait of Elfdom she'd ever known. But
then nobody here seemed to have a problem with it, probably because they were dl getting rich off it.

Lilawas grimly aware that stereotyping had provided the mgority of her own attitudes towards his
gpecies, and what had happened to her in Lilirien, the Second Realm of Alfheim, two years ago hadn't
done anything to broaden her mind. The problem with Alfheém had aways been tha the dves had very
litle contact with humansin or out of Otopia. They didn't mix with faery much ether, and they had active
rules of avoidance regarding demons - it was something to do with the magic systems each used.



Ancients and dementals moved fredy among eves and were even welcome, but this was because dl of
them had derived from amilar magicd roots. To Otopia they were neigh-bours; cordid and digtant, as
out of Lilas league as though they belonged to a country club that she could never afford to go to.

To the rest of the dves Zd mugt look like he was dumming it. She wouldn't be surprised to find dl the
threats of any substance coming from resentful authorities and individuals there. 'Ace of Spades, in its
Mode-X format, was comprehensvely about as opposed to the serenity and rarefied vaues of dven
society as you could get. Which is why she took the letters serioudy. She knew that the eves
protectiveness over their precious culture extended wel beyond Smply keeping secrets and writing
letters.

At lagt everything had been done according to Jdly's incomprehens-ible standards. The engineers
began to pack ther equipment, and the band decided they dl wanted to go out and est, with a view to
daying out dl night It was the lagt thing Lila fdt like doing but it wasn't her place to argue. Only as they
sdtled down in thar private dining room at the Lizard Lounge did she redise how hungry she was. She
found hersdlf placed next to Jolene and Luke, across from Zdl.

'Cool 'tacts,’ Luke said, grinning at her. 'Good hair too.'

Thanks." Hisflirting with her made her sorry her suit was so ordinary.

'No problem. | was a hit offish before. Sorry. We get a lat of shit about thet, y'know? He passed her
amenu as the waitress handed them out.

I know.'

'Y eah, you read those | etters?

Yes'

"Think they'rered?

‘Luke," Jolene broke in rather sharply. 'Can we not talk about it now?

T was only asking,' Luke said and gave a glance at his menu before tossng it down.

'No, I want to know too," said Poppy from the end of the long table.

'‘And me,' Viridiachimed in. 'After dl, were the ones who are in the firing line. Well, maybe from some
angles’

Lilaglanced at Zd, braced for some sarcastic or otherwise difficult response but he picked that second
to take his coat off and didn't meet her eye. She looked back at Luke and then a Poppy. "They're redl.
Doublesafe has put on extra security at dl hotels and venues. I'll be with you dl the time.'

Jolenerolled her eyes and gave Lilaathanks-for-nothing stare.

Lilatried to reassure her, "Y ou shouldn't worry about it. That's my business!’

'Eader said, man,’ Luke said. 'D'you have agun?

'Severd,' Lilaassured him.

'Where? he leant back and stared at her chest. Viridia kicked his ankle. 'Ow." He laughed and kicked
her back.

At that moment the walitress returned. Everyone except Zd and Lila ordered beer, Lila skipped on
drinks, not wanting any digtraction. Zd drank water. She guessed it wasn't because he was trying to day
sober because he smoked some funny cigarette of Sand's and she could measure the dilation of the pupils
inhis eyes enlarging by the second. Jolene made afew comments, but he paid no atention to her.

They taked amongst themsdlves as though Lila wasn't there for the most part. She preferred it that
way. It let her watch them dosdly because she didn't have to concentrate on finding things to say. Poppy
excused hersf just as the food came and Lila tracked her idly as the
humans dl tucked into pizza or burgers. The fey ate strange st jelies, and honey from the comb and big
lumps of sweet milky pudding. Zd did something Lila couldn't believe she was watching at dl.

She hadn't thought he could sing but she'd been dead wrong about that.

Sheld expected him to treat her with contempt but, whatever he was treting her with, it wasn't that.

Now she was gtting opposite an df with unmistakably high-caste features, who could have essly
passed for High Snot of the Brother-hood of Ultimate Superiority, a member of an entirdy vegetarian
species, watching him eat raw steak.

Besde her Luke snorted and said through a mouthful of fries, 'Like watching Bambi eat Thumper,



innit?

Zd looked a him and he went quiet. Zd looked at Lila, a glance not unlike the way she'd once been
looked at by alionin the zoo at feeding time, the sort of glance you didn't want to linger in. She shrugged
and went on with her sandwich. Until that moment shed redly begun to imagine that Zd had stepped out
of Alfhem one day and decided to act on a temporary whim for a taste of the lowlife. Surdy there must
be traumeas that eves could suffer that could alow them to be as messed up as any human rock singer or
songwriter? And they must have rebdlious sons and daughters with a yen for travel? Or maybe he was
born with an unusud taent thet had never had any outlet in Lyrien and the wider df nations? But now she
hed to put dl those theories on hold. Even in Stuations of starvation she had never come across any
evidence of dves edting flesh. They would rather die.

After a few more minutes Lila excused hersdlf, checked that the room was secure, scanned outside
the building, and went to the Ladies. She found Poppy aready in there waiting for her.

Poppy chattered excitedly about the coming tour, her hopes of finding handsome groupies, how fun it
was going to be having Lila come dong, as she fixed her makeup. 1t was the kind of gush that didn't need
a response; fey friendly goodwill, like their badwill, came in seemingly random scattergun blasts that
clamed anyonein range.

Lilalooked a her own face - she looked clean and her metd didn't show. She looked away again. She
didn't like the aght of her new face. In recregting it the surgeons had made her well, even reasonable to
look at, but the face wasn't hers. It fdt like it from the ingde, until she saw the outside.

m

of  Lilahad once had soft features, round cheeks, a pretty face. Now
she was not pretty and she didn't know the word for her look these
days. Her hair had grown back auburn on hdf her head and scarlet
elsawhere, because of the magic that had stained her to the bone. They
washed it out eventudly, but bits of her were gone for ever and in their
place was this machinge, strong and restless and ill at ease with the flesh
that was left. They were growing into each other, her Al-sdf and her
red body. It would take years, they said, but one day the joins would
become invisble

'Gods, | know | shouldn't say this; Poppy said, beginning to floss her pae-green teeth, 'but Zd
redly really likes you.'

'How dyou figurethat out? Lilasaid.

'Hewatchesyou like all thetime. Hadn't you noticed?

'No,' Lilasaid honestly. Had he been?

'No you wouldn't, Poppy said, ripping a new length of floss. 'Not to worry. It's a magic thing. But

| cantel.’

'Hey,' Lila sad, fagning interest, though she didn't know what to think. She had the sense that
Poppy was one of those girls who very quickly become girlfriends who like to fix up their other
girlfriends with ther friends and have coffee shop fantasies about the whole thing.

'And Zd doesn't like anybody like that redly,’ Poppy added. 'Not like that, you know. Especidly
not. . ." She paused. 'Wdll, not.'

'‘No, go on,' Lilasaid, lounging againg the snk as if she had dl day, asif they redly were friends
aready.

'People of non-magica extraction,” Poppy said as fast as she could. 'Sorry, | know that's redly not
the right thing to say.' She covered her mouth with her hand.

'No, no,’ Lilaassured her. 'It'sfine. Who likes everyone? Anyway, I'm an employee’ So, like dl
the others of hiskind she'd ever met, he was racist. Figured.

'Yeah, but if you'relikewith usdl thetimeyou're one of us, right?

Fema e faeries couldn't land non-inclusivity.

‘Right,' Lilasad, smiling. 'Absolutely right."

'Wdll, good, I'm glad we've sorted that out.'" Poppy smiled. She redly was gorgeous, Lila thought,



feding a stab of envy that was as unwelcome as it was unusud. She reminded hersdf drictly that she
was lucky to be dive.
'Does Jolene have athing for Zal? she asked as she held the door for Poppy.

'Oh big style,' Poppy said. "Who doesn't? IS
Lilafollowed her back to thetable. More beer had  arrived, more
fancy cigarettes. They wereinit for thelong haul. N
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CHAPTER FOUR

It was three am. when Lila was findly done in her room which adjoined Zd's in the enormous, empty
house on the hill. She sat on her bed and stared around her at the unimagined luxury of the place as she
ligened to him moving around next door, her hearing filters deep in her Al processes grooming every
minute vibration as they searched for things that shouldnt be there. Ther apartments led off the
ocean-view room that sheld firg met himin. If she tried hard she could hear the sea. Its soft rhythm was
soothing after the night's activities.

After the restaurant they'd gone to severd bars. After the bars, two clubs. At the Ebony Bar Luke had
tried to hit on her.

At Lazy Daisy'sagroup of fans had tried to mob the whole band.

At Voudou Zulu there was an dmighty street fight between The No Shows and another band's fans,
and Lilahad ended up having to rush Zd through the cellars and out a back dley after punching out the
drunk minder of an A-lig film star who seemed determined that sheld started the entire thing.

Zd had been laughing so hard she barely managed to get im to walk. He'd asked her if he could drive
back. She said no. He didn't argue. She was disgppointed at his lack of response and the sulkiness made
her angry and her anger made her resentful because it shouldn't have mattered that he didn't care. She
rode too fast and nearly took them off the road and into a guily. By the time sheld got hersdf together
they were walking through the echoing hdlway. Jolene, who had returned home before one am., had met
them and shown Lilato her room dongsde Zd's with papable irritation. Zd had politdy thanked Jolene
for dl her work - she was organiang the whole tour after dl - and Jolene had melted under his atention.
Then Zd had
smply shut his door on Lila So she went into her room and shut hers with exactly the same findity.

A few moments later, as she stood in her own room, hed opened the door that joined their two
rooms, stuck his head around it and said, ‘Goodnight Ms Black,” and shut it again.

'‘Goodnight,’ Lila had just said to the door and the satin bedsheets and the dlk throws and the
platinum-coated bath taps in the Itdian marble bathroom. She ligened dl the way out to the shoreline,
and then st her sentry senses on automatic, connecting hersdf wirdesdy to the building's security
sysems, so that her Al-sdf could do the work and she didn't have to stay awake dl night. When shed
finished that she fdt the weight of respongbility lift enough to let her relax alittle.

Her cases had been placed a the foot of the bed. Their security locks blinked green, untouched. But
Jolene had done her homework. The toiletries in the bathroom were the ones Liladways used. The robe
and dippersin the room matched the ones she last bought for hersdf -athough the ones put out for her
here were of superior qudity. A vase of freedas stood on the bedside table, and there was a



slver-framed photograph of Okie on the wall, his black labrador coat shining in last summer's sun. Never
in her life had anybody taken so much trouble to make her fed a home. Now a perfect stranger had
doneit because it was the busness thing to do.

Lilafolded the robe and put it away with the rest of the giftsin the closet, even the picture of Okie. She
put the freedas into the huge bathtub that she wouldn't be usng - the idea of lying naked anywhere
gopdled her, evenif she wasn't visble to anybody, and besides, a bath was hardly the spot from which
to soring into action. She took her own Berrypic from her innermost pocket and looked through her
pictures the one time that she dlowed hersdf each day. She was afraid thet if she let her mind turn back
any more often she'd never find the strength to get up and go forward again.

Lilds pictures: Mum and Dad and Lila and her agter Maxine sand-ing under the trees a Windover
just above the golf course that backed onto ther garden. Everyone smiling. Rusty and Bugter, the two
retrievers, anding at the front, tongueslaling in the heat. The sun out, making everyone pink.

Juliaand Bestrix, her best girlfriends, a Lilds fifteenth birthday party. In the background Dad waking
out of shot holding a giant handful of baloons. Julie and Bestrix excited, holding their first
glasses of sparkling wine. On the table the hands of Bryan, Mike and Sophie from schoal, the rest of
them cut out of shot.

Buger on hisown. He's just rolled in alat of mud and is being given a bath. He is glesfully savaging the
hosepipe and water is spraying everywhere.

Rugly and Buster on the couch with Maxine's feet. Why did my family never manage to put everyonein
the picture? Lilawondered. But sheld taken this one, so she only had hersdlf to blame.

Roberto at night on the porch, a couple of years ago, the flashlight dl shiny on the cellophane wrapper
of the flowers he's holding and next to him . . . Lila skipped past that one redly fast. She didn't need to
see hersdf in aridiculous cocoa-coloured prom dress.

The last one was of the family garden. Nobody in it. It's summer and the roses are out. Thisis a very
bad shot of anice rose gone dl blurred in close-up.

Lila put the dim wafer of the Berrypic back in her pocket. She closed her eyes and tuned to her
Al-f briefly. It trawled the Otopia Tree's domestic data drags for her on a nightly basis, picking out
the news about her family and friends. Everyone was fine. Rusy was a the vet's for a thorn in his paw.
Juliawas getting married ... ohmy god . . .

Lilas eyes flashed open. She saw an image of her own memorid, shiny and fresh, black marble
gpangled with rain at the summit of the cemetery on Windover Hill. Here lies Lila Amanda Black . . .

There wasn't redly such a thing, not yet. It was her imagination. Her family believed her missng in
action. Her room at home was dill there. They kept it in case she returned, knowing she would if she
could. Agreaing to a contract of slence with Incon had seemed the easy and obvious thing for Lila when
shewaslyingin bed at the hospital, under heavy sedation. Later, during her long, painful rehabilitation at
the dinic, it had seemed less certain. When she redlised the extent of her injuries and the consequences of
her Mending, she'd made up thisimage of the memorid as away of coping with what she came to see as
her death. She expected, somehow, to be the same Lila in spite of the fact that she was now a
one-woman waking army, but when she looked ingde she didn't find her old sdf there. Even the pictures
hed a strange look to them, like they were things sheld been handed from someone elsg's life. She could
never walk back into her old world, but there was consolation of a kind in thinking that it hadn't changed
ahit. Except that Juliawas getting married and Lilawould not be there.

Julia had been her best friend dl through school and college and they'd kept in touch through their later
lives They had planned their weddings and divorce settlementsin meticulous, ridiculous detail a thousand
times All very slly, but now her heart squeezed tightly.

She heard Zd turn the shower on. One of the guards checked in with her to report everything quiet.
Technicdly she was now permitted to deep.

Lila took her suit off. When she went to hang it up she found three more the same waiting in plastic
wrappers on ther hangers. 'Cute,; she said doud and left them there. She took a fast shower and
examined hersdf carefully where her skin was grafted to the biometdlic struc-tures that had saved her.
Some of them were red and angry where sheld sat too long or where doth had rubbed them, but nothing



too bad, nothing worth reporting. Her internd medicd systems informed her she needed rest. All
adaptations were proceeding at expected pace. HaAf her body and bran might be metd and synthetics
but that didn't change basic requirements.

Lilawas used to the routines of self-checking, tending and managing hersdf. She was fagt and efficent
with the machines stored in her amdler case; a toalkit for sdf-maintenance. The last one was a power
unit diagnogtic that tested her reactor block. It was running sweetly. The fist-szed tokamak would outlast
her, if nobody blew it up.

She brushed her teeth and then, so that she could deep properly, checked and cleaned the medica
equipment that she carried ingde her thigh armour on both sdes. Then the guns. Everything moved
slently and smoothly. All her systems greenlighted.

She dressed hersdlf with the measured, gentle movements of Zen ritud in black, dosefitting fatigues
and put on her upper body armour with its third gun and other supplies, brushed out her wet har and lay
down on top of the hand-painted satin coverlet. Her boots fdt cunky and uncomfortable on the soft
surface, but that couldn't be helped.

She heard Zd get out of the shower - that took ages, she thought; check for dfy fadtidiousness - and
then there was slence.

Juliais getting married, Lilasaid to hersdf, curling up. She wanted deep because she longed to escape,
but at the same time, she didn't want to deep. Sleep meant dreams. She lay quidly. Her eyes were sore
and tired, so she closed them to let them rest.

Two hours later she heard a tiny, odd noise. She woke hearing it and knowing it was trouble from a
distance, dert and fully able, though
only a split second before she had been deeply adeep. Thejolt of her heart was the only symptom of her
sudden trangtion and even that was soon gone into the smooth, cold world of action. She was only a
beginner in fighter terms, but her Al was a magter and it seamlesdy moved her from degping to waking
before diding back to lie in her nerves like an obedient pet. She fdt a frisson of anxiety - it was a
rebdlious pet - but the Al absorbed that too.

Liladid off the bed and crossed to the door, put her ear to it and turned up dl her sensors. The dight
sounds that had disturbed her were very smdl, very sedthy and far digant. Her Al-sdf showed her a
plotted location - right & the back wal of the building.

There was no reason for Lilato sneak, but she moved quickly and reasonably quietly out of her room
and through the ocean room, where nightlights in recesses close to the floor showed her that there was
nobody there. The sounds had stopped. Perhaps their maker had heard her? But then they began again
and Lila pinpointed them a the other end of the house, where the second storey backed into the hillsde
and it would be easy to hop onto the flat roofs of the kitchens once the guards had been passed.

She accessed the house controls, usng her Doublesafe code, and turned off dl interior lights Instantly
she was plunged into darkness, but she could see rdaively wdl on infra-red, wel enough that she could
better a humen attacker, and match a magicd one. In response to her action another slence ensued,
broken only by the sounds of various deepers and the naturd noises of the night.

Lila checked in with the perimeter guard, but they'd seen nothing. The one a the back of the house
was awitch, so she shouldn't have missed atrick out there, even in the thickest forest cover. There were
a couple of things that might get past her: an df, or a faery of one or other kind. Lila hoped it wasn't
dther of those as she ran the length of the house, passang through rooms in a blur. She passed the guest
bedrooms which were semi-permanently occupied by the band, but only DJ Boom had come back so
far. Her door was locked and there were quiet snores brushing up againg it.

Lilareached an end wal with an arched window theat overlooked some of the lower roofs and was on
eye levd with the forest canopy some hundred metres away. Above the black line of trees the dtars
shone brightly, and the heat risng in vapours from the kitchen vents was amog blinding. Nevertheless
shewas jud able to see the agile,
gmdl form of a black-clad humanoid figure jump the gap between the kitchen stores and the man
building. There was a soft thump as it landed on awindow ledge - s0 soft it could have been a night bird
dighting. Lila strained to see. It went right on up the wal, dimbing swiftly. By the qudity and speed of



movement, its relative quiet and the fact that it was hard to see - and therefore contained most of its body
heat because of an aura - Lilaguessed it was an df.

As she turned to monitor its progress, she heard the front door open and voices taking about the lights
- aguard explaining it was only temporary, nothing to worry about. Poppy had come back. The sudden
inrush of noise deafened Lilato the sounds on the roof. She did the only thing she could do, and doubled
back towards Zd's room as fast as she could.

DJ Boom mugt have heard her. As she reached tha room the door opened. Boom's deepy shape
turned into the corridor, facing the wrong way. Lila was going too fast. She had to legp through the gap
between Boom's head and the cdling in order to miss her - a power-assisted dive that cracked the
floorboards when she took off. Lila landed on her hands, flipped once to regain her feet and was gone
even as she heard Boom cdling out fearfully and then the dam of her door.

In spite of her speed she was not the firg person to reach the ocean room. Poppy dready stood there
infront of the huge glasswal opening one of the diding doors which led out onto the broad bacony. She
was s0 occupied with the care of this task that she didn't notice Lilds arrivd.

Lila ducked behind one of the settees as she saw that Poppy was expecting someone. That someone
dropped off the roof and came in quickly. There was a flash of metd that Lila saw as deep blue agangt
the cardless red glare from a chink in the intruder's aetheria sdf. Poppy showed hbrilliantly, like a ydlow
ghos.

'Are you sure about this? Lila heard Poppy whisper.

The other put their finger up to the faery's mouth and pressed it there for a moment. To Lilas surprise
Poppy yawned prodigioudy and backed away, but there was no time to think on it.

The new figure darted forward suddenly, towards Zd's door, so focused on its purpose thet it bardy
flinched aside when Lila stuck her leg out and tripped it in mid-flight. There was a gasp and whoever it
was went ralling. Lilajumped, caught a handful of cloth and fdt it rip out of her hand as the other sprang
up and turned. It whipped out the
knife it had been carrying and faced her for a second, then looked back and forth in clear indecison. Lila
took her chance at that moment and dived forward at full stretch. She landed on top, the attacker's knife
hand trapped between both of hers. She dug her reinforced fingers into the narrow wrigt she was holding
with maximum strength, and was rewarded by a gasp of pain. The knife fdl.

Then Lila fdt Poppy's hands on her shoulders, rather fumbling. The faery's proximity sent a dow
shudder through her circuits and Lilafdt like she was moving through treacle. The body undernegth hers
mede a gredt, fighlike effort and wriggled free. It caught up the knife again. Lila threw Poppy off
backwards onto one of the sofas and heard her land there with a protesting cry, but dready the
black-robed df was hdfway back to the balcony.

Lila freed a line in the pam of her right hand and made a desperate cast. The coils of thin brad,
weighted at ther flight end, wrapped around the figures wais in a whip action. Lila yanked on hdf
power and the figure went down on the carpet and began druggling to dash the cord. Before Poppy had
achance to recover hersdf, Lila spooled back the line and jumped down across the smdl body to pin it
fla with the ample fact of her weight again. The df stopped trying to cut the line and indead made a
desperate dash at Lilds face. Lilaleaned back eesly only to find Poppy's hands over her eyes suddenly.
Thefaery tried to pull her Sdeways, off her prisoner, but only succeeded in hurting hersdf as Lila was far
too strong for her. As Lila brushed Poppy's hands away the df made a lunge and she fdt a sharp, fiery
pain score across her sde. Lilatrapped the offending arm on its retreat, caiching it between her own am
and her damaged ribs and punched the df hard in the guts. They doubled up with a near-silent aghh of
agony and released the knife a second time. Then Poppy hit Lilas head with a plant pot.

Lilafound hersdf gtting in a scatter of soil and broken crockery, holding the knife. The door to the
bacony stood wide and she could hear the sea. There was no Sgn of her attacker.

'Oh cat's piss,' she heard Poppy say despairingly from the settee. 'l just knew you'd ruin it

Lilagot up, went across and pulled the faery up by one arm. Poppy dowed her down again, but now it
hardly mattered since Poppy had dearly quit any ideas of further violence What the hdl was that? Lila
hissed at her.



"That isyou, Lila? Poppy said. She sounded terrified.

Lila coded the house to put the lights back on. 'Of course it's mel Who were you expecting? The Lone
Ranger?

It's not what it looks like,' Poppy sniffed, frowning and crying a the same time. She didn't want to
meet Lilas gaze and added without any conviction, 'Let me go. Y ou're hurting me.'

Lila tightened her hold and brandished the knife in her other hand. "What's this for? And who was
that?

'Oww! Please!' She plucked at Lilds fingers. 'It was nothing redlly. It wasn't going to hurt anybodly.
It's amagica wegpon, you see? It was charmed to put him to deep o that he couldn't go on the tour and
they wouldn't be able to get him. It wouldn't have redly hurt him. Now you've spoiled everything.'

Lilalet her go. 'I've never heard anything so stupid.’

Poppy rubbed her arm and looked around but nobody had yet come running. 'Please,’ she said quietly,
'‘Can't we forget it? Just between us. Don't tdl him. Please, Lila There's nobody dse. Just the two of us.
It was her and me. We're the only onesinon it

'Who was your friend? Now Lila could fed a trickle of blood on her skin. She fdt unreasonably,
unexpectedly tired.

'‘Nobody.'

'‘Congder yoursdf under arrest.’

‘All right, dl right!" Poppy rubbed her face and stamped her foot in pique. 'It was his cousin. Okay? His
cousin from Alfham. She doesn't want him dead ether - only one of his family that doesn't. You'd better
leave her out of it, please, Lila she's only twelve.' The faery looked at Lila with desperate, beseeching
eyes.

Twelvel!'

'Please, Lila' Poppy was flogting two feet over the floor with anxiety. Her hands were together,
begging.

Lilawas suddenly too exhausted to move. Even her anger wasn't enough to keep her awake. 'Poppy,’
she managed to say, durring her words. 'Help me." And then she fdl over, her eyes dosing of their own
accord, and she knew no more.

CHAPTERAVE

It was sunny. The sky was blue with stresks of high cloud. The warm ar was ful of the sound of
splashing and the amdl of freshwater and seawater dike. Lilawas awake but could barely open her eyes.
She was lying down on some padded kind of flat couch, and couldnt move. She could fed her body, but
only the human parts. The robotics were utterly dead. There was no reaction to her thoughts to summon
it to life. She struggled to make a connection, wishing she could rouse it as effortlesdy asiit roused her but
she redlised tha the power was out. What she could fed was heavy, the way she fdt during the worst
attack of flu she'd ever had. The only reason she could see anything was because one of her eydids was
dightly open. The blinding glare hurt because the apertures on her irises were set wide-open, where
they'd been when the deep charm had taken effect. There was nothing she could do. A tear formed and
ran down her temple. Compared to the dinic it wasn't so bad though. And miraculoudy there had been
no dreams. Water was running nearby.

After a minute or two she gathered that she was lying on a sun lounger beside the large, unevenly
shaped swimming pool at the front of the house, not far from where it was fed by streamwater from a
litle forest cascade. The light was very warm but the ar was full of the forest cool, so it was dill early in
the morning, perhaps before saven. Lilatried moving, nothing happened.

As the minutes passed she became able to sense more, through what remained of her human organs. It
began to dawn on her with a cregping, somach-churning horror that she could fed the breeze blowing a
light, flappy fabric agang her kin. It told her she was wearing a robe with very possibly nothing



underneath it. No, surdy a swvimsuit? Or something. But that hardly mattered. The bare fact of her
cyborg change, which she had wished to hide completely until some unspecified future of confidence and
acceptability, when she might be able to reved it to someone trusted, was on full show. Shame and fear
flooded her, but even they could not make her move. Only her breath-ing and her heart were active and
they didn't respond to her fedings at dl, as though she redly had dept the deep of a thousand years.

Then a shadow fdl across her - blissfor her eyes at last. She andt a bright, minerd fragrance like bath
«ts.

Poppy leaned over her and carefully pushed a pair of sunglasses onto Lilas nose, setling their aams
caefully over her ears. 'There,' she said, with the playful voice of somebody dressng a doll. 'Nobody
from the house will ever know you're not out here just taking some rays.” She dabbed the tear from Lilas
face with the tip of her finger. Lila heard her straighten up and the edge of Poppy's fragile robe brushed
across her bare hand. It was agonisng to be able to fed everything but be able to do nothing. Lila was
desperate to know what had happened, but she didn't have to wait.

'Hey!" Poppy cdled out across the pool. 'Zd, how long will this take?

No, no, no, Lilawas moaning, somewhere deep indde. Just when she thought it couldn't be any worse
- it was. Part of the reason sheéd been sent to this assgnment was because Incon suspected that
extremigts from Elfland had picked Zd as a target through which to get some publicity for their cause.
Thar red motivations however, far from being directly related to rock stars or even dissdent dves, were
set agang the furtherance of Otopian technologies, particularly nudear reactors and cyborg systems,
which they saw as abominations. Their views were the sharp end of a generd trend among eves againg
high technology. There was no more repdlent vison for an df than a naurd being invaded by inert
mechinery, except possibly something Undead. Although her pride and the shreds of her vanity surdy
burned at the idea of Zd now having a good reason to loathe her, Lila was sick with the redisation that
her cover was dmog certainly blown. So much for her grest spy skills

The sun came back full force as Poppy moved away. The light was like a lance sraight into her brain.
Lilawished hersdf adeep again -for amillion years.

Zd's voice spoke from somewnhere dightly below them both and to her right. "The counteragent should
takeit off inaday or so.’

A day! Lila cringed. She could not, would not even let hersdf think about being Poppy's new lifesze
robo-Barbie for an entire day, though before she could squash the idea she had dready seen hersdf
dressed and re-dressed and stood up as a piece of living Satuary somewhere embarrassing while Poppy
talked the entire time about whet greet funit dl was. The only possible mercy was that faeries in ther
humen forms were generdly so congenid that they wouldn' let her come to any harm. Even <0, it was
unbearable, but Zd hadn't finished . . .

'l can speed things up, probably." She heard him get out of the pool and then he moved into her fidd of
visgon as he stood up. He was a lithe silhouette, dripping with diamonds.

'She's gonna be so mad,’ Poppy whispered, closeto him.

Lilacould see Poppy as a green-tinged shadow surrounded by digphanous cloth that floated on the air.
She was s0 close to Zd that there was only atiny strip of light between them. Poppy's outline jittered and
ghe sounded strung out.

'Please Zd, she said. "You can tak to her. She likes you. Shell be cool. I'm so tired. | have to get
some deep. Oh come on, don't look a me like that. Y ou dready forgave me, remember? Pretty please?
I'd do it for you.'

Zd snorted with laughter and folded hisarms across his chest.

Poppy's tone changed from pleading to pretended anger, the kind that only very good friends can
exert with one another. 'Y ou are so bloody High Elfy sometimes, you bastard. Come on.’

'Only if you swear you won't take any more pixie dust until the tour's over. That's why you can never
deep. And fixing it gives me a headache.’

T swear, | swear!" Poppy danced from foot to foot.

'‘And no more enchanted knives and midnight assassnation attempts with school-age conspirators?
Making me rescue my own bodyguard? Wiping the mess off your face?



'No, no, no! Come on, Zd. I'll do anything, anything, baby, cross my heart, pleeze! This is the last
time | promise. I'll be so good.'

"You'refull of it, he said wearily, and took her in hisarms and kissed her. He picked her up and they
moved out of Sght.

The sun blasted Lila, dthough the glasses cut the worst of it. She fought just to move one finger.
Nothing.

'Mmmnn," she heard Poppy sgh. "That's perfect. One moretimetill | can't hear the sea. . .

Lilaremembered Poppy yawning in the same tone the night before, & a very un-yavny moment, when
the other df, the cousin, had touched her.

'My reverseprince. . . she heard Poppy sigh.

'Pixie shit,’ Za muttered, amost beneath hearing.

Wood creaked. The trees soughed in the wind. Lilas robe flapped and her hair moved. Heavy fabric
rugtled not far away. Lila wondered - she thought Poppy and Zd were going to do something else, but
hed he put her to deep? Wasiit a feature of dfffaery interaction sheld never known about before? If only
shecould see. ..

Zd's shadow fdl across Lilas face. Shetried to close her eye, but it didnt.

He sat down next to her and she fdt something brushing over her forehead - a feather. Zd hummed
something wordless, tundess, a mesmer that seemed to cirde as the feather circled, and a tingling
sensation spread down from her forehead and dl through her. Occa-sonaly he stopped and flicked the
feather away from them both, as though sheking water off it. The tingling stopped.

Then he got up and stood astride her lounger, feet on the floor. She blinked and could see alittle better

Zd bent down so that his face was only a short distance from hers, his hands on his knees. His long
wet hair fdl across her chest and the water from it spread out, suddenly cold, through her robe.

I know you can hear me," he said, and she thought he was amiling. 'l have to do this last part to wash
the charm right out' He held up the black feather. 'l want you to know that it's perfectly judified and that
I'm not just feding you up, dthough | am doing that too.' He reached down and separated the front of her
gown.

A fury, dternatdy cold and hot, started burning in Lila. She priv-atdly promised hersdf that she would
make him pay for this, and soon. How dare he?

He did his hand down softly across her breast, over her ribs and pressed the fegther againg the place
where she was cut by the knife. It suddenly stung with agonisng sharpness and Lila fdt new tears soring
into her eyes. Zd said something in alanguage she didn't catch, though she was reasonably sure it wasn't
dvish. She could fed his andalune agthered body suddenly concentrate itsdf around the place. The
touch of it was more intimate even than his skin on hers and it made different tears rise and replace the
angly ones, though she didn't
like that it had that power and she 4ill fiercdy resented his invason, even if it was so wretchedly
caressing and kind.

Then Zd took the feather off. Lila saw it crumple into dust and be swept away on the breeze as he put
his finger on the bridge of her shades and did them down her nose. Lila glared into his dark, danting
eyes. He grinned a her. "You should have let those two idiots have their fun,’ he said. "The day | get
sneaked up on by atwelve-year-old isthe day you can drown me and throw mein a dumpster.’

Lilaran a startup on main power. It responded perfectly. The tokamak was a second sun, deep in her
bdly, vivid with raw energies.

He dghed. 'Poppy wanted me to tdl you that your secrets are dl safe with her, so long as she's not
under arrest.’

'‘And you? Lilafound her voice fully functiond.

'I'm sure welll come to some arrangement, Agent Black.'

Lilaopened her eyes wide. Zd blinked and flinched as the sun reflected off her slver irises and in that
indant she put her hands on his chest and threw him backwards into the pool, It was a good throw -five
metres. Nothing wrong with the machine. She stood up and belted the ridiculous faery robe.



Zd surfaced and shook the water out of his hair. He glided away from her on his back towards the far
Sde, watching her with that maddening catlike cadm. She saw his eyestral her up and down quite dowly.

Lila looked down. The prosthetics of her legs and the way they had been grown into her made them
look like chrome stockings. The robe was obvioudy one of Poppy's - it didnt so much conced anything
as hint a concealment, but then giveit up as a pointless effort. She saw her own arms, where they were
red skin, crisscrossed with pink and glver scars, stained with red like splashes of paint. She glared
across at the faery but Poppy was adeep, dl but entirdly hidden under an outsze bathtowe.

Zd got out of the poal. 'Don't thank me' he said to her as he walked past, dmos but not quite
brushing her arm. He didn't glance & her.

"Thank you,' Lilasad through gritted teeth. She followed him back into the house.

Zd went into his room and shut the door on her. She guessed he was going to go back to bed.

She found dl her amour and dothing laid on the floor of her room. Nothing was missng. There was a
grdl tear in the vest where the
knife tip had punctured it. The knife itsdf was on her mahogany sde table. She was examining it when
there was a knock at the adjoining door.

'Lila? It was Zdl.

She waited until she was fully dressed in her fatigues and then opened it.

He was dill ganding there, dry and fully clothed. He didn't seem angry or upset. He handed her an
envelope and she recognised the faery velum with a anking feding.

'Another letter?

"They're not big on emall in the magicd nations, Zd said, watching her take the sheet of paper out and
open it.

It was in the highly curdgve Elvish script but she could read it. She could not read the magicd
symbolism that wavered in the ar above it, crackling with static eectricity that made the connectors in
her fingerstingle "Thanks," she said, betraying none of her dismay & its vitriol. 'I'm going to send it in for
acomplete anayss!

'Y ou needn't bother,' he said. 'It's from the Jayon Daga, the Elvish Secret Service. The usud. Go back
where you came from or die. With the added charm of their specid sedl.’

He wasn't mentioning the chain of curses tha circled the edge of the page, nor the hatred directed at
him through the charms which he must have fet as soon as he touched it. Lilawas grateful she only had to
see the words.

The sed means this is the lagt warning,' Lila said with dismay. She knew about Daga seds. Shed
hoped never to see one again. 'l need to talk to Jolene and,’ she hesitated - yes, hed said Agent Black,
no, she wasn't ready to admit everything, 'and to my bosses. | don't think we can carry on.’

'We are carrying on,' Zd said with complete confidence. He reached for the letter but Lila twitched it
away from him.

'It's not worth dying for,’ Lila said, stating what she thought was the obvious.

'‘Compared with what? Zd stepped back suddenly, and beckoned her in. She hesitated, gill smarting
from the events earlier, but swalowed her fedings and obeyed. He made a vague gesture that she should
take a seat anywhere. She didn't want to risk meking prolonged eye contact because she knew that
would only tend to make her agree with what-ever he said, so she walked around insteed and made a
minute search
of the entire room, wondering a what had prompted him to make this concession.

She found out nathing, only that he was tidy and that everything was even-made induding his regular
dothing and stage clothes. On the wall opposite the bed was a huge larger-than-lifesize origind painting
of adramaticdly sprawled femde demon. It was by Lastitia, the faery artist. About the demon other
figures seemed to hover in forms that might be of any of the Severed Redms, but they could have been
geam rigng from the demon's crimson skin. The erotic charge was a bit of a shock amid the leef tones
and neutrds of the rest of the place. Lilatried not to stare, dthough it was very beautiful. She sat down
on the edge of the bed and waited.

Z4d leaned againg the table beneeth the painting and said, 'I'll spare you the speech about not fitting in.



I'm sure you can imagine what it'slike to be different to everyone else, never mesdting their expectations.
Il be surprised if they're the only ones out to stop me. But they're not going to. You can hep me, or you
can leave!’

'It's not that Smple. There was only a vague threat until today. If they stick to their usud ways there are
now a pair of dvish assassns out to get you who think they have a free shot any time after midnight
tonight.” She made hersdf face him. I want to report and check back with my office team and then go
back to the studio and check something there. | don't think there's anything here to worry about until the
clock drikes twelve, not from them at least. JD are very rule-oriented. | need to get some more gear too.
In the circumstances, | think you should leave here by this afternoon and day in separate locations from
the rest of the band unless you're on stage. I'll be back for you in two hours. Until then, do nothing, go
nowhere!

He nodded, ‘And if | say no?

“Then | quit.’

I don't think that's up to you now, isit?

It'suptome, Lilasaid. "There are other agentswhol'll do it'

Zd amiled when she made hersdlf break with his gaze. 'Well, | want the gifl secret agent who looks like
amillion dollars. No, it's probably severd hillion dollars, isnt it?

'‘Morethan you can afford,’ she retorted.

He gave her a glance that Ieft her in no doubt he was mentdly undressing her. 'So, if the Jayon Daga
are coming, and | only have sixteen hours left to live, how do you fed about charity?

'‘Ask mein fifteen hours and fifty-eight minutes' Lila said sweetly and walked out, curang hersdf this
time because she could not or would not - she wasn't sure which - stop playing the cursed stupid Game.

CHAPTERSX

Lilarode up to the studio building, passed it and parked a couple of blocks awvay. She waked back and
introduced hersdf to the reception-ist, explaining that Zd had left something behind and she'd come to
collect it. The man let her in without a comment, and gave her a guest badge to let her through the ingde
doors unescorted. It never ceased to surprise her how easy it was to get most places. She would have
sacked him on the spot.

Y esterday the actud studio where the musicians worked had been so full of people and ingruments
sheld had no chance to do a proper scrub search for soying devices or other things Now it was briefly
empty during a lunchbresk and she let hersdf in and dlowed power to run through her specidised
sensors. She could dearly see and hear the bug updairs, its radio 9gnds and the eectromagnetic
frequencies of its amdl operations converging to a focused point. There were no other eectronics out of
place. Temporarily satisfied, because there were no plansto come back here soon, and so no reason to
be particularly worried, Lila went back to her bike and called for assistance from the office. She could
not didodge the nagging feding that she had missed something important and she wasn't about to let it go
- the reception-ist's attitude had been the cap on a dowly filling bottle of discontent -but if there was
something it must be magicd, not physical, and she couldn't detect it. As she waited for one of her
colleagues she walked the locd streets, looking for any devices that might be responding to the bug.

Her hopes were soon fulfilled. An old sedan car, dumped across the kerb one block west of the
studio, was sending a brief ping response to let the lisgening device know it was around. Lila walked past
it, as though on her way somewhere ese, and glanced in casudly. It was
unoccupied. The receiver was indde the stereo unit. She checked the street and stepped across to the
nearest door, diding her fingers around the handle. The car unlocked itsdf as the frequency picker in her
hand acquired the right sgnd and she let hersdf in and sat down in the soggy |eather driver's sest.

The stereo was of the very old style that were dl one with the dash, but closer ingpection reveded that
it contained a recording unit which even now had a Berrytone inddled and running. The Berry's hard



disk was three quarters full and Lila reckoned it could hold at least saventy two hours worth of noise.
Tha being s0, and given the age of the bug itsdf, Lila was prepared to bet tha the Berries must be
collected regularly and the car moved around. It was the kind of gear you used in a lengthy survelllance;
humen, rather old, rather reliable.

She quickly searched under the seats, and in the glovebox, but the car was reasonably professondly
mantained - there was nothing to find. As a last resort, and in the absence of any dgnds that might
indicate booby traps, she decided to pop the trunk. She got out and waked around to the back of the
car. Kids crossed the end of the street, but none came towards her. Explandions for the recordings -
anything from tax to blackmail to bootlegs - were running through her mind as she opened the lock and
lifted the lid, and so she was completely taken by surprise when asmadl black shape legped out a her. It
shat out with such desperate velodity that it struck her shoulder a hard blow. She heard claws rip her suit

and snag in the armoured jerkin she wore as she whirled to see a cat land easily on the road behind her.

The beast turned to hiss a her, and even though it was noon she could see the fant smokiness of
working magic around it. In the blink of an eye it became more like a weasd than a cat, and then
suddenly more like a rat, changing shapes as it struggled with its own surprise and the fact that it found
itsdlf in daylight. Lilamade a grab for it, but it was too fast. In a second it had broken up into a weatery
dither of shadows and flowed down through the rim of a drain into the comforting blackness of the
sewers.

Back on the underside of the trunk lid Lila could see faint bloody markings starting to vanish as ther
spd| was completed. Whoever had Ieft the charm would soon be receiving information as to who had
disturbed their gear. Smdl, dark magics like this one were common in the crimind world. Faeries had no
respect for law or order and humans bought them from the fey.

Lilds scap smarted and she redlised with annoyance that the creature had managed to snag a few of
her hairs. She had to bite on her frudration that her help hadn't appeared sooner so she could have
caught and traced the charm, but she had no ability with agtheria creations of any kind, being smply
human and amply machine. All she could do was watch the tdltdes flicker and die in the daylight, shut
thelid and leave the car to continue doing its work.

Back a her bike she met the faery specid agent shed requested. Mdachi was a Rowan spirit,
bdonging to the Anthracite nation, his skin and hair as blackly sparkling as pure cod, his eyes a
surprisng ash-berry red, which meant he was often mistaken for a demon by humans, something which
adways ddighted him. He was wel used to running around after his human colleagues and seemed
pleased to see her out of the confines of the office and the medica suites where shed spent most of the
last year. Lila had dways found him trustworthy and kind. They chatted for a few minutes, caiching up
before she briefed him.

‘Just afeding? Sure you haven't got the . . ." and he shivered his hand back and forth to indicate a fed
for magic.

'I'm sure. Cdll it intuition.'

'If theré's nothing to see I'll have to put it down to the usud.’

'Cheese, chocolate, pickles.' Lilagmiled, feding better with the old joke. 'Haven't had any in days.'

Maachi got in and out of the studio on a faked engineer'sticket and the diverson of his fey charm and
returned in less than twenty minutes. His face was serious and he was dmog trotting, his shiny shoes
dipping the pavement like a tap dancer's as he reached her.

"Your gut mus have faery sympeathies, or something else,' he said. Thereis something there, trouble is,
| can't say what." His reflective skin and hair seemed to run with sunlight as he gave her a helpless shrug.
'It's very deep and very old and ... | got thisfeding off it that -this sounds crazy - thet it was there before
the Bomb. Way before the studio.’

Liladiffened. Before the Quantum Bomb there had been, dlegedly, a sngle world with a sngle history
. After the Bomb it had been divided into the Severed Relms. Each of the new redms lay dongside the
firs world, which had been Earth and was now cdled Otopia. Each relm had an immediae higtory as
long as or longer than the Earth's. And experience and archaeologicd sudy had taught Lila that the
Bomb had



peppered the time of dl realms with fragments of things, the pagt, the future, objects, persons and above
dl, magic or I-space energy. Before the Bomb that kind of thing had existed nowhere but in humaen
imagination. But Before the Bomb was a matter of extreme debate and politica difficulty. She could fed
her old diplomatic hackles rise a the thought of discovering an artefact that would cast doubt on the
humen verson of higtory.

If I hadn't been looking, 1'd never have seen it," Maachi said uncomfortably. 'I'm not sure - it could be
an echo fragment of the explosion, you know? Like a geologicd fault? Trouble with Bomb fragments is
that they often look like they're something they're not, especidly gecta from so close to the origind Site,
which is, unfortu-nately, pretty much everything from Bay City to Old Sdt Lake. | need more help to find
out. Probably have to dig down.'

‘But if it's been there that long then it's very unlikdy to be anything to do with rock stars and their
publicity isit? Lilasaid, rather surprised at her own spitefulness as she spoke the words.

'Getting up your cuff is he? Mdachi asked with a amile, glad to be changing subject.

‘Nothing | can't manage. Lila checked the time and got back on her bike. 'Give you a ride back? I'm
going to see Saradlien.’

‘Daling!" Maachi objected and pointed to his smart clothes. 'I'm drictly a car boy. Say hi to the old
charlatan from me. And put ahdmet on.’

Lila waved and tried not to notice how Maachi had faled to completdy quel her disquiet. She spun
the bike around in an entryway and, as she passed him on the way back, saw him studying the ground of
the parking lot outsde the studio with such absorption he didn't lift his head, only his hand in a farewell.

Her ride to Incon's fadlity was hot and dusty and full of lazy midday traffic. Lila was later than she
meant to be when she findly rode into the subterranean garage of the undistinguished office block on the
dty outskirts. She took the express devator down, bypassing the street leves and the adminigrative
floors. Bardly was the dust out of her hair before she presented hersdlf before her - she didn't know what
he was any more; heder, friend? - before Sarasilien, the only df agent within the NSA, and the one who
had saved her from degth of her magicd wounds.

Hisroomswerethe largest and most peculiarly appointed of dl the
grangdy outfitted rooms in the building. Technology and magicd ingrumentation fought for space across
severd tables and desks. Sand trays and inkstands lay under the glow of virtud keyboards, marked with
the awkward runes of a dozen magicd languages. Giat Szed Berrypics covered the wadls with
manuscript, evidence charts, duty logs and glorious vidtas of other reims. Server racks hummed quietly.
Magica test rigs filling the air with strange, light bending archi-tectures, funndled |-space contingencies
out of the room and out of the universe. Sarasilien's tal, blue-and-grey-clad figure stood at one of these.

To Lila even though they bore no physcd resemblance, the df's tal, degantly spare form and long,
dlvering chestnut and gold hair immediatdly reminded her of her father. When he turned to greet her the
grong danting of his features on their angular bones and the sudden smal movements of his long ears -
thelr attenuated tips were as high as the crown of his head - should have put paid to that impression, but
they didn't. She couldn't even detect a trace of warmth in him as he came towards her, slver ditchesin
hisdothing glinting, his face as stern as a patrician Satue, manner as composed as aking's.

Saradlien's andalune body had dways been tightly controlled - he kept it completely subdermd for
mogt of histime in Otopia, she understood - but, Snce encountering Zd, Lila was suddenly much more
aware of the posshility of its presence, and curious, sSnce she had never witnessed Saradlien disolaying
it. His control of it was, she knew, aSgn of extreme sdlf-madtery, athing as rare in eves as any race. Its
absence had been a key factor in the comfort she fdt with him before. Now, that comfort seemed to be
gone.

Her awkwardness with hm made her sdf-conscious, and that made her more awkward. She was
suddenly ill a ease before his cam, and cast her eyes towards his boots rather than his face. She thought
suddenly of Zd, though Zd had never once made her think of Saraglien. Her reasons for being here, at
dl, were suddenly unclear to her. Now that she saw him she became more sure that the need she had to
tak to him was nothing to do with the case, but entirdy persond, and that seemed like a weak and
insubgtantia reason to be here,



‘Lila" Saradlien said and lifted her chin with his hand, so she must ook a him. ‘Are you wdll?

His concern manifested as amuch dighter expresson than it would
have merited on a human face. Even when moved deeply his face showed only hints of what he fdt. But
Lilawas tugged by the care, mote than she wanted. 'I'm fine. Sorry. It's been tougher than | thought'

Saraslien looked down into her eyes and the ghost of a amile made his lips turn a the corners. His
cheek dimpled very fantly and she saw the tips of his long ears turn more dosdy towards his head. He
was redly very glad to see her. 'You look wdl, dthough your presentation has more of the urchin than
the goddess about it. Town must be busy.'

It was," she agreed and then she stepped forward impulsively and hugged him. She had missed him.
Sheld had no idea how much until that second. Perhaps it was to be expected, after they'd worked so
closdy for so long to get her fit again, mentaly and physcaly at least. Emotiondly she dearly had a way
to go.

She fdt his andalune body very briefly on the exposed skin of her hands and face, like a bregth of ar
that had come off the tops of a cold and londy mountain. After a second of his normd reticence he
embraced her back, and then he set her from him, not unkindly. "What brings you here?

She sat down on one of the guest chairs, looking around the familiar room with its oak-panelled walls,
library bookshelves, and the largest of dl the Berries, showing the white-capped mountains that
Saadlien cdled his home, very far from Otopia. 'lsn't seeing you enough? she asked, not certain she
could tdl him everything on her mind.

'Y es, but that's not the matter.' He was standing close by a book table suitable for viewing very large
volumes. He closed the one that lay open there and folded his handsin front of him.

Lilawas sure she had his full atention and it daunted her. 'l don't think | can carry through this job,’
she confessed.

'Why not?

T don't know. It'stoo much like facing everything too fast."

‘Because Zd isan dlf?

'Because Zd is not an df, Lila countered, glancing into his green eyes and seeing the sympathy she
was looking for, bound insde a world of drict expectations; emerad inice. T was ready for him to be
likeyou. Not as kind. Even like the Daga agents maybe. But like you. And heisnt. And he is Oh, hdll. .
. I'm getting thisdl wrong!"

Tel methefacts!'

That was more likeit, Lilathought, wishing shed donethat to begin
with. She found coherence now she was on familiar ground. ‘A lot of the hate mal the band receive is
standard quff, nasty but not danger-ous. The letters that made Incon decide to act are ill coming - |
brought them." She took them out of the pocket of her armoured vest and the dagger with them and held
them out to Sarasilien.

He took them, careful not to touch the knife but balance it on the envelopes. He set them on the book
table and with one finger pushed them apart. As he ingpected them and began to open the letters Lila
continued.

T can't read magic, despite everything we've tried. | can't do that and | don't think he tdls me what
they redly say. And the knife . . ." She explained the whole story of that incident as Saradilien read the
letters, one after another. She could see him contralling his reactions carefully so that barely a twitch of
one ear betrayed him. Nonetheless he sghed with rdlief when he was able to put them down.

She didnt tdl him dl about the knife. Not the part about Zd touching her or the remark held made. Or
the Game they were playing. She willed Sarasllien to guess it, so that she didn't have to admit making
such a stupid move, so held take her off the assgnment and she could avoid the shame. But her will had
dl the effect of her efforts at sorcery.

Saradlien examined the dagger very closdy indeed. He spoke to it and Lila saw words deep within the
metd rise to the surface at his command. Wisps of black and slver ran dong the edges of the blade and
dripped into the air at itstip only to swirl and vanish quickly. As he went to put it down, the knife twisted
somehow in hisfingers and she heard him take a sharp, short breath.



Blood ran down the knife together with the white and black, the orange-hued scarlet of df blood
quickly deepening to crimson as it fdl and bore magic with it onto the letter paper undernegth.
Immediatdy dl the pages burst into flame,

Saadlien spoke a sngle word and the burning pages and the bloodied knife became frozen in space
and time, as though in a photograph. He muttered over his finger and went into the bathroom suite that
led off his rooms to tend it. When he came back he sat down beside Lila on the other guest chair and
looked into her eyes, He seemed very sad and she braced hersdf, for shed never seen him make a
mistake before, and athough the cut was smdl and the deep charm aready used up, she was afrad.

"You did wel to get them here. The blade was spelled to want to cut df flesh. It was a magic of higher
than the Seventh Levd. | don't doubt that if it had found its way close to Zd it would have done more
than make him deep. But you say an df carried it and used it againg you?

"That's what Poppy - that's what the faery said. But they werein league. She may have lied.

"Therés more than dvish magic in it Saradlien said, pressng his cut finger gently with his thumb, a
rueful expression on his face.

Lila sensed he was cdculating what to say so that he didn't upset her, or perhaps for politica reasons.

Silences within Incon were even more obscure than ordinary even slences.

'l cannat tdl you any more until dl of this has been discussed with my magters,' he said. 'Only that this
Is not about race hate, or anything to do with the purity of the muscd indudry. It wears those faces,
even through the Daga, but they are only servants of another intent.’

T thought the Daga served Alfham and its godls,' Lila said with disgppointment, ignoring the flash of
fear that had streaked through her like lightning when he spoke.

'So they would have us bdieve, Sarasilien said. Now his face was troubled and Lila redly began to
Worry.

st it So?*

'Possbly.’

He was quickly logt in labyrinths of thought, Lila saw. Tentatively she reached out to touch his arm, the
hurt one. Talk to me?

He looked at her hand, smiled his dight amile that was never truly joyous because it hdd too many
years. T cannot. | will when | am able!’

Tel mea leadt if it's personal or businessthen.’

‘Both. Come, that's not dl you had to tell me!’

‘Diverter,' she accused him gently. "W, the other thing is thet I've tried to find out who Zd is and
thereisno record. It isnt hisred name | suppose, but how do | get further? Like an idiot | dready told
hmmine so | can't even trade for it." The words sounded efficient, unlike the beeting of her heart which
was far too fast for someone merdly gtting in a pleasant room. Behind Sarasilien's shoulder she could see
the frozen fire of the vdlum and the knifein mid-air, holding to his word.

He didn't question her research. 'So, it's not in the names of the living,’ he said after a pause. 'What
about the dead?

Lilablinked. Y ou think necromancy? Hes not Undead. No way.'

'Not necessarily,' he said. 'Mistakes are made. Elves are hard to kill.

Sometimes they are thought to be dead, are buried and rise again, dive, much later when time has
heded them. Records aren't dways updated. Outright deaths are the only straightforward ones. Even
great wounds and sckness aren't dways fata, and the same goes double for magica attacks. Also, the
megic of Resurrection does not adways create Undead ones, though | am not versed in the
Necromancer's art.'

Lila closed her eyes for a second to search the databases. When she opened them she was looking
draight into green eyes, clear as glass. ‘Nothing there either. Not even things that look like they could be
shortened to Zd '

'It's not a syllable of modern dvish,” Sarasilien said. '‘But does occur in older languages, when we had
more dedings with some of the other reams than we do now. Perhaps it's only a stage name. Did you
ask?



'No," Lilaadmitted. "There was never aright moment.’

He did understand this time. His long eyes narrowed, became hooded. 'Lila, are you playing a Game
with him?

'Areyou playing one with me?

His eyes narrowed with a flash of anger he didn't bother to restrain. "Y ou know better than that.'

'It started before | knew | was even doing it!" Lila cried in anguish, sorry for hurting him and angry with
hersdf. 'When | redised ... it was dready on.'

'‘And which onedo you think it is?

I'm no expert,’ she said humbly, picking at a loose thread where the magicd messenger had clawed
her vest. 'l don't know how to read them.’

'Lila," he said and waited for her to look at him.

How she hated that waiting! He would wait until sunset, midnight, the next day, until she did what he
wanted. So she might as well do it now and have to suffer the disgppointment in his face. She looked up.

His serious, intent focus was dl on her. She fdt like she was being minimisad in the bolt of a ray gun,
ghrinking ingde. But dl he said was, 'Don't pretend to be a fool. You're nothing of the kind. It demeans
dl of us’ Then he let her go and turned away, getting up to go back to the dill flames and the blade. 'This
can 4ill be read, as long as the fire is stopped, but the fire can't be put out, so thiswill have to do. Not
that | need to read it again. Do you want to know what it says?

'Yes,' Lilasaid, wanting to take on any burden he asked.

It saysthat Zd'sblood will separate dl the redlms completely and
for ever, saving Alfham from imminent destruction, and that heis the axis of a Great Spell.’

‘A magical Quantum Bomb,' Lilasaid.

‘Just 0. The Great Spdl it proposes here requires a living sacrifice, to maintain the Spell's power. It
a0 requires someone adept in two opposing magicd disciplines, whose nature has been sundered from
any purity of line and become a fuson of two or more of the redms. You say Zd heded you with a
crow's feather? There is no such dvish magic. That is a thing of Demonia, or Thanatopia, depending on
the charm.’ Saradilien picked up the knife again from its place in the air, more carefully this time, and with
digagte. "This blade was not related to that threat, though. It comes from elsewhere. But it dso has two
megics on it. Elvish and faery. Aswedl as another, old word | cannot say.' He ran into another slence.

After aminute Lila said, There may be an old faultline running through the east end of town. A Bomb
fault. Mdachi found it. And somebody's recording everything in that studio. | put a watcher on it. But |
doubt anyonewill come to collect. | tripped ateltae.

Saradlien reacted as though he hadn't heard her. "This Game with Zd, whatever it is must be brought
to an end. If these papers are correct, or even if the people behind them think they are correct whether
or not this pell is what they daim, then the Game will get in the way of you doing your duty, both of
protecting him and protecting the interests of Otopia, So whatever it is, and whatever the stakes are, and
however it mug be finished - finish it.’

Lilabit her lip in slence. Inwardly she rejected his idea as though held suggested she drink poison.
That resentment was the effect of the Game, she knew, though that didn't make it any easier to ress.

The power of Games derived from wild magic which could manife in any time a any place, even in
Otopia. A Game was made when two players, a least one of them an agtheric Adept, came into conflict
of some kind within the influence of wild magic - the raw aether produced by the I-space vacuums -
which trickled through the space-times of the various redms as water trickles through gaps in the rocks
of a streambed. In Otopia raw aether was amost undetectable to humans, being inits least manifest form,
and so they were particularly vulnerable to it and often snared, though two humans together, being not
Adept but Inept, never formed Games.

Most Games were like traps, some small enough to step right out of
on the ingant when you redlised they were on, and others big and labyrinthine enough that the hapless
vidim would never find ther way free. You might end up in a dud, or promisng away your worldly
goods, or fdlingin love, or daved to a duty not of your own choosing, depending on what Stuation you
were in when the wild magic curled around the deepest and darkest motivations of your mind. Games



waited in moments of unacknowledged intent and persond conflict, especidly when a person desired
something but denied the desire. Wild magic wanted to manifest secrets, to bring the hidden into the
world.

All the Games so made had their rules of course, be they known or unknown to the players, and once
these were tacitly accepted - once a person made any move at dl which confirmed their awareness of
one of these rules or their awareness that a Game was on - then they were committed to become a
player, and must play until the Game was ended by Victory, Defeet or Deseth.

The Great Otopian Downswing of 2020, in which the economy had amog collapsed, had resulted
from a faery cartd usng Games to dupe wedthy human business owners into sdling their companies
literdly for songs. The fraudulent use of Gaming was then made illegd, resulting in a rash of lawauits in
which losing or bound players sought to sue for damages againg their co-Gamers (though this did not
release them from the Games they were caught up in). Findly, due to the lawyers becoming subject to
Games which required them to lose thelr cases and to a complete inability to enforce payments awarded,
dl legd intervention had been abandoned and once more it was Player Beware. Gaming had become the
subject of science and was studied in Otopian Universties, though it was practised by the dves, the fey
and the demons more like an art.

One feature that was proven was that the rules were determined by the Opener's intentions, and thus
s0 were the conditions of victory and loss. It was not dways clear who the Opener was . . . Liladid not
know whether she had started this Game or whether Zd had, only that eves and humans often fdl into
them whether they liked it or not. Elves had the upper hand most of the time and enjoyed winning. They
liked to play though they denied liking it, unlike demons who were crazy about Games. Humans mosily
logt, but the Game magic made both sdes do their damnedest to win. Sometimes at dl costs. You could
get murder transformed to mandaughter with Game pleas, easy.

Thisdl ran through her mind in the Sngle moment of her annoyance and rebellion.

Saadlien caught her am as she stood up. He was close to her and his andalune sung her sharply
with the force of hiswill; abiting cold grip of compulsion, ataste of acid. 'End it Lila Even if you have to
lose'

She glared at him and tried to pull away, but he didn't let her. The look he gave her made her sure that
he pretty much understood dl that loang might entail, and that it was very little short of her life She had
amog logt that before by playing a deadly Game with elves, and he had freed her from it. Now she must
free hersdf, and he was not about to give her any more assistance until she did.

T understand,’ she said findly and he let her go. The brief magic that had bound them flared away,
slvering mig to ether Sde. Her spirits sank.

'‘Wedl know how it feds to lose," Saradlien said, dthough his words were no gpology for winning this
time

CHAPTER SEVEN

Lilasgned out her heavy armour from the Incon arsend and loaded it into a backpack. She stowed her
additional wesgpons and other items on her vest and in her bike bags. The armourer, a friendly ex-SAS
officer, watched her strip and check each of her guns and their anmunition.

'Expecting trouble?

'My assassination has turned into a likdy kidngpping, | think,' she said. It was difficult to talk or think
because of the reprimand ringing in her ears. Wdl deserved, she fdt, but that made it worse. 'I've
requested more fidd support, but | don't think I'll be &ble to persuade my dients to do the smart thing
and cance their public appearances, so it'sdl looking somewhat fifty-fifty.

'‘Doyoutrust him?

'Who? Lilasaw the soldier nod his head in the direction of Saraslien's rooms and the Forensics Unit.
Clearly from his face he wasn't so sure. She nodded.



'‘Good. Got everything you want?

I can't carry any more,' Lilaadmitted. "Who knows whether any of thiswill count anyway?

'You can stop them with this' The sergeant patted her pack, fifty pounds heavier. 'Who cares if they
die or not, hey?

'Yeeh.' Lila gave him a tough grin - a least, she hoped that's what it was. He was trying to show
olidarity with her Stuation, she assumed, but sheld have liked him a lot more if held never made the
remark. She shouldered the pack and bags on her own, and they were very heavy so that it was dl she
could do not to stagger. The fleshy parts of her shoulders indantly hurt with the pressure of the straps.
'Have a great day, Sarge.’

'S, yesdir,' hesad, giving her afriendly saute.

Lilalet her discomfort show after sheld rounded the corner. She dill couldn't get used to outranking
people twice her age, and it was weird commeanding his respect when shed logt Saradilien's five minutes
ealier.

The lagt thing she had to do was check in with her support crew: the medics and engineers who hed
built her as ther fird prototype cyborg officer. In the laboratories on the lowest levd of HQ she
downloaded reports and they uploaded new programs. Expertsin everything from computing to dentistry
checked the progress of the way that she and the machine were assmilaing one another.

'Got to do something about this Should get some bushings to fit onto the skeleton to take these kinds
of loads directly,” one cybernetics technician said, as they looked over the bruises on her shoulders. 'Can
you activate the gauntlet systems, Lila? Good. Again?

Lilaheld out both ams and watched her fingers, thumbs, pdms, wrigts and forearms break up and
expand into a hundred different functiond devices, a dlent, Slver sorm of mation that was a blur even to
her boosted vison. Fanned out they looked a little comicd, like the ultimate Swiss amy knife. Like this
they didn't seem a part of her a dl, and she was able to look at them dispassionately.

They did the same with her legs and tested the heavy armour connections and the jet propulsion
sysems in her lower legs and feet. Modly the technicians didn't seem to notice that Lila had flesh or a
head. They worked on their specid little bit of her and muttered amongst themsdves. She rather
preferred that to the physotherapist's intensve attentions and warm conversation.

"Y ou're overdoing it on the cross-country,’ said the medica doctor, gently assessing the state of the red
tissue where Lilds musde and skin fused with the prosthetics engineered biosynthetics and metds.
'Y ou're accderding the rate of carbon uptake into your bone mass. We're risking them getting too brittle
unless we dow the crysdlisation down. The muscle and tendon cdlls aren't getting enough time to hedl
ather. Every time you push them they're going to keep tearing because these load stresses are ill higher
than they can adapt to. It's not bad, but the armour power is dways going to give you the illuson you're
stronger than your body can take. Youll break yoursdf in bitsif you're not careful.’

"Yeah, Lilasad, having heard it dl before. She turned over, checking the time. 'Can we speed this up?
| haveto go.’

'As soon as Doctor Williams says you can,' said Dr Williams, Lilds psych, who had been observing at
a distance for the duration of the testing, but had now come to Lilas side. She made the lagt of some
notes with a fountain pen on an old-fashioned clipboard before setting it down. Williams observed the
room in an dmost bored fashion urtil the other techs had gone and the two of them were aone. Lila gave
the white-haired old woman a smile and began to get dressed.

I'mfine’ Lilasad.

‘Not whet | hear." Williams sat down beside her on the side of the table, hands in the pockets of her lab
codt.

'Someone with pointy ears been taking to you? Lilafdt bad, and worse thet it was coming draight out
of her mouth. She sucked a breath in between her teeth. '| mean Specid Agent Sarasilien.’

'He expressed his concern.’

Williams observation, the way she spoke as Lila continued dressing, made Lila acutely aware of her
underclothes and the way she put them on. She wanted to hide hersdlf as fast as she could, feding that
her body gave her away dl the time and that everyone here seemed to think they had a right to take an



ingpection on anything they wanted.

‘Everything dill regulation and organised. Routines? Williams asked, for dl the world like a
grandmother asking whether or not she brushed her teeth each night.

'l like my routines. They keep everything working,' Lila said, sarting to pull on her trousers but
deciding that shéd be better wearing the heavy greaves and armoured foot coverings of her active
defense gear, rather than trying to carry it dl, She began to put them on insteed, feding their additions of
grength and power expand her awareness, making her lower legs fed invulnerable, like they were in
seven league boots.

'‘Okay. So everything's perfect.” The old woman's voice dripped with irony. 'Did you do wha we
agreed and take time for yoursdlf? Did you go and get dlothes thet are nat. . '

'I have suits. Proper suits. Designer labels!

‘Which you wear for work, no doubt’

'Helo? | am at work twenty-four seven.' Lila glanced at hersdf in the exam room's full length mirror
and saw an upscaed toy action figure: oversized robot legs, dender Slver ams as shiny as diletto blades,
a rdativdy tiny humen torso in a crop top and vest, slver eyes taking dmost dl warmth from her
expresson with their harsh statements and
the mane of red hair overcompensating for it, too sexy, too West Coast; a dall in a soldier's dathing. ‘I
had my hair done for this job. All Hollywood. Look, see? Her har was dusty, messy, unkempt in spite
of the expensve cut.

'Y ou need another trip to the sdlon,” Williams said drily. She plucked at Lilas vest. "You know what
I'm gonna say.'

'And you know that | think it could wait uniil this job isfinished. Yes, | am dill a young woman, despite
having no arms and legs to cdl my own, and | don't think | despise my body any more than those girls
down a Glory Beach who diet and pop pills and have surgery to look like faeries and gimms so they get
their pictures on the pornopops. So?

'‘Start the talking, or | start Sgning you off the case," Williams suggested. "Y our advocate down the hdl
here seems to think there's something you're not tdling him, and he hinted that it was sexud in nature, so
he understood you didn't want to discuss it with him, but he thinks you should discuss it with someone,
and given the fragile status of you, Lila, not as a project and not as an officer, but you persondly girl, |
think he's dead right.’

Lila couldn't imegine Saradlien hinting sexud. She didn't want to. 'My persond life is none of your
busness.' Lila locked her angry gaze on the gentle, amused expression of the psychiatrist and found
hersdf cracking into alaugh. It was alittle hysterica.

T hear that dl the time' Williams confided, and patted Lila on the knee. 'Put the rest of dl tha
hardware on and give me aclue’

Lilatold her about the Game. T don't know if it is- what you said."

'‘Comeon Lilal Can't you even say the word?

Lilahung her head and sat back. The table creaked ominoudy and she had to stand up again before it
broke with her weight. Say that the Game was certainly based on a sexud forfeit? The embarrassment
made her fed sck. It would have been like being one of those fan girls worse, because she was
supposed to be beyond and above dl thet teenage, physicd duff. 'No, | don't think so.'

The doctor shook her head and shrugged. 'Okay. That was reasonably honest at least. I'll et you
cary on, unless youd rather | didn't. Do you want me to Sgn you off?

Lilagtraightened and thought about it. As soon as she imagined it, two conflicting fedings came to her.
One was profound rief and longing. The other was resentment a the nation she could quit. Her
self-doubts were very strong and having Williams offer her the easy way out only made her more aware
of them. 'No. | can do it

"Y ou're not thinking that you're the only one that can? Just because the NSA built you for the price of
haf an army doesn't mean you have to take on everything for them.’

'No. It's like wha you'd cdl - something | have to do. For me. And for the rest of it." Lila tried to
mean it, but there was a knot of resistance in her somach that made her fed nauseous as she did so.



'‘Okay." Williams stood up. "You said the magic words of responsbil-ity and autonomy, so you can
go. But | want you to carry on with our program just as much as you're doing with the easy physicd
Suff, hmm? She glanced at the heavy bag of ammunition. 'If | find you're diffing me with a line youll be
back herein rehab for Sx months!'

1l cdl you," Lilasaid, backing away before she had time to change her mind.

It was ardief to get out of the building. Lilawove through the rush hour and arrived a Solomon's Folly
a dusk to find the driveway beside the house full of cars. Besides the Doublesafe guard on the door a
huge scarlet-skinned demon with impressve horns stood outside, smoking. Lila recognised a fdlow
bodyguard by his evident rdief a having time off for doorstep duty, and his severe suit. The human
guards told her that this retinue had arrived two hours ago, unannounced.

'We did dl the checks we could, the Doublesafe guard said and the demon bodyguard bared his teeth
and growled, indicating that it had been a matter of some contention.

‘But you didn't tell me about it,’ Lilasnapped.

"The boss, Jolene, said we wasn't to. Something about no press.’ He wasn't an Incon agent, only an
ordinary Doublesafe employee. Lila ground her teeth and glanced a the bull-faced demon guard over
the human's shoulder. The demon mimed peding a banana and snorted in the human's direction, his
meaning clear - you hired monkeys.

Deeper ingde the house, on the ground floor where the games rooms and other entertaining areas
spread out, Lila found most of the band plus a vast entourage of humans, demons and faeries sprawled
amid a scatter of open champagne bottles and haf-empty plates. Music was just quiet enough to permit
conversation between people next to one another. The house servants moved among them carefully,
bringing and taking away. Lila, Hill carrying her pack and bag, saw Poppy get up and hurry towards her.
Eyes and faces turned quickly onto her with
this attention and through the aid of her sound filtering she was able to hear everything that was said
about her,

'Who'sthat?

'Whét is she wearing?

'What's she doing in here? | thought dl the chaff was being left outside.’

Lilaignored the comments. She put her bags down beside a seated demon and his friends and glanced
briefly down at him as he looked her up and down with greet interest. He was about to touch the bulk of
her leg armour with one scarlet finger.

Lila put on a diff British accent, 'l don't think you're ready for this kind of jely." She went back to
scanning the room. The finger retreated.

'Whoo hoo, man!" one of the demon's friends said. 'What the hell? Which was a kind of demonic
approval, but Lila barely heard it. She was looking for Zd, excusng hersdlf until she moved around the
corner and saw him and the explanation for the massed courtiers.

He was stlanding in close conversation with a femde demon in a glittering black bodynet and little else.
Her coruscating crimson and black skin glowed and shone with the ludire of a fresh conker. Lila knew
her immediatdy, for her sensuous dimensions, fiery cascade of flane har and ddicatey lovely features
were plastered over every billboard on The Avenue and in every magazine on the stands. It was Sorcha,
gueen of pop, and that was why the door demon had looked so familiar - he was on most of the
paparazzi snaps that Lila had seen Sorchain, dways there, minding her, staring out of shot.

Zd's cool, dfin poise and Sorchas vibrant, dynamic energy were complete counterpoints and they
were s0 close and secluded that there could be no doubt as to ther intimacy. Lila stopped in her tracks
but Zd must have heard her because he lifted his head from where it dmogt touched Sorcha's and looked
up. Lilawas aware of a degree of rubbernecking starting up behind her as the room's hubbub quieted a
little and music became audible over the heavy drumbeat. She wondered if Zd was about to order her
out too, and was getting reedy to fight over it, when he excused himsdf and came across to her over the
empty margin that he and Sorcha had to themselves.

In her heavy armour Lilawas now tdler than he was, and wel aware that she must look freskish. Zd
was grinning by the time he reached her. He touched the back of her gauntleted hand with his fingertipsin



acurious, flegting gesture.

'Isthiswhat you went to get?

'l read your letters,' she said, considering that adequate explanation.

'l need to stay here tonight,” he countered. "Anyway, | thought you read them before.’

'Oh yeah, the dvish quff on the surface dl about the way you're bringing the race into disrepute and
corrupting the magic of the old kingdoms. Degth to the infidd bringing shame on dl ther houses. And
then | read the other things. | think you and me need to have atalk, don't you?

But in the time it had taken for them to get this far Sorcha had followed her curiosty. She did in under
Zd's am and wrapped her long tail around hiswais. 'Who's this, Za?

Sorcha looked Lila up and down much as her followers had done, and Lila was surprised by the
interest, gpprova and admiration she saw there. She hadn't met many demons, and then only before her
accident. They had a universd adoration of strange, occult or unusud things and now Lila redised that
she must be one of those things

'Hey girl,’ Sorcha said to her with a respect that confused Lila even more. She'd thought someone like
that, so famous and powerful, would brush her off asinvisble, or worse.

Sorchas eyes were red fire, surrounded by ydlow glowing lava where white would have been. Her
mouth covered beautiful, sharp white teeth. She redly was agonishingly sensud. Nearly naked, she
purred up againg Zd's sde and moved closer to him, teasing.

Lilakept her face completdly 4ill. She fdt angry at Zd and angry with hersdf and could not, would not
admit that she was hugdly disappointed. She suppressed a blush with a self-administered shot from her
resupplied internd medic system. She wouldn't give way. No way.

Zd's gmile broadened as he looked into Lilds face. He took his hand from Sorchas shoulder and
dapped it on her bottom, giving her a pinch and meking her squed. 'Sorcha, thisis Lila, my new shadow.

Lila thisis Sorcha, dso known as Sorcha the Scorcher. My sder.'
CHAPTERBGHT

Lilawas il reding over the reveation an hour later. She had communicated with Sarasilien about it and
to begin with he had not believed her. He said that it mug be some publicity stunt. But Sorcha inasted it
was true. The conversation had taken them out of the party room and up to Za's where they continued
taking as he packed.

'‘Don't you have opposed magicd... | mean aetheric ... | mean, aren't you antibodies or something? Elf
and demon . . . like...?

'Angd and demon? Sorcha laughed and snarled at the same time, quite a feet. It showed her pointed
little teeth. "They can't be blood related like you meen by the word brother and sister, no. For sure not.’
Sherolled her eyes and shook her head at the idea, laughing and snorting. 'No.’

'So heisn't your brother.'

'Y egh heis s0, and anyone who says otherwise or treats him like he isn't of our estimable kin incurs my
family's eternd vengeance.' Her tone left no doubt that she meant it quite literdly.

'Family of choice? Lila suggested, not beginning to imagine what choice that was from Zd's point of
view.

'Hell no. How could some df live with demons and what demon would want to daim relation to one of
them? Sorcha stared a her asif Lilahad suggested bedtidity. 'How could we have kinship? Are you out
of your mind?

"That'swhat I'm asking you,' Lilasad patiently. 'l never heard of anyone being . . . adopted . . . across
species. Espedidly not across your two.’

Sorcha grinned and a little steam rolled off her." Well, | ant gonna tdl you, sster. You have to find it
out for your bad sdf. It's not something that can be told. Only known. See?

Liladid not see. 'It's a secret, then?



Sorcha shook her head and narrowly missed igniting the curtains with a dismissve flick of her hand
that sent amdl jets of fire from the tips of her fingers.

Lila nodded and sent her findings back to Sarasilien. Findly, rather desperately, she asked, 'So, are
you going be . . . are you an df sgter, then? The demon froze and Lila braced hersdf, eyes squinting, in
case she was about to be barbecued.

Sorcha peered at her with blazing eyes. 'Do | LOOK like an df to you, baby? Then, rdenting, she
shook hersdf and laughed. 'Me, get into dl that hedth food and macrame? You have to be joking. I'd
sooner cut off my left tit' She jerked upwards with one tdon of a thumbnal and made a didng action,
snorted and stamped her foot. A fine tremor ran through the floorboards and the carpet suddenly gave
off asnged amdl. Sorcha hummed alittle tune to hersdf, chuckling, "What demon would ever want to do
that? In fact, what living being of any soul at al? Hah!"

'So, it'srare, Lilasaid.

'Far as | know, sugar, he's the only one," Sorcha said. 'Only one with any brains at dl but that don't
mean he has many.' She dghed. 'I'm so into him. Ian't he great? After this point Lila was only there to
ligten, as Sorcha didn't seem to need responses and had no intention of returning to thelr subject. 'l love
Mode-X. So dark and bad. So funky. | might do some of it mysdf. Hey what is taking you so long,
Legolas? Isdl this Suff going with you? Sorcha gestured at the room's furnishings

'‘None of it'smine' Zd said, placing some worn-looking clothes into a carrydl. 'Except the painting.’

'Oh, Titia gave you that? Hah. Pity she's a faery.” Sorcha paused and confided to Lila 'Elves put
faeries to degp in close contact. It's the aura thing, y'know? Then she continued to Zd, 'And dl your girls
here the same, it's like a fregkin' nunnery. Are you getting rootsy for Alfhem now you've left home?
Going puritan on me? She kept darting little glances a Lila as she spoke, full of mischief. That was in
between the time she spent opening drawers and siiffing around the room, traling her perfectly
meanicured fingers dong the surfaces, restlesdy moving. Fndly, she seemed contented and curled up like
acat inthe middle of the bed.

Zd ignored her with filid contempt and went into the long, wak-in dressng room, dosng the doors
after himsdf.

Sorcha ingantly turned to Lila, ralling over onto her somach. "Thereés a Game between you two, it
there? Her hair waved around her facein tendrils of living fire that was only prevented from burning the
house down by careful enchantments.

Lila refused to confirm or deny it. She was trying to retain a professona detachment with which she
could vagudy impress Sorcha, but it was a pointless effort snce demons were known for ther afinity to
wild magic. They couldnt contral it any more than anybody else, but they could sense and read it with
unmatched aplomb.

Sorcha's grin of ddight intengfied, 'Oh, my, you have it bad! What isit?

Lilashrugged, suitably ignorant for ahuman.

'Ah, you don't know yet. Want meto find out for you? Sorcha's long, pointed tongue was out, licking
her glossy lipsin anticipation. 'Go on, before he comes back. It might give you an advantage. I'm redly
good at these things. Quick, give me something of yours." She bounced across the bed to Lila and held
her hand out.

Although Lila could think of a hundred reasons why not, she found Sorcha's enthusasm and persona
charismaimpossble to withstand. Worse than an dvish glamour. And her care for Za was indisoutable,
oddly, for demons and eves generdly were wdl known as having no time for one another. So, despite
her misgivings, Lilafound hersdf opening a zipper on her jacket.

Sorcha was dancing with excitement as Lila handed her a flechette round from her pocket. T like you
0 much!" she exclaimed, turning the bullet over in her fingers. 'Persona wespons of gridy death! And
now something of Za's. Oh!" She legpt over and touched the round to the painting and hummed a note.
A fant werdight grew between the two objects. As it strengthened into wavdengths even Lila could see
Sorcha gently moved the round away from the picture frame. A fragile skein of near invisble tendrils
sretched out in the air between, and the spider's web of lines briefly moved into letters of the demonic
languege before they vanished.



'‘Aaah!" Sorcha squedled. 'Za you bad, bad dog!" To Lila she turned around and gathered hersdf and
came and sat down, pulling Lila close to her. Her red eyes zipped with glee. 'Girl, didn't your Momma
ever tdl you never play with the elves? Her changes of mood made Lila fed dizzy. Sorcha was now as
concerned and intent as a kind mother
hersdf. "Thisis the oldest Game there is, honey. Y ou know what | mean?

Liladidn't know how to respond at dl. She was out of her depth. She kept a thoughtful slence. This
increased Sorcha’s pity, which Lila could have done without.

‘Let's see what the Victory condition is." The succubus dowly turned the round in her hand and sang a
few notes to it. She listened, her blazing eyes closed for a moment. 'Ah. Not too bad,’ she gave Lila a
wink. "The loser is the one who cracks firs and begs the other one to end the Game. The oldest ones are
the best. Now the Forfeit.’

'Forfeit. Isn't that it, when somebody wins?

'You redly washed in on the lagt tide,' Sorcha said. "Theres dways a Forfeit, though most humans
don't know that uniil it's too late. She went to the painting. 'l can even tdl you who Started it. D'you want
to know that too?

'‘No,' Lilasaid. "That's enough already.’ She was wondering what the Forfeit had been on the other
Game, and if it had been avoided. Surely Sarasilien would have told her of it? Was there a compulsion
lying on her now that she didn't know about? She couldn't believe he would cross her like that.

'Honey don't be down." Sorcha pressed the round gently into Lilas hand. 'People are playing this Suff
dl the time, it's no big. What? What's the matter? Y ou're not thinking of quitting are you?

Lilaglanced at the dressng room but there was no sgn of Zd. She decided, on an impulse she might
well regret, to take Sorcha at face vdue. She told her about the letters. 'I'm obliged to lose,' she sad. 'It's
intheway. So, ifdl | havetodois. . .

'No no no no," Sorcha rapped smartly. Y ou have to mean it. That's the condition. It has to be genuine
lugt that makes him beg for your favour, lust over sense with every last shred of persond pride biting the
dirt. Otherwise it isnt worth the entry charge, is it? Trus me. I've played this before a hundred times.
Loser cracks firg and then the Forfeit - well, no, then the rooty, unless you're playing a red bastard, and
then the Forfeit. Forfet could be anything. Y ou have to watch those.'

'‘Doesn't matter,' Lila said, biting down irritation at the wretched binding rules of the magic and her
ignorance of them. 'Can you lift the Game?

Sorchawaved her hand dismissively. ‘No. Don't look so worried. |
have four or five on dl the time. Lifés no fun at dl without them. Sometimes | can't even remember who's
playin' what on whom. Look though, before you lose, if you could lose even, don't you think you're
better off knowing the Forfeit a least? No sense in suffering agony over atin of kitty food, and no sense
gving in Sght-unseen on eternd  banishment to Zoomenon or something. Here, let me And before Lila
could stop her Sorcha stood up and spat onto the polished wooden chest of drawers benesth the
panting. She sang a complicated melody and extended one of her fingernalls into a claw. With this she
scratched a mark into the sdiva. It shaped itsdf and froze into atiny lenslike a magnifying glass. Benesth
it the forfeit could be read, as though it was stamped into the wood in clear |etters. Lilabent close.

'Still wannalose? Sorcha asked, clearly surprised.

The spit window frosted, and deliquesced to nothing with a few greyish flickers. The Forfeit it had
shown her was etched in Lilds mind: the loser will live alifetime never baing able to love anybody ese.

Curioudy, she found the idea dmos comforting. She might have to suffer a brief and difficult
short-term period of fixation on Zd, true, but hed leave as soon as the Game was done, and she was
used to living far away from people she cared about. Very used to it. It wouldn't be so hard to put
another picturein her pocket and, after that, have the security of knowing that she'd be in no emationd
danger ever again.

Sorcha was gaing at her. "You scarin’' me now,' she said. 'Y ou can't be serious!’

'Oh come on," Lilaretorted. "The dternative is having your brother love me for the rest of his life, and
he's gaing to live for centuries, and then . . . gods know what.'

Sorcha made a warding Sgn at the mention of gods. 'You ligen to me, Meta Mdlly. I've seen a



hundred girls looking for the right angle or minute or chance with him, and | never liked one of them as
sser materid. But there's something about a hugaan girl who's been made over into a death machine
with the fires of hl driving her . . ." She gave Lila along glance and Lila knew that Sorcha was taking
about the reactor - something she shouldn't have known anything about at al. 1t was one of the many
things she would have questioned her on, but Sorcha hadn't paused to let aword in. 'And that makes me
fed for you, makes me like you, and | can think of worse fates that might be riding much closer to him
then that, can't you?

Lilaamaost gaped with astonishment, but managed to turn it into talking. 'What do you know?

| know that you're supposed to protect my brother from these maniacs and | want you to do that job
and | think that this Game is working well for me, honey.' Sorcha's delicate, supple body rose up and her
tal coiled suddenly. Venom formed into a drop at its dartlike tip. She put her face right into Lilas and Lil
a sndled fire on her breath and fdt a sudden, bligering indant of heat. Sorcha's voice was the quiet
sound of a digtant furnace roaring, 'And I'll tdl you this for nothing. If you fail, then I'll hunt you down
with every demon this Sde of Tartarus and eat your head.’

Lilasmply stood there, astonished and dightly singed.

Sorcha was dready off, gtting down playfully on the bed again. She flicked a dender golden card out
of the narrow bet that was dl that hed her bodynet in place. ‘Anyway, ten million dollars for you if he
loses." She grinned, reached out and tucked the card down the front of Lilas armoured vest. 'l like seei
ng himsquirm. He gets dl High EIf and sanctimonious, and his ears get right back like they're welded to
hishead, and he gets really intense and kinda mad. Still as a statue, just frozen with rage, cant do a d
amn thing." She laughed a the thought. 'Never tire of that. And trust me, he's so gonnalose!’

'Don't be ridic-' But Lila bit her words back because Zd returned, gave them both a dark look, and
threw his bag at the bed where it thumped againg Sorcha'sSde.

'Ship out, Sorcha,’ he suggested. 'My shadow and | have Suff to argue about.'

'Don't 1 know it." Sorcha got up and gave Lila a wink as she moved to the door. She looked at Zd
over her shoulder and said something in demonic to him. Lilacould hear it but, unlike other languages of
the Redlms, demonic sounded like music instead of words to ears it wasn't meant for and she had no
idea what was sad.

Sorcha blew him a kiss with aflicker of ydlow fire between her lips and I&ft the door open after her.

Zd walked across and shut it with akick before turning to Lila 'I'm not leaving here tonight'

"You haveto, Lilasaid primly. ‘It'sal arranged.’

‘Un-arrangeit.’

I'll carry you out if | haveto.'

"Youwill not." Hefolded hisarms and planted hisfeet.

I will s0." She found hersdf copying his stance.

He dodged her, jumping across the bed and out through the adjoin-ing door into her room. Lilawas so
taken aback by his speed, and so grounded in the posture, that she didn't even move for a good couple
of seconds. As she ran after him she could hardly bdieve it had come to this.

All the other intervening doors were open. She saw him hurdle the one sofathat stood in his way as he
crossed the ocean-view room and then he was onto the balcony and over the rail before she had time to
shout out. If there had been a Severed Realms Olympiad the eves would win dl the running events, Lila
reflected as she watched Zd land with cat-precison, rall and keep running in a legp that would have
broken the legs of any ordinary human being. As she landed from her drop she fdt a sharp and sudden
pain and heard the whine and grind of machinery as motors worked to protect her. Darts and needles
seemed to be pricking the ingde of her legs and dong the inner surface of her spine. She redised her
migtake in not ditching the armouring of her legs, though it wasn't so bad yet, she could run.

But Zd was fast over the track into the hill woodland and Lilafdt her new pain increase seedily as she
pursued him. Her Al-sdf implored her to stop, informed her that an increased effort could result in
serious tearing between the new layers of flesh and system. But Zd's training had obvioudy worked wel
for him and she could see that if she even dowed down he would lose her. Lila ran on, burdened by the
excess weight of her wespons.



Sowly she gained on him until they reached the summit of the hill when she logt Sght of the flag of his
pae hair. He had turned off the path and into the dense woodland there. Lila turned at the same spot.

A blagt of icy ar and wind suddenly hit her in the face. Leaves and earth pelted her skin and went in
her eyes, blinding her. She couldn't stop fast enough and her left shoulder struck the Hiff trunk of a young
oak tree, soinning her around and knocking the breeth out of her. Invisble hands pushed her down
towards the ground and she was off baance and fel beneath them as earth dementas tried to bury her.

Sheld never seen them cluster and work together so fiercdy before. Although it hurt and made life
difficult, once she realised what it was she was able to stand up and step back to the path to clear her
eyes. When she had she was able to look into the shadows.

Earth, air and stone spirits clustered thickly benegth the trees
protection, shifting restlesdy from form to form, from mis to nothing and back again. Eyes that were
empty spaces in nebulous bodies glared at her, balooned and vanished only to reappear a moment |ater.
Somewhere close by a wood ghost clattered its flutdike bones againg living treetrunks. Lila heard an
eegle cry out from far above her, darmed by the presence of so much primordid force in one spot.

She put her foot off the path and immediatdy they came together again, dl the amdl spirits rushing to
cregte the semi-materia body of agiant ek, its rack of antlers lowered againg her. Lila could only think
that Zd was getting away from her and her chances of catching him up or even finding hm mugt be
vanishing with every second.

I'm sorry,’ she said. ‘But you'rein my way.' She stepped forward, braced her arms againg the peculiar
sponginess of the elk's form and pushed.

The resstance was ferocious. Lila had no idea thet flitting things like dementas could band together
and create something so phydcaly strong, not in Otopia anyway. She dug her feet into the ground for
more purchase but the soil began to shift under her as it was pulled apart from below. In a few more
moments she'd have nothing to stand on.

Lilaengaged full power and shoved. Pain like raw fire flared dong her spine and in her hips as the k's
insubstance held for an indant and trapped her in a vice between implacable machine and immovable
energy. Then dl resstance vanished as the dk form fdl into pieces. Lilafdl forward with a surge, tripping
and diding on the turbulent ground, feding like a rider on an uncontrollable horse. She just managed to
keep her footing and weave between the trees, moving fast enough to keep the dementds from
codescing again, athough they harried her as best they could. They tore her hair, threw leaves, sticks and
gmd| branches a her, tried to move the stones under her feet as she ran.

Zd mug have been tiring, because there were clues for Lila to seer a snapped twig, a footprint in
flattened grass . . . And then she came out into a little glade very unexpectedly. She did down a short
embank-ment and into the low point of a dip in the ground, stopping just in front of Za. He was stting
with his head thrown back, gasping for breath, swest running off him. There was a strange silence and
dill-ness - Lilaredised it was because the dementds had stopped their pestering.

'What the hdll are you doing? Shed findly cometo the end of her
patience. Her vison was covered in red warning readouts which were completely unnecessary because
she could fed the damage the run had done to her.

Zd glanced at her, dightly grey beneath the flush of effort. For the firg time she saw his cool crack at
the edges. 'l have to be here he said shortly. 'I'm not going anywhere ese. | suppose you can hang
around and watch if you want to, but 1'd prefer it if you stood outside the circle. I'm sure you would too.'
He got up and brushed himsdf down with something like self-consciousness. Then, without asking her
agan, he started taking dvish. Or rather, he didn't speak it, he sang it, as though it was demonic, and the
liting peculiar harmonics of the two combined to make the har on Lilas neck stand up. Suddenly she
hed no problem at dl getting out of the way - none of her flesh and bone wanted to be ingde the space
he was creating with his spell.

Outside the range of his influence, the dementas returned in force, but dthough they crawled and
clawed over her with semi-solid fingers ther red interest lay beyond the heat shimmer of the magicd
barrier Zd had sketched around himsdf. Like her, they watched with avid curiogty.

The peculiaity of it didn't strike her immediady - Lilawas not familiar with magicin a user's way - but



then it dawned on her that probably, if he were going to do anything important, she should have been
insde the circle, surdly, and not outsde where she was unpro-tected. But on the heds of that thought
she redlised that she was protected after dl, because held reversed the norma order of things The circle
that Zd had cast put the world indde it. He was the one outside.

'Hey!" she said, moving autométicaly into a state where what weaponry she had was armed. 'l say
agan - what the hdl?

But Zd wasn't able to hear her, or more likdy didnt care. Then, one by one, the dementds of the
forest began to dip past Lila, into his space. From ther touches she could sense their eagerness to obey
the summons of his song. Once they passed the barrier their manifestation changed. On Lilas human
Earth, the fifth world of Otopia, dementa beings had wisoy and ethereal presences. But Zd had taken
hiscircle out of Earth's domain. It was part of the dementd’s home sysem now - a part of Firsd Redm:
Zoomenon.

The dementds came into ther true form and power. Wood, metd, earth, water, air, fire. From her
dudies Lilaknew that these beings
didn't exig as separated entities in Zoomenon and this was true, she saw now. They united indantly into a
multicoloured rainbow haze of energy, which pulsed and danced like the Northern Lights on a dark
winter night. She saw Zd through the brilliant light, bathing in it, his head thrown back in abandonment,
and belatedly recognised that what she was looking at was the junki€e's hit.

The dementd forces coiled over him eagerly and poured in through his nogtrils, mouth, eyes and ears,
exiting through the pams of his hands and the soles of his feet to cirde around and fly at him again. Zd
shook where he stood, fdl to his knees, and then over onto his face.

Lila was numb with shock when she heard the arrow whip past her ear, saw it rebound from the
meagicd fidd of the cirde and fdl at her feet. Asit touched the ground it became a snake, ydlow and
black striped, and coiled swiftly away from her into the undergrowth. Then her radar found the df
assassins, one coming through the treetops, the other, who had shot, making its way dong the ground.

She cancelled dl her fright readouts and set out for the ground waker a a dead run, flechette dips
aming, switching her body's gross and fine motor controls over to her Al-sdlf's superior communicaions
speeds: it could outdo her naturd neurons by a factor of two. Her reactor increased output and she
became indantly faster and stronger, so when the arrow that was meant for her came flying towards her
she was able to bat it aside without loang momentum. The enchanted flight turned back to search for her,
but found the armour on her back suddenly too hard, too dectromagneticdly polarised for its magica
fiddsto penetrate. It blew into dust as Lilasaw her quarry step forth casudly into full view with the doof
poise of every miserable High EIf sheld ever known. Cold fear drenched her indde, but the machine parts
of her didn't care about that; they gave her more power than she could handle.

At least, she consoled hersdf, she didn't know this one persondly. The df woman's long ears were
pierced and decorated with hawk-feathers and her hair had been tamed with dark wax and braided
tightly into a queue that hung across her shoulder. Her earth-toned clothes flickered with the shadows of
forests that grew in Alfheim, not the Otopian woodland she stood in now.

‘Lila Black,' said this mongtrosity, as though announcing the name of a new and particularly unsavoury
insect species she had just discovered.

'Haven't got time' Lila said, bresking the conversationd charm. She knew that this one intended to
digract her while the other waited for Zd's circle to break down. That would happen if he lost
consciousness and, having seen what he was doing, she didn't hold out much hope of that being anything
other than a maiter of time.

The df agent's blue eyes flashed disdanfully, and with insouciant ease she crouched and made a
gx-metre vertical jump, meking for the higher branches of the tree she stood benegth, where a
heavyweght like Lila would have no chance of following. She was lithe and trained. Lila was
nuclear-powered. She matched the jump and grabbed hold of the df's shoulders without making any
effort to remanin the tree. Asthey fdl back down they wrestled fiercely, but Lilawas much stronger and
when they hit the soft forest floor Lila ended up on top. She heard the breath whoosh out of the df's
narrow frame with satisfaction. The woman struggled to get out from under, but gave it up when she



redised she couldn't budge Lilas mass.

"What are you going to do? she hissed. 'Sit on me dl night?

Liladidnt fed like talking. Part of her atention was focused on tracking the other df and it was very
close to the cirde glade. She had no way of seeing magic, so she didn't know what was happening to
Zd. She had no ropes on her. Although she fdt something like a qualm it was shortlived. She extended a
needle from her right thumb and injected the df at the vein in her neck with a short-term shot of a
gengineered knockout. It was the kind of technologica weapon eves despised the mog, but Lila didnt
care about the woman's honour at this momernt.

She ran back towards the glade and then began to notice other, peculiar changes in the wood. It was
becoming misy and a new breeze from the sea had come up in the last few minutes Gulls shrieked
overhead, dthough she couldn't see them with ordinary eyes. Then, aside from her new target and to her
left, she saw an animd Spirit in the shadows. The df she was fixated on saw it too. It moved around and
put the circle between itsdf and Lila Lilaknew Zd wasn't out yet. She could see him, lying on his back,
laughing in the delirious way of people who don't know if they're happy or sad, or are much too much of
both.

The animd pirit, not of any of the Seven Kingdoms, a curious, Interdtitial being from the gaps where
ghosts and other logt traces lingered, approached the circdle. It was huge, a Megaceros, with a rack
of antlers so large that it could not have moved in any ordinary wood, but the trees and rocks presented
no obstacle to its passage. It didn't truly walk in the space and time of any of the rems. A thick foresta
mig was emanating from its flanksin huge, sately billows. Ran fdl from its antlers. Its eye sockets, like
those of dl ghogts, were black and empty.

Lilawas more worried about it than the df now. Ghosts had the cold breath that killed everything it
touched, if they chose to exhde. There was no stientific nor magicd ward againg it. There was no way
to talk to a ghost - it was supposed they were beyond time. There was no way to know what ghosts
wanted, or needed, or what might turn them aside from the things which came to interest them. Although
the df and its weapons could not cross the circle that protected the world from Zd, the ghost could.

It moved with a statdy progress. Its head tilted to one Sde as it listened closdly, dthough if Za were
dill 9nging it was a song Lila couldn't hear. She ran as fast as she could, bresking smdl branches that
were in her way and vaporisng a stand of elder tha stood between her and the cirde wdl with a
light-pulse charge, crashing through the remainsin a dust of black particles and smoke. She threw hersdlf
headlong at the magica barrier, not knowing if she could get through it, or what spells made it. At the last
ingant she flung her arms up, elbows forward, to protect her face, picked up her feet and relied on her
weight and momentum to do the rest. As she closed her eyes the last image shed seen remained
impressed on her. She could see the df on the other Sde of the cirdle. His face was distorted by the hazy
water effects of the agtheric wall, but she rather thought that improved it a great dedl, as did the
expression it wore - amixture of dismay and surprise - which she would have given anything to see two
years ago, before its porcdan beauty became aregular feature of her nightmares.

Then Zd's forcefidd caught her and she fet the struggle between its grip on her flesh and the robotics
that it couldnt command, because they werent dive. It began to tear her apart. Her head filled with a
scream of light and pain but she was too heavy and too much metal. The df magic was repelled by the
meta and slicon and coiled away through skin and bone, fleang back to its place in the wal as she
hurtled through in dow time.

She fdt like it had skinned her, but when she landed and rolled up next to Zd's twitching body she
could dill move and mogt systems,
even though they were dl redlined, were dill working. She fetched up on the edge of Zd's hollow, and
lifted her face out of the dry ground, feding steam rigng from the earth under her face, amdling the
hedthy, mouldy odour of the soil. Sensors on her back relayed the cause - she was under another sun
and it was besting down, hot as hell, baking her under an indigo sky.

She looked up. The animd spirit was moving close, the barrier vishle through its aethereal form as it
passed through. She saw the sweat on Zd's skin beginning to freeze where his hand was flung out close
to the wet nodtrils of its muzze as it put its head down towards him, ears cocked, replying to some



demand he was making as the dementd rainbow coruscated in and out of his open mouth. He was
amiling, and his eyes were shut, but she didn't think he was unconscious.

Lila tried to get to her feet. Pain seared her back and legs so badly she couldnt. She issued slent
commands to her med units to numb her but they didn't respond. The muscdes in her torso were usaess,
but they hadn't the strength to lift the prosthetics of her legs and am by themsdves anyway. Only the
motor systems that controlled her limbs could do that, and they werent reecting. She looked down,
unable to make sense of the peculiar readouts that flashed in her mind, and saw that she was covered in
slvary metd dementas They were consuming her power, revdling in the taste of the dloys and pure
metas, undoing the energy locked in ther crysta form. They were rotting her. She could only lie there
and watch the ghogt place its unsdf besde Zd, into Zd's hand where streams of dementds were 4ill
pouring forth.

The face of her opponent, the other df agent, appeared close to the window of the magicd wal and
watched too.

Lila saw the ghost draw bresth in Zoomenon. It inhaed the dements from Za's unprotected hand. She
saw the Jayon Daga agent's face looking down a her, not even contemptuous, not even curious,
wait-ing. And dl the time Zd lay there like an idiot, grinning, out of it, as happy as a sand boy as the
ghost breathed in and left his hand empty at the end of hiswrit, as transparent as glass.

There was only one thing left to do, though she fet no sense of hope in doing it. She didn't trust it. She
didnt like it. She never wanted to useit. All her ambivaent fedings about the people who had made her
tried to stop her.

'Battle Standard, Lilawhispered. She mentally apologised to the
metd dementas who were temporarily blasted apart by her body's response to the command as it
switched current phase from her reactor. But she thanked Sarasilien for having the wit to add such a
defensve capability to her Al-sHf in the fird place. Field tests had proved BS, as Lila cdled it, to be
anything but reliable, barely even functiond, crammed as it was with knowledge her superiors wanted
kept even from her, but it was dl she had that might work before the damned ghost breathed out and
finished them both. The command re-set her Al-sdf into a new mode. Her armour reconfigured.
Processes that kept her dive switched over ther power to defensve units. A cocktal of drugs and
hormones surged into her systlem and her pains and worries vanished as neurd connections were closed
down and everything redirected according to the strategies of her defensive programming.

She was on her feet before she had time to think, aware very dimly of horrible things happening to her
body but not caring now, not able to fed it except at a distance, as though pain was only a notion, like an
idea, which carried no weight and made no difference to the physica world. Lilawas distant, soaring like
an exgle, srong as alion, a centre to a sorm. She saw hersdf pull Zd towards her by an ankle, awvay
from the ghost, pick him up, and put her gauntlet over his nose and mouth, pinching them tightly shut. His
eyes opened wide and a stream of multicoloured fire poured out over her and ran harmlesdy off her,
unable to do anything about the phase shifts she was able to perpetu-ate. The cdrcle disntegrated
abruptly and Zoomenon vanished as the df Lilaknew as Dar, barely five metres away, loosed his arrow.

Lila turned and ducked. She was faster than the dreamy speed of the ghogt, but not faster than the
arrow. It thudded into her shoulder, through her shiddd and her armour. The point emerged just below her
ampit like a reproving finger, bound with magic that even now fizzed and sparked on its point. She
looked down in anger and saw the dlver tip scratch the skin of Zd's shoulder whereupon it ingantly
vanished as though made of moonlight. Dar was aready away, dodging into the trees, racing to his falen
companion. Whatever his misson was he had completed it, Batle Standard concluded, and therefore
she made no move to counter his action.

Za dumped in her grasp, acompletely dead weight.

Things became blurry to Lila, fuzzy, as though the world and her thoughts were dl radio stations that
couldn't be tuned in. Nothing matched up. She thought she might be dying, but as long as she was

gill moving the best thing must be to get back home, to where shewas safe. Y es, shewould go to
where there was help or someone who could, if not fix her, a least switch her off. Shewould liketo be
off because everything was very very bad indeed. She went home.



CHAPTER NINE

'Let go, Lila," said akind voice she recognised, but Lilacouldn't.

'Bloody BS system," said another voice wearily, from someone trying to plug a jack into a port on her
leg. 'Locked again on the exit clause. I'm going to purgeit and debug. Again.’

'‘Can you hear me, Lila?

Yes, she thought, from very far away. J think so. But it wasn't important. She had Zd, and she had
come to a safe place. There were no more combatants. There was no zone of fire, no defence necessary.
Everything wasin order with the system. The mission was complete.

'She can't hear me,’ said the kind voice somewhere out in the light beyond Lila 'Maybe shell let go if
he wakes up.’

'He's been out twelve hours. Nothing wakeshim up.’

'If she doesn't let go soon he could lose one of his feet. The circulation's going, and what's wrong with
his hand?

'‘Somekind of magicd thing. Y ou hit with amagic bullet, eh Lila?

'What's his redl name, d'you know? That might work.'

‘Havent aclue'

'Cdll hisagent.

'No need. Who do you think that schmuck in the purple fur coat is? Mdachi brought hmin and told
him this is a private hospitd. He bought it, if you can bdieve that. Guy with him is the producer.
Apparently they're surgicdly attached or something.'

'Get him in here. He might know something worth knowing.'

"You'rekidding.'

Lilalisgened and amiled insde. She had Zd and everything was concluded to her satisfaction. Then
Buddy Ritz came in, and Jly Sakamoto with him, who started shouting in a high voice.

'What the hell you doing to my motherfuckin' star, freek girl? Put
him down! What you think you're paid for . .." It went on a great ded, like afit in a word factory,
expletives building up like explosives. But Hly didn't get too close.

Now thet Lila looked a him from her beautiful distance she could see hersdf reflected on his
eyebdls, and she could see his point. Her fully activated battle armour made her a sted colossus with
awoman growing out of its torso. Blood had run out of her eyes, mouth, ears and nose, and from
the places where she joined the metd. She was naked and coated in mud. Her arms and face were
locked solid. Her face bore an expression of the kind of euphoria you sometimes saw in rdigious
icons. Zd lay across her arms, his head hanging loose, his hair a fleg of defegt. VVarious people, who
looked smdl and puny beside her, were sruggling with cables, keyboards and remote controls,
prying fruit-lesdy a her ams and legs, and warily watching her weapons-ports. There was a long,
black dfin arrow shaft dicking out of her left shoulder.

Lilawanted to tdl them not to be dlly, but she couldn't move. She fdt weary, and tha she would
like to lie down.

Hly went off and sometime later returned with Sorcha, dl covered up in a black cloud of coat
and dark glasses, her high heds sounding like the crack of doom on the hard floor of the emergency
room.

'Hown back from goddamned Vegas!' Jdly was screeching. 'Vegas and are you ligening to me,
C3PO? Heison sagein dr hours. Can't you people pull your fingers or your power out of her ass?
Weé're taking millions of serious dollars.’

Sorcha walked up dowly, her face set and serious. Lilawanted to amile.

"You look bad, girl,’ Sorchasaid quietly.

No, I'mfine, Lilatried to say, dthough nothing came out. Everything is fine.



Sorcha put her hand up, up, up to where Za's head hung and touched the tip of one, long, pointy
ear. Already on tiptoe with the heds, she leant forwards, closer, closer, so thet Lila could fed how
wam she was, and smdl her perfume. She whispered something that even Lila couldn't hear.

Zd twitched and jerked suddenly, so strongly that he nearly fdl from Lilds hold. He made a noise of
pain and struggled to claw his way upright, but Lilas ams automaticaly closed more tightly, to prevent
hmfdling. She would rather have let im go, because shewas |
exhausted now and she had started to hurt, but the more he fought to get free the more her arms and
hands drew him closer, tighter, safer.

'Stop, for hellsakes!" Sorcha hissed at him, her tongue a gtrip of red flame. 'Shéll crush the life out of
you. Something's gone wrong with her. She's broken. Stay dill.'

Zd stopped. Lilafdt him take hold around her neck in an effort to move to a less agonisng postion.
She was glad he was ready to take his own weight. Even something as light as an df got heavy dfter a
while, and now she could bardy stay awake. Only the growing news of discomfort and worse pans
coming through to her from the great distant plain of her body kept her from fdling adeep. She longed to
be dble to yawn.

'Shut her down! Reboot! Power cycle her! Reverse the friggin' polarity!” Jdly shouted encouragingly.

'Fuck the shut up, man,’ Sorcha snarled & him and he jumped aside from the dart of blue energy that
came zipping out of her mouth with the words. Sorcha turned back camly, "Zd, are you cool ?

Lilacouldn't see what Zd did but Sorcha chuckled and said, 'Sure, you cool. Now don't go anywhere.
| got to take me a picture of your ass for the guys:

Then someone took the world and put it back in Lilas head. Her arms collapsed and Zd fdl hard
agang her, dragging her head down and forward. She lost her balance and staggered and screamed with
agony. Shefdt Zd |et go, and the naturd recoil as she was freed broke something important in her back.

When Lilawoke she saw the familiar calling of the Incon hospital - a bank of foam tiles set in alight metd
frame with recessed lights that shone on her but avoided her face, like eyes that couldn't bring themselves
to quite look at her. She amdted antibac and other chemicd compounds in the ar. Although she fdt fine
she soon redlised this was because she could fed no physical sensations from the neck down. A sadness
and sense of defeat crept through her, so profound that she fdt she would never be warm again. Tears
ran, betraying her with their heet and the softness of thair touch, but she couldn't wipe them away.

She was plugged into the Centrd Inteligence Tree, the Al which operated dl of Incon's
communications and data traffic and provided informationa support. It responded to the flush of blood in
her face by
opening the windows. Lila couldn't speak, but her Al-sdf asked it in machine code:

WhereisZal?

Zal is not within the CI Tree span, it told her, obliged to natify her of Za's uplink status as a matter
of protocol . He was discharged two hours ago and taken from here to the Coke Arena at Bay City
Center by Buddy Ritz, Jdly Sakamoto and Jolene Duchovnik.

What timeisit? Lilaasked.

Itisten p.m. Pacific, themachinesad.

Patch meto the Coke Arena coverage of the concert, sheindsted.

The Al switched her out of its disconnected security to the Incon servers that were connected to the
Otopia Tree and gave her TV.

Zd's support act was dill on. Lila let her mind wander through the system and found the interna
CCTV units. She gtarted to search through the crowd, and a the same time to look for Zd in the
dressing areas. She saw Poppy and the other faeries with headphones on, warming up by snging old
RftB melodies. She saw Luke and DJ Boom drinking lite beer, their feet up on the table in the green
room, watching the support band and flicking broken potato chips at each other.

Then there was Zd, gtting a dight distance apart on the edge of a table, drinking something out of a
syrofoam cup, both his handsin gloves, dthough that went with the generd High EIf woodlands ook the
desgners had given him. His danted eyes were dlittery with a bigger than naturd kind of high, she



thought, but it could have been the lighting. He looked as though he had been transported in from
Alfhem, like he carried it with him in a forcefidd that could repel dl Otopian influence. The white cup
seemed bizarre by contrast. He glanced at the camera, into Lilas eyes, then looked down at the cup in
his hands and casudly crushed it flat.

Lilamade herself switch gear and start working for redl.

All the rig reports were in order from the road crews, dl the security features functiond. The guards
collected mundane and magicad weapons at the gates.

How badly damaged am 1? she asked the Incon Tree, knowing it would never lie to her or try to
make her fed better. When will my insystem be on again?

You are expected to recover sufficiently for insystem to be returned by five a.m. Pacific, it told
her inits neutral, sexless, diffident voice.

What happened to me?

You were in wet-surgery for an hour and a half. Surgical nanoware packs are still operative at t
he sacroiliac ste, at the arrow puncture, and at the major junction bodies within your leg prosthet
ics. Your reactor core remains undamaged. You are receiving a rebuilding nutrient structure t
hrough blood transfusion. The magical detection device has recorded a significant alteration in
your energy pattern which is consistent with exposure to high-count Zoomenon radiation. The effec
ts are so far unmanifested, and unknown at this time. This has been added to your permanent
record. You have been cleared to continue operations, but you will not be permitted to operate wit
hout supportin the field.

What's the delay then? Lilawondered at the five am. deadline. It seemed along way off. She pushed
adde her resentment a being downgraded. That meant the Incon specid agents team were watch-ing
her, because they didn't know what the Zoomenon exposure might do, or how it could change her. She
didn't know ether. She didn't want to.

Your brainwave readouts are erratic, and follow a non-typical pattern. Engram restoration t
herapy has been recommended before insystem renewal by Doctor. . .

Yeah, well, screw that. Lilasad. Snitchit on.

| amobliged toinform. . .

'One hardly needs to be telepathic to know what you're thinking,” Sarasilien’s voice said quigtly beside
her.

Lila would have jumped if she could have. She hadn't known he was there, but he must have been
gtting there the whole time at her side.

The tal df leaned forward so that he came into her line of Sght. ‘It does you credit, but you need to
rest and recuperate. Now is not the moment for another attack of heroics. We have deployed other
agents to watch Za while you recover.’

She couldn't even turn her head. Sarasilien stood up, and Lila fdt the air move as he bent over her.
His long har hung forward, like her mother's used to. 'Lila’ he said with gentle affection. 'Don't cry.
Youll befinein afew hours.’

Lilaworked hard to try and talk. She could bardly move her eyes to meet his It was exactly the same
asit had been on the avful day she woke up here thefird time, two years ago, after Lila Amanda Black
hed
officdly been lad to rest, missng on assgnment in Alfhem. Then she couldn't fed or move either, and
the only things that passed through her head were the replays of the find moments of her old life with the
dven agent who had ended it - Zd's hunter, Dar.

Agan she saw hisface as firestars arose from the words he was spesking and fdl onto her, blagting her
gpart ina shock of white slence.

Saradlien had talked to her throughout the months of her physica rebuilding and the longer months of
her mentd recovery, and listened to her screaming Slently, able to hear her thoughts through magic when
no one else could. She remembered those times with resentment and gratitude, the latter winning out.

'I'm fine' she whispered findly, dthough the words were mangled in her dry throat. 'l saw him. Dar.
He wasin the forest a Solomon's Folly. He shot me. He shot Zd.'



Saradlien had bent close to ligen. His hair pooled over her neck, tickling her. She smdled the clean,
evergreen scent of hisskin, drank it in. 'Are you sure? Zd was unhurt when he was released from here. |
could find no magica traces on him.

"The arrowhead scratched his shoulder after it went through me. It self-destructed. And his hand

'Yes? He waited for the long age it took her to draw breath and process it.

There was an animd pirit, an 1-space ghodt. It drank from his hand. He was ... we were in
Zoomenon. Before Dar shot. Zd wasin Zoom-enon, outside the circle, drawing eementds Hewas . . '
But she didn't know the name, used what she could find, 'He was shooting up with them, and the ghost
came.

Saraslien drew back when she had finished. This is a serious twid. | suspected that Dar might be
involved. He's the senior Jayon Daga agent in Otopia’ He paused and then added, 'Elves have a higory
with eementals which may explain the source of Za's gpparent addiction, though | can tdl you from my
brief examination of him that there isa lot more to Zd than any high-caste dven magics. | cannot say
what, as he was extremdy resistant to my attention. But the I-space ghogt is most unusud. Do you think
its presence there was a coincidence?

'No," Lila whispered. But she didn't say why she thought so - that the combination of demon magic
and dvish words in the song had cdled it out of the Interditid. She fdt like protecting Zd from
Saaslien's
intdlect, for the time being. Instead she flicked her gaze inward, to the cameras a the Arena, and saw
The No Shows going on stage. ‘Maybe it has something to do with the demon connection?

Saadlien nodded, 'Maybe. If that istrue . . ." But he got logt in thought.

They opened with a verson ofMama Told Me Not To Come, treated with heavy expanded Mode-X
bass, funky rock guitar and curious disco backing. They started in the dark until Zd sang, 'Don't rum on
thelights. . ." and then, in a blaze of photonic glory, the crowd went mentd at the ill unusud sght of a
High BIf anging and dancing like he grew up in a Queenstown ghetto bar.

Sheflicked back to redity. 'Who's at the Arena?

'We sent Maachi." Saraslien hesitated as Lila watched the band shift into one of their own numbers.
'He's redly very good, isnt he?

Lilablinked. "Y ou can use magic to listen to the concert?

It is on televison, he admitted and touched the Sde of his head where a dim Fitfly was pinned
beside his ear, feeding images and sound directly to him. 'l have Bluetooth.'

'Oh." She took in this unexpected adaptation of his, decided it was okay, and watched Zd, wondering
if there was going to be some larger shift of elvesinto the waters of technology. 'He's okay." She thought
Saaslien was going to make another Fnish It crack, but he didn't. He stood beside her and absently
rested his fingertips on her forehead. She fdt atrickle of magic, like cool water, run out of his andalune
and down through her skull into her head. Suddenly everything seemed much camer and lighter, and the
burden of the Game and the last few hours of strange violence lifted.

'We have arranged to move your gear from Solomon's Fally tonight,’ he said. "It will be on the tour bus
when you join it later tomorrow. Jolene put up a fuss about your absence and Mr Sakamoto was
extremdy vociferousin his complaints, athough the threat of a peremptory audit by the Otopia Revenue
Sarvice has dampened his ire. The officd gory is that you pursued Zd into the forest on one of his
marathon training runs and were injured by afdl into a hidden ravine. He sounded less than impressed.

'Ravine? Lilawhispered.

'You cdled for help and were taken from the accident Ste Straight to hospital. Zd went with you.'

"That'sridiculous. My cover won't hold.’

'It isdill holding, Zd and Sorcha notwithstanding, dthough they have no interest in outing you. Money
has spoken to Mr Sakamoto and well-placed lies multiply faster then flies!

‘They have to take Battle Standard out,’ Lila pleaded.

"They're debugging it, Saradlien said. He squeezed her hand, a gesture she could fed but not
reciprocate. 'lt's out of my jurisdiction anyway.'

It isabug, she said, but she was too tired to say more. She watched Za dance and prance and legp



and shriek and sng like the devil himsdf. She could see what the eves flinched at in his expresson. He
was s2xy, and he showed that he knew it. It was the second part they didn't care for.

She scanned the crowd and there, of course, like the cool creature he was, ears conceded by a
bandanna and eyes made up to look human, she saw the unmistakably doof features of Dar. He was
midway back on the ground floor levd, a little tdler than mogst, and strangdy dill and tranquil in the
generd mayhem. His dark eyes were fixed intently on the stage.

‘Dar'sthere,’ she croaked.

T see him," Sarasllien said and took his hand from hers. 'Mdachi will too.'

But Lila wasn't so sure. And there wasn't just one agent, there were two of them. Where was the
woman?

'Rest, Lila' Saraslien ordered. 'If you want to be ussful again you have to get wel enough first.'

But she hadn't got a choice, because they wouldnt return her insysem anyway. She watched Zd, and
she watched Dar watching him, and dowly, with waves of deep sruggling to drag her down, it came to
her that there was more in what was going on that she could make out, something that tugged at the edge
of her consciousness but would not come forward into the light.

Nothing happened. Zd sang and the words of his songs filtered into her dreams here and there, like a
secret code gppearing and vanishing from the noise.

... sorry that I'm not calling you,
Didn't get the things you ask meto,
A thousand disappointments building up into thiswave....

The musc gave the words power they would never have owned aone, but when the darm came a
fiveam. and her insysem woke her up those secret meanings which had seemed so profound to her at
the time dissipated like smoke.

CHAPTERTEN

In spite of her indinetion to do the contrary Lila didn't rush to join the tour en route up the coast as soon
asit waslight. One part of her training had been in the subtle arts of fine-tuning ordinary human intuition,
because the near-ingtant subconscious processes of the mind were often as effective as any lengthy study,
and her intuition kept putting pressure between her shoulder blades every time she thought of the bug
sheld found the other day. She decided to take one more ook, even without knowing wheat for.

After checking through medical and getting a clear from Dr Williams, she put on jeans and a T-shirt
and rode her bike back to the recording studio. She parked three blocks away this time and walked
through the grey dawn, taking a dight dog's leg that brought her up behind the bugged sedan. As
reported by her subordinates, nobody had come to replace or dam the data tape. Lila figured that the
ca charm mugt have aerted them to the discovery and could have even identified her using that har it
snatched, so they probably were never going to come back.

She picked the locks and sat down in the driver's sedt, leaving the door gjar and her foot on the gl
She extended metd pincers from the fingertips of her left hand, created pliers and got a grip on the radio.
With a jerk that bardy jolted her sore muscles she ripped the whole unit free of the dash and then
glanced around, but the noise hadn't attracted attention. The street dept on. As if anybody there would
have got up for aradio theft anyway.

Lilatook the tape out of the wrecked unit and checked the wiring over for any unusud fegtures. It was
smple recording gear. The only addition was the fix that set it to ligen in to the old bugging device. She
powered the system off a port in her arm and played the tape,
gopping a random to try and find anything that might be worth hearing. There was the usud quff -
peoplein the studio, taking, setting up equipment, playing. Nothing they said seemed important outside
of the immediate moment. She speed-listened as the voices came and went and the light in the sky grew



stronger, brighter, cloud dearing to the west. She ligened as the studio went quiet and everyone Ieft for
home,

Lilaheard the gtatic dhuffle of the tape whed's turning, and the sounds of the building, soft like dust, and
the sound of the tape itsdf brushing the pickups, and beneath dl of that afant trace, like the imaginary
echo of a millionyear-old voice taking intently in a lan-guage long forgotten before the human race or
the quantum bomb had been devised. She remembered what Mdachi had said about the possibility of a
bomb fault in the area and took the tape hersdf, leaving the radio on the passenger seat and the door
open, so that her break-in resembled a smple theft.

Her shoulders bothered her less as she walked dong to the main street a block away and bought a
Krigpy Kreme donut and some coffee. She put the donut in the pannier of her bike when she got back to
it and drank the coffee there, resting her foot on the kickstand as she caled Sarasilien with her discovery.

'‘Good work,' he said, as standard. 'Send the tape to me and I'll process it for you. The buses have
dready arrived in Frisco, according to Mdachi and the team, so you can catch up there anytime from
now on.'

'‘Any more sightings of Dar? she asked.

'He left with the rest of the crowd. Our agent lost hm after about two hundred metres. | think you can
expect to seehim again.’

Lilapulled aface. 'Okay. I'll keep an eye out for him.’

'How areyou doing?

I'm fine' she said. 'Could use more deep like you said, but fine. Gonna blow the webs out of my head
now. See you later.'

Travel safely, hesadinevish.

Lila put the tape into a smartseal pack and rode it across to a locd bike courier company to get it
taken draight to the Incon Agency drop. Then she put her visor down and made for the coasta highway.
Theinland freeway was faster, but she wanted some time to hersdf and to play with her fears as she lad
the bike over in the tight corners where the road traced the shore.

It was lunchtime when she arrived a her dedtination in the hot, sun-scorched lot outside the Cherry
Park Hotel. No tour bus duty for Zd and the others, drictly hotels with security and every luxury
money could buy. There couldn't be a room in the place that didnt rent for more than an average
weekly pay packet.

Lilaleft the bike in the shade of the new post-coloniad-styled building and met up with Maachi in a
tiled courtyard at the heart of the complex, where pam trees and fountains shaded the big outdoor
pool. He promised to look into the faultline persondly when he got back to town, but then pushed
down his trendy fly-eye sunglasses and said, 'l did some background checks on the Faery fdlowship of
song there. Sandy's dl cool but Viridia and Poppy aren't Sraight gemstone darlings. My old ash-tree
heart tdls me that one or both of them are Each-Uisge, but | can't prove it. That's one tough act Zd's
got backing hm up.’

'Ek Ooshkah? Lila repeated quietly, not meking the pronunciation of the strange Faery name very
wall, despite some Al assstance. 'What's that?

'Like kelpies, only more so. Kelpies like to drown victims but Each-Uisge are the kind who est
evaything but your liver afterwards! Madachi shrugged, his compatriots extreme and varied
idiosyncrasies as unremarkable to him as a liking for peanut butter was to Lila "All faeries have pretty
faces and walk winglessin Otopia, but not in every redim. You'd have to see them a home or in ther
eement to be sure!

"You got secrets, Maachi? Lila teased him gently. She was reason-ably sure she was not imagining
the fact that the plants near to himin the decoretive border were leaning in his direction.

'‘Many," he assured her, feet firmly on the ground.

"Y ou think they're dangerous?

'Hdl, no. Aslong as you don't show them big lakes or the sea. And even then, you're probably dl
right herein Otopia. It's a pretty juicdess kind of place, y'know?

Lilaglanced at the pool, remembered Poppy kissng Zd by the last one.



Maachi shrugged, 'Pools won't do it. Too many chemicas and not enough deep, dark water. Trust
me. And in their human forms they'll be ther fey, sweet sdves, even on more pixie dust than you can
eda.
‘All right' A 'Everyone elseisdoing okay. A few minor drug raps, some parking

fines, a bad credit higory and a few misspent youthful moments. Nothing to get worked up over. And
before you ask, no dgn of those Jayon Daga agents, but that means nothing. Unlike mogt faeries in
Otopia, bad news eves stay bad. | gotta go get onto that tape stuation. Zd's dl yours again. My tip this
time - trip him up before he gets to the door and hold him down.’

"Thanks," Lila said, meking a gun of her right forefinger and thumb and shooting him for his insolence.
She checked in and found Jolene in the reception area, two Berryphones and a Fruitfly commset on the
go. With dgn language Lila attempted to explain that she was back and was going up to Za's suite.
Jolene looked irritated, but it could have been from any of the conversations. She handed Lila a security
card. Lila picked up the pack Maachi had taken from Solomon's Fally for her, considered the devator,
and then hauled it up the stairs. She didn't like having to explain that she and her bag tipped the scaes
beyond the elevator's capacity every time she reached afloor.

The penthouse was rented for the band for the duration of therr stay even though two of the members
both had homes in town. It had four suites, and Zd got his own. Lilas card opened the door but after
teding that she knocked and held it closed. Poppy answered it with a dazzling green amile and a squed
of ddight, standing back to examine Lilas new biker clothes.

"Youredl back, Li! Like the leathers." Poppy ushered her in and offered her a glass of some cocktall
from abig jar on one of the tables where severa brightly coloured pitcherslay inice water.

'Hey, Lilasaid, glad to see her, whatever Mdachi's suspicions were. 'Y ou were gredat lagt night.

'Y eah, yeah, just warming up,’ Poppy hummed. 'Heard you had a bad fal. Okay now?

'Sure.’ Lilahung onto the strap of her bag to show it was heavy.

‘Sorry, sugar,’ Poppy said and pointed. 'Go right in there. Il get you something cold.’

"Thanks, nothing strong,' Lilasaid and went where she was told.

It was the master bedroom. The bed was messed up and she could hear water running. Trust Poppy,
Lila thought, getting some sharp words ready and darting to lift her bag back up when the water
stopped. She didn't meen to exactly, but she found she was dill sand-ing there when Zd appeared, wet
and naked except for the short towel around hiswaist.

'‘Agent Black, don't you people ever knock?

'Poppy told me this was my room. And you can knock off the Agent Black suff. | think we deserve
fird-name terms, don't you? Lila surprised even hersdf with her tart response.

Zd grinned. "You're so bolshy. | like that. | should thank you for this too.' He turned and showed her
the dark blue-black bruises on the backs of hislegs and under his shoulders where sheld gripped him so
hard for so long. But dthough they were bad they didn't catch her atention at dl compared to the liquid
fire tattoo that covered the back of his shoulders. It fanned out in demon licks and tapered dong the
length of his spine urttil the tall of it vanished into the green band of the towel. It looked like it was a clear
window of living skin beneath which burned a yelow and orange fire.

‘What is that?

'Ohthat. He made adight shrug. ‘It'sademon thing.’

She got the clear impression it was so familiar to him that held forgotten about it, and that he wouldn't
have shown her if held been thinking more clearly.

He seemed annoyed with himsdf as he lay back on the bed and turned the TV on with the remote
control. 'So," he said. 'Not your room. Next door.'

His hands|ooked normd. Both of them.

'Are you okay? she asked, |tting the bag dide down to the floor. She went forward to see for hersdlf.

'Fine' He held them both out for her to see. 'Apart from my hangover. How are you?

'Fine,' she said, keeping apolite distance. ‘Tired.'

'Want to deep with me? He gestured with one hand at the massve expanse of linen and pillows beside
him. 'l mean deep too. Sleep. Switch off. Although that biker gear isnice. | like leather and big zipson a



woman.'

'Zo na kinkirien," Lilasaid, glancng at the towel. ‘But you and | have some talking to do.'

'We have dl kinds of things to do,' Zd said. 'But if you don't mind I'm going to do mine horizontaly.
My head hurts." He did down into the sheets and pulled the towd off, throwing it onto the floor.

It can wait a couple of hours,' Lilasaid. She fdt the noose of the Game around her neck tugging with
dl this back-and-forth play, and hated it. She would have liked to stay, so she made hersdlf pick up the
bag and go out into the amdler room that waited for her. She gave Poppy a glare on her way through but
the Faery amply smiled and shrugged.

'What? | pointed to where you wanted to go.’

"You're in trouble,' Lila told her. She closed the door and changed out of her bike gear into casud
clothes. A message icon arrived in the upper right quadrant of her vison to tdl her that the tape had
arived sy in the audio lab. Lila took a deep breath and a few minutes to look through her persond
effects and check them - everything was in place and somebody had put the siver framed photo of Okie
inthe bag as wdl, assuming it was hers. She took the picture out, placing it in between clothesin her bag,
and put the frame into one of the empty drawers on her dresser, then cdled the pet resort to find out how
Okie was doing in her absence. He was fine She fdt dightly disgppointed, and to get back her
sdf-control after that and Zd she made hersdf go through afull and unnecessary systems-check.

Dr Williams cdled her in the middle of it. "You shouldnt be back out there' she sad wearily. T
recommended againg it. But you heard dl this as you were leaving me in a cloud of exhaust fumes early
thismorning. How are you?

"Perfectly wdll.'

'‘Never worse news to my ears,’ the old woman sad with a sSgh. 'Saraslien told me that you
encountered Dar again. How was that?

'He shot me" Lilacould say it without asngle flinch. She amiled, proud of hersdlf.

‘Isthat dl? My my, how disgppointing for you.'

'What's that supposed to mean?

‘It meanswhat it sayson thetin. How isZa?

"The usua obnoxious two-tone reactions.’

"Towhich you havent reacted a bit.'

'I'm keeping everything professond.’

‘Lila’ Dr Williams became kind. ‘Could you tdl me about wha happened in the forest, please?

'l did areport. And you downloaded the rest frommy Al-sdf. It'sdl in there!

'My eyes are old and tired, my neurons weary of the cool logics of Al andyss - indulge me!

'Indulge me indulge me, or, you're busted fool, now indulge me?'

"Thet kind of thing.’

Lilaclosed down her shooting array and watched the guns vanish to ther places indde her leg cavities.
Sherolled her deeves back down over the scars on the remaining flesh of her arms as the synthetic skin
resssembled itsdf over the hidden components benesth. Although it didnt hurt she massaged her
shoulder which had become diff, though it was wel hedled from the arrow. "All right. Zd ran off into the
woods. | followed him. He drew alot of dementd forces to try and stop me, or, well, maybe they tried
to stop me on their own but | passed them okay. He made a circle and got high on dementd action
somehow. | don't know how or wha that was about. Dar and his partner were hunting us down. |
neutralised her. A ghost came and threstened Zd so | broke the circle and

"That's enough of that,” Dr Williams said. 'Could you tdl me about the df agent?

'Oh, she was Jayon Daga's usud. Red hair, blue eyes, ful of con-tempt, hated me for dl the obvious
reasons.’

'‘And you did what to her?

T shot her full of gengineered Pentotha and |eft her dl adeep in a shady grove. Shell be fine!

'‘And Dar shot you?

'l think he meant to hit Zd,' but Lila wavered as she stated the obvious. She started to doubt whether
Dar was that bad a shot, even in the circumstances - or ese it was the only shot he could get, and he



took it no matter that she was in the way. It occurred to her that perhaps Dar had deliberatdy shot
through her. A shiver ran across her skin, read and synthetic.

'‘Areyou sureit was Dar?

'Of course I'm sure. 1'd know him anywhere,’ Lilasaid shortly.

'And then you carried Zd away.'

'He was unconscious, or something like that. 1. . . But she didn't redly remember anything other than a
blur. "Therewas a ... | went down aong what | thought was the house track and I. . ." Unaccount-gbly,
Lila fet that she was about to cry. She didnt know why, only that she had this feding when she
remembered flashes of darity about running down the hillsde. She tried again. 'You can get across
country to the NSA Incon building because it backs onto the Wildlife Reserve on the edge of town, so |
went dl the way around because | couldn't be seen.’

"Y ou went thirty klicksout of your way," Dr Williams said. 'Y ou
carried Zd for thirty-nine kilometres, with an arrow through your shoulder as your body tore itsdf apart.’

‘It was the stupid program,’ Lila said. ‘It wouldnt reset itsdf. | would have gone back to the house
otherwise

"Yes, of course!’

But now Lilawasn't sure about that. 'l won't be using it again,’ she said.

"‘Would you like to know the status of the debugging report, Lila?

'No,' shesad. 'Why areyou telling medl this?

‘Because | want you to come back dive and | want Zd to survive you," Dr Williams said. "And as long
as you think everything dseis a fault, tha getslesslikdy.'

Lilacut the connection and sat, ligening to Poppy and Viridiataking in the man room, the dink of ther
glasses and ther easy laughter. She was insulted, frankly, that Dr Williams thought that she was in the grip
of some hig psychological trauma that could drive her to do something as crazy as take Zd on a
cross-country run in the middle of a fight. The woman was obsessed. How could she make a last remark
about Zd surviving her? That was ridiculous.

Lila contemplated meking an officdd complaint about the devious manipulation of psychologigts, but of
course that would only go through Dr Williams, so what was the point?

An eegant full-length mirror with a gold Baroque border standing in the corner of the room showed her
gtting bold upright, rigid as a post. The magicd gan in her har and skin looked like a splash of blood.
Lilds own dlver eyes stared a her, reflecting the mirror's reflection into an infinite regress. She got up and
covered the mirror with a towe from the bathroom, unable to suppress a shudder - she was an idiot to
think that Za flirted with her. A cold, noxious feding ran through her and she fdt ugly and angry.

Shewaked back into Za's room and snapped the TV off.

'What's the matter now? he said, raling from his sde onto his back. 'l thought you'd done the decent
thing and left me to suffer in peace.’

I have drugs that can fix that,' she said and sat down on the opposite side of the bed to the one he was
on. She hed up her hand and showed him the hypodermic which she'd used on Dar's partner, glad to see
him look quickly away. 'l want my answers.'

'Do you? About what? He put one hand behind his head. Hisflaxen
har was drying. It was longer than sheld thought and his skin was paer, dthough it had some hints of
Otopian tan about it on the face and hands. His large, dark eyes ignored her effort to engage them and
stared up into the princess canopy which draped and belled over the bedhead. She fdt no hint of
glamour from him at dl. He did a pretty good impresson of being utterly uninterested. She had never
Seen any-one more éttractive than Zd at that moment, and it fet like a punch in the face.

‘Let's gtart with why you ran off to the woods.'

'Let's say I'm not gaing to explain it. Perhaps | think it's enough that you see mein al my weaknesses
without having to labd them for you so that you can put them into your case file and think you know me,
Agent.

‘Well, will you be doing it agan? Can | expect to get shot more times because you put us both in
pogitions of needless danger?



'No doubt," he said. "And no doubt | will be lying here thanking you for saving me more times. | believe
that's how it's supposed to work, in't it? And after afew more sessons you can pity me and fdl in love
with me, and | can fed grateful and emasculated and throw mysdf into further extremes to prove my
virility.'

"You know the whole script,’ Lila said, wdl aware that he was diverting her effortlesdy. She fdt as
though she was a runaway train and at the same time was trying to change the points on her own tracks.
The Game magic wanted to trip her up every which way. She had to think twice about every word she
sad. 'We can changeit. Let's finish the Game for a start.’

'Here | am,’ he said and thistime he did look at her with that wicked glance that glittered and was up
for anything, the one no df ever wore. He grinned a her hesitation. Y ou can't bear to lose, can you?

I'minno danger of losing,' Lilasaid. 'l wasordered tofinishit.'

'Oh, wdll, | think that Sorcha told you that's no good. Well have to live with it, then, for the rest of our
lives | hope you're not the jedlous type. | don't like being done dl the time:!’

'Can we get back to the woods for jus a moment? Lila ingsted. "The df agent shot you in the
shoulder. Don't you careT

"They're out to get me.' Thetip of one ear flicked dismissively.

'‘And | can't find you in the records!'

‘Bullshit, he said. 'Y ou're looking in the wrong place, Sherlock. You're looking in Alfheim, and you're
looking in Otopia, but you
aren't reading the Demonialigings. I'm right there, next to Sorcha, under the family name, Ahriman.’

"Yourean df. A High EIf, by thelooks of your face.'

'Yes,' hesad. 'l am tha too. And you, pretty robot? What are you apart from a hdf aton of metd and
attitude?

Lilachecked hisdams on the records via Incon Tree and saw that it was true. Zd Ahriman. '‘But Zd
isnt your redl name. Ahriman it ether. Not the firs name." The record did not show previous names,
only the nickname.

'Of course not. How stupid do | look? You think I'd survive ten minutes in Demonia under my red
name? Elves are thar favourite torment-toy.'

'So, you weren't born there?

'Well, duh.'

'Isthat how Sorchawoke you up from whatever Dar's arrow did?

It wasn't the arrow. It was the dementas. And yes, that's how. And no, | will not tdl my name to you.
And no, | don't know what the arrowhead did. And yes, | do care, but | can't do anything about it. And
no, | will not stop the tour. And now | will not answer any more of your annoying questions because you
can't be bothered to do your homework.'

Lilafelt so angry she couldn't speak. She mastered it with gtillness.

'‘Come on, Lilagirl,' he said, in the same way that Sorcha spoke. "You've got a bit of the devil in you,
you know it. Sometimes you should let her out, or se shell go bad on you when you least want her to.'
His andalune body touched her suddenly, invisbly. She fdt it like a feather againg her face, where the
scarlet stain met her ordinary skin. It ran under her clothing, down her arm, over flesh and metd. It had
the mogt peculiar qudlities; the lightness of strength, the coolness of intense desire.

'Leave me done!’ she stood up, her head pounding suddenly. She didn't know what she wanted to do,
but she wanted to do something violent and powerful and physical.

'‘Okay," he said and the touch was gone. '‘But anyway. Were you shitting me about the drugs? | drank
way too much last night.’

'Oh yesh, why's that? Liladid have things that would work for Za. Beng an df they weren't the same
things that a human would take for acohalic poisoning. 'Intravenous, or by mouth? Lilathought of the df
agent's face when Lila had injected her, the woman's obvious disgust mingled with fear and loathing.

Zd consdered it, then held out hisarm. 'Spike me," he said.

Trust him to be cussed about it, Lila thought. She took hold of the offered hand, his left, the one that
hed been emptied out by the ghost and was now perfectly whole when it should be dead or missng,



yanked into |-space. She tried not to notice the way his skin felt as she examined the ingde of his elbow.
She ran her finger over one of the green veins close to the surface. A spark travelled up from therr point
of contact into her chest and she felt something insde respond, as though a living thing jumped insde her
ribcage and the space around it was a big empty cavern. Wild magic. The stupid Game.

Shefound hersdlf garing into Zad's eyes.

Instead of directing the medicine to her arm she directed it asif she was going to give it to hersdf, into
her mouth. It was dl the Game. She didn't care.

"Just nod if you can hear me,' she told him as he looked surprised when she let go of hisarm and took
hold of his jaw in her hand. Or maybe it was the Pink FHoyd lyrics that surprised him. 'Relax. | need
some informetion firgt.'

‘Just the basic facts,' Zd replied, amiling with bemusement and leening backwards until he was dl but
lying flat on the tideline of pillows that covered the bed.

It's jugt alittle pinprick,' Lila said. She bent down and kissed him. She expected dl kinds of tricks.
She didn't expect him to kiss her back astenderly as he did, nor to fed his hand againgt her face, which
meade her inturn let go of her medicdly effective hold on him and dide her hand dong his neck where she
fdt the smooth action of the muscles there and the blood beeting in the pulse below his ear as he opened
hismouth to her.

The medicine trickled out below her tongue, bitter and swest, its synthetic macromolecules copying the
fancy tricks of red Alfhem plantlife. Za looked directly into Lilas eyes as he tasted it and she fdt both
his hands on her head as he deepened hiskiss.

His transparent enjoyment and the depth of hisimmerson in the experience of the moment shocked
Lila She couldn't escape the strongest feding that what sheld meant to be a tease and ajoke, a needle of
adifferent kind, was an act equivdent to what she'd seen him do in Zoomenon - a sacred thing. Wild
meagic rippled in an dectrical
fizz dong the conduits of her spine. She saw it in Zd's eyes as he pulled away from her, lips wet, mouth
open, pupils expanded into dark horizons bigger than any human eyes. He was panting and she was now
completely immersed in his aetheric body - afull embrace of such sudden intimacy that it confused her
utterly.

Liladidnt know any words now but she didnt like the feding indde. It was too much, too big, too
grange and connected to the Game, connected to him and to the moments sheld been thrown back and
poisoned by Dar, connected to Saradlien's cool hand on her forehead.

She pushed away from him and stood up quickly. She was so hot, she had to get out. Stupid. She
was stupid to do that and think it was anything but ordinary lust and human need reacting to smple High
Bf glamour.

'‘Comfortably numb," Za said softly, eyes glazed, his touch dl gone from her. He lay dill, spreadeagled
in the sheets.

'Isthat what you do with the e ementals? she asked.

Tl show you, next time," he offered, and she had no doubt he meant it. There was a complete change
in him. His attitude had gone, replaced by this terrifying sincerity and that Alfheim cool assurance she
couldn't stand and couldn't stop wanting to watch.

Lilabrushed her hands across her mouth and swallowed the traces of the drugs. They made her fed
heady and too energetic. She looked anywhere but a him.

'Wdll,' he said after a moment, Stting up. 'l hope that taught you not to go starting fires!

T did not start the Game," she snapped. She noticed that the main room had gone quiet and knew that
Poppy at least must be earwigging for dl she was worth.

Zd raised one eyebrow. ‘I was taking to mysdf. I'm going to get up. Thanks. I'll be sure and get
drunk more often.' He waited, pointedly.

'Oh right!’ Lila said in exasperation and turned her back. She used sensors in her back to watch with
ingead and caught him amiling to himsdlf, at her, in that annoying patrician way of someone who thinks
they're winning. She was going to try for a smart retort but found hersdlf looking at the tattoo again as he
turned his back. It burned incredibly brightly, a yelow that was dmog white. 'What is that supposed to



be?

T should have known you'd have eyes in the back of your head, he said and waked back into the
bathroom, dosing the door.

Poppy waswaiting for Lilain thelounge.

'If you say anything, | will kill you,'" Lila told her before she had time to open her chrysoprase green
lips

Thefaery amiled and crossed her legs in mid-air, floaing eesly as she rattled ice cubesin atdl glass,
"Juice with your ice?

Lila shook her head and tapped her temple. T have a cdl to make,' she said and went into her own
room.

She cdlled Williams. When the woman answered she said with less awkwardness than she fdt, 'l want
to talk to you about Dar and the misson in Alfhem.’

'‘Okay," the doctor replied camly. 'Go ahead.'

CHAPTER ELEVEN

'We went into Alfhem as part of the diplomatic corps,’ Lila began, when she was convinced that ther
secure link couldn't be eaves-dropped upon. ‘I was one of three agents for the NSA Otopia who went to
the embassy in Lyrien. We did dl the usud work there. | was never good at dvish redly, so | didn't do
much contact - you know how siffy they are if you get a consonant out of place. Wdl, | was in the
officesand | used to ded with dl the border control documenta-tion. We'd look over it dl very carefully,
because there was a suspicion that someone in Alfheim was collecting big game magica artefacts and
usng couriers to bring themiin.

T used to check dl the records as closdy as | could and then go and try to verify them by falowing up
on some of the items that were listed, and some of the ones that we thought had come in without customs
declarations. I'd pose as a courier for Otopia Postal Service and say that some box or other hadn't been
checked and that | wasn't dlowed out of Alfhem until 1'd got proof of purchase or an invoice or some
other piece of information, Sometimes | just asked for a picture of the object and took that with my
camera. Anything to trace where the Suff was going. Plenty of it was perfectly legit of course.

Then Cusoms and Excise got a leed on one of these courie's when a packet of
magicopharmaceuticals she was carrying interndly burst and killed her. She actudly gave hersdf up as
ghe was dying. | saw her tak to them. She wasn't maeking a lot of sense - it was a necromantic drug
meant to let the users travel through Thanatopia without dying. Weird because you don't get many df
necromancers obvioudy, what with their fedings about life and death, but sheld got far more than a angle
dose and she was waking two worlds and her body was packing up by the time | got there. Nothing
could have saved her. She hadn't known
what she was carrying until the drug took her into Thanatopia. Well, she found out and met up with some
other of her ex-associatesin Degth - they'd been murdered by their masters you see, after finishing ther
deliveries - she decided to go dong with ther wishes and tdl the authorities what was going on, try and
undo what was being done. But there was a spell on dl of them which prevented them talking about it
directly. So she wasn't much help.

'Before she died we managed to figure out that the stuff was being taken beyond Lyrien, into Sathanor.
At that time there was a diplo-matic misson going out to Sathanor on a rubber chicken vigt to cement
the trust that Alfheim wanted to show in Otopia now that the immigration acts had been sorted out a last
. So | went as part of the cortege into Sathanor, as a PA to the Ambassador.

"There was another agent with me, Vincent De Pdma, another Otopian spy. We were under
ingructions to look for anything that 1ooked like it might link up with what this woman had said. He was
veary keen." Lila paused for breath, then carried on.

"The thing about Sathanor is - it's very beautiful, like you dream that nature intended, like Eden.



Eveything is more itsdf there, even than in the rest of Alfheim. When you go you can see how the eves
and the dementds are related magicaly. Skies are bluer, trees more mgestic and individud, stones are
more solid, rivers wilder - everything has its own spirit thet you can fed, like ultra-authentic We used to
cdl it whiskey-country, you know? Because it was didilled from hundreds of galons of ordinary things
into this incredible, rich, sensud, spiritud Suff.

'So, we were in whiskey-country and we were kind of drunk on it, and dl the eves were a bit too, but
they were used to it, so they'd laugh a us because we were dl stoned the whole time and that made
goying redly hard. When you were there you redised that in Otopia, though the dves have agtherid
bodies that you can sometimes fed if they want you to, they're just disconnected there, but in Alfham
you redise tha they're not disconnected any more. The andalune is a part of them that's connected to
the land and the sky and the whole place, like my Al-sdf connects me to the Otopia Tree. Except in
Sathanor it's not an interface. In Sathanor the dves are part of Alfhem - there's one big andalune, |
suppose. | could see why it's cdled the water bridge -andaiune's meaning in Otopian. It flows between
everything. It makes
dl rdaionships potentidly very intimate in ways we humans don't have & dl.

'Well, we were at thisbig party thing in one of the mountain halls -al so gorgeous, | can't tdl you - and
Vincent overheard some df princes taking about a necromancer that they'd heard of, operating deep in
Sathanor, a some place very remote. They were jumpy about it, not paying attention to much ese, and
he thought this was a good lead, so we decided we'd pretend we were going out on a hiking trip for a
few days whild the rest of the talking was going on, and we set out and tried to find this place. We had
an df guide with us, an ordinary Alfheim agent, who'd agreed with our bosses in the regular NSA that we
should make ajoint trip to find out what was going on in secret. Harad, her name was. And we made a
long journey into the big country but we didn't get as far as the place we were going. Dar and the other
Jayon Daga agents came &fter us.

'l didn't understand dl the distinctions then. | couldn't see why they weren't exactly on the same side as
Harad, though they dlearly didn't think themsdves her dlies Sarasilien told me later that they're a kind of
law unto themselves, like a priest caste, the grey eminences behind a lot of the apparent Alfheam ruling
classes. Anyway, they intercepted usin the mountains and ordered us to go back in no uncertain terms.
We agreed of course, and Harad was very worried about them being there and knowing where we were
but Vincent and | didn't understand the Stuation and we thought it was such a good opportunity that we
managed to persuade her . . . Wdl, we didn't go back. We went on and then the Daga came after us
aganad . ..

Lilafatered. Thiswas where she wasn't sure of a solid narrative any more, only of isolated events.

They used magicd weapons. | think there was some kind of sruggle between Harad and the firg of
them. They captured her, and she was sent away with some of ther number, | don't know where to, |
never saw her again. The rest of them, under Dar's command, decided that they couldnt let me or
Vincent go and they discussed what they were going to do about it. While that was hgppening the one
who had been set on to guard usfdl adeep. Something came out of the trees and he judt - it emptied him
- he kedled over on the ground just like that. And then it got to Vincent, because he was closer, and it
was some kind of ... | think it was a ghost of some kind: an inhaler, not an exhder ... um ... | didn't redly
seeit, just something greyish and our
guard fdling over. Vince and | had been tied up, hands and feet, and | managed to rall away, but he
couldn't do it in time because he had his back to it, and he just... | guess he must be dead. | don't know.
| was trying to get away and | didn't want to shout because | thought they were going to kill us anyway,
but then Dar saw me and he mugt have thought I'd done whatever it was to his soldier and to Vincent.
He was furious.

They picked me up and ran with me. | don't know where. Then they threw me down." Fire. 'Dar cast
this el and it hit me and it burned ...

T see hisface alot inmy dreams. | saw him then just afew times, different times And there was this
pan. And he was looking & me with that cold face. It mug have been different times because the
back-grounds were different. He never did anything else. | heard him talking to the others and asking me



questions but | couldn't answer them. And then | don't remember anything, except the hospita here.

‘But that's not the worst. The thing | wanted to say was that what burned me was Dar's andalune and
it burned me with hate. | fdt it because it was everywhere and the spellcast came from it and it carried it
into me. | could hear iminit. The way he despised humans, loathed demons, feared ... he was afraid of
alot of things He was afrad of the magic he used to stop me. He was revolted by what he saw happen
to me. He made himsdf sick. Every time he looked a me afterwards | could see how much he wished |
didnt exis. Hed ask me questions about what we saw, and I'd say nothing because we didn't see
any-thing, and held be furious. | would have told him anything. If they hadn't wanted to keep me dive to
ask me questions, 1'd have been dead. I'm sure of it. Dar kept me dive. As long as | was conscious he
never stopped asking questions.’

Lila stopped. She glanced around the hotel room. Next door she could hear musc and voices. She
looked at the time and saw an hour had passed.

'Did he recognise you in the woods thistime? Dr Williams asked.

'Yes,' Lilasad, graeful for Williams cam, able to be cam in return. 'And then he shot me. And |
meant to say it was worse because Dar is very - handsome - but that sounds ridiculous. Why would that
be worse? Only it is When | looked at him, dl | could see was how beautiful he was, and dl he saw was
how horrible | was. He could fed me, because the magic in his arrowshot carried the charge of his
andalune, and he couldn't stand it. It made him physcdly sick.' Lila bit out the las words and then
clenched her jaws shut. She fet as though she had swallowed acid. At the time, in the thick of the action,
she hadn't even noticed it, she thought, but now that she had to say it doud, her mind was only too keen
to supply clear details.

"Thank you, Lila' Dr Williams said. "You should rest now. You must be very tired." She had put her
kind voice back on.

'Yes, | will, Lilasaid. She didn't redly suspect the doctor of hypnotism, but the suggestion seemed so
welcome. She went and lay on the bed's cover and then pulled the pillows into her arms and shut her
eyes as she closed the phone link down. But this didn't work. She didn't fed better. She fdt worse. She
could hear Poppy laughing: no happier sounds than faery laughter, kind of crazy and twisted as it was,
and Lilafdt a amile tuning up her own mouth againgt her will.

She looked a her internd pharmacy registry. There must be some-thing here that wouldn't hurt to
take; something that would do what her dlly song-lyric game with Zd had been meant to do and leave
her feding like she was in control. Nothing too strong, nothing that would dow her down or make her
med - she looked at the CNS simulants, an array provided for Full Armour Stuations when she had to
drive her human sdf to the limit to keep up with the machine. She could take those.

'Hey Lila' Poppy sad from the door. "We're gonna order takeout. Y ou want some?

'No,' shesaid. 'l mean. Yes. Sure. Whatever.'

'‘Areyou okay?

"Yeah. I'm glad you camein,' Lilasat up and swiped at her face, dlearing it of tears.

'‘Bad news? thefaery sad, tentatively coming closer.

‘Just work quff. Redly. Nothing to worry about. I'm tired. You know.'

'Sure, honey,' Poppy said. 'He's difficult.’

For once Liladidn't bother trying to correct her. "Y ou have a soundcheck in an hour.'

'I know. We're gonnaeat and go. Sure you don't want adrink?

‘Water.'

I'monit.

Lila used the time to wash and fix her face. She fdt a strange kind of high after dl that, because she
hadn't taken anything and was il
functiond. She avoided Zd for the rest of the day, accompanying him with her dark visor on like every
other idiot bodyguard, keeping people at a distance and doing the dull things with Jolene that hed to be
done; scheduling, cars, bike, green rooms, backstage vetting, meeting up with the rest of the security for
the ste and meking sure they were dl briefed on the kinds of negative attention that the band could get
and who to look out for.



Lilahanded out pictures of Dar and the other known df agentsin Otopia, some sraight and others with
them made up as humean. 'If you think you see any of these people, you need to cdl me sraight away.'

'Arethey like, dangerous? asked one.

'Yes,' Lilasaid. 'But they won't give you any trouble if you don't approach them directly. They want to
get in. They don't want to attract atention to themselves!

'l heard this band were having trouble with extremigts,' another added. 'Are these the ones?

'Maybe,' Lilasaid." Youll see that in The Herald this morning they reported on the kind of hate mail
that Zd's been getting. Humans, demons, fagries and dves, dl send it in various kinds. The loud ones, in
my experience, aren't the ones you need to worry about. If you see the people pictured, don't try to stop
them, just cdl me!'

'Man | hate this shit,' she heard one guard mutter. 'Stupid race-hate bigots. Ruin the whole fucking
world.'

'‘Amen,' Lila said under her breath. She found hersdf looking through the dadium camera systems,
looking for Dar. She didn't see him.

She located the other NSA agents and went through the cdl sgnswith them for the evening show and
then caught up with Zd, teking a seet in the front row of the auditorium as they waked a rehearsal with
sound and light cues. She practised tuning her ears to block out the band sound so that she could hear
around it, picking frequencies and neutrdisng them. They messed about with dance beats and slly
covers of other people's songs. She envied ther easy virtuosty.

As they finished up, Lila checked everything she could think of that might metter; weather reports,
police radio, traffic, communications. She didn't know what she was looking for. Then Mdachi caled her
from Saragilien's office.

'l got some early forecasts on your tape," he said once the security
encryption on their link had authenticated. "That sub-audible Sgnd is definitdy coming from a bomb fault
thet runs under the sudio.’

'S0, not band-related at all?

'Could be bootlegs with this other thing piggybacking by accident, can't say. Anyway, the 'leggers have
legged it, so I'm going to go back and seeif | can find out more about the noise trace by taking better
samples. The lab monkeys think it sounds like some library recordings of theirs which go back to the
Fdlout. Someone mentioned the words Seventh Reelm, but they aways say that when they find Suff they
don't understand.’

'Okay. If it's not directly Zd-related then I'm going to have to leave it with you,' Lila said. "We're good
here so far. But I've got a bad feding. | don't know. Maybe it's the Sadium architecture. There's a lot of
hiding places around here for anyone with an ounce of magic

'Y ou'll haveto wear thefull kit then," Maachi said chearfully.

'l 'intend to." She hung up and stretched. The work had done her good. She fdt tired and wrung-out,
but no longer out of contral .

She shepherded the band back to the hotd and took only enough time out to open her bag and inddl
the remaining armour that she'd checked out days ago. She treated her skin where it hurt, swalowed the
nasty, dimy goop that contained the nanocytes to mantan her integration with her machine body, and
took the doses of drugs that were marked up in her sysem-vision to support the extra load of the arsend
she was carrying. Her exhaugtion paed and her attention sharpened.

There was aknock on her open door.

'Y eah,' she sad, zipping the bag closed.

'Cool auit,' Zd said. He did not comein. 'And didn't you used to be shorter than me?

'Maybe,' Lilasad, a eyelevel with him. 'What's up?

'Nothing." He held out a can of Coke. Thought you might want this.

'I have afridgefull of Coke!

He reached through the door and put it down on the sideboard where an unnecessarily large and
odtentatious display of flowers used up dmog dl the space. His tone was dry and ironic. ‘I know. |
understand that the offering of a dead badger is a more traditiond symbol when gpologisng to mere



humans, but hell, there aren't many badgers Ieft in Frisco. The eves have insulted ther way out of this
town.'

'What are you apologising for?

'Ah see, now you're pushing me too far." He waked forward, fuly dressed up in his ordinary df
clothes, as handsome as the sun in spring. ‘Nice room. Bit small.’

"Y ou don't care about my room.’

'No." He closed the door behind him and locked it.

Lilalooked a him questioningly.

'About the dementdls’ he said. 'It's not what it lookslike.’

'What isit then?

'You have a very intimidating stance, has anyone ever told you that? All right. It is what it looks like,
but it's not an addiction like herain. It's part of the way | learned to survive Demonia. Zoomenon is like
ultra-Sathanor, you mug redise that from being there, right? And | haven't been in Alfham for a very
long time. I've been in Demonia, and in Faerie and in Otopia, and dl of those places are fine but they're
not. . . me It'slike you said, | was born df, and | need to bein Alfham sometimes. Do you understand?

'So, why don't you just go there?

He glanced down to the right and adjusted the position of an orange gerberain the flower arrangement.
'l don't like other eves that much these days, and they rarely like me. | enjoy not being strip-searched
and interned for two weeks while they try to get their heads around me not wanting to live in Alfhem like
agood forest-loving, mountain-running, pole-up-the-ass son of the trees. Anyway, there's nobody there |
want to see!’

Lilawatched the flowers behind him open to their fullest. Zd didn't seem to notice or care. He glanced
a her, 'Y ou mugt wish you could live a normd life, now and again.’

T doliveanormd life shesaid.

'Sure you do, Princess Zirconium.' He grinned this time and gave her a mock bow. "Your every word
isiron-clad with truth.’

'Haven't you got an exciting crowd of fansto wave to?

He placed a hand over his heart. 'Ouch. She dismisses me and throws my badger in my face. He
backed up to the door and opened it. 'Until later, mighty metd maiden.’

The door closed with aquiet snick.

Lilaglanced at her reflection in the mirror. 'Stop amiling,’ she told it sternly. "You are a work.'

CHAPTER TWELVE

The show ripped a midnight but by then the buses were aready on their way north dong the coast in a
land train with the equipment trucks. Lilawaited behind for Za, who wouldntt travel on the buses even if
it meant arriving too late to party anywhere new. Zd had hung around with Luke, drinking Mimosas, until
Luke had rductantly dragged himsdf off to his gppointment with a Winnebago Xpress. He had 4ill not
appeared when Lilaand Buddy Ritz were Ieft done in the backstage area, with the security guards who
wanted to lock up.

Zd's agent rubbed his face and kept checking his phone. T have to get back to Bay City for morning,
he kept saying. 'l just wanna be sure, you know, that he leaves here okay at least, and then you're dl on
your . . ." The phone rang. 'Hey Jolene. Yeah. Red soon.' He hung up. 'What the hell is he doing? He
strode forward to the door but Lila blocked his way.

‘Leaveit.

'l was only going to say hurry up,’ Ritz objected, pushing her hand away from the collar of his purple
fur coat with a squeamish flick. She recognised that coat from the other night, last night, and let im go.

I'll make surehearivesontime,' Lilasaid. 'Y ou can go.'

I can go, can 1?7 he blustered, dthough she could see he was itching to get gone. Then the door



opened and Zd stood there, much the same as dways, alittle too High for any fashion this Sde of Lyrien,
alittle too coal for any ceebrity off duty.

'Hey Buddy," he said casudly. 'Sony to keep you waiting. They put that glitter on my face and it
wouldnt come off.’

Lila could see some of it now, caught in his long, carefully braided hair. 'Mr Ritz is anxious for us to
leave now.'

'Sure,' Zd said, as ordinary asyou please. ‘Let'sgo.' Hedid cast a
dight glance sdeways at Lilawhen he saw that she'd brought the bike right up insde the access corridor,
but he got on the back without another comment.

'He should redly wear some kind of head protection,’ Buddy started. "Theinsurance. . .

The bike started as it fdt her dride across it, legkick forwards. The engines throaty growl in the
confined space drowned out every other sound in creation. Lila cued the security system to open the
artistes access door and took them forward in a smooth glide of ever-increasng speed. There was a
curious, perfect moment, just before they burst into the night, when she fdt that everything on earth was
balanced and whole and true and that the pieces of life dotted together negtly insde her, a puzzle finished
and done, a charm completed, a taisman charged. Then the light was gone and they were in the cool
wind on the road. Za did forward and put his chin on her shoulder,

'Did you fed that?

'What wasit?

‘Don't know. Ride fagter.' His head pressed againg hers and her hand turned gently on the throttle in
the movement of a dance and her foot tapped for a higher gear and her fingers released and they flew,
dodging cars like kids on a stolen ride because she wanted to and it was dl her, the bike, the dark, it
wasdl him.

They leaned and glided out of town and onto the coast road, Lila teking it for the bends, for the hills
for the giddy hit of barely making it over loose stones in the tight anti-camber on the heights of a diff
where moonlight shattered on the surface of the sea and shone like jewdlery. She could amdl the ocean,
mixed with the scent of little, low-growing night-blooming flowers, and petrol. She did notice when Zd
rested his head on her back, and that his ams went around her. It was part of the great ride and the
mechine

They caught up with the landtrain and passed it inthe quiet traffic of early morning. Davn met them as
they reached the most deserted part of the road, where it ran far from dvilisation, dong the edges of
beachfront parks and the remote edges of millionairés estates, beside the rough grass of preservation
digtricts where nobody was alowed to build or wander except the animas and birds.

Lilaheard tharr engines before she saw the other bikes racing towards them across the rough terrain of
the empty land. Both were light, fast motocross machines, and both riders had the dadtic qudity
and poise she recognised with indant gpprenension: Dar and his partner.

Since when did JD agents get funky enough with machinery to ride bikes?

They were coming in a angles which would intercept both her past and future course. Lila curled her
lip and fdt Zd lean forward again.

"Wherée's your input jack?

'What? she shouted back, sure she was mishearing him, then fet him jam an earpiece over her Ieft ear.
She heard mudc - aheavy metd power balad with a strange dance funk undertone.

'‘Never go into battle unaccompanied!” Zd shouted over the wind noise and the riff as Lila pushed her
right wrigt dl the way down and her suspension systemsinto full sport mode.

Lila out-accelerated Dar, passed the femde df while she was dill fighting her way onto the hardtop
from the dirt track, and left themin a cloud of pae dust.

Shefdt the curl of magic againg her bones and the peculiar inner pressure cast of a magicd footprint
as someone fixed a spel on them. In the growing light dl the colours of the world were blue and grey,
but for a moment they went green. Lilatook a dow, deep breath and ignored it, focusng entirdy on the
road, laying the bike down amos flat and praying for a good surface as they rounded a smdl headland
and did gently and decisvely out towards the sngle metd rail of the safety barrier.



She righted them with inches to spare and was feding the firs wash of rdief when she saw the twin
sguare blocks and eight huge tyres of two heavyloaders blocking both lanes about two hundred metres in
front of her. The road had gone into a low-waled canyon. There was no space ether sde and nowhere
to go,

Lila squeezed the brakes as hard as she dared, to protect hersdf and Zd from a summary gection out of
the front door. She fdt her ingdes drag her forwards as they bled speed and when the needles looked
about right and they were fearfully dow, like snails, she hit the power and the front brake smultaneoudy
and did around, aming them both square at the two bikes just coming around the turn-She opened the
casang on her lower right leg and bent down to take out a metd baton. As the armour fused shut into
unbreakable plate she connected to the pikestaff with the sengtive cdls in the pdm of her hand and
swvung the short metd stavein the air to her sde, avoiding

Zd'sleg. The baton telescoped out into a surdy carbon and dloy quarterstaff dmost two metres long.

"kin hell!" she heard Za say gpprovingly.

Lilasmiled in grim satisfaction. She turned dl bike controls over to her Al-sdf to free her hands and,
with the gaff tucked under her am, sat more upright. 'Hold tight," she shouted back to Za and gunned
the engine.

The engine spun the back whed but the intdligent tyre surfaces changed properties and seized the road
with limpet tenacity. They surged forward, Lila pressed back agang Zd, and Zd ressing until the
accderation faded sweetly into aninety kph surge. They met the two riders on a short sraight. Lila hed
the quartergtaff like a medievd lance, across the handlebars, braced againg her Sde, and amed it at the
chest of Dar's partner as they closed, but at the last second, with both eves garting to move out wide,
she flipped the gaff around, faster than the eye could see, and braced it across her wag, its Sngle long
am now stabbing out to the l€ft.

Even Dar's superhuman reflexes were not enough to take avoiding action. The baton missed the bars
of his bike by amillimetre and dammed into his upper arms and chest, knocking him backwards ingantly.

Lilafdt the horrible impact as a soggy crunch that tried to tear the bar out of her hands. She let the right

hand sde go so tha part of Hie force dragged the aff deanly around to the left, saving her arms and
gparing Dar much of the blow's potentidly lethd force. But saving her own arms was more important.
She saw him twigt in mid-air with catlike desperation and hit the road on his shoulder as his bike went
diding and skidding away. His speed took him ralling in the wake of the other bike, uncontrolled.

'Fuck!" she heard Zd shout with exhilaration and not alittle fear.

Lila had kept ther balance only because she had calculated the forces in advance and compensated
during the attack Now she recovered the daff and did it into short mode, accderating again without
turning around to see what was going on behind them. The wind set her face into a ferocious mask. She
didnt think this was likdy to be over and her long-range sensors began to prove her right dmost
immediately. No sooner had they put a headland between them and the blocked canyon than she picked
up a drange heat-sgnature in the sky.

A firebird stooped towards them from the haze of twilight blue. It
was fagter than an animd, as fagt as a guided missle, and it tore Earthwards with the accuracy that Lila
recognised as sgna-oriented. The mongter was a kind of missle, and they were locked in as the target.
Maybe the earlier spdlcast had sngled them out ... in any case, it hadly mattered. She had only a
second in which to decide whét to do.

Liladammed on the brakes and laid her beautiful bike down on its Sde for the last time, trusing Za's
df samarts to make him copy her move and get hisleg out of the way as they went over. He was good
enough for that a least, hanging on to her as they rode the machine dong and ground it into the dirt,
creating a huge plume of billowing dust around them as they findly came to a halt.

Coughing, Lilagot up and hauled Zd to his feet, her hands on his upper arms, finger sensors verifying
his physology as intact even as she shouted, 'Cast a circlel" She could barely see him through the faling
dust though her hdm protected her eyes and nose. "Anywhere! Now!"

A flicker of something hot ran across her hands, atiny flame, but she was dready letting hm go. He
nodded. Lila saw his andalune body clearly then. The dust glittered ingde it and was spun around as



though in the glare of a private sun. It drew suddenly very close to him and then vanished. He pulled part
of hisshirt over hisface to take a breath with his eyes screwed shut, everything about him turning the soft

beige shade of the earth. Then Zd sang the circle, just one bregth, afew dvish words, a few clear notes
that made Lila aware of the junction between her flesh and metd body as deanly as if they were being
cut in two.

She fdt a changein the air, in the temperature, and the qudity of the ground but she had no time to put
these things together before they were surrounded in a bailing yelow gde of fire Lila flinched
auto-matically from what she thought would be blisering hest, but the air againgt her skin was cool.
Through a gap of afew inches she stared into arailing heart of flame and felt nothing of it.

Zd coughed and spat. "Thiswon't hold for long againgt that. And whoever isits master.'

'Why not? Lila asked, looking down &t her feet and seeing they were standing on lilac-coloured sand,
looking up at the sky and seeing the mogt delicate of rose clouds againg a turquoise blue. She and Z4d,
aone indde a column of fire, ganding in another world.

'l can fed how strong that thing is," he said and to her questioning gaze gave an awkward shrug. 'Who
were you expecting? Mithrandir?

'How long? Thefire curled and licked & the invisble barrier greedily. Lilawould not step away.

'Minutes," he said, closing his eyes. Suddenly he yawned.

'‘What are you doing? Lila was darmed. She couldn't believe he was rdaxed enough to fed like
yavning.

I'm tired," he said. 'And holding this is very tiring. You wouldnt understand. I'm sure youll have
another plan by then. That jousting thing was very cool.'

'Can you take usto wherethiscircleisfor red?

'No,' he said. 'Not nearly.

'Can we wak and take it with us? she asked, darting to fed desperate.

'No. | didnt think about that. It's fixed on the earth. Part of earth demental magic. | could have done it
inar but | wasn't... it wasn't what | did." He shrugged and peered more closdly a the fire. T think we're
ingde a phoenix. That's interesting. | didn't know they were fire dl the way through. | thought they were
hallow, like those disgppointing chocolate Eagter rabbits.”

Lila pushed thoughts of impending death and srangling him to one side, 'Za, do you know why these
people are out to get you?

‘Don't likeme!'

"The Great Spdll,’ she prompted.

Zd was very serious now. 'Yeah, that. | do somewhat fit the recipe for globd disaster there. But they
dont redly want that. Might think they do. Who knows?

‘Someone clearly thinks so.'

'Y eah, no prizesfor guessing who they are.’

‘Enlighten me.’

'Nobody wants to cut off ther kingdom from the pollution of other races and ther ideas more then
those bastards in Sathanor.’

The High Elves?

"The High Elves' he said, his ears flattening to his head completely. Lila saw that he was garting to
gruggle to stay upright. He folded his arms across his chest in determination. 'Not dl of them. Some. All
it takes. And by the fed of this they've been building their srength a long time. We've got another two
minutes, maybe one and a hdf.'

Lilabit her lip and thought. If this was down to who he said it was,
no way would they want Zd dead. She decided to take the gamble and quickly stripped off her bike
jacket.

'Isthis my two-minute charity window? Za asked, frowning.

'Put it on,’ Lila ordered, pushing the jacket into his arms. She stripped off the trousers too, leaving
hersdf in her military issue shorts and vest, dl metd exposed. 'And these. Move!l' Her boots would have
to lie wherever they were for ever, log intime and space when the circle expired.



'Why? He obeyed her. He was more dextrous than a human man, and more graceful, even when
quffing his EIf deevesinto her clothes.

"We're getting out of here," she said. 'And it's going to be very hot, and then very, very cold.’

'‘And how does your not wearing anything of note... .

‘Nuclear reactor core,' she sad absently, peering a their surround-ings. She could fed heat on her
ams and shoulders, face and chest now, dowly increasing. "‘How you doing? Zips and poppers sounded
like flame crackling.

"Thank god neither of uslikes cakes," he said, but without any zedl.

Lilaturned and saw him swaying on his feet. She caught him before he fdl and braced him againg her.
At the last minute she grabbed hold of dl his long blond hair and twisted it rapidly together, jamming it
down the neck of the jacket. 'Stand on my feet. Go on. Do it. Okay, let the circle go.’

'Hmm?

She glanced a him, migakenly, and made eye contact. As the ports on the soles of her feet were
opening onto the lilac ground she lost hersdf in a deep and puzzing warmth and darkness. The jet
systemsin her ankles came online and she fdt the fire's heat wash away in a sudden coadl, like mountain
water, as Zd's aethered body flooded out of him and legpt free of the tight control he had kept it under
during the cadting of the Zoomenon circle. It gushed over her like a tide, before fdling back to its normal
place a hdf an inch beyond his own skin.

It didnt meaen anything, she told hersdlf, though she inwardly registered it as a definite embrace.

She shut her eyes and dlowed hersdf only the smalest of interior amiles at the vison of al-lesther-clad
Zd in her ams. Timing was everything. She had to get it right. She fdt the subtle vibrations coming up
through her skeleton as the intake vents behind her calves
opened up and she fdt the ground move away, heard the sheet and scatter of sand being blasted, being
made into glass under her toes. 'Now!"

The coal ar of their envelope met the inrushing hot ionised gas of the phoenix and its oxygen gave the
fire a sudden white brightness. It licked around Lilas legs and singed the leather of her trousers and the
soles of Za's boots, but it was confounded by the huge wash-out of her jets as she and Zd rose draight
up on their own blazing trail. The phoenix recoiled from them as she had hoped; happy to imprison them,
but afraid to damage what it was guarding.

The spdll cresture turned its massve head to watch them, beak opening as it spread its wings again
and took to the air. But Lilawas very high, too high and too fast. She navigeted the bitter cold Jetstream
above the doudline and fdt Zd's physca shock at the sudden change, the loosening of his hold on her
as his hands logt their strength. Con-densation was rgpidly turning to frogt in the tendrils of hair around
hisface. And il the firebird climbed after them.

She saw an eagle, as large as the phoenix, coming out of the west. She glanced at Zd's face - hislips
were pae with cold, dmost white, but he was grinning at her.

'Did you notice how were dways together like this? he said. 'And there's an eagle behind you.'

Lila cut the jets. They fdl like stone. The eagle swooped after them, folding its wings into an arrow
shape, but it was too big and the ar resstance would not let it pass quickly enough. The phoenix, a
con+juration that was serioudy chalenged for sustenance in unmagical Otopian space, was diminishing,
its power fading as it literdly burned away the magic that kept it dive. Such a thing could only be
temporary here. Lila looked down a the fast-gpproaching earth and saw two dark figures on a sngle
bike riding to the spot where her lovely red mechine had died and become a blackened, deformed
wreck. Fndly her cdl out was answered.

'We can't get to you in time Mdachi said. He sounded awkward, but Lila didn't have time to think
about that.

'Fuck," she said under her breath, and then to Zal. 'Can you swim?

But her find, desperate sea-ditch plan flew out of her head as they were suddenly hit by a terrific Sde
impact. Another eagle, the 9ze of aroc, had swept in lower and it struck them at an angle, sgizing them
inits huge claws. If she and Zd had been close before they were crushed
together now in the force of its grip. The sharp claw tips barely scraiched Lilas metd skin but they cut



into Zd and he gasped in pain. His breath didn't come back easlly ether.

Lilaemployed power hydraulics and levered the claws apart around them, but she didn't have the span
to create a gap big enough to free them, only enough to create bregthing space. The eagle righted itsdf
into a smooth gliding arc and bent its head down, looking at them with one, great golden eye and then, in
amove of great deftness, used its other foot and pressed two sharp claws around Lila, pulling her away
from Zd. She dung on in resistance, the yelow scaes of the foot that held Za easy to grip, only to see
one huge sickle of horn curve in eedly towards Zd's scomach.

‘Let go, if you want him to live,' the beast sad dlearly. The claw punctured Lilas legthers effortlesdy.
Zd had frozen with the absolute dillness of morta fear. She trusted his assessment of the magica
creature's intentions, dthough it made little sense to her.

"You need him dive,' she retorted, naither letting go nor sruggling back.

"There are others who will do,’ the eagle said. 'Shdl you see me prove it, little toy?

Lilalooked onceinto Zd'sface. 'I'll come for you,' she promised.

He gave her the dightest of amiles, 'l should think so. It'syour job.’

Lilalet go of the eagle's foot and without a second's hestation the eagle let go of her. They were out
over the ocean. She radioed her pogtion in as she fdl, waiching the bird soar high and best its way
geadily north, towards the nearest Alfhem gateway. The pde effluvia of the firebird's remains had
scattered over the desert like mardhfires. She saw the two df agents waitching her fal. She saw the
tankers that had blocked their way start up and drive away, faeries a the whed.

Faeries? She glanced again at the eves and saw them sgndling to her. The eagle was a dot in the sky.
Lila redised that she could not smply go barrdling into Alfheim &fter it. They would shoot her essly.
Instead, she took a deep bresth and descended, coming to land a safe distance from her old bike. Her
jets blew up more dust into the gleaming morning air and she had to walk through it done this time,
furious and ready to fight.

Dar was stting on the ground next to her bike when she approached the two of them. One of the dirt
bikes lay close by. He was cearly in considerable pain and his breathing was so shdlow it was nothing

more than rapid gasping. A pae red foam had gathered at the corner of his mouth and he was too hurt

to brush it away. Both his arms were strapped across his chest. He glared at Lila, but without the fire
of anger she expected. His blue eyes were the same colour as the clear sky. His partner stood at his

Sde, her face taut and grim.

'Agent Black,' she said iffly. "The time has come for a moment of honesty between us''

I'madl ears,' Lilasad.

"We do not seek to murder Zd, nor to harm him. We are trying to protect him.

"You've got afunny way of showingit,’ Lilaretorted.

The femde df's face was impassve, but her fingers Strayed to Dar's hair, touched it briefly, and Lila
redlised they were in agthered contact, talking to one another secretly. The agent mastered whatever
she fdt about Lila and said, 'Zd would have been taken to a safe place, beyond the reach of those
who have captured him now. Your efforts have had the opposite effect to the one you desired. You
have made it quite impossble for us to do wha we mug. Such drength and cunning are to be
congratulated, and your fedings are dearly - involved.

Lilaopened her mouth but the df cut her off smoothly.

'Curb your anger, | mean no dight by it. We are dl prisoners of the heart. Stll, this has become a
vary difficult metter in the last few minutes Dar would ask me to ask you if you would ride with him
now, back into Alfheim, to pursue your misson. He will soon hedl, once you reach Lyrien and then he
and those loyd to the true Jayon Dagawill help you.'

'Forgive my scepticism, but in that case how come you were send-ing dl those poison pen letters
and messages by arrowshot? Lila demanded.

'We did not send the letters the agent replied ialy. The Daga has enemies within. We have
compromised them in Otopia, though we could not stop the Lady's eagles. Unlike her party we wish to
keep the Severed Redms attached to one another, for the interests of Alfheam will not be served by
separation. Time runs short. You mus decide. Go with Dar and take a chance a saving Zd, or go on



your own and be logt in Sathanor, hunted by the Daga, consumed by the dangers of the land, or
vanquished by our common enemy, for the Lady is mighty and in H Alfheém none of your strength can
meaich her power. You did not K match it here.'

Lilaglanced again a Dar and he met her eyes. It took dl her resolve not to break fird. He took a
desperate, difficult breath and his voice was full of whistles and bubbles,

'l gpologise to you, Lila Black, for causng your present incarceration in metal. Be assured it was no
choice of mine!

T remember who chose what,' Lila hissed. 'l was there, and there was nothing wrong with my mind.’

'No. You are far too clever for your own good,” he whispered and closed his eyes, unable to speak
ay more.

Abruptly his partner sank to her knees and supported him before he fdl. Her eyes were narrow and
dark with anger as she stared at Lila, 'He will soon die here. Go now. This bike will take two, but not
three!

"We're not going to make the Alfhem gate on a dirt bike,' Lila said. 'It's two counties away, back in
Bayside!

"There are other ratholes to fit through,' the df said. 'He will tdl you where to go. You can make it
eesly. Once you are there, other means will come to you.'

I can get my own means here,' Lila indsted. 'My fidd team is on its way as we speak.’ She hated the
idea of saving Dar, in any way. She couldn't stand the idea of having m so close to her, even as
vulnerable as he was.

'Do not waste more time!' the df pleaded with her, and Lila saw tears form in her long eyes. 'Dar
cannot wait. She took a bresth as if she would beg more but then held hersdf back. Pride and anger
fought to take control of her features. She was fierce, Lila thought, and she was desperate. It was not
good to be the object of that gaze and it made her fed like atotd jerk.

Lilawent forward, sun shining off her metd armour into her eyes, and kndt on one knee beside Dar.
She moved dowly and gently in spite of her reservations, and made hersdf touch his shoulder. The
andalune body she had been dreading had either subsided or was contained. She fdt nothing but the
doth of his jacket. She glanced up at the femde df, 'What's your name?

'Gwil,' thedf said, dmogt spitting in her haste and frustration.

'Okay, Gwil. I'll lift him on the bike in front of me. Y ou have to tie him to me so that | don't lose him on
the way, yeah? Unwittingly, Lila found hersdlf gazing longingly at the lump of tarry machinery that had
been her bike. The rockracer thaet Gwil gave her instead was pitiful by
comparison. Sll, even though they taxed its suspension and power to the limits, it would do.

Lilaturned her attention back to Dar and crouched down with his back to her chest. She took hold of
him under his strapped arms, bracing againgt the lower part of his ribcage, but getting his ebows involved
anyway. She fdt the faint judder of broken bones shifting as she lifted and he made a pitiful sound, a soft
ghriek, that would have been a scream to anybody who could breathe. He made no resistance or effort
to support his own weight, because he couldn't. As she released his weight onto the bike, things must
have got worse for him because his contained andalune released. Its unique touch was exactly the same
flavour as it had been in the moment he had mamed her years ago, but now she could sense only
weakness and suffering where it seeped againg her human body. It was fragile and eveporating rapidly.
To her surprise and chagrin Lilafdt Sck at the thought of the pain she was causng him and in that ingant
her hate for him Ieft her. He became smply a casudty, and she his ambulance driver.

‘A moment." Gwill put her hand on Lilas as Lilakicked the engine into life. She spoke over the sputter
and fizz. Tf he is not conscious when the Daga find you they will not believe your story, given who and
what you are. Tdl them that Gwilaren Amanitaof Lyrien has sent you.'

'‘Amanita? Lilasaid, surprised by the name's connection to deadly poison.

The df grinned mirthlesdy, 'Not dl eves are lovely in name and aspect,’ she said, stepping back. Dar
dumped againg Lilds chest, his head on her shoulder.

Lilaglanced back once, '‘Gwilaren Amanita, | will get imto Alfhem.’

'Do more, Lila Black. Your ambition insults us." Gwil shouted after her, with uncanny acuity. "Finish



your Game with Zd, and discover the truth of your own making.'

Lilds ears burned a the df's words. How could she know about the Game? Or did she mean
omething else atogether? Her embarrassment shamed her, and her responghility for Dar's state did
aso, in spite of dl the rationd rules of combat that she tried to deploy againgt the feding. But she soon
forgot it as she fdt the touch of his andalune focus where it touched the exposed skin of her shoulders.
Through its agency she found hersdlf able to hear Dar's voice in her mind, soft but clear, as he
directed her into the wilderness beyond any roads, deeper and deeper, until they were quite done among
the rocks and the brush and the strange, smdl plants that lived in the desert.

There, where a wind-scoured archway of old tufa framed the blazing midday sky, Lila rode up
confidently across aplain of ascending rock towards thin air which looked to be nathing more than a legp
to certain degth.

They passed through a strange and slent sheet, a moment of liquid potential, and emerged ingtead into
athick, rich, dripping green forest. The bike snarled to a hdt in a narrow glade, spraying mud and water
up over Lilds legs and splattering her arms and face.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Lila looked around her into a muggy twilight, filled with the soft-faling cool rain tha she remembered
from the low hills of Lyrien, the second kingdom of Alfheém; a dgnaure weather mark, like a
trade-stamp. Her skin drank it greedily after the burning dryness of the phoenix and the scouring of the
sands, and she fdt Dar shudder in agony and heard the rasping gurgle as he took a breath. A short
distance away a wooden shelter stood between two pines on a dearly dven-made area of devated and
fla dry ground. Massive trees of every type crowded the little clearing, covering dl but the tiniest chinks
of sky from view with their massve leaves. It was extremdy quiet, and Lila redised this was because of
the sudden loss of Otopia Tree, and dl her network connections. There was no Incon now, no contact
with Otopia at dl, and in Alfheim, nobody ligening or broadcasting a sngle thing; not in the
electromagnetic spectrum anyway .

She switched off the engine and, enveloped in the sonic caress of faling water, dancing leaves and
drinking roots, she lifted Dar off the machine and carried him towards the A-frame building. The door
was only on alatch. Indgde it was dry and quiet, big enough for up to eight, with cots and mattresses set
out. She placed Dar on one of these. He was deethly pale and finding his pulse was mogly a matter of
good imegination. Where Lila had fdt his andalune hands guiding hers on the bike, she could find no
trace of that body now. She ignored dl thoughts of pursuing Zd and demanded only professondism as
she undid the tight strapping of ripped-up shirt that bound his arms across his chest, in the hope that this
might help him breathe. It didnt.

As she had suspected from the impact of the bar, both his upper ams were deanly broken but these,
dthough nasty, weren't lifethrestening injuries. His ribcage was another story. Lila didn't bother
searching out
the df fird ad. She didnt have any confidence that shed apply it properly. But she could do a
reasonable job hersdf, in spite of a amdl reservation that Dar would no doubt heavily object to what she
was about to do.

Her Al-sdf had only the scantiest of information on the df response to X-ray radiation, but she
guesed that would be too dangerous to try. Lila quickly pulled her own fidd kit out of the inner
compartments in her thighs and stripped the backing off an ECG sensor, opening Dar's tunic and shirt to
place it gently on the skin of his chest, over his heart. She tuned her Al-senses into the ingruments and
immediatdy the spike and sine of muscular dectricd activity flowed into her Sght - a blue line over the
top of her ordinary vison. She didn't know what was norma for eves but she could see that, if nothing
e it was regular. Far too regular for her liking. In humans and dl Otopian mammds a sgnd like that
meant desth was very near,



'Shit!" She didn't understand. Where was the greet hedling power of the wretched land now? Gwil had
suggested smply being here in Alfham was enough, but it clearly wasn't.

Lila recalibrated the sensors in her left hand and opened a sachet of lubricant gd with her teeth. She
spread this over her hand and Dar's chest, where the dark marks of superficid bruisng showed red and
black. No Sgn of deeper damage had risen. That was another bad sgn. She ran her hand across him,
and switched her vison and hearing entirdy into her hand.

Echocardiogram, then ultrasound.

It was now clear what crushing damage the bar had done. Dar's sernum was broken and severd ribs
fractured more than once, creat-ing what was medicadly known as aflal ribcage, where a whole section
had become completely detached and ineffective, moved only by his dight breaths but not ading
breething. There was serious bleeding around his lungs, and aso into the pericardium surrounding his
heart, hence its regularity and weakness. Lila blood-tested him as fast as she could but she wasn't even
sure she could wat or should wait for the gas andyss. She looked under his eydids - dmog white,
becoming blueish. He was cyanatic. He needed more oxygen.

‘Jesus Chrigt!" she said, severd times, rather loudly, to nerve hersdf as she broke open sedled packs,
hunting down the redlly big needles. On its prompt she dlowed her Al-sdf to activate a cortical shunt that
bypassed her emationd responses, leaving them as aminima
experience that could thoroughly inform but not hamper her physcd precison. Now her Al-sdf could
cue its surgical procedures and run them effectively. Although sheld never done what she was about to
do, the hands of hundreds of expert surgeons informed the movement of her own fingers and thumbs.

She watched hersdf from a quiet meditative state as her left hand guided and her right hand punched
the chest drain into the wdl of Dar's body between two ribs. Her hands could see what they were doing
with their own intricate sensors. They positioned the needle tip in the cavity ful of blood surrounding
Dar's heart and switched on one of the minor motors in Lilas am to power a amdl negative pressure
pump & the other end of the drain tube. Dark, russet-coloured blood began to flow. Unfortunatdly, Lila
had nowhere for it to go, S0 it began to spatter and pool on the pretty hardwood floor.

Moving with care she inserted another drain for his left lung and attached that to a secondary pump
with a minor power line feeding from one of her weapon ports. And there they were, she thought, tied
negtly to one another, blood trickling around them, rain fdling outside in the quiet, quiet forest. The idea
mede her amile

Mercifully, she saw the ECG readout begin to break its rhythm into the less distressng irregularity of
tachycardia as his heart began to recover. She fdt his pulse strengthen at the same time. The blood gas
response came up findly - low ox, high carbon dioxide, high nitro-gen . . . whatever. Anyway, shed
done the right thing and she sat back on her heds now to pick out a suitable pankiller with a sense of
satifaction. She administered severd shots, placed as accurately as possible, so that there wouldn't be
any sedative effect when he came to. She needed him to tdl her what to do next, snce her human-med
kills, invalving metd as they did, possibly were not doing him an anvful ot of good, dthough perhaps
sving hislife would smooth things over on that front.

As a chaotic pattern established itsdf in his heart Lila cautioudy and somewhat cheekily took the
chance to examine his physology much more closdy. If anyone asked her she would say it was for
Otopias files. In spite of pleas to the contrary Alfham had not divulged most of its medicad knowledge to
Otopia, nor the bulk of its magicd expertise; dl of these things were protected under weapons-class
security redtric-tions. It was one of the features of that treaty Lila had gone in to witness as a diplomat
years ago. But she wanted to know from genuine
curiogty too. She wondered grestly, in her surgeon's mind, what kind of medicine they had and how their
bodies differed from those of humans. Not so much in some ways she found dl the organs to be just
about the same in rdaive Sze and postion though they were, with respect to the physiology of their
musdles and tendons, superhuman.

But there was a ggnificant difference. Elves had a lot more neurd clusters surrounding their major
organs and even in their muscles, as though ther brain was distributed more fully throughout their bodies
than human nervous systems, which had their secondary centres around the heart and gut done. And she



noticed, as she explored this with soundwaves, that the progress of her survey created a reaction in the
ECG:. Dar's heart responded to the frequencies.

Working on intuition she placed four more sensors on his head and took a scan of his brain activity.
Theat reacted too, even though he wasn't conscious. The response was what she would generdly consider
not good. Under her exploration the sgnds of dl of his various neurd Stes became dissonant. His heart
juddered.

Lila stopped. She examined her information and then placed her hands back on Dar, this time
trangmitting electrica impulses targeting specific clusters, copying what she caculated to be their normd
function frequencies, in the hope that she could induce a Sate of harmony. It worked beautifully, and she
findly had a good reason to understand why eves were so susceptible to fluctuations in thelr surrounding
eectromagnetic fidds, and to sound itsdf, as she restored Dar to a synchronous neura State: everything
working together. A few seconds later his eyes fluttered open.

Lila had seen people magter pain with difficulty and adso succumb to it without shame. Dar's eyes
flashed wide as it hit him, and then he paused, and in that pause Lila saw a change in his face moving
ingantly to self-possession. His andalune rose at the same moment and her sensors did off imin a blurt

of datic as his skin rgected them. She waited, poised to hold hm down if she had to, in order to
prevent him yanking the drains out, but he didn't try to move. He drew a breath through his teeth and one
of his eyebrows moved up in surprise that it was so easy.

‘Bedill,' shesaid. "You're not out of the woods yet.'

He dmost smiled at her weak humour.

"Your arms are broken," she told him. '‘But you probably knew that. Your heart and lungs were full of
blood. | had to take it out. That's what
you can hear dripping on the floor. The hiss is the pumping system.” She didn't say that held logt a great
ded of blood, now maostly around her knees, and that she didn't know how much more he could lose.

"The painisnot asbad, Dar said quietly. 'Y ou must set my ams!’

'l did that when | put them down. Clean breaks. They'll be dl right. But they aren't splinted yet. | can't
do that, because . . ." And she held up her right am to show him that they were joined. 'As soon &s |
can, I'll take them out."

Dar closed his eyes. He was quite different looking to Zd, dthough until recently dl dves had had a
kind of sameyness for Lila, modly based on ears (pointy, long), har (lots of it, long) and expresson
(aloof, controlled, pole-up-the-ass). There was aso some suff about decor-ation, manners and couture
which had seemed dmost indiginguidhtable from human gay culture, if less camp. Now she fdt that her
edimation of them revealed much more about her than it did about them, and that it did not present a
flattering portrait of her at dl.

She found dso that, since Dar had been a her mercy, she no longer hated his face. It was an extreme
face of akind she considered ultra-elven, as though it had been stretched upwards from its strong, dightly
squared chin and the tip of his nose, so that the lines of the cheekbones and the features were dongated
and danted: the kind of thing that might happen after one too many facdifts. It gave his mouth at rest a
grange dmogt-amile, which iswhat she had aways thought of as a amirk, but now saw was only the way
hisface was made. Zd's face was less exaggerated, with flatter brows and a more squared appearance,
dthough he had the same large eyes that Dar did and the same long, thick eyelashes, equdly dark. You
could see a species resemblance, but Dar had dark brown har and his eyes were intense and nearly
black. His skin dso had a peculiar qudity that Za's did not. Now that she looked dosdy he seemed
much darker than she remembered, not tanned like a human but as if he stood in deep shadow. She
didn't think it was an effect of his condition.

Lilawondered if Za were ableach blond.

Dar opened his eyes again. 'Maybe you would consider us even, now.'

'No, not nearly,’ Lilatold him amiably. 'Hello: haf my body missng for ever.

"The new one seems to be working out for you,” he rasped. 'And to my advantage. | am very
impressed.'

'Ah, come on, make me not want to rip this out and leave you to rot,” she said, without any grest



anger, but someirritation that he could lie there haf dead and Hill successfully bait her.

"Your honour isgreat, he said. 'l thank you.'

'Go me,' Lilasaid. 'How do | get your lot to come over here and fix you better?

'l don't think that's a good idea,’” he whispered, trying to lift his head and then deciding quickly againgt
it. "Also, we need to move soon.'

'What are you talking about? Gwil told me.. . .’

'l do not trust Gwil, whatever she told you,' he said. "And | have no idea who in the Jayon Daga is with
or agang me!

'You asinjust you? Lilaasked.

'‘No, usasinjus us' He amiled alittle. ‘But dl the same, better they not come here and find you. Some
of them may be my dlies, but otherswill not be, and we can show no brotherhood to their faces, or dse
our efforts to mitigate ther ill-notions will dl be wasted in the discovery.’

Lilaadmired the fact that he could get a sentence like that out with only one functiond lung. She didn't
know what he meant but it seemed to boil down to the fact thet they weren't going to get reinforcements.
'So what, we're going in againgt the big bad to save Zd from immortd torment with me carrying you on
your deathbed?

'‘No," Dar said. He paused for aminute, to breathe. "Y ou will hep me get better more quickly.’

'Oh, | don't know," Lila objected. 'Y ou're in serious trouble with your chest. Evenif it's dl fine when |
take these drains out you can't go anywhere or do anything useful for months. Your bones are pretty
much shattered.’

'Yes, | can hear that,’ he said. '‘But thisis not Otopia. And we have our own technologies for getting
over things like thisin a hurry, if we have to.’

"Teleport it on over then,’ she said.

I was rather thinking you could drag us both across to that cabinet where you will find our medica
supplies.’

Typicd man,' Lila snorted. She was glad she had put m on the closest of the cots. 'Hold on then.
Thisisgoing to be unpleasant for you.'

'No doubt that will pleaseyou,' he said.

She frowned. 'Actudly it won't. How about that for a turn-up for the books? She pushed the bed and
it skidded over the unpolished floor

1 with only adight vibration and
bump. Nonetheless Dar hissed horribly
and dmog immediatdy passed out. Warm blood splashed on her legs.
She adjusted the drain tubes so that she could move around and went
to open the cabinet but the doors would not budge to her hands.

When he woke up for the second time she said, 'I'm going to have to up your painkillers!

'No," he said. "There will be something better in therefor me.'

She held up one hand, 'Not for me though. How do you get in?

"Take my hand and touch the door with it," he suggested.

Liladidn't argue or make any more suggestions. She took hold of his damaged upper am in her
left hand and fixed the bones in place with a power-assisted grip, so tight it made him cry out. Then
she moved his arm with her right hand. As soon as his skin made contact with the door, it opened.

It will befine now," he said as she replaced his arm on the bed.

'Hope s0." She began taking things out - bark boxes and other, manifesly unhygienic-looking
containers. Although they were dl remarkably smilar, each was made from a variety of materids,
with a different fold and unique ties. Dar told her to look for something in autumn beech leaves with
alinen tie. Lila found and opened it. Inade were dender bamboo tubes, sedled with wax. She
opened one and ultrafine needles of crysta fdl out into her hand. They were so delic-ate they
could only have grown like that, over extreme lengths of time. 'Acupuncture, she sad after a
second's thought.

'Yes,' Dar sad. 'It's good you are familiar with the technique. The meridians . . ." He coughed and



momentarily passed out, recovering a second or two later.

T know where they are,' she said confidently. T sneaked a peek while you weren't looking.'

'With what? he rasped.

‘Ultrasound,’ she said. '‘And | can look again to be sure.’

"That explainsit,” he whispered, his voice bubbling dightly. Lila checked the drains. The heart had
dabilised, but his lung trauma was dill lesky. Drops of vivid scarlet thickened on the floor beside
her knee and coloured hislips. She glanced up and saw Dar amilefartly.

'Explanswhat?

'All elven aether isresponsive to sound, he said. ‘Do it again.’

Lilaput her sticky hand over his abdomen and scanned his midsection. 'So?

H "It feds good,' he said and smiled briefly. I thought | dreamt it. A Strange dream, to fed pleasure in
pain. But it was you.'

'Humean beings don't fed anything with this" She took her hand off, aware of her face reddening,
and angry for that.

'‘No," Dar sad. 'l imagine not. And | don't fed it in my flesh body. | fed it in the aetheric. It is
extremdy pleasant. The chi pattern is most interesting. Y ou may find other uses for that in the future
whileyou are here.’

'Are you being filthy? she asked, sdecting a needle and tapping it down through his skin with a
careful blow of her fingertip, her Al-sdf effective and detached.

'In the circumstances | have perhaps gonetoo far,’ Dar admitted.

T was going to use X-ray,' Lilainformed him and her prompt was answered, after a moment or
two and another needle.

'l am grateful you did not,’ Dar rasped. "The wavdengths are extremey hodile to our agtheric
sves.'

'S0, two wegpons from one med kit: X-rays and ultrasound,’ she said. 'Not bad. I'm liking it here
aready.' She moved dong, placing needles through his skin carefully, concentrating on his forehead,
ears and in his hands. After the sxth one he sghed and vishly rdaxed. Colour started to return to his
face and she put her hand briefly over his chest, picking up a heart trace. "That's impressve,’ she
sad.

'‘Now the pain has gone | am able to look and see what is wrong with me, except that your
anaesthetic has dulled my dbility somewhat. But we can proceed. | suppose you are not a human
with magicd skills?

"Y ou suppose correctly,’ Lilasaid. 'l didn't even think there were any.’

'We mug make a connection,’ he said, as though he hadn't heard her. 'Something that can unite us,
briefly, in spirit.

I'm an atheigt,' she informed him. 'Machine and soulless. Thanatopia is only hearsay to me and
until | get proof about it, I'm devoutly with the scientists. What you see iswhéat you get.'

'Stupid. But whatever your opinion on the matter, it will make no difference, Dar said, his voice
louder and more musicd, dmogt a an ordinary pitch. "'You and | should be in a coherent state for the
duration. That is a physica phenomenon you can measure, if you wish. It is best established through
some kind of mutua empathy.’

"That's not going to be easy, consdering.' Lila had to bite back a retort to hisinsult - supid! He
didn't know how hard it was to be

agang the Otopian tide-turn back to mgor rdigion every time the media came up with some new
revelaion about Thanatopia.

Dar, thankfully, could not hear her thoughts. 'Do not tax me with your talk. If you want to save Zd,
you must learn to speak correctly.'

'What do you mean? Even Lilas Al-sdf couldnt entirdy keep a smother on her strongest fedings
She was annoyed.

"To save me, you must speak correctly. Listen carefully .. .

She gave him asarcagtic look. 'Y ou're going to say it only once?



"Thank you for your cultura quip. Itisnot lost on me. But you are wadting time. Ligten to the df with
two chest drains, because it ishard for im to talk.'

He had to pause and rest then, and Lilafdt another wash of shame. She didn't much like being hersdlf
inthis hour. She wanted to punish Dar for bringing her to these fedings, and for dl her nightmares of the
past, the pain and the hospita, her metd body and her weakness, her foolish purauit of Zd. And she ft
absurdly thankful, that they were both here and dive. She ligened to the drip of blood and Dar's
laboured breething and looked at the damage she had done to him. 'I'm ligtening.’

'Doctor,’ he began. ‘It islike this. Speaking is action. A spoken judgement, such as your statement that
our empathy could not be easy, is a sword and shidd between us. It makes success much less likey.
Y our speech is peppered with casud assault.’ He had to pause again.

It'sjust the way we talk in Otopia,' Lila began defensvely. ‘It doesn't meen . . .

'Y ou see? he said, pausing often to take gurgling breaths. T accused you of aggression, and you have
given me aggression back. You had to. You fdt that? When speech is careless and labds people, instead
of amply stating what was done, when speech is used as a weapon, there is nothing we can do but fight.
It is not smply the way you talk in Otopia. Speech defines the world. But be aware that in Alfheim these
meatters take on even greater weight, because our magic is tied to sounds, and no sounds are more
powerful than those of words, except music. Music unpolluted by words is the strongest of dl. But you
are not a muddan, and neither am 1. We will confine oursdves to the inadequacy of words for this
connection. | will tdll you something of my heart: when you hit me with the quarterstaff | took no offence
ait. Itisnot ametter | hold againgt you persondly. But | believe from the
way you speak about methat thisis not the way you fed about my attack on you in Sathanor .’

"You're bloody right it isn't, Lila said with a venom even she did not expect. "You tried to kill me in
cold blood. And then you spent days torturing me by forcdng me awake to ask me those pointless
fucking questions. Y ou never showed me any feding at dl, except cruety, and you were dways. . .' She
hed been going to say amiling, but after her recent reassessment she didn't want to say it now. She bit her
tongue. The faint ECG trace she dill had on Dar through her hand sensors showed flickering reections in
the beat of his heart. His face didn't change, but his body reacted to what she'd said strongly. She sad
without thinking, 'I'm sorry.'

'Sorry isusdless, he said. 'You hurt me. Sorry does not make it better. Sorry is for you, not me. But
truly. What | did | did in order to save you from certain death. That mugt be difficult to believe.’

'Gwil said that, Lilainformed him.

'In that then she hasthe right,” Dar whispered, forced to cough and trying to do it gently, but faling. His
eyes rolled up in his head briefly. Lila waited until he came back to himsdf and carried on. 'l had to
continue your interrogation to convince those with me that | was of thar party. All of them are agents
loyd to the Lady in Sathanor and until now | have dways maintained a position of dlegiance to her as my
cover. If | had had to kill you, | would have, because as ther leader they must not doubt me. Surely they
mud never suspect | am secretly loyd to the Resstance. Asit was, | decided that | could both save your
life and impress them with my commitment to their ways by demon-strating more cruelty when | ddlivered
you homein pieces instead of executing you. Though we knew perfectly wel that you had no information
thiswas a plan they dl agreed to eadly. Their corruption is mighty indeed and so was mine that day. You
wear the mark of that deed for ever. As do |, dthough my scars are not visble to the eye, for which |
mud be grateful. And | am grateful to you, for saving my life now, with so little pain. It is, as you guess,
much more than | deserve!'

Lila had never fdt more sober. In explaining his part of her maming he was describing a job. There
was nothing persona about it, though that didn't make it any less awful. He was describing her job, in
actud fact, because they were the same. 'Making it hard to keep hating you here!’

"That wasthe generd direction | washeading in,' he said, inan
amog humean cadence, and then he reverted to df normd, dl careful diction and no contractions. 'But it
isthe truth.'

T know,' Lilasaid, curious. 'l canfed it inyour eectro-readouts.’

Then we are in synchrony,’ Dar said. 'It is time to rebuild me. We will begin with my heart. Please



remove the drain.’

Technicdly it's too early,’ she sad. 'But you're in charge. Before | do, care to brief me on the
procedure?

'Forgive me, | thought it obvious. You will raise your chi and place it in your hand over my heart,
whilg concentrating on your own heart. | will muster my energy and do the same. We will visudise the
heart as whole and hedthy. We will open our spirit fuson to the aetheric limbs of Lyrien and dlow . . .
He saw her doubt and scepticism and accepted it. 'Just do it,' he said. 'Please.’

'Don't we need circlesor candles or crystalsor . . .

'Of course not,’ he said, betraying pain and impatience. "You are dive. It will suffice. Y our hand.'

'I don't even know what chi is,' she started to protest, but rdied on her Al-sdf to find some indructive
materids. She removed the drain carefully, seding the wound between his ribs with one of her own
emergency stick-ons because she had no idea what the df verson of the same was. He didn't seem to
mind. Chi was, her Al-library said, the life force or spirit energy of living things. There was a lot of
argument about its role in the agtheric dimensions (perhaps it was the same as agther itsdf and perhaps it
was a specid form, the humen verdict was not sure) and whether or not it was metaphyscd, or
imaginary. It was nonetheless proven to be an effective concept...

‘Breathe with me,' Dar said. 'Put your heart inyour hand. That's al.’

'‘Okay, okay.' Lila closed her eyes and tried to fed anything other than pointless and mundane. Her
Al-sdf decided to help her with a gentle, chearful piece of musc sheldd aways liked. It was childish, and
twinkly, and something she used to play years and years ago, in the summertime at home. The effect, as
these things often have, was ingantaneous. The words ran through her mind - surely no greater king
has ever lived, no one with the loving kindness, strength and courage, of King Raam. Lilas
awareness of her surroundings fdl away. How she loved to hear the song! How she longed to touch
those old days and be with Dad and Mom again, with Maxine, Juliaand Okie.

She put out her right hand as the soft notes burred in harmony and
pleasure through her mind. She held onto the feding of how much she had once been loved.

Dar's andalune hand surrounded hers. A current shot through her am and out of the palm of her
hand and down into the body undernesth it. She could fed it and her sensors could too - pure
eectromagnetic energy in a strange pattern, a frequencies she wouldn't have expected from a smple
humean body. Her metd amplified it.

Then she fdt Dar's heart pull on hers, like a weary horse lagging behind is pulled forward by the
gtronger one in the front of the traces. Readouts behind her closed eydids showed her pulse dow down
to his pace and then respond to the demand of this strange hediing, accelerat-ing them both with her
leading thistime. She remembered to think of Dar's heart, the four chambers, shaped dmost identicaly to
ahuman's, just larger. She saw the strange energy fidd in her hand snap into the shape she imagined. She
fdt Dar's heart in her hand. And then shefdt Dar's heart in her heart.

Lila began to understand the nature of magic then. She saw that it was aetheric energy shaped by the
shape of the maker, and that the maker was more than a thought or amood or aword or a body. It was
dl those things at once. Her breath and Dar's breath, their hearts in one another's hearts, sharing space
and time for a moment, the stronger becoming wesaker, the weaker stronger until equilibrium. Then both
ganed strength as another force, utterly unknown to her, came pouring in through Dar's andalune sdf.

The power of this was colossdl, like being suddenly plugged into the mains. For the rest of thar time
together she knew nothing at dl, washed away in its force and the reckless vitdity, thinking that maybe
she could sense the whole of the forest, and the rain, the land and the sky, the water and air . . . that she
was Dar and he was the strangest, strangest creature under the sun, drawing power from the life that ran
and jumped, warm and animd, through the trees, across the sky.

When they parted it was a naturd movement that they both made a once, because they were one and
there was no impulse one had that the other did not.

Recklesdy, giddy with success, dightly wired on desire and the euphoria of such a srangely tender
intimacy, Lilacarried on, Dar carried on, to the lungs and the ribs and the bones of his ams, where Lila
fdt his bone become her powerful metd skeleton and her findy



crafted dloys become living tissue. The circuit between them fluctu-ated as it encountered their profound
differences, energy from Lyrien and from Lilds reactor maching each other like for like until the
resonances eased and the conjoined will of Lilaand Dar brought dl patterns into phase.

Then, without warning, she fdt the two of them and thelr separated natures wound inexorably into a
angle form. The current of dectrical and aetheric energies escalated suddenly, jolting Lila from bliss to
dam. In her mind's eye she saw afuse burning, a flash of coming light . . .

'It's okay," she heard Dar say cdmly in the centre of her head. 'Take your hand away from me.'

She moved with the reflexive speed of fear and the connection broke abruptly. Lila fdt that she had
been flung from heaven, and the landing was nasty. From her warm, cosy, beautiful place of strength and
exhilaration she found hersdf kneding on the bloody floor with her head regting on the sde of a hard
bed. Sweat was pouring off her and she'd expended enough kilowatts to run a smdl town in the last few
seconds. She was shaking but even though she was exhausted there was a peculiar Tightness to her that
she couldn't remember feding in years. Beaedly she redised there was no discomfort in her body. Not
one bit.

'Fuck me,' Dar said with perfect Bay City intonation.

Lila could fed the bed shaking. She redlised he was laughing. It was an infectious sound. She found
hersdf joining in, not nervoudy either.

'Oh god!" she said, and seemed to be refearring to hersdf as she did onto the planking. She had
forgotten what it fet to be this tired and this full of pleasant, whooshy, reaxed fedings 'EIf sex must be
amazing.

'In my limited experience it possesses dl the thrills and boredoms of any other activity,’ Dar said. 'For
one thing most eves do not run on tokamaks, unless | have mistaken them. But | do not wish to bditile
your experience, nor mine. It was as unusud for me as for you.'

'No," Lilasaid from thefloor. 'l get it. In fact, | don't think you need to explain anything like that to me
ever again.’ And she didn't need to ask how he was either. She knew that. He was fine. Exhausted, but
fine "That bioluminescent drawing-on-the-source-of-life thing redly takes it out of you, doesn't it? she
sad.

'Knocks off ayear of your life every trip," he said in another flip revert to the Otopian style. 'But who's
counting?

'Istheretimeto ... ? But before she could finish the sentence Lilawas adeep.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

"They'recoming. Get up.'

Lilawoke to find Dar shaking her and a peculiar zgp running the length of her am where he touched
her, which she belatedly processed and recognised as a kind of bite or nip from his aetheric sdf. She got
up from the floor and ran a ful upgrade at the same time, so that when she had made it to her feet she
was awake, dert and feding fine. Dar pushed handfuls of wet plagtic tubing and firg aid at her.

I don't know how to pack these. Y ou mug carry them. They shouldn't know you've been here.'

Lilatook them and saw that they had been flushed reasonably clean. The floorboards were drying from
ascrub, but they were stained. She worked as fast as she could to put everything together and back in its
place. She caught Dar staring openly as her leg compartments opened and closed with soft whirring and
clicks, aglvery blur of motion that made her hands look dow, awhisper of sound like leaves dirring in a
light breeze. He was fascinated and there was no trace of his earlier repulson towards her on his face.
She smiled. 'Want me to sand the floor for you?

'No. Thereisno time, even for you. If you are ready then we must go.' He stood by the door, tdl and
draght in new, cleen clothes, a variety of bladed weapons stored across his back adongside the
sweegp-ing curves of a bow and two quivers ful of arrows. Thar fletchings were of various hues of
brown, grey and green, notched and nocked in varying ways her master-at-arms system identified as



being intended for awide variety of purposes besides smplekilling.

She found hersdlf glancing a Dar's face uncertainly. His eyes, now the colour of noon sky and nothing
like the midnight of earlier, were
clear and full of the need for urgent action. She glanced a hisskin - it was pae, like daylight through flat,
thin cloud.

'Ready,’ she said.

He looked at her for a long moment. 'Mmn, not quite’ He went to another cupboard and pulled out
some dothing. "Y our armour will reflect too much light, though | do not know if thiswill fit.'

It's done," Lilasaid and he turned, frowning, as she changed the surface of her metdlic body parts to
patid camouflage. Microscopic scalesin the metd structure turned to reflect exact wavedengths of light,
eech different, to produce perfect reproductions of flat colour, very smilar to those of her surroundings.
It was a step down from full camo, which resulted in complete invishility for her metd parts and the
disconcerting sght of her head and torso floaing around unsupported. She took a long shirt off him and
put that over her khaki underwesr.

Dar dmogt grinned. He put the rest of the clothes back. "Your har will need some mud before long, |
regret to say. It isa very un-elven colour.'

'Not yours? She found she was teasing him eeslly, as though they had been the best of friends for
ome time.

'Mineis close enough to mud,” he said, ligening for amoment or two before opening the door.

Outside, the forest il dripped, athough the rain had stopped some time ago. It was so lush and green
that Lila paused to look & it, to amdl it, to fed the peculiar intendty with which things got on with
growing. Leaves showed her that plants here were the same as those in Otopia, but here they were
bigger and more hedthy looking. When she listened and tuned out her own and Dar's sound, she could
hear everything growing; a susurration of dow but immeasurable power. It was dis-concerting. In a way
that no Otopian forest could have been, this one was dive. It wasn't intdligent, nor even particularly
aware - she didn't fed watched - its biology smply dwarfed hersin scale and appetite. It thrived, and her
flesh body responded to that with joy.

They travelled fagt, like Zd used to, running a an exhilarating pace through the trees and across open
clearings, dong the banks of streams, across rivers, through dry gorges choked with old glacid rocks and
up moorland hillsdes where the hesthers grew higher than ther knees. All the time they ascended and,
when Dar stopped to point
out the views, Lila could see more and more of Lyrien, a beautiful green map, ralling out from her feet
like the most sumptuous of carpets.

Lilamarvelled a Dar's recovery, and her own. She had never fdt better. With the sweat running down
her face they came to a rocky outcrop which Dar caled the Star Rocks. This tower of stone stood out
from the surrounding land which had eroded around its harder sub-stance. It hed the two of them
balanced on afinger of granite five thousand feet above the lowlands and Lilacould see back into Lyrien
and forwards, to Lilirien and Sathanor, hidden by clouds.

‘Sathanor is a valey landscape within aring of mountains' Dar told her. "The place you lagt came to
hereis avillage set againg the foot of those mountains, where the pass into Sathanor begins. You can see
it from here, right on the eastern edge of the range. Those lakes mark where the river runs out. You
remember thar shores? | saw you wdking there, taking the rowboats out on the last day of tha
conference.’

Lila nodded. She did remember. It had been sunny and warm, the lake ill as a mirror, dl the boats
graceful and smooth as everyone took turns a pretending to be good with oars. She had no idea that
Dar had been there then. He could have been anyone. She hadn't been able to tdl who was what, there
were SO many strange faces, and anyway, dl the eves looked the same to her then.

'We cannot go that way. We will cross the land as directly as we can from here. Quickly, we must get
down from here." He led the way back, across steeply doping grasdand and into the line of trees which
crept as far as they were able up the knall. Lilalooked back as she descended and saw the hest trace of
three human-szed bodies far back across the hillsthey had covered.



'‘Someonesfollowing, she said.

'No doubt,' Dar agreed.

'Dar,' she said as they began to jog downhill. 'Do you know Zal?

‘Not persondly,” he replied. "Though | have watched him along time!'

Something in Dar's voice made Lila hesitate. 'Y ou're afan? she said, unable to believe her ears.

'We are not so far gpart, politicaly.’

So, not exactly the kind of fan Lila was used to, screaming and knicker-throwing, but ill. Fan. 'Is he
from Alfhem?

'Of course." He snorted with what may have been alaugh.

Thar descent levdled off and Dar led her doshing upstream through a narrow gully. She could see a
high sandbank far ahead, pocked with the holes of swifts nests, dthough it wasn't the season for them
and the holes were empty. Another amdl way-hut stood atop the bank dmost hidden in a drapery of
vines 'Wait here Dar said. 'I'll go stedl the things we need.’

Lilastood up to her kneesin cold flowing water and shivered with pleasure. Soft green leaves danced
above and around her in the light breeze. She wondered what was going on with the agents back home,
and how poor Jolene was going to manage when Za failed to show up for Frisco. Her clock showed her
that she had two hours left to get Zd there on time. No way. And she wondered if Mdachi had found
any more out about the peculiar recordings from the car back in Bay City. But it was a rdief to only be
able to wonder, and it occurred to her as she stood done there that these few minutes, in which nobody
knew where she was and couldn't contact her, were a gift of freedom.

Dar beckoned her glently from the top of the sandbank and she started forwards obediently. It was
dready over.

Lilaclimbed to meet im and followed his lead into the depths of a vigorous hally thicket. There was a
grd| hollow ingde the bushes, covered in flat, brown leaves and dry. They sat there and ate furioudy.
Lilds hunger was overpowering from the second she smdled the food and, even though it was diy rations
that had to be chewed with alot of water, they feasted.

'No lembas jokes, if you please,' Dar said when he could swalow and not bite again immediatdly. 'l
have heard them dll.’

'Wouldn't dream of it. Perfect,’ Lila said with her mouth full. As she dowed down and recovered her
senses from the ddicious intensty of filling her somach she redised how close they were, actudly
pressed shoulder to shoulder in the tiny place, knees bunched up, like kids hiding out. She glanced a Dar
and found she didn't hate im one bit any more, even if she tried. It made her amile 'Do you do this
often?

‘All the time Dar sad dryly. ‘It is my continud migfortune to lan-guish thus whils dreaming of
white-tile bathrooms and luxury king-Sze vibrating-massage beds and four-hundred-thread-count
Egyptian cotton sheets and five-star room service!'

"You'rekidding.'

'l am.' He licked his fingers and swallowed and listened. Lila saw his ears move. The long, pointed
tips free of his hair made micro fine
adjusmentsin their position. It was rather comicd, but she didn't laugh. She redlised that he was filtering
some magicd dimengon she wasn't aware of. But his humour had surprised her and she didnt fed like
laughing at him.

'We have to go.' Dar did out of the bush hideaway on his somach and waited for her. "The ones who
pursue us have tracker eementas working for them and it's possible there's nothing we can do to concedl
you if there are metd dementas among them. We will have to keep running.’

He paused and drew a smdl packet from a pocket ingde hisjerkin, shaking some dust from it onto his
hand. Lilaflinched, remembering that he had once overcome her that way, knocking her out with a word
and asngle breath that blew the dust in her face. Thistime he blew it more gently over the hally trees and
across the path thet led to the little hut. She heard him whispering dven syllables she couldn't quite pick
up.

"That should dow them," he said but he didn't look happy. Lila avoided touching any of it and went the



long way around to follow him uphill again as he kept to the contours, trying to place solid hillsdes
between them and those who followed.

'What was that?

*Zoomenon dust,’ he said. 'Elementds didike being removed from Zoomenon. They can only be run
like pets by good dementa hunters. The dust islike catnip to them. They will not be persuaded to leave
here until they have gathered it dl back. The spell will tl me when that is done.’

Like the animd spdll in the car boot, Lilathought. She asked him about that kind of magic.

'Such cats are fey agents’ Dar said, shrugging as though everyone mugt know that. 'Or they are
Thanatopic messengers!’

'Forgive my magicd dunceness,' Lilasaid, 'but what about cats that change into rats, or mist?

"That could still be either. Unlessit was aghost or aspirit.'

'No," Lilasad. 'l don't think s0." She remembered the animd spirit at Solomon's Folly with a shudder.
The cat inthe car had been nothing like that. 'Do dves have any dfinity with Interstitid creatures as a
rule?

'‘No," Dar said. 'But some demons do. Not any that you would wish to meet however. Why, have you
Seen onein Otopia?

Liladidnt answer at firs. She wasn't sure how much she could redly trust Dar, dthough she fdt a
bond with im now that made it too easy to tak to him, and his gpparent candour made her want to tdl
him everything. She had to remind hersdlf that he worked for a foreign power, and was no doubt highly
trained in the art of faking sincerity. And so she told hersdf that, but it sounded a wrong chord in her
heart which didn't believe that Dar was lying. Her heart fet confident in its judgement, had done ever
snce the moment they had - wdl, what had happened?

Lila was brought up short by the redisation that she didn't have an explanation, in fact did not know
what to cdl it or how to think of it. She had Smply brushed it asde as irrdevant to the moment at hand.
But now she had nothing to do but yomp aong, watching Dar's back, and it hit home just how far she
was from what she knew in any direction. But on the bright sSde, her aching bones and sore muscles
naither ached nor burned. When she concentrated, she couldn't even fed ahint of pain where the medics
had struggled to hed the junctions of meta and flesh mere days ago.

Now, aswdl as sopping mentdly and emotiondly, she stopped in her physicd tracks. Dar turned and
looked back at her, questioningly.

'Did you hear something?

'No,' she said, taking a deep breath. ‘Nothing.'

He glanced a her with curiosity but didn't ask what was on her mind. He waited.

'How long would you wait? she asked, turning the moment to test her heart and its judgements.

‘A long time,' he said. 'Questions are dways leading. So one never asks a question, if waiting will
auffice, otherwise one gets the answer one expects, which is not generdly the truth. What you want to
say will reved itsdf, if it is going to, when it should. You humans tend to think of it as some kind of
superiority complex, | understand, when we keep our slence and give you our full atention. To an df
such athing isa naturd courtesy.'

Thiswas not the response Lila had been expecting. She fdt conciliatory. Y ou must find humans most
prying.

'It has been noted. But | think our curiogty leves are wdl matched. It is Smply the case that we have
different ways of dedling with it." He wiped sweet from his face with the fabric back of one of the archery
bracers which encased hisforearms. 'l am glad that you have stopped,
asit happens, because we are aout to step onto the foot of the true mountains which mark the border
between Lyrien and Sathanor, and these are places where wild magic collects in great abundance. |
wanted to warn you to be on your guard for its presence in whatever way you can. It would be very
difficult for usif we were to become trapped in a Game, even atrivid one.'

Lilds high spirits sank somewhat. T never saw the last one coming, and | was watching for it. Sort of.
Anyway, | knew it was a risk. You lot dways ... | mean, you're wdl known for catching humans in
Games.' She sumbled over the end of the sentence in shame. Words that wouldn't have seemed even



dightly dubious a few days ago now made her sound like a gdloping racist. Because that's what she was.
Or had been. She looked up, thinking she would see aflash of the red, haughty Dar now dl right, but he
only shrugged.

'We are guilty of many foolish Games with Otopians, romantic gambles being only one. But do not say
you are not pleased by it, or | think you will make yoursdf aliar.’

That told me, Lilathought, and did not deny it.

'‘Come," he beckoned, looking back and glancing at the sky where the sun was going down. Shadows
lengthened. 'Night fdls like stone at thistime of year in Alfhem. We should find some shdlter and rest
soon. Some hours are not good to be abroad in this part of the country, and one of them is fast
approaching.’

'Y ou make it sound extra spooky when you say it like that, she grumbled gently, falowing him closdly.
'Why can't you say, it's getting dark, let's take a break, and by the way the neighbourhood could
use some work. That sounds much less imposing, you know?

... Dar stopped. Lilafdt the faintest prickle across her skin and a scent, like lemon, in her nodtrils.

'Oh,' she said, redlisng the sudden presence of wild aether. Then, suddenly, from a childhood moment
sheld never recalled until now, "White rabbits, white rabbits, white rabbits . . .' She said it saven times.

Saying the slly words broke the charm that she could fed forming between them, the one which Dar
would have contracted for them both if he had answered her question. The arr around them twinkled with
tiny, firefly lights and she fdt the prickling more strongly, dmost as though she were being nettled. It
swirled and she thought, for an ingant, that it formed something like a face that pouted crosdy into hers,
but then it was gone, and the breeze became an ordinary breeze.

It worked,' Lila said with honest surprise, stunned. White rabbits never worked on anything. It was
something you said on the firg day of the month to ward off bad luck . , . she couldn't imagine it redly
doing something.

'‘Good,' Dar said, dmog dlently. He caled her on with a nod and she concentrated on her step. The
twilight had darkened, become blue. His skin had taken on the same hue, making him difficult to see.
Around them the trees on this high ground had trunks that looked like pillars of ash as Alfhem's moon
rose. Itsthin Sckle shed barely any light & dl. Dar became shadow, and then Lila switched on her night
vidon and stopped in tota shock.

Among the trees on the high hill, now restored to full detaill and reprocessed by her Al-optics into
redigtic colour, she saw drifts of rainbow watercolours flowing across the landscape. Not like cloud, not
like water, something of both, the transparent, ddlicate traces wound around objects, eddied and pooled.
Sometimes they formed limb-like shapes and darted swiftly as fish, sometimes they diffused into thin air
or fdl in showers. They were everywhere. And then she looked a Dar and saw him encased in a blue
and lilac and emerad radiance, dearly of the same materid - his andalune body. It had a didinctive
outline many arm lengths away from his body. She saw tha he was halding it diffused and that its edges
helped him navigate the land. He paused to look back, wondering what had stopped her this time, and
with his intent to locate her she saw an indigo streak dive towards her dmogt as fagt as an arrow. It
brushed her torso, so lightly she couldn't fed anything, and his gaze fixed on her a the same moment.

'Hell's bells;' she said to hersdlf quietly. She'd never redlised she could have seen magic just by shifting
the sengtivity of her vison to different spectra. The wild aether followed Dar's interest, dugtering around
the dender dring of his regard. Now she began to see how it latched onto things. As he walked back
towards her he trailed vast floating banners of it inhis wake. Where it touched him it took on the colour
of his andalune for amoment before furling softly away.

I can seeit,’ she said. 'On the full dectromag display. | can see aether. | think.'
...

'Wait,' shesaid. Therésalot hanging around you.'

I know that,' he replied, whispering. "We should not talk. The safe placeis not far from here.’

Lilagmiled. T can see you." A gout of sparkling pink seemed to legp forwards from her and pose just
infront of hisface. It looked as though it was waiting for him to reply. 'Hey, d'you see that?

Dar shook his head and started away again, not looking back.



Lilaignored his irritation and resumed the journey with a new lightness, recording as she went. This
was S0 incredibly - wdl, she hated to say it, being a top spy with amisson, but - it was so cool! But then
other thoughts occurred to her. Humans mugt have known about this - surdy someone had tested it
before? There had been yearsin which to stentificaly address aether and progress was being made. But
nobody had thought to tdl her about it? She ingantly tried to cal Dr Williamsto complain but, of course,
there were no comms connections. The slence began to annoy her.

She found that trees and patches of ground had their own magicd signatures, that some plants were
amog as actively involved in the wild magic as Dar was, that they had magical properties, cearly. She
found a fungus that exuded a ydlow vapour. She saw hidden animd dens by the gentle miasmas of green
that surrounded them. It was a beautiful, unexpected ddight. She didn't turn around and look behind her
until Dar led her up a steep and difficult path to a hidden door in an outcrop of rocks. Beyond him she
could see this led into a shelter ingde the hill above the woods. As she ducked under the ancient linte
and turned to take the handle and pull the door closed she glanced back at the forests.

Thelovdy coloured washes of agther extended up into the sky, across the trees and the open ground.
Alfhem under the dight moon-light was as lovdy asin the day, but her attention to this beauty was quite
logt as she caught dght of sharp-edged slhouettes moving quickly dong the path that she and Dar had
taken. They were four-limbed, dender, with long tails like whips and strange heavy heads shaped like axe
blades which they swung Sde to sde in the streams of wild magic. They had no eyes or ears. They
followed in her tracks with the unerring sngle-mindedness of gaking predators. Where they left dark
wakes that briefly obliterated even the trunks of the palest trees. She had the didtinct impresson they
were filter feeding off the aether, tagting their way throughit.

Dar pulled her sharply backwards and closed the door. She heard bolts dide home and then his
breething, elevated from the running, rdaxing now. It was utterly dark indde the shelter. She had to
switch to
thermd imaging. Dar stood eesly close to her, taking the quivers off his shoulders.

She told hm what sheld seen in a rush, bregthless hersdf, 'What was that?

'Saagaa," Dar said, setting the quivers down in a niche beside the door, his bow next to them. 'Night
Prowlers. They were once hounds of the shadow eves but they have become ferd in the last centuries.
Now they cannot be tamed. They eat flesh, but dso some kinds of magic. The andalune kind in
particular. Elves per se are not at the top of the food chain in Alfhem. | told you there were hours of
danger. Thisis one. The fird two of the sckle moon. After that, they will dill be there, but ther power
will be reduced until moonset. Then it waxes agan and we mug hide until dawn. They are, like ther
masters, nocturnd.’

'‘And that door will stop them? She thought that, maybe, if the door stopped the Saagaa then the
Saagaa might stop the eves on their trall. 1t seemed too much to hope for.

He tested the door and leant on it for amoment. 'Any barrier of wood or earth or spelled naturd fabric
with an elemental charge of those types. They will not cross through those materids, but they will transect
other substances. Not metd of course. They are not properly materid.’

Transect! She didn't like the sound of that. Ts there anything else | should know?

'Many things' She heard the scrape of some part of Dar's body on the wal. She could see him
perfectly wel from the heat he was emitting, and he looked tired. His body sagged and he made himsdf
gtand upright when he dearly wanted nothing but to stop. '‘Come with me. There is a room in this warren
where we can both deep. And water is there. And food, | hope.'

The tunnd was quickly made but sturdy. Lila got the impresson it had been dug in a great rush, and
then fortified later in Stages. There were no niceties about it. Rough beams supported its narrow roof and
the rdaivey wdcoming width of its mouth soon became the height and narrowness of an average df,
which was just about the same Sze as she was, fortunatdly. Ts this some kind of hunting lodge?

Dar snorted, 'Hardly. No respectable df would be seen dead in alodge as rough as this one. Thisis a
Night Shelter, an emergency post built by the light eves for when they are cardlesdly stranded in the wild
a night. Many are scattered across these regions because of the
Saagaa. Our Daga pursuerswill bein one, unlessthey have dectedto |



travel under cloak and risk being hunted by the Prowlers. They are three, possbly induding a
necromancer | believe, so they may think it worth the risk.’

'I didn't think elvestrafficked in the dark arts

'‘Needs mugt,' Dar said, his normdly fluid body diffening. He turned suddenly and vanished. Lila
saw from the faintest of temperature differences that the tunnd ended in four chambers and that he
hed gone through a door. She moved to watch him and saw, with a frown, that he walked directly
to one of many niches, the only one which contained a lantern. He lit it deftly, shidding his eyes as
he did o, then put it back. She saw blinding white, then changed back to ordinary sght and the
dazzle became a soft glow.

"You're nocturnd . . . youre one of the shadow elves' she sad wonderingly, pleased with
hersdf, bubbling with excitement.

"You noticed." He gazed a her evenly and his eyes were the exact colour of the night sky.

‘But youre fine in daylight," Lila objected, thinking that nocturnd must meen incapable in the
daytime,

'Sue the Creator,' he said drily, dmogt amiling at her. 'So we are. Though many here would have
you bdieve otherwise. Of late great supidity has grown up between our two races. All our
differences become causes for spite even greater than that we reserve for other relms.’ He closed
his mouth firmly and set about checking the supply cabinets with sudden vigour.

'Surely you can lead us safdly through the night?

'No," he said. "Those creatures will as happily eat me as you. In fact, much more readily. There
are many of them here Snce . . . there are many. And,’ he paused in his adtivity and smiled to
himsdf in the bleak way people do when looking a old memories of a great struggle, 'they make
highly effective traps. They were good learners:’

She asked him questions but he wouldn't speak any more on the subject. It seemed to be too
close to him, she thought, too personal. He shook his head.

Lila gazed around the earth cavern and saw the wdls had been further hollowed to make beds at
wag height from the ground, not unlike cubby hotels shed seen in Bay City and other great
Otopian centres. But these were otherwise a far cry from such places. There were a couple of
neatly rolled cotton padsin one or two of them and nothing
more. In the lantern's soft ydlow glow Dar looked dightly less worn then before, but not much. He went
out and returned shortly with packets which he unwrapped in a hagty silence and handed her hdlf.

She took the dried fruit and ate it dmog as fast as he did. She remembered now that there had been
eves like him in Sathanor during the diplomatic misson. None of them had been in postions of any
importance, she thought, but her memory was vague on it. Yet Dar seemed to be in a pogtion of some
authority in his own agency. Higher than she wasin hers, she thought.

He gave her water from a pitcher that tasted like it was fresh, and then he unrolled one of the meagre
mattresses and, to her surprise, offered it to her.

'Suppose they come while we're adeegp? The Daga | mean,” she said into the soft quiet of the place
and even her voice was muted. Nothing of the outside world intruded.

'l expect they will," he said, rubbing his face with both hands. 'But we must rest or we cannot cross the
mountains and do anything useful on the other side. So if they come, then we will fight." He laid most of
his bladed wegpons down carefully on the floor with quiet exactitude.

'‘Areyou dl right? Lilaasked.

T am not asyoung as | used to be, but | will befine. Will you ret?

Tl keep watch,' Lilasaid, taking a tone of command for the firg time since shed come to Alfhem. 'l
can rest sanding up, keep alookout, and dill deep.’

Dar paused, amiling fartly, then nodded. He lay down on the bed himsdf. ‘I forgot about al your
tdents' he said. 'What forethought has gone into your making is remarkable. You are a mirade of
technologicd development. | wonder, what does it fed like to be so changed?

'Ohyou know,' Lilasaid airily. "Y our mileage varies!

It mugt have hurt,’ he said very quietly. "You never moved so wel as you have done since we were



united.’

Liladmog blushed, thinking of the degree of atention he must have pad her. 'I've been feding very
good recently, since our. . . wdl, snce' She fdt unaccountably shy and concentrated on practica
matters, going over her routines before she locked her body in pos-tion for rest. Her Al-sdf switched
into sentry mode, leaving her free to deep. 'Dar,’ she sad after a minutes slence, 'who is Zd to the
elves?

‘A plague on our house,' Dar murmured deepily. 'Our own blue-eyed boy.' He was dmost dreaming,
ghe thought.

'Zd's eyes are brown," Lila said, remembering them suddenly with afdling sensation in her heart.

They were not dways s0,' Dar said. They were very blue indeed, when he was one of us!

'What are you talking about?

'He was a Jayon Daga agent, our Captain Kurtz." Dar rolled over onto his sde wesrily, tuming his
back to the room. He sounded regretful. Y ou know the story. The colonid officer who went native. But
he was not aways s0. And then again, he was dways so, but he never had the opportunity to discover
that fact, until he came to Demonia

Lila thought she detected personal sorrows. She jumped on them quick as she could. "You do know
him?

'Not redly.' The df 9ghed wearily and drew a deep breath ready for a lengthy explanation. Zd isof a
higher caste than | am, aswdl as different race. It may seem trivid to you, even invisble, but in Alfham
these things are very important Zd is, was, Tdiesetra Caste, of the ancient line of Light Kings, who are
most dosdy bonded to Elementd chi. Only the Vidin Caste among the shadow dves is aethericaly
more powerful then that, and they are difficult beings, not truly eves at dl. Meanwhile, | am Dusisannen
of the Shadow, and we are not of royd descent, not of the high court or even the unhigh court; not of any
court but the fresh air. The castes are magicd and spiritud didtinctions. The detalls are irrdevant. The
point isthat Za and | could never redly treat each other with the familiarity you consider true friendship,
not even if we were assgned to the same task, though of course, that would never happen.' His words
were thickened with a disgust he was too tired or not caring to conced.

'What do you mean, never really?' Lilapursued, yawning.

T followed Zd into Demonia,' Dar said hesitantly, then, druptly asif he had decided to tdl her agangt
his better judgement. 'And | faled to prevent hisfdl.’

‘Hisfdl?

'In caste terms | should have given my life to prevent what hap-pened,’ Dar said. 'But we talked there,
inthe city of Barshebat: a long talk, along time, and | came back and left him there unmolested. It was
my duty to day him, rather than do so, and my homecoming was less than pleasant. | do not wish to
discussit further. Let me rest’

A 'Sure,' Lila said unwillingly. But then she thought it over and it occurred to her that she might not get
another moment when Dar was so forthcoming, or another opportunity to ask anything, if they were
attacked. 'Actudly | think I'l have to indst on some more answers,' she said. ‘But | gpologise in
advance.’

The df made an unhappy sound. 'l would think we were in a Gameif | did not know we were not,’
he said. 'Since you shared my spirit | have fdt it increesingly difficult not to be candid with you. And
there is another reason, namdy that | must consder mysdf the enemy of the Jayon Daga from now
on, rather than one of their brothers. In dl of Alfhem there are less than five people | could trust, and
none of them are near, nor would | wish them to know whét | have done.’

'Because you didn't kill Za? 1 thought you said you couldn't be sent after him.'

T sad that he and | would never be sent together. But | was sent to bring him back or end him.
No Tdiesgtra or higher caste would want to soil their spirit with that eventudity. Even in the
circumstances, it would be a crime that merited only the harshest punishment.'

'Exile,’ Lila said, speeding through df data on the judtice system. It was arcane and vadt, but this
was ample to find. "They'd send you to take the fdl and then abandon you?

'‘Somebody mugt do it. Low castes are considered expendable in such Stuations, compared with



the waste of a higher order.” Now at ladt Liladid detect some bitternessin hisvoice and he fdt it too
because he said, "Y ou must ignore my sdf-pity. My hisory with the Jayon Daga is no great account
of glory. Death and blood are on my hands and the service of Alfhem is no excuse, merdy an
explandion. Y ou will understand this, no doubt.'

I'm kinda new to the job," Lila said. 'But yes. I'm beginning to. But why couldn't they leave Zd
adone? If held gone and wasn't coming back?

‘It has not escaped your natice that Zd is a public figure' Dar rolled back to face her, his head
pillowed on his hands, eyes blinking dowly in the soft lantern light. "His continued existence risks
exposure of the fact of his Fal to the wider df world and the redms beyond, most likdy by agents
such as yoursdf. It is the shame tha the eves cannot abide. His action, particularly as a high-caste
son, digplays that Alfhem's magic and culture is not the living perfection of actudised spirit, a dam
upon which dl caste power is based. It dso shows others

inAlfheim that it is possible to reject dmogt the entire spectrum of even lore and thrive in other redms.
This example mogt of dl, cannot be permitted. Alfheim is on a knife edge, Lila Black. The high castes
have long adlowed power to corrupt them and naturdly they dam it will save Alfham from inevitable
destruction. They have hoarded knowledge and power for themsalves over the centuries most recently
passed, and what was once a far divison of learning between dl castes, naither high nor low but
differentiated in taent, has become regulated by the hierarchy of absolutism. You have seen this many
timesin history. Nothing is new. But dl those who bdlieve in the cause will speak as though thistime it is
different. They dam secret know-ledge that they cannot share, which tdls them that crudty and
manip-ulation, early vengeance and defendve posturing are the only way to prevent a terible
catastrophe. These are the people who have captured Zd. He serves atwofold purpose. It is possible he
may be one axis of a great Sundering pell, if such a thing exigs. But it is certain that there are other
things they would much rather he did while he was dive, and we cannot ddlay in prisng him from ther
control, dthough | feer it isdready far too late.

'‘What other things? Lilaasked.

'What do you think? Dar closed his long eyes. As he relaxed, Lila began to see that he was
consderably older than she had firs thought. He was in excdlent condition, and eves modly looked
youthful, even when old. Dar's age was not so phydcd asit was emotiond. He looked as though he had
carried a great waght for too long atime and it was this, and not any running or fighting, which caused a
profound exhaudtion.

'Recant,’ Lila said, the word springing to her mind intuitivey. 'A public denouncement of what he did
from his own mouth.’

'‘Good,' Dar murmured, almost adeep. "Y ou understand.’

‘But what about you? she asked. 'What happened to you when you didnt kill him? Y ou're 4ill in the
Daga'

'l was given the opportunity to try again, once Za entered Otopia,' Dar said and his body dtiffened and
he drew his knees up towards his chest, curling up. ‘And a friend and sister in our cause prevented my
fird sentence of death from beng executed upon me, dependent on my second effort becoming
successful. | was given the time and means to achieve this god, but of course, had no intention of
carying it out. | made it look as though | was committed to his end, whils in redlity |
followed Zd dosdy only to protect hm from other Daga agents, and then, some days ago, that say of
execution expired. My friend will have paid for Za's surviva with her life, as will Gwil, | do not doubt It
isamog certain we will pay aso, for my mistake in underestimating you.'

'‘Me?

‘Better Zd die on the road than stand up and take back what he has done,’ Dar said. 'If 1 could not
have maintained his freedom | would have killed him. Although heisa. . . clever bastard, you would say.
There is magic in the musc and in his changed voice. Where he angs is as important as what and to
whom. | do not mean that metgphoricaly. It is our magic. | will explain it some other time to you.'

'And his songs are everywhere,' Lilasad and thought to hersdf -propagandal

‘Evenin Althem, Dar agreed. Though they are much murdered on the flute and tabor. Now you must



deep. Or everything will be wasted. If you are my friend, let me aso rest.’

Friend? That was the word actudly, Lila thought, inducing dpha waves across her brain to speed her
into deep. Yes, snce yesterday's strange fuson, they had become somehow more like each other, or
maybe only understood how dike they were, but it didn't matter which. In that moment they had become
friends.

'‘Goodnight,’ she whispered.

‘Inaraluin,’ he said - be dreamless.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Lila woke into ful power two and a hdf hours after she had gone to deep. Before she was aware of
what she was doing she was padding quickly aong the tunnd, a gun in each hand, her Al-sdf in control.
After being il for so long she fdt twinges and aches now, but she ignored them. Beyond the door she
could hear sounds of terrible fighting from further down the hillsde. She heard ven voices shout-ing, and
they sounded desperate. For amoment her hand lingered on the door.

The clash of metd on metd and the grunt of hard effort and pain, the whining buzz of magics and a
horrible background noise she couldn't identify reached her senses as she flung the bolts back and looked
out. Hickering fant light danced a few metres below the tredine. The anvful noise was like distressed
metd screaming but she fdt its timbrein her bones, what was left of them, and knew it for some kind of
fdl creature she didn't want to see. A scream diced the night intwo and fdll slent in its course, harmonics
enough to damage ordinary human hearing. One df at least was dead.

Lilaused sensors on her hand to sweep-clear the area around the door before stepping out and dosng
it behind her, in case there were any of the Night Prowlers 4ill around. She didn't consider waking Dar.
Better he stayed where he was less likdy to pull atention from the Saagaa. Instead, she ran quidly
downhill towards the fighting, con-cedling hersdlf carefully with camouflage and stedthy moves until she
was dmog on top of the scene. Her effort was wasted, since nothing there was looking out for her.

She saw an df body on the ground ten metres away in a dappled pool of fant sarlight. Over it the
gigantic form of a black, bipeda animd crouched. It had long arms and savage claws. Liladidn't know
what it was. Like the Saagaa it was eyedless, its long, narrow head merdy jaws with ranks of dagger
teeth and a bony crest running Sde to Side across its skull. A long tal balanced the head's weght and
long legs, short at the thigh but lengthy in the shin and the foot, which was perched ddicatdy on the
earth. She was amazed to see that in one hand it hed a short, decorated spear and with this it was
fighting another df, ganding.

It was extremdy strong. The wooden spear point struck the df's sword with the force of a wrecking
bl each time the df blocked an attack and the df wasfaling. Lila saw the fighter's andalune body close
and tight, weakening as the black creature came close so that it dedt not only physicd punishment but
drained the energy from the BIf at the same time. The andalune body was torn off with every pass of the
cregture's hand asif it were tissue paper.

The third df of the party was cagting the strange werdight Lila had seen from the doorway of the
shdlter. Its peculiar intense green made the black creature flinch backwards each time it flared, but it was
clear that this was not enough to do any red damage. And then Lila saw one of the four-legged types of
Prowler gaking around behind the sword-fighting df, and knew that their time was up if she did not
intervene. The light didn't hurt the Saagaa enough to deter them completely, and whatever the sorcerer
whispered in between light bolts was drowning in the dreadful screech that the Prowlers made, a noise,
dheredised as her Al andysed it, that was geared exactly to disrupt the sonics of even magicd senses.

Around the whole scene wild aether swirled and gathered. The black creatures talls activdly swung
around, searching for strong currents and these they seemed to drink into their skins, becoming darker as
the aether vanished, and more violent.

The df with the sword missed her footing at last. Her energy body was amogt gone. She was as



meagicdly undefended as Lilawas. The creature's spear struck her shoulder as she missed her block and
she spoun and fdl on her face without a sound. At a speed Lilawould have had to work hard to match the
huge two-legged Prowler pounced on her and stabbed her through the back, pinning her body to the
ground. It let out a ghrill, terrible scream of victory and its doglike companion legpt forwards, head close
to the body, weaving as though dancing asit drained the find aether.

Thewerdight vanished. Shelogt track of thethird df asthe bipeda
Saagaa Sraightened up and yanked its spear free with a bloody wrench. All this happened in a few
seconds, no more.

Lilafdt the odds turning bad. She could go now and leave whoever was out here, yes. It would be
gmart to do that It would be the spy thing to do, the agent's business dedt with by nature, not even her
fault, not her guilt.

She st a Salight flare for a low dtitude long burn and launched it from the gun in her forearm.
Suddenly the forest lit up like daylight. The df spellcaster whirled towards her at the sound of the gun and
cracked a amdl branch in doing so. In the burn of the rocket glare he stood out againgt the wooded
hillsde like a white statue, as brilliant as an angel. The Prowler turned its attention ingtantly onto him,
shadows gethering around its head like a cloak of darkness. It flung its spear and the cast drew a black
line across the aetheric migt, gathering momentum as it went.

Lila shot the wooden wegpon out of the ar in mid-flight with a flechette round that made it into
matchwood before it got hdfway to its target. Other fragments of the tiny grenade struck both prowlers,
infliting ginging cuts which confused them o that they legpt back into the darker regions, leaving the
dead and their defender tempor-arily free. Without hesitation the surviving df ran sraight towards Lila

She caught hisarm as he reached her and accelerated both of them even faster up the hillsde towards
the night shelter, ther retreat accompanied by the triumphant screech and scream of the Saagaa as the
flare burned out and fdl to ground.

Lila bolted the heavy door behind them. Immediatdly her captive attempted to dide dong the tunnd
away from her, but he didn't know she could see his every move as clear as day. She easlly caught up
and in the darkness used her excess of strength to pin him againg the wal and bind his hands behind his
back with a plagtic arrest tag. His breath was hot and fagt in the confined space, much faster than her
own, and she could fed that he was shaking, dthough he did everything he could to stop it.

Dar was awake and diding his second sword into place, its hilt above his shoulder at his back, when
she came in, pushing her prisoner ahead of her. In the lantern light their visitor's wide eyes showed green,
his har as fine and blond as Zd's, skin a fine porcdan white. He was Light, Lila thought, pleased a
being able to dassfy him. He was not very good in the dark. Maybe that was why his party had been
caught.

Dar's eyes widened in surprise and then narrowed. He glanced at Lila, displessure evident dl over him,
'What isthis? Are you mad?

'Dar,' the prisoner cdled in dvish. 'Who isthis? Why are you here?

'Do not seek to explain yoursdlf,” Dar told him, his eyes never leaving Lilas face.

'He can talk,' Lila said, gticking to Otopian in case it was an advantage and the other didn't know it.
"The others won't be so forthcoming. Something's eating them.’

At these words the blond df jerked his bound hands out of her grasp and staggered forwards, away
from her and towards Dar. Y ou will not speak of them so lightly, he hissed in perfect Otopian, glancing
back at her. So, not an advantage.

'Shut up,’ Dar said offhandedly, gill not looking a him. *And now what are you going to do? Torture
him?He won't tak. W, only to lie' His gaze to Lilawas strangdly desperate, she thought, dmost afrad

'We were trying to reach you, in order to warn you that the Daga have completdly split,' the captured
df sad rapidly, switching to dvish in an &ffort to exclude Lila 'It is openly in conflict over the Lady in
Sathanor.’

| sad shut up.' Dar stepped forward and kept his gaze locked with Lila, returning to Otopian and the
fird streak of sarcasm Lila had ever heard from him. ‘Do you hear him? Good news. The Resistance is



unmasked." As he talked he worked at unbuckling the other's weapons and carefully drawing them off
him. Lila put her gun away.

At the sound of her armour rebuilding itsdf the srange df looked around in spite of himsdf and
flinched visbly. He gave her the look shed long been expecting from Dar, the one that said, that is
disgusting! "Thisis the Otopian agent,’ he said to Dar. "Theoneyou . . '

Dar's backhanded blow cut his voice off. He staggered and Dar snatched something from around his
neck, atdisman, Lilathought, jerking it clear and dmost dragging him off his feet. Dar was glaring at Lila,
inared rage as he stalked around to her behind the other's back and hissed, "You should have saved
one of the other ones. Do you see this? He showed her the siver amulet heédd torn clear. It looked like a
Greek letter omegato Lila "This necromancer is more dangerous than twenty other agents.”

'Ghalada of the Dark is dead.' The df turned around. Blood ran fredy from the sde of his mouth. He
fixed quickly on Dar and Lilasaw Dar
flinch inwardly and guessed that this was the name of his conspirator, his friend, more than a friend
perhaps. 'She died to save you and Zd. | can help you free Zd from Arie. You know it is true. Without
me you stand little chance. Y ou have fair ill in magic, but nothing like hers. And she has an army of
sorcerers with her. This machine cannot hep you, even if it feds no pain and suffers no magica bond
upon it.'

"This machine saved your sorry one-candle ass,' Lila said quietly in perfect dvish, adapting the words
to her naturd syle in a way she hoped annoyed him. "And it can put you right back with your friends.’
She met his gaze with an even one of her own and enjoyed his obvious discomfort when he did not know
where to look - the surface of her eyes having no iris or pupil upon which to centre atention. He lifted his
head and looked down at her.

"They were not my friends in this campaign, even if they were friends of my heart. Do you think |
would have let them die in the grip of mongters if they were? His emerdd stare was piercingly direct,
vid-oudy sincere. ‘No. | led them into danger and | watched them die. Asyou did from your hiding place
before you chose to act. But they will not have thought you should help them as they suffered. | know
they thought it of me, for | saw their faces full of heartbroken surprise.’ He turned to Dar, leaning towards
the tdler, darker df, licking his own blood from hislips. His voice was clear and heartfdt, "Y ou know me
of old, Shonshani Dusisannen. Y ou mus believe | am your dly.'

"You were ever the Lady's dave,' Dar said shortly, dill facing away from him, and from Lila His hands
twitched. 'Such dlegiance as you dam would be the best hidden secret indl Alfhem.’

Lilawasn't sure of it but she thought she detected a moment of weakness in Dar. She could tdll from
histone that he longed to believe. She watched their prisoner lick hislips again - was he doing something
magicd to add weight to his words? She couldn't fed it on hersdf, but perhaps it wasn't directed at her.

'Everyone kept ther colours hidden until the last days,’ the far df ingsted, ignoring Lila as he moved
past her to come eadly within andalune range of Dar. 'We dl had to. You know that is the way it has
aways been. Nobody can be trusted when the stakes are so high for individud and caste dike. It is the
way things have been snce the demon wars. Sla and Blyn lie dead and consumed behind me. Not
because | did not love them, but because we arein awar for the future
of the realm, and they would not take my side, nor | theirs, though they did not know it until now.'

'Y ou were fresking out,’ Lilareminded him, determined to push a wedge into whatever charm he was
managing to exert on Dar. 'If you had power, you didn't use much of it.'

He glared at her with aloathing that dmaost made her step back with its force. 'Have | not said? They
were my friends. Sldio was a one time the woman of my heart. You saw what | did. Perhaps you could
have done it with more courage than | and dan them yoursaf?

Dar glanced at Lila, looking for confirmation. She shrugged, deeply concerned now by the scale of his
doubts and the way that seeing this shook her own conviction. There was a moment when they looked a

one another and she fdt that dl the trust they had ever shared was dowly beginning to crack. In a
moment it would break apart, pressed down on the block of uncertainties by the considerable exertion of
willpower emanding from ther captive. She switched to aetheric sght, wanting to touch Dar's aetheric
body for some reassurance or a lesst know his state, but indead she saw the andalune of the



necromancer reach towards Dar's and touch it briefly. Dar jolted as if he had received an dectric shock
and his face contorted with anguish which was suddenly mastered. His face became smooth and hard.

Thisiswhy you mugt never let im talk,' Dar said findly and with a speed that Lila could not block he
soun around. There was a knifein hishand and it buried itsdf up to the hilt in the blond df's chest.

Shock and pleading crossed the other's handsome face as Dar let go. The vivid light in his
grass-coloured eyes went out. His body hit the ground with a dull, soft thump, his bound arms preventing
it ralling onto his back.

Lilaturned to Dar, Sck in gut and heart, and he screamed into her face, a sound of ghrieking, intense
agony that wasn't even a word. He slenced her shock and doubled it in the same indant. She was
paralysed with the sudden turn of events, could hardly believe them.

'What did you think this was? Some game? he cried hoarsdly at her, though she fet that he was saying
it as much to himsdf as to her.

'Was he lying? she yelled back, frightened and momentarily out of control with the sght of Dar's own
loss of it though at least this broke her free and let her start acting again.

T don't know! | don't know!" He stared down at the body and abruptly bent down to pull the knife out

of its chest. It wouldn't come
and he had to wrench it free over saverd tries. As soon as it was out he dropped the blade as if it was
on fire and buried his face in his hands.

All sense of adventure and pleasure that she had fdt earlier in the day was gone now. She fdt afool for
even having logt her con-centration that long. Lilabent down and picked the df's corpse up. It was a little
lighter than Zd, alittle heavier than Dar. Its golden hair hung free and brushed her legs softly as though it
didnt redise its change of state. 'Sorry,’ she sad quietly, pushing her emotions aside, like she had to
when she thought of home. She would never get used to this, she thought, never do anything but hate
whet she did in those moments where the job had to come fird.

She glanced at Dar, wanting him to see that she shared the burden of it. After a second's thought she
sad quigtly, They don't go eesly into that good night. | guess df necromancers are no different to
demons or faeries or humansin that respect.’

'‘No," Dar said. 'And he will be no easier to ded with if he comes back from Thanatopia, though that
will change himin ways we cannot know.' He took a deep breath. "We are not thinking. He is the same
Sze asyou are. We should use his clothes and wegpons to make you less obvious here, though at close
range your metd structure will dways give you away to us.’

They worked together to strip him down. Lila said, "It feds very wrong. All these are his own things'
She found vdlum in the inner pockets and handed it to Dar. She found a sprig of heather, old and
flattened. She found a piece of Otopian dlk crepe de Chine, patterned with beautiful Chinese dragons.
All its edges were neatly hemmed by atidy hand - aloving hand? Each item deepened the discomfort
and hurt she fdt for the dead df, enemy or not. They left hm his under-garments, more delicate and
wel|-fashioned than even the mogt expengve treat Lila had ever gotten hersdf from Agent Provocateur.
Blood had ruined them.

Lilafolded his arms across his chest. She glanced unwillingly into his face and saw that his eyes were
dill open afraction, as green as Poppy's hair. He was very handsome, and his face had the same kind of
shapes and anguldion as Zd's. They might have been brothers. She missed Zd suddenly. He wouldn't be
dead. Maybe he wasin a worse state.

Without thinking about it she bent down to brush the corpse's eyes closed and found hersdf kissng the
smooth, ivory forehead. A zinging
tickle ran across her face and a warm, vibrant sensation like a tiny and concentrated svarm of honey
bees darted down her throat and lodged in her chest She legpt back, but it was too late.

Dar gared at her, aghast, as she clapped a hand over her mouth. 'What did you do? he asked, his
voice faint. 'What have you done?

Lilds Al-sdf did not recognise the Stuation, running diagnogtics and finding nothing, but Lilas
much-abused human heart knew the truth immediatdly. It was as obvious as a clear green day. His
andalune,’ she said, garing a Dar and wishing it was not so, unable to bdieve it. 'In my chest. Inmy -



heart - that chi thing there, whatever it is" She could hear the dead df laughing at her, but from the indde,
where her laughter came from, only she wasn't laughing at dl.

She grabbed hold of Dar's jerkin and pulled him so close and so hard that she lifted him off his feet,
'Get it the hdl out of me! Right now!"

Dar's blue eyes stared into hers, appaled and afraid. He didn't even try to make her let hm go, ‘It is
beyond me!

The honeybees chuckled in tones of grass and lesf and swirled in upon themsdves, to a concentrated
mote of unhappy triumph. After a second or two Lila released Dar and conducted another, much more
intensve, survey. X-rays and ultrasound, she remembered, and put her hand to her chest, emitting first
one and then another. The bees' response was immediate and furious.

Out, sheingtructed, or I'll irradiate you to nothing. | meanit.

Then you will kill metwice, sad the blond df's voice, as clear as abdl indde her mind. | cannot live
outsde you. So if you are going to exterminate me, do it quickly..

'He's taking to me!’ Lila repeated what had been said, filled with revulson and wonder in equd parts.
'What should | do?

Dar groaned and hisgrief turned to anger. 'He was ever trickier than even Zd, this one. Long he was
beloved of me, before these days became so short and the light of Sathanor so dim ingde him. | thought
it was too easy to take hislife with asmple blade. 1 should bear the diverse pleasures of his possession,
if any should & dl. He had a sweet and passionate nature once, but ruled by a cold mind which grew to
perfect ice after his magtery of the dark arts. Such a combination is quite deadly when combined with the
tasks of a Jayon agent. He agreed to it of his own will, for the service of Alfhdm and to demondirate the
depth of hisloydty to the Lady.’

During this speech Lilahanded over mostly to her Al-sdlf, keeping

just enough of her feelings going to keep her sharp. She rerouted her . panic and decided to roll

with things. So, she was possessed, how bad could it be?

'‘Necromancy it evil,' Lila said, atempting to soothe Dar, longing to bdieve it hersdf, dill
shocked at the strange but not uncomfortable burning and thrumming she fdt ingde. Her Al-sdf
didn't even recog-nise the presence of anything untoward. She wasn't exactly being harmed. Her
words came from a book her Al had read. 'It's only very very supidly dangerous.’

It isthe most difficult road and an invitation to wake the evil within, . because its powers are very
great,' Dar said. 'And for that alone | would never have seen him touch it. Asfor what this meansfor
you and us and for him, | have never come across it before and know not.'

'‘Me neither, Lila said. She fdt so isolated and scared that she wanted Dar to hold her
suddenly, but could not and dare not ask it.

Tdl gentle Dar he was always too sentimental for this work, the spirit said, the voice's
sudden appearance in her mind jolting her with fresh shock. But her Al-sdlf was processing at top
speed and it kept on finding peculiar advantages in each new discovery, ones which Lila didn't
persondly like at dl, though she saw their sense. Even if her inhabitant was a liar, he was
potentialy extremdy ussful.

Lilasaid doud to Dar, 'He doesn't blame you for what you did. He thinks it was the only smart
thing to do." She fdt the bees vibrate crosdy and added to them, Can it. It roiled with anger but
sad nothing.

'Do you say that or does he?

Name, Lilademanded coldly of the andalune in her chest, or nuke.

| am Tath.

Tath says it,’ Lila said quietly. She let her hand fdl to her side, removing the threat as she
reglised the extent of the agtheric df's dependency on her.

‘Tath. He keeps his true name from you and gives you his use-name only, Dar observed
wearily, his hands dlill full of Tath's cathing.

'Y ou must know it,' Lilasaid. "Thereal one, | mean.'

'l do. It isnot something | would use lightly, but useit | will to defend you if he tries to command



you againg your will. Do not give yours to him either. It may not have the same effect on you as it
would an df, but hewill useit agang you if he can.'
Tath hed curled up into a dill and slent emerald jewd indde her heart. With great misgiving Lila
reglised that aslong as he was present
there she would never know how much he was able to spy on her. Perhapsit had been alucky break for
him, when Dar's nerve held. She might never know peace again.

Lilawas not sure of the extent of true naming's power in Alfheim, only that it had a greater power in
this realm than any of the other magica redms, and none a dl in Otopia, unless you were an df. 'One
minute you love him, the next you talk about him like he's born evil,' she said.

'I do not know what Tath's red nature is, any more than | know yours, and in any case, afection is
rardly ruled by such distinctions,’ Dar said with guarded weariness. He handed the dothing to her. 'Here.
Y ou have run around in your underwear long enough.’

"This isn't redly underwear,' Lila sad defensvely, dert for any reaction from her new passenger,
finding none. This is amy issue vest and pants. For work. Under dl the heavy gear. It's not like my
persona smdls'

T fed better for knowing that.' Dar watched her, and she thought he was finding it more than amusing.

As she dressed she was continudly aware of the new feding of carrying Tath. Her heart fdt stronger,
lighter, brighter, with its new resident bees and their greenish gold finery. She was on her guard for more
invasve measures, but she sensed that this was beyond the power of the spirit. It was not of her body
and it could not possess it. Just as well. She didn't want to be run around by a crazy df.

At that thought she fdt an angry zgp shoot down into her dia-phragm. Only kidding, she said, and
then to hersdf thought, What the hell am | doing? But just as she and Dar had changed as they shared
the experience of Sathanor's heding, it seemed that she and Tath were in a new rdaionship now, wdl, in
aone-way dependent relation, as opposed to being in a Stuation of wishing the other did not exist. She
could fed Tath's appdled, revolted displeasure at having her his host, and told him firmly, You can put
up or shut up. Were you lying by the way?

The reply was afirmative. But it was unclear which part of it was a lie Not dl of it certainly, for the
green spirit was ful of grief. It recognised this in her own fedings and was both digraught and
comforted. In spite of his regrets and anger, Tath could not but be in some degree of sympathy with her,
and she with him. They were too exposed to the truth of one another.

| don't want or like this, shetold him firmly.

Neither do |.

| won't exploititif you don't.

Accord.

Lila was in tears as she sraghtened and closed the buttons on the outer tunic. It was dill warm.
Magicd dgilsfluttered to the surface of it and submerged again. She didn't know what they were. Then
she began equipping hersdf with Tath's weapons. Each one was a fine piece of work by humen
standards, but she knew from experience that the arcane crafting of them made them objects she might
never widd to ther full power, if she could widd them at dl. Incon training had not run to daggers and
bows in the lagt century but her Al-sdf assured her it had the knowledge of how to use them. She
reached for hisdagger . . .

Wait.



She obeyed hisvoice. Dar watched her uneadly.

They are all bound to my spirit. They will burn you. If you are to use them you must let me make
contact with them.

Nice, Lilasad. Just like genetically coded guns.

Dar, guessng correctly the reason for her hestation said, 'Only he knows the power and use of those!’

Soill it, Lilatold Tath and flexed her X-ray hand.

There was amoment of sllence. The beeswent quiet.

I will not use tftem aaainst you.

Lila stood up and moved away from the weapons. 'Not good enough,” she said. She accessed and
armed her flame gun. It was a pity to waste a fud cdl when it was one of the few ussful weapons she
actudly had here. Still - she stood back, Dar copying her, and clicked on the pilot light.

No! | need them. You need them! They are the only useful tools you have her you stupid, ignorant
human! And they are the only weapons you will ever find that you can carry beyond death... . . .

Lilalet aline of fud run at low power out of the nozzle. It ignited as it vaporised and a narrow stream
of ydlow fire appeared, aslong as aforearm, from the tip of her middle finger. She rdayed to Dar what
Tath had said and added aoud,

I don't believe in Beyond Death and | doubt Il ever get there so youll have to do better then that.’
She extended her line of fire another
haf a metre. The light from the flames danced over the Slver dagger blades. She adjusted her oxygen
sream and her torch became fiercdy blue, flutter of flame changed to single cone of extreme heat. T
don't care who forged them or wha they can do. In ten seconds they're solder.’ She said it with
conviction, though she didn't know if they could be melted, not here anyway. She had heard of such
efforts faling in the past. But the bow was made of naturd materids, bone and wood, and surdly it
would catch fire. Actudly, as she looked more closdy she got the impresson there was no wood
involved . . .

A viceclosed in her chest. Her heart stopped.

Is that better?

There was an indant of faling, terrible weakness. Then her Al-sdf switched on its auxiliary pumping
system. She fdt the cold pleasure of the green spirit become tainted with surprise and a kind of grudging
admiretion. He restored her heart.

At leadt, she thought, he knows when he's beat. To him she said, Killing me would be a mistake,
urey?

In any other body you wouldbe fong since banished to
Thanatopia and | would be master of your form, heinformed her
cadmly. How ironic that it was you and not sweet Dar who took
pity on me. butl tnink | could only command the flesh of

yours and being a hopeless criplle does not appeal to me.

Lilaset the torch flame to the bow.

Sop! | will do as you wish, without trickery. | give you my word..

'He gave me hisword." She watched the bow's grip sarting to Snge and blacken. Golden and black
ggns like words seemed to rush to the point from within its structure.

‘It will begood,’ Dar said tonelesdly.

She switched off the torch. The bow smoked dightly but it was not on fire and had sustained no red



damage. Tah snarled at her intern-dly, unable to speak he was <0 filled with loathing. His spirit furled
and stormed. She fet him suddenly unfold and il like liquid out across her chest and down her arms.
He paused where her flesh met the prosthetics, a pause of extreme repulsion and dread . . .

‘Do it!" Lila screamed, hating him at that moment with dl her strength.

There is elemental strength in this material, Tath said. You did not come by that in Otopia. Itisvile
to me but | can intersect

it. How lucky you have been to find Dar. Few healersin Alfheim are able to remake metal intoa t

hing able to carry aether. Did you know what he has done? Hewas taunting. She hated him more.

And he did not tdl you about it, nor why someone of his low stature could rise so high in the

ranks. How little you know of him.

Tath's andalune suddenly surged down her arms like afdl of cool water. She fdt her handstingle Y7
caM touch them now, Tath said scornfully.

Lila set the daggers on her own shoulders, his lovdy composite bow in its quiver a her back. Tath
withdrew immediatdly after, his presence lingering where the items lay close to her body, watching over
them, comforted by their closeness. She had not detected anything unusua about them. After a moment's
hestation she picked up the slver amulet.

"Y ou will forgive meif | ask you not to weer that,’ Dar said.

It's okay. I'm no zombie. It might make people think twice before attacking us if they beieve I'm a
necromancer.’ Lila soldered the broken chain closed with a quick arc shot from her finger and put the
necklace on, hanging the 9gil a her neck where it showed clear againg the dark green of Tath's jerkin.
She bit back thoughts of Tath's state-ments about her metd body, his fedings She couldn't afford to
ligten.

If you ingst." Dar seemed to sink under the psychic burden of the Stuation and she was sorry for him.

'Dar,' she said and waited for him to give her his attention. Then she didnt know what to say. She
touched his am and he just looked a her with that dfin, wating look, but his andalune sdf flowed
eagerly upward over her hand until it found her naturd skin. Lila fdt the faintest, lightest breath of it
caress her neck.

Then she fdt a sudden surge of a very peculiar, delicate sensation, as of being washed through by
imaginary water as Tath's spirit rose hungrily, expanding through her human body towards the contact
point. It was quite different to the feding of a moment before when he had been completely guarded. In
his impulse and diffuson now, made vulnerable by his need to be open to try and touch Dar, he was
unable to conceal much from her.

She understood that Tath loved Dar, anong a complex set of other fedings about him. She knew it
absolutely. She thought that she might too. She wondered if Dar could fed anything different but he
broke the
contact between the three of them a that moment and dipped away, dosng in on himsdf. Lila was left
confused by the welter of emation, its nuances and meanings so Smilar to and different from her own.

"We need to dispose of hisbody. We can't leave it here." Dar said.

'‘Outsde. . .' Lilasuggested.

Tath was appalled dl the way as they carried his cold form through the tunnd, through the door and
down the hill. The bettlefield was deserted and the creatures were gone, though Lila could see them not
far away, feeding in the deep pools of aether. It was a dark hour.

Tah grew furious and agitated but camed as he saw his physicd sdf placed on the bloody ground
where his friends had fadlen. Lila fdt him shrink and withdraw deep, becoming both gill and slent. His
quiet sadness was very heavy. Her horror at the idea of him baing left there was no easier to bear. Sorry,

ghe said to him, ingde, and touched the pocket of his tunic a her chest, where she had replaced his
persond effects. He did not respond.

Dar and Lila made their way back to the sheter and waited there until dawn. They lay apart,
uncomfortable in their full gear, and Liladept only after drugs and dpha waves had nuked the fedingsin
her body down to alow, dull leved. She dreamed, but the dreams were foggy and difficult and she didn't



remember them when she woke up. She was glad when Dar came and said it wastime to go. He looked
inaterrible state, but she tried to amile a him. Asthey Ieft the warren and turned uphill again she did not
look back towards the forest.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The enchantment keegping Za unconscious let go of him after a period. His enforced insenghility had
been s0 deep he had no sense of time having passed since the eagle had spoken the binding charm. It
could have been seconds, or years, or centuries.

He wasingde water. A lot of water. One hdl of alot of water. The water was rich with life. It teemed.
Vegetable empires abounded, surging, blooming, drinking, dying. Fishy awareness darted. Greater
bodies, further off, sang quiet songs of freshwater. He fdt the digant presence of many eves, and
aetheric adepts of other races, their notes jarring with the rest. Farther away Hill creatures of greater and
lesser power lived and hunted and hid in light and shade. For a moment there was the faint sgnature of
another kind of being, but it was like a flash, there and gone before he knew it.

He rolled over onto his front, opened his eyes and stared down through the miles of water. He realised
that he was not only close to the mighty lake in Sathanor, but a good way under it. The only thing that
separated him from its vast tonnage and pressure was an enchantment - the Lady's for sure. She was
water adept and had many students who no doubt asssted her in maintaining the enchantments around
the clock. But he wasnt interested in the miracdle of his prison, only in the trace of the dien mind he
thought he had fdt in that first indant of connection to the world.

It was gone. In its place now he could only see the hypnotic depths of the abyssd fault that lay
benegath the pretty surface of Aparadtil Lake.

'Gazing a the navel of the world? said a voice in the sweet and gentle tones of a much nicer person
then the one who was actudly spesking. "The source of Alfheim's agther is closer to you than ever
before.

'Aiss off, Arte,' Zal said without getting up. Arie was not there in person, only her voice. Her actud
presence would have been tangible and he fdt only strangers close by. He was pleased to find himsdf
dill filthy dirty and wearing Lilds black leather jacket.

The moment of Slence was rather sweet. He wished it would last but it didn't.

T seeyou have did further into the delinquency of the demon world.’

Zd yawned. 'l see you're dill soreading that bullshit about a Great Spell. End of the world required to
save our lovdly homeand from corruption and exploitation by incorrigible foreigners. Very nice. Must've
taken you at least ten minutes to come up with that'

"The Spell only awaits the opportune moment. Your beief init, or in the reasons behind its use, is not
required. But enough of these pleasantries!’

Four strong hands suddenly grabbed hold of him and lifted him upright. He was surprised but tried not
to show it. He didn't know that Arie's guard could be stedlthy enough to sneak up on him but obvioudy
they were better than they used to be or his sengtivity to the constant murmur of the Alfheim aether was
much worse. Probably the latter, he thought with grim resignation. The guards didn't meet his gaze - they
wore bone-plate hdmsin any case which shieded their faces dmost completdy. They wasted no timein
gripping the jacket from him and searching him for amulets or weapons. He couldnt detect andalune
from ether of them, so they were adept enough to keep it away from him. He wasn't sure whether that
was out of respect for the danger he represented or just revulson a the changes wrought by his atered
nature.

Arigs voice sad quidly, 'It istime you faced your elders and betters, Suhanathir. In the name of dl the
Houses of Alfheim, | arrest you for treason.’

'My nameis Zd,' he said, pointlessly, to the empty air. He wished that the sound of his given name had
no power, but Arie knew both parts of it, his life name and his caste name Suhanathir Taliesatra. The



only mark in his favour was that she did not know his true name any longer. Once, when he was dill an
df through and through, she had known it, but that name was lost when he wasin Demonia and he had a
new one now. Then again, he did not know the full verson of hers. Arie was just a part of it, as Zd was
just part of his Without being able to say dl three parts in sequence they could not command one
another.

The guards slently braced his arms behind his back. One stretched out a gauntleted hand and touched
thewadl of the cdl. It shivered and suddenly balooned beyond his gesture into the darker, deeper waters
of the lake, creating a corridor. In thisway they walked through the water in their tiny pocket of air and it
stretched out just ahead of them and closed just behind them.

Presently something other than a waterquoia tree loomed out of the thick green gloom. Zd saw
another bubble like thair own, but larger, and beyond it even more of them and more dill, clustered like
oversze frogspawn, netted and held in the branches of the underwater forest. The sivery globules were
everywhere, above and below. Thar bubble drew close and joined its skin to one of these. Where the
cdl wals met they stuck fast and a door formed. Without ado he was marched forwards.

The palace of Aparadtil had been much extended in his absence. He remembered it as a house on a
lake, fine and rather too large for the resdent Family of Water but gill no more than a manson. These
hdls of trapped ar with ther fals and fountains lit by charmed sun and moonlight were dl new to him.
Like dl such show, the waste of power put into their creation spoke of extravagance and strength way
beyond his persond resources. It was meant to make outsders fed puny. It did a good job, he thought
wryly as their journey ended - that and the big guards and their massive enchanted broadswords and the
agtounding Sze of an entire courtroom full of Alfheim's noble lineege, ranked in tiers, robed and standing
solemnly to attention, dl looking down a him as he was taken to the centre of ther vast ova and left
there.

He looked draight a Arie, seated above him in the Magus postion; a place of ultimate jurisprudence
which he knew she did not deserve. He was vagudly aware of empty places to right and Ieft in various
positions and knew, without having to look further, that these were dl where his family and caste family
should have been. Occasiona other absences marked the positions of friends or people whose loydty he
hed trusted.

Arie was as lovely as enchantment could make her, and she had been lovely in ordinary ways before
that with her blanched-almond com-plexion, deep auburn curls and soulful blue eyes. She exuded
youthful beauty, glamour and sweetness. It was aterrible shame.

It was no moment to be shy. Zd put his hands on his hips and took a very obvious turn, looking at dl
the faces present before turning back
to Arie. Tie me kangaroo down, sport,’ he said with the full power of his voice, words dry as a desert.
He knew full wel nobody there would have a clue what he was quoting but at least it was amusng him
and he needed amusement desperately because otherwise he was going to start feding afraid. ‘I'm hoping
we can skip the part where you talk saf-judtifying shit and just get straight to the guilty verdict.'

His speech created an icy slence in response. Even those souls who had been ambivdent, perhaps
sympathetic to him, recoiled from the lash of spitein them. Here, if not in any other redm, words literdly
hurt and his could hurt more than most. But the Lady was not affected. Her andalune lay around her like
agleaming shidd. The minor charm smply bounced off her and the only thing it might have done was
disrupt her sense of decorum. That was something, at least.

"Thefact of your treason isindisputable,’ Arie said. 'Y ou have betrayed us to Demonia, and most likdy
to Otopia as well. You disobeyed orders. You cut yoursdf off from your masters. You with-held
information. Shl | go on? The only matter of interest remaning here is what the sentence of the court
ghdl be. In ordinary circum-stances it would be death, but you have made yoursdf a creature of unusud
abilities that render you potentidly more usgful than a corpse so we consder that you may redeem
yoursdf one of two ways. Either you return to the service of Alfham by commeand of your true name. . .’

'Not achance,' Za said without waiting to hear the dternative.

I think that it is at least possible you are open to persuasion,’ Arie said and made a dight gesture with
one hand.



Zd did not turn to look but he heard severd pairs of feet enter the room and wak towards him. One
par dragged and shuffled.

'What | want to know iswhy the rest of you are here,' he said, ignoring the sound. 'Why would you
dly yoursdves with this idiot, when the only solution she has to offer you is isolation and sub-servience?
For centuries she has dragged power into Sathanor, away from every other region. She has fostered
needless hatred againg the Shadow

"Thereis an Aetheric Gate beneath Aparagtil's water,' said a strong voice from the gathering.

The massed andalune of the gathering was a huge force, united, againg him. Zd could fed it like a
weight in the air. It was smothering. Within it those hearts that were guilty about their complicity in
something they found repugnant (and there were many) were held back by its colossd inetia and the
swest, constant soothing of Arie's persona glamour. She groomed them and they would not resist.
Feding it made him sick. Where many andalune were voluntarily bound like this they were a psychic
force dmost impossible to fight againgt. Whatever he had to say was pretty much irrdevant a this point.
They went on...

'Its energy islimitless. Once it is open we can restore the decay-ing lands and begin to reintegrate our
society. These measures are temporary,' said another.

It would not be safe to open it whilst connected to the other reams.’

‘Alfhamisin crigs ... the land fdlsinto darkness. It cannot be denied. The Prowlers

All the old stories about the decline of his homdand: he knew them by heart and their reasons. The
voices came in ones and twos from dl over the room, old and younger voices, some less forceful than
others. They were sad and grieving. They hated what they were doing, but dill they considered it a strong
and right manoeuvre. Zd could fed every-thing they did, because only a few chose to shidd ther intent.
They wanted him to bdieve. They wanted him to join them. Therr invitation was dmost overpowering.
He had been away for so long. Theidea, the proximity, of being held again in the continuum of andalune
that was the naturd state of communion where minds and spirits ran so close! And not just the poor
ubdtitute of dementa companionship ... he fdt that he was just one step from heaven. One tiny step.
Jug agree. Just sy yes.

And it was true, Alfhedm was dedlining, rotting, its aether changing in unpredictable ways. It had been
heppening over long ages, though & rates that until recently were dmost undetectable. But he had never
believed it was because of the workings of the Shadowkin or even of the other agtheric redms, as many
theorigts did. His demon sdf knew it was not so and he used not to be the only one.

The great geddt of the noble horde around him brushed a his awareness with the sorrowful
acceptance of afamily looking at a prodigd son.

Zd's back prickled. He fought with his disgppointment & how many people he could fed in solidarity
with the Lady. He took a deep breath and looked up a Arie. 'Nice parrots. All you need now is a
wooden leg.

Artedid not flinch but she did remain stock till for amoment. The
wave that had reached out to welcome Zd back withdrew. The room brimmed with anger.

Zd could tdl that one of the people behind him was gravdy ill. Within the court there was enough
heding knowledge and power to do dl but rase the dead, but nobody moved. He fdt genuine
dis-orientation - this could never have happened, even afew months ago. Who in Alfheim, even the most
consarvative, would let someone fed like that and do nothing?

Not one person stepped forward, dthough their anxiety and distress became papable in the aether,
increasing until he could even hear it as a faint whine dl around. He stared at their faces. Mot of them
were looking away.

Arie beckoned. She was effective, cold. He hadn't redlised how cold uniil now. She was the frozen
surface keeping the rest under control. He didn't understand how she had taken so much to hersdlf. Hed
been away too long and it was too late. Zd didn't look a the suffering person urtil they moved into his
line of Sght.

The dying df was Aradon. He had served with Zd in the secret service, been in various operations
with him. He was friendly, loyd, alittle introgpective. He was one of the fird to join the Resstance years



ago when the extent of the High Light hegemony had become clear and the Shadowkin pushed out of
Sathanor. Here, in the days of High Light rule over dl Alfham with its lore of purity and heding, he was a
bloody mess. Someone had beaten him to the edge of extinction. His face and hands bore marks that Zd
knew were torture inflicted, not just the result of a desperate fight. He was bardly conscious and that was
amercy. Zd reached out to touch Aradon's andalune body but the guards moved between them. He
got the impresson Aradon no longer possessed an andalune, but without necromancy that was not
possible.

'Many of your co-conspirators have talked a grest deal, Suha' Arie sad to Za. 'Even of your
ridiculous plan to prove the nature of every person in the realms as equd. But they have been unable to
tdl your name, and findly | bdieve that none of them know it

'Help him," Zd said, pointing a Aradon. He tried to make eye contact with the people nearest him but
they refused. They stared through him or past him. "What's the matter with you al?

He had thought that after al he had been through there could be no more things able to terrify him and
he was right. He was not scared. But he had never imagined he could find himsdf so disgusted with his
own
kind. HE'd never redly believed they could become like this. And here, look. They were. Their outward
dlence sadit dl.

Zd tried to push past the guard. He was hed back by two of them. Ther bone gauntlets dug into his
ams. He reached beyond them. His andalune was different to theirs, and they were not keen to touch it
now, tainted with demon aether, but he could not reach Aradon anyway. There was no more to him than
flesh and bone.

Tel me your name and we will restore him," Arie said. 'And dl those presently under arrest will be
released to pleasant confinement in acivilised place.

Zd looked a Aradon's swollen face, dl but unrecognisable, a his hands and ther bloodied nals.
Eveaything he had ever known about elves, humans, faeries, demons and their machingions in the
com-plicated world of palitics and power ran through his mind in a dinicd stream. His name was dl he
hed.

‘After him how many more will there be? he asked.

‘All of them," Arie said. 'But not you. There are other tasks you mugt do. Either you will do them as our
loyd bound servant or we use your blood to access the hidden wel of agther . . .

It isnowdl!" Zd shouted a her, unable to restrain his anger, aware that it only made him worse in their
eyes. 'Hfty years ago we researched every posshility that the lesks from this lake may be some free
source of agtheric energy and the conclusion from df and demon dike isthat it can only be some faultline
or weaknessin the redm that gives onto nothing but the Interditid. The agther coming inis wild but the
lake moulds it by the time it reaches the surface so it seems like it's Sathanor energy. It requires some
reinforcement not weskening with your efforts to mineit.

"We have found away to cap the well," Arie said. T am confident. It is expensive but it will be worth
it. And thisis not your concern. Y ou have your friends to think of, Suha. Your loyd brothers and sgters
surdy have much more knowledge they have garnered and hidden againgt us. It can be left to them and
they to themsdlves if you are willing to surrender to us. Come, we are not partial to witnessng this pain
and you ddlay itsend.’

"The energy will make you invincible' Zd sad quietly to her. It was true. He was sure it was her
magor motive, but she would not think so.

Zd made himsdf look at Aradon again. He had no aetheric presence, asif he was dready dead.

J 'Hewill say divethisway, beyond light and shadow, unable to connect to the andalune, for the rest

of hislife unlessyou surrender. They dl will. Of dl people you will know what this is like and it will

be even less than the pitiful contact you are dill able to make with us. Communion will be only a
memory. The spirit is dead.’

Zd lifted his head and looked a Arte. He didn't know how Aradon had suffered or what had

been dlowed to tear out his Soirit; maybe it was some captive Saagaa. It was not important. All that

Aradon was proof of was that Arie was beyond any kind of appeal to mercy. He could tdl that the



dght of Aradon revolted Arieg, it hurt her and she loathed it, but she was able to master her natura
impulses, she was adle to ignore them completdy. For her there was a greater good and in the
savice of that good she was immeculae. The horror, and her own ability to withstand it, only
increased her conviction.

Theroom'sslent agony stretched out. Zd madeit stretch longer.

He studied every empty seat inturn and thought of dl the others, not knowing if this was a bluff of
hers or if the entire project to prevent Alfhem’s decline into tyranny was over because every person
involved had been cut down.

He could end Aradon's suffering himsdf, he knew. But if he showed his demon power then Arie
would ward againg it and any use it might be later, if there was a later, if there was a chance to get
out - and there was no chance here - would be log.

He turned his back on Aradon and gave his head the smdlest shake -no.

Very well,' shesaid. "Asyou wish.'

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Lila wearing Tath's boots now, was glad to run as soon as a safe hour came with dawn. She asked Dar
where he thought Zd was, how far it was, how long it would take to get there, what they could do... He
just shrugged and said they mugt run. She thought about Tath but whenever that happened she ruthlesdy
directed her thoughts somewhere else.

To prevent hersdf dwdling on unwecome fedings, and with the presence of Dr Williams consgently
aopearing in her mind like a vengeful ghost, she concentrated on leaning and copying Dar's Syle of
moation. He ran on the bal of his foot and legpt with catlike grace over amdl obstacles, coming to a hdt
with a perfect lightness of balance even when he was very tired. All day she followed him, the pleasure of
the previous day's journey much dulled by the events of the night and the congtant awareness of Tath's
presence. Lila found hersdf longing for radio contact with Saraslien, with Mdachi, with anybody, even
Poppy. She would have given much to have a faery dongside her to lighten her mood. She even missed
the glly, trivid world of the musc busness, and had begun fondly to think of purple fur coats and
melodramatic speeches about download sales and marketing budgets by the time Dar chose to take a
rest.

'Have you any music with you? he asked her asthey sat highin the mountains on a bare grip of rock.
The view was spectacular. Bdow them a huge, bowl-shaped vdley spread green and luscious, its far
sde of uniformly steep wals barely vishle in the clear light. Grasdands and woods covered the ground
below them and Lila could see lakes and streams sparkling in the high noonday sun. She took a piece of
dde bread that Dar handed her.

'What would you like? | never much went in for classcd, except Mozat and Vivddi,' she sad
goologeticaly.

'Pay me what you like, he said. 'Anything." He went to fetch water. They drank and he sat down
findly, unshipping his bow so that it did not scrape on the ground. Lila did likewise and then sat behind
him, her legs ether Sde of his

'Ear ear,’ she said, putting the palms of her hands gently againgt the Sides of his head. 'Haven't got any
speakers s0 youll have to make do with this. Shouldn't be too bad through your skull. I've kept dl the
levelslow." She played the music through the smart metd and multiple synthetic sheets that made up the
sructure of her pams, dlowing them to act as speakers, and listened to it hersdf interndly, direct to the
bran from her Al-library. Together they sat overlooking dl of Satha-nor, hungry and heartsick, and
lisened to The No Shows doing Time In My Hands.

'‘Now dl we need are some smokes and we're sorted,” Dar said to her softly with a Bay City accent
but his attempt at good humour didn't last more than a moment. He sighed.

T can do you an aspirin,’ Lila offered. Dar leant back againg her, to her surprise. It wasn't entirdy



comfortable because of dl the weapons between them, not least the grip of a sword pressng againg her
jaw, but she didn't move. She saw that his dark brown hair was streaked with Slver here and there, and
with strands that caught the sun and made themsdlves into glowing amber.

Tath, she thought, was awake but barely aware of her, folded over his own thoughts protectively. In
the hours that had passed snce he hitched a ride Lila was sure there weren't only stings but honey in
Tath, dthough there couldn't be any tdling which one you'd get on request. Her fear had peaked early
and now was dl but spent and continued to fade the longer that time went on and he did noth-ing. If she
didn't concentrate on his presence she could hardly fed it.

The song ended and Lila took her hands away and rested them lightly on Dar's shoulders. The wind
freshened and she caught the scent of lilacs and other flowersrisng from far below.

Time to go," he said abruptly and stood up. He held out his hand and she took it, getting to her feet
with effortless ease. Dar pointed down into the broad valey. 'Beyond the firs woodlands the valey
deepens and forms a greet lake, not unlike the lake you vidted beforein Lyrien.

It isthere that Arte has her home, below the waters of Aparadtil. | would be certain we will find Zd
there!’

'Shouldn't you be in a bad place for a bad spell? Lila asked, teking a last look a the panorama,
memoarisng the location.

"You should bein a safe place, where you fed most secure,’ Dar said. "And there is no more difficult
place to get in or out of than Aparadtil Lake. It is guarded by dl the dements, by the lake itsdf and its
denizens, and by thefull force of Sathanor's magic bent to Arigswill.'

'Oh good, Lilasaid faintly. T likeachdlenge.’

"You will find one," Dar assured her, jumping down the sde of a steep human-height boulder with no
more care than he might have stepped off a kerbstone.

'We need astory,’ Lilasaid.

"There is no story which will fool the Lady of Aparadtil. The truth will do in a pinch, though she
probably expects us. | do not anticipate a great ded of trouble getting in. It is wha will happen then
which is beyond my kill to guess. But we may get somewhereif you could become a more likdly €f.

I'mworkin' on it,’ Lilasaid. 'Sorry. | mean, | am meking every effort to become a more effective spy.’

Try harder,’ Dar said, not even looking back. There was a peculiar ring to his voice which made Lila
experience the comment as a tantalisng due rather than a dinging criticism. She puzzled over it and then
redised that Dar was obliqudly referring to Tath's presence.

During the next few hours they dropped lower and lower down the steep sides of the valey walls.
Ther progress was agonisngly dow. When she did not have to concentrate on her footing too much Lila
tried speaking to the gold and green presence in her chest.

If you were truthful about your allegiance, she said, now there's a chance to proveit.

He did not have anything to prove to her. He didn't even speak, or need to. She could fed the answers
as if they were her own thoughts before she put them into words. He remained grief stricken and
gpopdled at the idea of what she was, let done who she was. He found her repdlent, because of her
robotics which he found dien and threat-ening, because of her humanity, because of her Otopian
dlegiance, epecidly because of her fuson reactor which frightened and revolted him equdly. At the
same time he was grateful for her kindness and his continued existence, in a giff, typicaly highfdutin
snobby dvish
way. It took dl of Lilas self-restraint to forgo responding to this rush of emotions whenever she tried to
address him. But her own emoations were dso there, whether she restrained them or not, and the df fdlt
her fury and her didike of hm without the mediation of her thoughts. They were, for better or ill, two
spiritsin one heart, and they could not hide from each other.

Tath coiled tightly on himsdf as she attempted to get him to tak. Lila knew him horrified and hurt,
willing himsdf out of the Stuation as much as she did, resenting her like crazy. The Stuaion made her so
angry she shouted out loud and with a single blow of her hand struck a reasonably szed branch from a
tree she was passng.

‘Lila?



She found hersdf daring at Dar. She wasn't sure he had ever cdled her by name before. It was
effective, if unmagicd. 'Sorry,’ she said. She picked the branch up and pushed it back towards its old
postion but then let it fdl to the ground. The sap amdled rich and sweet and soon filled the warm
afternoon ar around them. Bizarrdy she noticed she was sanding in paradise. She scuffed paradise's
grass with her foot. 'My fdlow traveller doesn't like the idea of helping out'

Then you had better leave him done.’ Dar glanced at the branch. Insects were dready gethering at the
break in the trunk, to eat the sugary sap. Dar bent down and took some of the sticky suff onto his hand,
licking it off hisfingers Lilaignored it. She fdt hungry, but she had the tokamak. Dar had nothing.

'How do | get rid of him? she asked quietly.

'Exorcism,’ came the reply. Dar took hisknife out and stripped the bark from the branch expertly. He
tore away the inner layers and started eating them, then used part of the outer section to fashion a cover
for the wound in the trunk. He trimmed the wound on the tree itsdlf, hacking it into the right shape, and
then patched it quickly. "They die,' he said. Trees like this die of a bad wound, and Tath will die if you
root him out unless he can find another willing heart."

'Willing? Lilarepeated, taken aback. 'l wasn't willing.'

It was a Game,' Dar said, chewing carefully. "You played it. You logt it. Y ou were willing!

"There was no Game!' she protested, furious. 'How could there have been? There was no wild magic.
There wasn't time!'

'Elves carry the wild magic in their andalune when they have passed through it recently. It takes time
to wear off. Tath had the kill to
control that..He might not have wanted to play with you in hismind, but his chi was stronger than that. It
saw its chance when he knew that | was likdy to kill him, and it took it. You must have fdt the ging of it
when it happened.’

‘But | didn't agree. | didn't know therules.. . ." Shetrailed off and shut her mouth firmly, swalowing the
rest of what promised to be another worthless excuse. One day, she thought, she must remind hersdf to
stop meking them. But she couldn't stop raging at hersdf for her supidity. The presence indde laughed at

her.

Dar looked at her with what she thought might be sympathy. 'l keep forgetting how young you are,' he
sad. His gaze was very intent and steady .

Just when | need another button pushed, she thought angrily. 'Why, how old are you? she
demanded.

'Old enough,’ he replied in a strange tone. He stepped forward, holding out a drip of the white,
dripping bark to her. 'Y ou mugt be hungry. Taste it. It will make you fed better.’

Lilafound hersdf looking into his danted blue eyes. They were exactly the same hxilliant colour as the
Sathanor sky. She was surprised to see that they hed hunger of quite a different kind. She began to lift
her hand to take the bark, but stopped, uncertain about what his offer redly was. She was dert for any
zing of magic, but she didn't fed it. She fdt the strangest pressure from ingde, dill hating hersdf, and from
outsde the opposite, asif Dar was offering her aroad out of its miserable fla plain. She was on the cusp
of some inner movement she didn't understand and it was dl balanced on her decision to accept one or
the other verson of some verdict on hersdf. She said no and Dar said yes. She scowled and stared at
him, dl her senses on overdrive trying to suck more information out of the moment so that she could
cdibrate it and make a decison based on solid logic, usng her Al-sdf to its utmogt to judge. But that
didn't help.

As she continued to hesitate Dar reached out and put a piece of the soft bark agangt her lips. Her
heart was racing. She fdt her skin flush but her lips moved of their own accord and opened. He pushed
the gtrip gently into her mouth with hisfingertips. In taking it she inadvertently brushed his fingers with her
lips and tasted the st of sweat and earth and the sweet sugar on them. Lilafdt logt in aworld she hadnt
noticed was there until now. All this senang and feding, dl this strange intimacy . . . she thought of Zd
and saw himlying on a bier, stone
cold dead. She stood beside it and there was a torch burning in her hand and she could not light the fire.
She stood and the torch burned down to ash in her hand and she stood for ever urtil she was a Statue of



meta and bone. She heard Za's voice in her head, as though he could see theimagetoo . . .

"Youdlly foal. I'mnot dead if you do. You're dead if you don't.'

Dar's eydids closed and he staggered asif he was drunk. Lila knew the feding - hungry intoxication -
because she fdt something surging in her veins and it wasn't the sugar. She couldn't hdp hersdf. She
licked hisfingers.

They werein each other's ams in a heartbeat. Dar's lean, hard body shook, very like Tath's had, but
thistime it wasn't fear doing the shaking. Lilafdt Dar touch her face, tracing the line of the magicd scar in
her skin. He was intent and serious as he let his finger touch her lips again, very lightly, following the
shape of the top lip across its bow and then pressing more firmly againgt the lower lip.

Lilaswalowed and watched hisblink rate decreasing, his heart speeding up to maich hers. He pressed
harder, watching her mouth. As she let it begin to open she saw his face mirror the action unconscioudy,
lips parting, his eydids lowering.

Lilatook his finger in her mouth up to the second knuckle and closed her lips and tongue around it
gently. She caressed the hair at the Sde of his face and stroked the strange, angular line of his cheek,
surprised when he took hold of that hand, synthetic skin or not, and placed her pdm againgt his mouth.
He closed his eyes and kissed it, then did his tongue up between her fingers as she sucked his. It turned
her on more than she'd fdt before, even more than Za, and she didn't understand it at dl. The cool wash
of Dar's agthereal body spread across her skin and became warm, became dmost muscular. And then
shefdt a strange opening sensation in her chest, a feding of unlocking and oringing back, and from the
centre of her being Dar's soft touch was matched by Tath's unfolding.

Dar fdt it; she saw his surprise, his confuson just like hers, the sense to stay away from each other
completely swamped by the heart's drive to join, the body's need for contact to soothe itsdf. In that
indant Lila remembered dl sheld forgotten in the lagt forty-eight hours, dl her trauma and her loss, her
sdf-hate and her fear for Za. She realised she hadn't missed it and how good it hed fdt to be running in
thiswild place with a friend, even if held been her morta enemy until. . .
whenever. She took his hand, removing hisfinger from her mouth and placing his pdm againg her breast
instead, moving forward to kiss him on the lips. She fdt an dl-over kiss that was andalune as the two
eves synchronised and merged across the surfaces of her skin in an intimacy she was unable to share.
This might be enough for Dar, even for Tath, she thought, but she didn't have an aetheric Sde and it
wasn't enough for her.

She did her hands srongly againg Dar's waist and down, pressing his hips againgt her, then in the next
moment leant back to get rid of some of the hardware getting in the way. Buckles and laces caught
agang each other as she fought with the unfamiliar closures of his clothes and hers. Dar stepped back
and helped her out, frequently pausing to replace his mouth on hers and to caress her. His kiss was dl
hunger. Hers too. They were sarving and they were bread to each other. All that she could think of, dl
that she wanted, was to have him insde her. She wanted to know if this Sde of her was il dive.

Dar spun her around and backed her up againg the tree. She hit it hard, sraggling with the wretched
clothing, wriggling to make it easier, groaning in frustration when he had to stop and yank Tath's tight
leggings further down on her. But then she fdt him and it was dll right. She got both hands on his hips and
drove hersaf down on him as he pushed back into her. The sensation was as purdy divine as anything
she could imagine. She heard his gasp of pleasure and the anticipation of more of it Then they were
moving together and she lost awareness of anything but the perfect feding riang, riding Dar hard and as
merdlesdy as he rode her, dl the way.

Baby, she heard Tath whisper to her, but it was a word formed from a knot of lust and pleasure of his
own, S0 she let it go. She didn't know who he was referring to. She didn't care.

When it was over they let each other go carefully and politely, no more kisses, only gentle, efficent
touches enough to separate. Lila pulled her trousers back up as she did down the treetrunk, her body
liquid and vibrant, warm and suffused with Tath to such a degree that he was a part of her in that minute.

Dar reclothed himsdf and sat down beside her. He put his hand out onto her booted foot, gripped it
briefly, then lay back on the sandy earth under the tree's shade, panting, his eyes closed, free am thrown
across his face to shade it from the sun.



After afew seconds helifted hisarm and looked at her. Lilalooked
back, amiled, a little sdf-conscioudy, and hdd out her hand. He took it and pulled himsdf upright. He
pressed his shoulder into hers for a moment, letting his head fdl towards her, and she et her head rest
agang his rubbing her somach.

'l think without baldrics may have been better, she said.

Dar glanced at her and laughed, reflexivedly touching the buckles of the sword bdlts that crossed his
chest. 'l am sorry.'

'Don't be." She showed him that the rest of his carefully picked bark had been ground in the dirt and
threw it aside for the insects. 'It tasted nice." She fdt abosurdly happy. Its excess was in direct proportion
to her expectations of what lay ahead. "That was.. . .

T know," Dar said, tightening the laces on histunic, and they both laughed. "Where is he now?

‘Everywhere," Lila said, shrugging as he looked to her for more explanation.

‘Let's go,’ Dar stood up with an effort. 'It's another day's wak at least.

Lilawalked across to the steep edge, a few metres away from them, and looked down. There were
dill hundreds of rough and rocky metres to descend. If sheld been able to plan . . . but there were no
hang-gliders here and no suitable materids to fashion one. She picked up Tath's bow and set off after
Dar, doing nothing to disturb the welbeing she felt, knowing it was going to be short lived. With every
step she was aware of Tath's presence, but it was no effort and no intruson. He was mercfully slent.

It took another two hours to dimb down the steep escarpment. They did on scree, cimbed boulder
fdls and jumped where jumping was possible. By the time they reached the valey Lila had surveyed it
extendvdy and took issue with Dar's geography. She was certain that Sathanor was not a valey at dl. It
was a crater.

She didn't mention it to him, part of her spy indincts, abused as they were, kicking in to prevent it She
knew that the only reason Dar had told her about Zd was that he had burned his bridges everywhere
dse. It was alittle weak of him, but she could understand it. And she reserved judgement on its truth.
Hot, sweaty and starving she turned on her coolant sysem and was glad when Dar saw fit to take a
minor detour to get more water. Idly she caculated how far behind schedule the concert tour was by
now, and wondered if there were any tempora loops she might use to make the disaster alittle less
disastrous. It was a science fictiond dream. Nobody had ever travelled in time.

Tath, recovered from his psychic liason with Dar, found this vay amusng. She was dismayed to find
that the activity seemed to have restored his hedth somewhat. He told her he didn't think she was going
to see the end of the day. Lila ignored him. The Sathanor water Dar gave her was very good. 'You
should bottle this and sl it," she told Dar, feding Tath quiver with outrage at the idea. "You'd make a
fortune'

It is sacred,’ Dar said absently. "The water sustains youth, hedls disease and dlays hunger. The fact
thet | let you, an dien interloper, drink of it would be enough to hang me dmogt anywhere in Alfham,
and many places beyond its borders. There are those who kill to trade in this water, and die for it. If you
have a container | would suggest thet you fill it, because this is the last water until the lake, and | do not
think it would be wise to drink of that'

"The water of life tastes good and it does you good,' Lila said, filling her bely with it. 'l stand by my
assessment. Totd gold mine Just think how many products you could make with it. Beer. The beer of
life The wine of life The sparkling sugary soda of life The Sathanor Detox Diet. And faling that, when
you get out of here you can take over the black market.’

Itisdl I anfit for,” Dar agreed with amusement. T pray you do not notice the air or the plants or the
animds and see dallar 9gnsin ther places too.’

If 1 do, I'll keep it between me and Tath,' Lila said, getting up and paiting her chest. 'He has a long
way to go before his education catches up with the modern world." And then she had to sruggle for a
moment not to be sick. 'Lil' devil,' she said. T fed peculiar.’

It is the water's effect. It will wear off presently,’ Dar turned and led off through thick grass and
beneath beautiful, pae-leafed trees whose trunks were as amooth as polished stone. The trees watched
them.



The afternoon passed in a soft focus blur of pleasantly hedthy ddirium. Later Lila would remember
amog none of it, though some things remained. She asked Dar once, when she had imagined both of
them gorming a palace, 'Is there a chance? He turned and took her in his ams and kissed her, very
gently, and then he led her on, her hand in hisfor along while.

Sathanor had a curious calendar quality. She couldn't quite connect
with it. It seemed not to require nor want humen interaction, and she fdt strangely detached. She was
aso aware of Tath watching her responses and wanted to withhold them. He longed to touch everything
thet was ignoring her. And eventudly, after the hundredth Smply bresthtaking vigta full of birds, animals
and insects of unusud and exquiste creation, she found the ability to stop naticing it dl and dumped into
gopreciation-fatigue with gratitude. Once that had gone she found that the more they travelled, the more
she felt observed by an attention that used the birds and trees to follow them.

As they approached the lake itsdf, Dar led her to a grassy, sunlit glade and stopped. 'Rest now,' he
sad, gtting with her. "This is the last time we will have, mogt likdy. Arte will know of our approach by
now, and be walting. She, like dl eves, will wait aslong as we like. Time is on her sde. We should fear
nothing on her ground. Seep if you would like to.'

'Nah,' Lilasad with asgh dthough she was deeply tired. The sunlight made her more so. 'Why don't
you?

'l do not wish to leave this Situation only to haveto returnto it'

'‘Amen,’ Lilasaid. 'So, what are we going to do? Wak in?

Yes*

'Doyoufed like putting it off?

‘No.'

She got to her feet again. 'Is there anything . . . how many things ... oh for fuck's sake, never mind.

'Never mind what? he asked patiently.

I was going to ask you for dl the secret indde info, but what the hdll, you shouldnt tdl me even if it
would make a difference. I'll never pass for one of you in amillion years. Look, evenif | do this and Lila
got up and used dl her kill and Al systems to perfectly mimic Dar's own way of carrying himself.

"You could a adistance,’ he said. 'But the metd isa strong ... a powerful Sgnd to our aethered sdlves.
Your har and face are dl wrong. And you have no andalune. If someone tries to approach you secretly
with theirs, they will find nothing.

Lila pulled & a dstrand of grass, contemplating the bizarre complexity that must be dvish socid
interaction. 'Could you command Tath to cloak mein his?

It would be abomination to him," Dar said, not without atrace of speculation.

Two points.' Lila counted them on her fingers. 'One, he had no scruples when he wanted to get a hit
off our shag. And two, he's dead, and he should be grateful he's dill . . . whatever he is, thanks to me.
Evenif he won't do it he could at least shed some light on afew issues, couldn't he? And I'd rather know
if the spy indde was going to try and fuck me up at some critical point when he sees a way to do it in the
sarvice of Lady of the Lake there.!

Dar amiled a her with what she thought was grudging admiration. 'Fair points dl. If you will ask him
nicdy fird, | will command him second.’

'Isthat naming? Command?

It isabsolute,' Dar said, 'Absolute, and for that reason no df would use it againgt another.’

'Except in stuations like this one, right? Lila said. 'l mean, you stabbed him to death. This seems - |
don't know - less aggressive than that?

'It is more s0. With naming comes obligation. | killed him and that was that But when | name him he
will regain a sort of hold over me. | will owe him protection because he has no defence againgt me, and
whatever happens to him as a result of my command ismy responsibility and | will have to pay for it.

'With money, or favours or that horrible aetheric direct debit thing where it just sucks it right out of
your soul?

Thelagt, Dar said. '‘But ance it is unlikdy tha there will be a lot left of me to pay with then, as you
say, in this Stuaion, why not? He was amost lighthearted.



'No, then I'll do it, Lila said. T don't see why you should. Tdl me his name and | will. There's
megicdly pretty much nothing of me.'

'Which iswhy it will not work for you nearly aswel as for me,' Dar said. 'No credit, no shopping.’

'Fuck!" Lilasaid and the ears of both eves twitched; Dar's visbly and Tath's gnodtically.

She addressed Tath, T know you've been ligening. Come nicdly, or well make you.'

He did not come nicdy. He wanted to get his figurative hands around Dar's throat. He coiled up into
hisemerad sdf, amdl and hard as a Sone in the degpest chamber of her heart.

‘Hit him,' Lilasaid to Dar.

Dar shook his head and took a deep breath which he savoured. Lila
saw that he conddered it figurdively to be hislast and she opened her mouth to stop him but he was
gpesking dready, Tlyatath Voynass Taliesetra, glamour this woman your host with the full power of your
conviction to appear as yoursdf, and convince dl that she is as you once were for as long as you both
persst or until this command is undone by her intent or by mine!

For amoment Tath did not respond. Lilawaited - she fet she was learning this trick well by now. Then
there was a slent explosion in her heart. A Shockwave spread through her, flesh and metd both. She fdt
Tath's anger and his resentment a death suffuse her with dl the charm of a bucket of iced vomit. But
above that soared a peculiar joyous rush and an intense curiosty. He wanted to recoil from the
technology of her, but he couldn't because the charm did not permit him to hesitate. He was sure it would
harm him in spite of the moment in which he had helped her to pick up his swords and bow. He was
amazed to find that his aetheric body could properly transect her metalic sdf and not be destroyed by it.

Thisis because you are no longer made of the spiritless elements of Otopia, Tath said. You are like
metal that has been mined and forged by the Shadowkin; half alive. You are a curious charm, like
an amulet, or a weapon. | see why Dar was so keen to weld you close to his side.

That was friendship, that was, Lilatold him firmly but suddenly she wasn't sure. She cheeked to see
that she maintained full control of her body. She did. You said before | was changed by Dar. Now I'm
changed again right? Or the same as before? She fdt furiousthat Tath could il so essly hold her to
ransom this way, with his magica intuition and his kill.

Different again. Tath said. You should be careful about intimate relations with elves. | thought they
taught you that in Spy School. But if you are confirmed in your wish to change, you could ask me

Shut up, Lilasaid. Tha wasn't about control. She wanted to have words with Dar. The techicians a
Incon had laboured hard and unsuccessfully to enchant technologicd artefacts. Her changes were
goparently miraculous to Tath, who could not hide his surprise, but a the same time she couldn't detect
any change except that she wasn't in pain.

No, you areright, Tath said. What you did with Dar was not

about control. It was the pact of suicide. You will never make alive out of Aparastil. | saluter

your honesty and feeling. Hissincerity wasworse than his taunts, she thought.

Dar blinked and looked carefully at her. He spoke quielly and bowed his head for a moment. 'Death



has not diminished your light, llyatath.’

'Doll. . ." Lilabegan to say and stopped in astonishment. She didn't hear her own voice. She heard the
df's, complete with dl its curious harmonies and tones. The words and intent were hers, the sound was
not. For a moment Tath's envy and hate dmost overpowered her. He considered her completdy
unworthy of his presence. The words his voice said were not hisand he was violated. She fdt nauseous.

‘Lila’ Dar looked back up, lifted his head. 'It'stime. Are you ready?

'‘No,' shesad. 'If | screw itup ... If | speak out of turn and spail theilluson, or show my ignorance at
the wrong moment, | gpologise now.’

"We enter the gates evenly matched.' Dar got to his feet. 'Except in the matter of name. | know yours
but you do not know mine!

Lila jumped up and put her hand across his mouth. 'No," she said. 'Spies can't use what they don't
know. Dont tdl me. It's bad enough if Tath knowsiit.'

Oh| do.

Lilaput her ams around Dar in an awkward hug. His embrace was quick but strong in return, strong
enough for her to wonder if she was being stupid in passing up such a weapon as his name. Tath's words
echoed in her mind - changed again.

Then they set out and within a few minutes had come to the lake shore. It was sunset and the surface
of the water reflected the rose and soft orange tones of the sky. Lila looked down and saw a dender
blond df where she stood: Tath, right up to the tips of his mobile, nonexident ears.

Now Dar sad words that Lila couldn't catch. They did from her understanding like fish dithering
quickly out of a careless grab from above. A breeze lifted and blew her illusory dfin hair.

'‘Congder yoursdf invited,” Dar said after moment. 'Follow me and do not show fear.' He waked
forwards into the water.

Lilafrowned but followed - shed come this far, why not further? The water fdt unnatural as soon as it
touched her. It didn't run into her boots or soak her dothing. Glandng down she saw that she was
protected by the extent of Tath's aethered body which was projecting a few millimetres beyond her own.
Where it made contact with the
water a surface formed, like the surface of an ar bubble, and the water kept away. She wondered what
would happen when it reached her nose and got ready to engage a gas recycler mechanism, but when the
water closed over her head she found that she was waking downhill beside Dar as though they were
both on dry land, though they moved with the dow grace of divers and had to push the water's weght
around them. They did not float and they did not drown.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Lilaand Dar waked dowly, wading, dightly afloat with every stride, like svimmers who reach for the
ground with their feet, each stride a bound, their hair in clouds around their heads, the water like a heavy
ar they could breathe, though it was a druggle to breathe it. The water itsdf was green and the light
which fdl through it was quickly smothered, leaving them in a khaki umbra where dl colours became
green. Lila saw the slver shapes of fish dart close in curiosty and then flash as they turned their Sdes and
flicked away with a snap of talfins. She fdt her boots catch in dumps of weed as they dowly trod a
stone-paved road, snking ever further by its guidance down and down into the depths.

Soon it was so dim that Lila had to use infrarred to enhance her vison. As she turned it on she fdt
Tath's permanent low leve of contempt for her vanish in a moment of surprise. Dar saw well, even in low
light hisdfin vison had a much greater range and colour capture than Lilas, but by the time they reached
a huge stone door that barred ther way Lila could tdl by the way his movements grew more tentetive
that he was finding it hard. The barrier before them was a smooth block of stone, a mondlith carved and
decorated with alow rdief of animas and plants and words in an old form of dvish that even Lilas Als
didn't recognise. But they did recognise the smple frame and its scale as something that must be a door,



though there was no sgn of a handle or a keyhole or even anywhere for a guard to look ot.

Lilawatched Tath's pae, agthered har diding around her face though she could not redly fed it, and
gave Dar a questioning shrug as they came to a hdt one arm's length from the stone.

Dar said something and his words went up in bright bubbles from his mouth. Lila heard a soft sound,
fdt avibration that seemed to come out
of the stone under her feet. It was an ominous sound, and soon it came again. She fdt Tath's focus
attenuate - his ligening fdt like her nerves expanding and lengthening into the cold water that pressed
them on dl sides. It made her nervous. But she remembered that Dar had told her to show no fear and
0 she stood and did nothing, concentrated on reaxing and tuned into her Als. The vibration soon
became distinguished enough for her to identify it as the drumming of more than one drum. Together
three indruments wove a syncopated beat which she could fed passing through into her body from the
water. As the drum beat became stronger the water shivered.

A shadow, darker than the ample sedimentary gloom, crossed them with a disant cold touch as a
large, snuous, long body did past somewhere above their heads. Lila fdt the turbulence of its wash
press her dothing againgt her. Movement, infra-red and heat-based vison fed through her Als and told
her in a dean readout at the left of her vison exactly what sheld guessed just by the Sze and power of
the creature. A water dragon had passed them by. Its senstive whiskers would have picked out
evaything it needed to know from their scent in the water, the disturbance they made in moving, the
sound of their bresth and heartbests, the megic or lack of it that ran through them. Lila glanced at Dar,
but he was watching the door. Tath's andalune prickled throughout her body. She wanted to scratch,
but she wouldn't have known where to start.

The door moved, the hairline gap between it and its frame suddenly darkening as it shifted postion,
moving straight back into the stone itsdf before ralling aside. Before them a circular entrance led into a
new subaquatic darkness which none of Lilas senses could penetrate. She wanted to object, to confirm
the impassbility of there being such a space but Liladidn't need to. Tath did it for her,

Do try, you won't succeed, he said, slently, from his safe place indde her heart.  Your hesitation will
only make her think you unworthy. The magic that guards the palace is primal magic and not
even your mechanical appendages witll serve to do what it will not allow.

He was pleased when she believed him - and she had to, because she would havefdt it if he lied. She
fdt his pleasure in her fear which rose up suddenly at his words and made her shiver in a tiny, convulsve
moation she couldn't help. Lila knew the water was amply tranamitting everything she did to dl the
watchers hidden in the sty murk. She

didn't fed that she could cope with dragons, internd hostile agents and I'therest of it dl a once.
Tath in particular wasin too close acontact to her truefedingsal the time. She decided, with misgiving,
to dlow her Al-sdf to execute the routine to bypass her emotional centre and replace its decision making
finessewith cold calculations.

What was that? Tath demanded, able to fed the change but not understand it. He had no links to
her Als. Well, that was something, she thought. A red warning icon flashed in her upper right vison,
to remind her that this was drictly an emergency procedure and that she should return to normd as
soon as possible to avoid lading psychosis. It was very didracting againg the black background of
totd nothing in front of her. Lila switched it off.

Dar led the way insde. Asthey stepped through the circle they passed out of the lake and into air.
Lila found hersdf unexpectedly plunging forward into the dark as the resstance fdl away. She
quickly got control of her feet and then stood firm on the stone road.

'‘Now wefadllow the air,” Dar said from a short distance away. The entrance to this paace is via
the primary elements. Water isthe firgt. Void will lead usto the Air Gate. Air's the third."

'What's the second? Lila asked, hearing Tath's voice speak where hers should have been. It
amaog died completdly in the strange space they stood in. She expected to fed uneasy but she fdt
nathing, only a cam kind of mild interest in what was going on, the dl pervasve cdm of Nirvana. In
spite of her orders the Als sgndled her regularly to turn it off - Nirvana was highly psychologicaly



addictive, bad for the brain, bad for the nerves and with many other possbly unplessant effects
induding sudden death. But Lilawasn't darmed, of course. She tried to use the echo of her voice to
map the space so that she could locate Dar but dl her readouts came back zeroed, even though she
could hear him perfectly well.

Itisthe Void," Dar said in answer to her question. "The nothing in which you now stand. It is the
fundamentd in-between, the gap between one breath and the next, between last and fird. Tath
would know more about it. Necromancers mugt cross the Void to enter Thanatopia.'

Lila had been sudioudy ignoring Tath. She found that & maximum capacity on dl sensors and
usng as much power as she dared she was able to use her sonar system to trace a picture of Dar
when their voices bounced off his body. She could dso decipher alarge hole not far in
front of them. It was an irregular and ugly shape. Paths which seemed to offer good passage to ether
sde quickly became usdess ledges and smooth wal. There was a way across, set in widdy spaced
stepping-stones which moved in a snaking trail through the empty space dthough they seemed to be
floating in mid-air. In Nirvana, thiswas dl right.

"Theré's abig hole here,' she said confidently, noting Tath's annoyance. T can seeiit.’

T canfed it But Dar did not object when she moved closer to him and touched the edge of his hand.

"We can go thisway, to my side,’ Lilasaid. 'Aslong as we keep taking, | can see the edges. Thereisa
path of stones!'

T have been here before,’ Dar told her coolly. 'But if you like you can go fird' She heard him getting
something out of the bandoleers and then heard the tones of a chain of softly sounding glass chimes.
Immediatdly, the sengtive nervesin her skin began to decipher the strange pathway much more clearly. It

looked dmog like a computer rendition of a series of platforms. If df ears could pick that up without
technology or magic then they were much more sengtive than she'd thought.

Lilaled the way out. The steps were sturdy, but no maiter how hard she tried to, she couldn't see
anything between them. "What if you fdl here? Do people fal here?

I don't know,' Dar said. 'Nobody came back to tdl us' He sounded tense and Lila left hm to the
chimes and concentrated on her footing until she was across. As she waited for him she peered into the
hole, which was beginning to look much less like a hole and more like something perfectly flat. She
thought she could detect the dightest traces of dectrica activity, ether big and far away or very dight and
close a hand, but then Dar landed beside her and they were safe. His andalune touched hers and Tath's
briefly and, with a keenness as though it were her own, she fdt the truth of Dar's fear in the contact. It
pulled &t her, as though he wanted to catch hold of her, Tath flared on the ingant with a brief, victorious
contempt and Dar indantly stepped aside as though burned.

She ignored them. "The air,' Lila said in a strong voice to counteract the Void's giant swalowing mouth
that strove to eat the sound. The Nirvanaicon blinked at her, scarlet, darmed. Whatever emations she
denied now, udng its artificid bypass, had not gone away. They were
amply activein a place where she couldn't fed them. After a certain load stress, if she did not re-engage
her experience they would begin to emerge in unpredictable ways. The red light was tdling her that this
moment was not far away. She glanced at the numbers and deleted it. Even if she went back right now
ghe didn't think she'd stay as frosty as Dar could, not with Teth waiting like a scatter of crows to descend
on her every weakness. "Which way?

‘Wherever the dementd is| Dar said. His voice was composed, cool and confident, nothing like what
sheld fet second-hand through Tath.

Lilaturned her face thisway and that. There was a digtinct wash of air moving in a steady, cool stream
which she could eeslly follow.

'Not that way,' Dar said as she set off.

Yousad. ..

'‘An dementd is a being,’ Dar said. 'And we need its help to get through the Hal of Fire. Air and fire
work together here.' As he was speaking, Lilabegan to see him with her own eyes. The presence of light
made her search for the source and she saw that the wals and roof of the cavern they were in were
gving off afant, lichen-like, glow. Behind them, where the Void had - had not - been, there was afla,



ordinary rock floor. Ther stepping stones were scattered boulders lying on it Dry sandy earth spread
between them like any ordinary piece of ground. In the gloaming, Lila saw Dar reach into the bandoleer
he wore again and bring out a whistle. It was fashioned from a pebble which had been hollowed and
carved with a patience Lila could barely imagine into a dender ocarina shape with a perfect mouthpiece
though it had no finger holes. Dar blew it and it made no sound.

'What isthat?

‘A whidle for bringing down the wind,' he said. ‘Blow hard enough to hear anything and you get a
hurricane. He started to put it back.

'Can't | seeit? Lilastepped towards him, holding her hand out.

'‘No," he said.

'‘Wdl, who madeit?

They're not made, they're found . . ." He glanced meaningfully at her. ‘Are you quite dl right?

I'mfine' she said. T was just curious, that's dl. No reason. | never saw one before.’

Dar narrowed hislong blue eyes and his earsflattened closeto his
head like a horse's do when the horse in question isfeding vicious. 'As you say.'

'What do you meen by that? she asked, intent on becoming very clear about everything before
matters progressed any further. Was Dar being deliberatdly obtuse? Tath glowed like a smug beacon in
her chest.

Dar's left ear tip came forward again, though his facid expresson didn't dter. 'Air dementds are
curious. It will ether let us through this hdl, or it will not. It would be wise to be quiet and dlow it to
question you.'

Lilafelt unpleasantly dizzy and dightly seasick. She could see the door they had comein by, jus, if she
squinted past Dar. For some reason her thinking seemed to be getting foggy. 'What hal?

Dar took hold of her shoulders and turned her around. Behind her a series of dark tunnds led off in
different directions. He pointed a the centra, largest tunnd, which was carved smooth, perfectly
cylindricd and straight, and through which could clearly be seen a disc of brightly lit space across which
figures moved easly. The round mouths of each end - meagical gates - Lila could understand. The
cylinder itsdf was quite empty.

"Throw something into it," Dar suggested.

Throw? She didn't get it. Perhapsit was asgnd and if she did it then the game would be up and Dar
would betray her. Or it was a dare.

Tath, watching from the ingde, tried to make a kind of contact with her Al while she was distracted in
the act of looking through his pockets (her pockets) for something to throw. In the end he couldn't quite
bring himsdf to touch the machine in the way he would have had to. His repulson was too intense. Lila
hacked and retched suddenly.

'Are you quite well? Dar said again, with a touch more concern as Tath said Smultaneoudy to her,

Much asit pains me to observe this, | do believe you should undo your binding spell upon yourself,
Agent, lest both of us soon have cause to regret it.

Lilds fingers closed around a amdl item in the close-fitted pocket of Tath's jerkin, over her breast. She
pulled it out. A tiny flower lay in her hand, a white daisy. It was old and flattened and quite dried, though
it had kept its colours surprisingly well. She tossed it, vagudy aware as she drew her aam back that Dar
had started forward and that a sudden knot of anguish was unleashing itsdf indde her with dartling
acuity, meking her gut spasm and her legs suddenly become weak.

The flower was very light, dmost featherlight, but Lilas Al-sdf had calculated perfectly and it crossed
the magicd boundary set in the stone just as it began to fdl and tumble errdicdly in the ar. As a warm
tongue of ar wound around her and curioudy lifted the aethereal masses of Tath's glamoured har Lila
saw the daisy burst into brilliant yelow and white fire. It was dmogt ingantly embers that flared to red for
amicrosecond before afew motes of pale ash fdl to the floor of the Hall of Fire.

Dar caught hold of her arm. She saw that he was greyish white with shock for some reason and noted



that even though he was holding onto her his andalune body had entirdly withdrawn, as though he was in
mortd danger and mugt hide. Within her body Tath recoiled and she fdt the glamour flicker and fade.
She saw the metd and synthetics of her hands begin to emerge from beneath Tath's illusory knuckles.
Her moment of deadly anxiety had drawn back from her like a tide from the shore. She fdt Tath poised,
dlent, waiting, as though he was a hdld bresath.

The Nirvanaicon returned and would not be banished. It had gone black and beneeth it the load Stats
informed her in cold blue digits that she was now on an automatic countdown to a return to fully authentic
experience, whether she liked it or not. A report would automaticdly be sent to Headquarters for the
atention of Dr Williams. It would not be favourable.

'Y ou told me to throw something,’ Lila said camly. 'So | did. The Fire Hal is obvioudy pure oxygen
and the dementd in there ignites everything it doesn't think belongs in there. If we go in like this well
burn up just like any other remotely flanmable materid. | get it. I'm working on a solution. Why are you
acting like that?

Only the compulsion of hisnaming kept Tath anywhere close to competent as he continued to project
his aetherid df through her. Lila fdt as if she were contained in an emotiond storm, lit by bursts of
grange lightning, asif emotion itself had a unique energy and Tath was generdting it. His anguish crested
red datic charges that built in her prosthetics and caused her senses to flicker. Meanwhile from the
outsde world micro gudts of various forces lifted her clothes, wound beneath them, even blew through
her lips and into her mouth, up her nose and across her eyes in tiny flicks that made her blink furioudy.
The same thing was happening to Dar. As he stood, hisarms held out to

his sdes to permit the frisking by the ar dementd, his gaze met hers. It dmost looked as though nobody
was home.

'‘Don't move," he whispered. 'Don't do anything. Air isvery sengitive,'

Lilawas deeply, deeply puzzled.

4.3.2.1..

She opened her mouth, drew in a huge breeth, and screamed at the top of her lungs. It was a raw,
terrible sound and it expressed an egudly raw and devagtating ondaught of feding which Lila was
powerless to deny. All her senses were blotted out by the internd storm as though it was a tornado which
ripped up her nerves and shredded them into chaff. Her heart fatered and the life-support systems came
on with dl their darms in glent flaring yellow. Her reactor powered up. Most srangely of dl the clear
divison between Tath and hersdf blurred. His emotions and hers were very smilar and in their collison
she saw what he had seen and redlised what it had meant.

She saw thelittle white flower burning.

She saw the ashesfdling.

She heard the magic in the bloom die, and fdt the godl it had held fast break up and shiver away to
nothing though she didn't know what it was.

She saw Dar's face as he had seen the daisy in her hand, in his hand, in Tath's hand. His eyes not
looking at her, but into Tath's face, a Tath.

Tath had been tdling the truth. Tath was Dar's dly. More than his dly. There was some kind of
choice-brotherhood between them founded in slent spirit, a bond and a rdaionship thet Lila had no
namefor.

Dar's devadtation became more plausible.

There was something ese too - about Tath's magic - but she logt that as her scream came to an end.
The externad world came rushing in. She found hersdf upright but no longer anding. Dar was below her
and she was doft ina madstrom of ar currents that held her suspended severd metres above the ground
close to the cavern roof.

Tath separated out from her as Lilawas turned dowly upside down. Give me contral if you wish to live
and have a chance of saving Zal, he pleaded from the leaf-green place ingde her chest. Thereis no t
ime for explanations. The efemental knows tnat we are not w/tat we seem.

Theair that held them up began to swirl and eddly. It spun Lila
around. Tiny zephyr divers ran under the tips of her nals and darted down through her mouth in between



her teeth and gums It fdt like needles. Lilafought it, trying to bat it away, to rub it out, to fight free, but
her thrashing made no difference whatsoever. The ar would have its way.

Lila gave control to Tath. She fdt blown apart, like there was nathing in the centre of her except the
strange concentration of his green energy. Tath bloomed outwards as the gyre of wind that held her up
began to spin her around in a circle, building veocity steedily. She had only the vaguest awareness of Dar
below her, the stone whidlein his hand.

Tah-inLilawas as agile as her Al-sdf, but with an inginctive biologicd grace she'd never had. Lila fdt
her arms and legs moved, drawn into a shape that was sympathetic to the currents as they shifted around.
Where sheld fought the wind, Tath flowed with it and dmost immediately the worst of the turbulence
stopped. Bdatedly, Lila redised this mugt be the way to tdk to the ar. Tath opened her mouth and
spread her fingers. The ar rushed into her lungs and out again, it drew her dong with it and held her up.
The gyration dowed down steedily, becoming a lazy swirl. The neediepoints had gone. Only temperate
currents ran againgt her skin and through her harr. They penetrated Tath's outer shdl and fdt thar way
dong Lilas magicd dain, dong her face, everywhere on her body thet flesh was marked for ever by
charm and bonded to metd.

Are you going to cast a spell? Did you? Lilaasked Tath as they were gently lowered.

I know none that can hold the wind, he said. QlyDar'swhistle has that power, and then, it is not so
great a power. The detdsaetanebmbottemill, adttesisronay; even wild magic, that can command tt
hm against their inclination. Mere magical circles and barriers are insufficient. Air is the most
curious of all the elements. This individual is in chosen service to the Lady of the Lake. Now we
must wait and see if itis satisfied to let us pass. He hestated a moment. Is that really a nuclear react
or?

Yes, Lilasad as Tath unobtrusvely handed her back her body, only his andalune glamour remaining
unfolded within her. She lowered the reactor's capacity to normd levels and saw the last of the ydlow
dert icons blink out.

Lilafdt her feet touch the ground. She became heavier, then her ful weight was down and the curtains
of ar were withdrawing, rushing around Dar one more time before caming to dmost nothing. She was
about to speak and apologise, but Dar wouldn't meet her eye. He looked strangdly chastened and then
he turned.

Timeruns short, he said.

Lilaglanced back. The wdls and roof of the cavern seemed closer than they had before. In fact, it was
less then hdlf as big as it had been when they crossed the stones. As she looked back at the Hal of Fire
the other open mouths of the tunnels narrowed, dosing. ‘Do they go anywhere?

I don't know. | have little hope of that,' he said. He looked down at the whidle in his hand and then
dropped it on the ground. 'Perhaps thiswill buy some time. What power | do have | will give back now,’
he said to the air, and then stepped on the delicate thing. There was a crunching sound as he crushed it
completdy with his foot.

Liladidnt need Tath's dismay to tdl her what a sacrifice that was. She fet Dar's andalune body touch
her fingertips briefly, unconsci-oudy, for he retreated a step when he noticed it himsdf. Around them the
quiet breezes died away entirdy. The wdls and roof drew closer in a smooth, slent drift that would have
seemed gentle in other circum-stances. They walked closer to the Fire Hall's gate, as close as they could
go and not risk accidentdly crossing it. The Water gate came diding towards them. The roof paused its
descent as it reached the height of both portals, leaving them a few centimetres of clearance.

'Did this happen before? she asked.

'No,' Dar said. 'We are out of luck.'

"There hasto be away out.’

"The only way is through the Hdl of Fire, but the ar will have told the fire that we are untrustworthy
and we will not make it through there. | am sorry | did not get you further

Lilatook hold of Dar's jacket with both hands, pulled him close and kissed him on the mouth. His lips
were cold. The walls drifted in, world shrinking. No ar moved. Dar drew back and they shared a look
that didn't require words for communication. If this was it, then nether of them wanted to leave without



doing something.

Lila contemplated nuking Alfhem's most sacred spot, envisaged the mushroom cloud, the devastation,
the destabilising effect on the inter-dimensond shest, the shocking, complete sundering of the worlds.

Dar's hands did around her head as she fdt rock againgt her back. He put his head beside hers as the
doang space pressed them together, getly at fird, then with a terrible authority. Lilas Al-sdf ran
through a thousand attempts at escape, none working. Dar's heavy har brushed againg her cheek and
pieces of metd began to hite their way into her ribs. She knew that she would be the lagt thing to break,
or burn. She kissed Dar's ear as the bresth was pressed out of them and the Water Gate arrived and
began to dowly push them up to the Fire Hal's waiting maw.

She put her am outdde Dar's, her leg outsdde his Her deeve went through fird and caught
immediatdy. The pain was indescribable. She couldn't help but tense againg the tal df body. 'Hold your
bresth and close your eyes,’ she said feding the drain in his body as his bones began to suffer badly
under load. Her arm was burning, skin and synthetics in a conflagration but the temperatures weren't yet
high enough to spail the action of her right am gun system.

The outside edge of her foot passed the barrier but she had no red flesh there o it was only Tath's
boot blazing for now. When it got hot enough sted was a fud, and in pure oxygen it would continue to
burn until it was nathing but iron oxide, but that wasn't going to happen. Lila configured the grenade shells
in her arm for maximum burn and thrust her whole forearm suddenly through the shidd. It caught with an
exploson that incinerated her nerves and supeficid transmisson systems so fagt that she fdt dmost
nothing, but the gun assembled itsdf and discharged the ful round into the hdl as she used her
consderable physicd srength to keep Dar and hersdf from going through the invigble circle.

Her gamble paid off. The grenades went off about hdfway down the tube in a glory of blue and white
fire which flashed out ingantly, filling the entire hdl with a conflagration so extreme that the rock wall
began to glow and melt. But the magica barrier prevented it burning them.

Dar groanedin pain.

'Press your hand over your eyes!' Lilacommanded and fdt his pevis agang her metd one darting to
crack and one of the ribs she'd hedled before broke again as she pulled free, dragging him with her into
the Fire Hdl and through the few seconds of near totd vacuum and sear-ing heet that was dl that
remaned. The grenades had consumed the oxygen and rendered it into part of thaer crumbling pae ash
and
molten dag. The pain of the heat and the pain of near-explosion in the vacuum vied with each other.

Lilahadn't given any thought to whatever was at the end of fire. The oxygen leve wasrisng fast as they
ran, their boot soles burning, hair smouldering, skin scalded by the heat radiating from the wals. She put
on a spurt of speed. Dar couldn't keep up with her, so she turned and lifted him, as shed lifted Zd,
throwing him across her shoulder in a fireman'slift, hurting him no doubt as the shear forces in both ther
bodies racked up terrible loads. She fdt pieces of her tearing free of other pieces, but it was minor
damage. At the same time Dar and Tath's combined aethereal bodies provided a kind of barrier agang
the risng oxygen concentration.

The rock surface did under her disintegrating boots and then hardened, mercifully, but the temperature
was S0 extreme that the oxygen didn't have to build up to its previous levels. Though the vacuum was
gone now things wanted to ignite reedily. Lilafdt Dar's clothes starting to catch light under her remaning
good hand. She et her jaw and put dl the power to her legs, meking the last ten metres in a angle legp
which found them both dight as they fdl through the empty rock ring and landed sprawling and gasping
on the unyidding cool of a jade floor.

The floor dropped them. Lila found hersdf plunging into cold water. Still holding Dar she kicked
grongly, but the weight of dl her metal was making her snk. She couldn't svim with only one arm. Then
she fdt Dar's hands pulling her up, saw dlver bubbles dashing past her, moving down. Abruptly severd
more pairs of dfin hands, came and hauled them both out of the lake water and, as they drew levd with
the floor, the water itsdf seemed to solidify, becoming the jade that had caught them before. It lifted Lila
Clear.

Tath? said avoice Liladidnt recognise. She dashed water from her eyes, sruggling to get to her feet.



Tath's irit body and this other's were in contact.

Astar, Tath informed her with sadness. It was someone he missed.

'‘Adar,’ Lilamade hersdf say though she could hardly see for the pain in her arm. But Tath's glamour
covered this. She didn't even look particularly singed.

'What an entrance, My Lord," said Astar's soft, feminine voice. Lilalooked up at the person hdping her
gand and saw an df woman with black hair that curled and coiled around her shouldersin waves of
night. A sngle diamond shone from a slver circle on her brow and beneath that her eyes were more than
a little concerned - not for Tath's hedth ether, Lila thought, and her suspicion was confirmed as she
heard another woman's voice, this one even softer and more mdodious than Astar's.

Tath and Dar, who would think to find you lacking in dementd kudos? There were days you would
have danced to my door.'

Lilajerked her hands back from Astar's gentle assistance before the other had time to fed a difference
and draightened up, fighting to stand. 'l have spent too long across the Void in Thanatopia,' she sad,
hoping this would be a good excuse to explain the Studion. 'Some changes are . . . inevitable' She
glanced quickly at Dar, who had dso gained his feet though he looked both burned and drowned. Two
grong mae eves were on ether Sde of him at a fadtidious distance. Both of them were supremdy wel
groomed and beautiful in that way that set Lilas teeth on edge; they reminded her of sdlesmen. Thankfully
none of them looked like Zdl.

Then Lilaturned to see Arie.

The Lady of Aparadtil had eyes of the mogt intense grass green. They shone from within as though
they were made of stained glass and were set before a gleaming morning sun. Her face was the pde
cream white of fine porcelain framed by awaterfdl of coiling amber hair. A circlet of Slver sat around the
Lady's temple, and her ears were sat close and degant dongsde her head, a a neutrd angle. She wore
watery, agua robes of surprisng practicality - Lila had expected dresses but Arie favoured britches,
boots and strong, forest-suited gear, dl of which she made look infinitdly more lovely than any piece of
couture. Delicate Slver leaves that twinkled threaded here and there through the fabrics and across the
leather, so it looked as though she had been dressed by the forest, spiders her tailors. Her features were
of a different cast to Dar's, the ones that Lila had grown used to looking at. Once dl dves would have
looked identical, but Lila recognised the High look now she saw it again - Za's look. But before she
could think on it she was staring up around them, at the room in which they stood - the Lady's Hall.

They were in a bubble benegath the lake. The walls and floor, the roof itsdf were made of water, water
held aside by magic and charmed into the soft arches and parabolas of dfin architecture. The light that lit
the place was sunlight, though Lila thought it must be channdled from the
surface because her readings told her that there was about afifth of a kilometre of lake water over ther
heads. Gresat thick sems of lily and giant water hyacinth rose beside them out of the dark green gloom.
And below - the floor that Lila had taken for jade was amply water that refused to let them through its
surface. She was amazed, trying to consider what possible conditions existed on that surface to permit
her to stand on it and wondering how aetherid manipulation could create such athing. For a moment she
was struck totaly dumb.

But Dar was far from being so impressed. He shook himsdf off, grimacing with the effort of concegling
hiswounds, and bowed deeply to Arie. 'My Lady of Aparadtil, | am your servant. Tath's glamour is but
atrick. He was danin Sathanor and his ghost inhabits the human againg his will. It was a necessary evil
| had to permit in the name of achieving ddlivery of your prize, Agent Lila Black.'

Lilafdt her jaw actudly fdl open. She was speechless with shock, aware only of Tath's amusement
ingde her skin. 'Y ou treacherous fuck,' she said to Dar, in Tath's voice.

Do not be so upset, Tath said to her. The Lady would see through me eventually and though there
are few Elfin necro-mancers in all there are none who use flashbombs. A grudging admiration
seemed to spread across theingde of her chest as he said this and Lila got the impresson that Tath had
rather liked the gun. Thisis the only way for one of you to remain at liberty here, and Dar is no good
friend of Arie's, which she well knows. She will be far from happy, Whatever her demeanour. Trust
me. And whatever happens do not release me from the glamour. If she sees you her reaction will be



less than kind. She knows only that you are human, not that you are a machine.

Trust you!' Lilasaid doud, only redisng that sheld spoken when dl eyes turned to her.

Tath reminded her about the daisy. She recaled her ingght - even under the dulled effect of the
Nirvana shunt - that he was an dly of Dar's. That he must be opposed to Arie. She had no idea whether
or not she ought to trust either of them. No, she had a perfectly good idea that she definitdy shouldn't,
but there was no choice for the time being. She quickly covered up her dip . . .

Trugt youV she said, dightly differently, stabbing her good finger out a Dar. '| don't know whatever
meade me believe that | could trust you!'

Dar drew himsdf up to his ful heght and did a very good im-pression of haughty superiority. Lila
couldn't help flinching back - he looked exactly as he had in the ingant before he had dmogt killed her. If
she hadn't had Tath's ingstence she would have counted hersdf completely betrayed. She was awed by
his ability to dissemble, if that's what it was. She wasn't sure.

Tath!" excdlamed Astar softly from behind Lilas shoulder. Lila could hear tearsin the voice.

‘It ismost unseemly to wear your vicim as a disguise, Arte said, dthough she could have been reading
poetry for dl the dteration in temper she showed. ‘Do us dl the honour of releasing our friend from the
hold of his name and we will look less unkindly upon your pleafor fair trid after you also release his spirit
to our care.’

Lila ran through scenarios in her mind, implicating Dar, not im-plicating Dar - she didn't have time to
play them through. Her arm and portions of her back hurt fiercdly and she released as large a dose of
cocodamoal into her bloodstream as she dared.

Asyou love Zal, do not give Arie anything now, Tath said.

Sure you 're not just pleading for your own life? Lila shot back as the slence grew in expectancy
within the lake hdl. Aloud she said, 'My hostage remains as he is. If you want him back then you can
arange safe passage for me to Otopia.'

'So bold," Ari€ said, moving closer. She placed her hand on the pommd of a sword that hung beside
her hip then drew the blade from its scabbard and hdd the tip out, placing it precisdy in the notch
between Lilds collarbones at the base of her throat. "Yet | can kill you now. | have no use for you. In
fact you represent a considerable danger. Why should | let you live?

Lila used her good left hand and took hold of the sword point between her forefinger and thumb. She
began to move it asde. 'Because if you do then your beloved Tath dies with me on the spot.” She fdt
Arie resgting her actions quite firmly but that the df would not exert enough force to show that she was
actudly losng to Lilasindstence as Lilaforced the wegpon tip away from hersdf. The edge of the blade
dtered subtly as Lila continued. She fdt it grow harder and sharper until it was like a razor and marvelled
a the speed and ease with which the substance changed to the df's will. It turned and cut through the
remains of her burned fingersright to the transformed
dloy of her bones, but even so it was no match for Lilds brute strength. Blood dripped fredy down onto
the jade floor and ran back dong Hie blade, over the ornamentd guard and onto Ari€'s fingers as Lila
pushed it away to arm's length.

Lila heard a satidfying and astounded gasp from the collected audience ringing them and turned her
head to look at Dar. Hislips parted and one side twitched upward for a moment. Then she looked back
a the Lady. Although they both appeared to hold the wegpon lightly there was a great ded of force
running through it in both directions. Lilaglanced into Arie's eyes and wanted so much to destroy the cool
hauteur there. With a smal movement of her finger she bent the sword point to aninety degree angle.

There was a moment that Lilafdt was adequately interpreted as a pause for thought. Tath was a cold
pleasurein her heart, enjoying every minute.

Arie released her effort and Lilalet go. The Lady watched the blood running over her own knuckles
like a cat watching a mouse and then handed the sword aside to the df at her shoulder - another of those
big Nordic blond types, dl angular features and disapproval. Lilaignored him.

"There are magics,’ Arie sad in the light, conversationd tone in which true hatred is best delivered,
‘which Tath will know of, that are useful in didodging the possessed. They would be hard to endure.’

Lilafelt Tath shudder eoquently. Now you tell me!



'Perhaps you would be so kind as to await our decison elsawhere,’ the Lady continued. Her Nordic
type and another who might have been his brother stepped quickly to ether sde of Lila. Lila looked
back. The df Astar had her face in her hands but she looked up now,

I would speak with Tath,' she cried. 'My Lady, let me tak with him and perhaps | will be able to
decipher some knowledge to our advantage or persuade this human to mercy.'

'You may have hdf an hour,’ Arie told her kindly. 'For that is the time it will take me to make
preparations for his extraction.’

The dves took hold of Lilds arms, flexing tharr hands uncomfortably againgt Tath's glamour, feding
himin spite of the fact they suspected something different undernesth.

You'll never know how different, | hope, Lila thought She struggled and twisted so that, as Arie
addressed Dar, Lila could spit in hisface
with al the conviction of thefear that she'd been holding back. One thing Lilawas confident above all
elsein - shewasagood shot. She hit him squarein the eye. Dar's return glance, blinking, held al the
condensed |oathing she was pretty sure he could genuindly fed. Then Lilalet hersdf be taken away.

CHAPTERNINETEEN

Zd lay on thefloor of his cdl, anging a little because he could think of nothing else to do. From time to
time he heard Arie's voice. She would just say the name of someone he knew and for a moment his
memory would fill in one of those blank places at the court with a familiar image. He guessed she meant
hm to redise that she was liding the people he had condemned with his slence, maybe mentioning them
as she punished them. Or he was meant to think so.

He was reasonably sure that Lilawas in Aparadil. It was just a feding but in Alfham fedings were
unusudly trustworthy about this kind of thing. Aether was everywhere and it trangmitted information
ingantly, even fagter than the Otopians dectromagnetic waves. He wondered how she had got here, and
how long she would last. He sighed as he thought about the reception she would receive.

He thought about the songs he had been going to write and the hope that the charm in the music and
the words could effect some kind of shift in awareness among awider population towards a new kind of
openness between the races ... it seemed very slly to him now. Trying it in Otopia of al places where the
humans had =0 little use for other ways of seeing the world was manifestly dumb. He should have stayed
in Demonia where they were open to ideas - too open, but open nonetheless . . .

He redised he was snging ‘A Hard Day's Night' and stopped with his mouth gjar. Thinking about Lila
was why. He wished she was there in the room. He wished he hadn't lost her jacket and his bruised
ams ached.

Of course he could not have stayed in Demonia, doing nothing. Aggravating Alfhem's wavering
would-be radicas by pissng them off
with mugc and cavorting in Otopia was exactly the thing to do in the circumstances ...

Way out in the lake, something looked at him.

The same flicker of awareness he had noticed before was there again. It was fant, and very, very
drange. He thought it was ghodlly. Its atention was like the laying of a cool butterfly wing agang the
indde of his forehead.

All eves carried wards againg ghodts, bones with eyes on, sones with naturaly made holes in, amdl
cirdets of thorn wood, snippets of cloth once soaked in children's tears. Ghosts could not dways be
turned aside even by these. They came and they took in silence.

Zd had long since discarded dl of these trinkets, even before Demonia, when he decided it was better
to know then not know, and he had let go of any hope of duding fear. He just hoped that he not be
paraysed by it when it was strong. But that was dl. And even this wish was only a necessary little bit of
flag waving. He recalled Lilas battle stance function with a wince and a gmile - & lesst she could switch
fear off and act inthe face of it He worried less about her suddenly.



The thing looking a him was not a ghost. Za knew ghodly touches. When the ghost of Forgotten
Forests touched him on the hill above Solomon's Fally it had fdt - it had been the absence of feding.
This was dien but not absent. It was dmost the opposite of absence. He couldn't identify it but it had,
Yes, presence.

It turned away.

Zd sang another line.

It looked back. It was so deep and far away he was not sure it wasn't imagingtion on his part. But
who cared?

He carried on snging, one song and another, whatever came into his head.

From the dark it drifted upwards beneath him. He saw little gas bubbles and old lesf it risng on a
new current, passng his prison as water was pushed upwards at some speed. The thick stems of the
waterquoia trembled. The cool wing under his skull folded itsdf closed and left with what impressons it
hed gained. The water dilled. It didn't come again.

Dragons, he thought. In dven lore they were lucky creatures. Taes mentioned a time when dragons
and dves taked, but then again, tales mentioned a time when eves and demons were one race <0... that
was probably too long ago to be of any use today. And if you went

back far enough there were records that stated the worlds were made by dragons spinning words like

dlk, asif dragons were spiders and the universe ther web-In modern times it was wel known that

dragons were creatures of the Interditiad, of the space between worlds. The Otopians had even
attempted to tag one and radio track it. Of the research team nothing was ever found except a rather
nice handbag containing some fortune cookies. The cookie fortunes were dassfied, so Zd had never
dis-covered what they sad, dthough he believed the rest of the story when his informers didnt.

Dragons were inexpressibly strange. No. doubt Arie considered its presence the find commendation

on her gatus. To attract a dragon was the ultimate pride, a mark of absolute sorcery or innocence.

Zd didn't think it was hisinnocence doing thetrick, jr  Ariejust said the names. Za sang songsand
waited and hoped Lilahad some kind of discreet yet incredibly useful wegpon hidden about her person
that he hadn't yet seen.

CHAPTER TWENTY

Adar traled after Lila and her guards. They passed from the hdl through waks glimmeing with
wave-lensed light, beside gardens of weed filled with incredible varieties of fish curioudy nosing up
agang the ar world of the interior. Rooms filled with fountains, walls tumb-ling with faling water . . . Lila
only looked to notice entrances and exits and to map the way. She tested the drength of her guards,
puling this way and that, and redlised they were tough, but much lighter than she was in spite of their
bigger sze. She fought the urge to vomit with the nauseeting pain of being held around her burned right
am. To digtract hersdf she talked to Tath and tried to discover anything that might make it more likdy
she could get into the same room as Z4dl.
Now that we've bought some thinking time, tel me, does Arie know that | was Zal's guard?



Unless Dar has told her so | would think not. She has little interest in your function although, if she
ever dound out that Zal had caught you in a Game, that would be a different matter. A lever
against Zal is something she would value more than my life or Dar's, that is certain. She will not
accept your mastery of me at all and | believe she would sooner kill us both that suffer the cont
inued embarrassment of that, for she sees me as her property, buth she would gladly spend Dar
and mysdlf in the achievement of mastery over you. Like us, you must decide exactly how much
you value the lives of those with whom you must deal and how much you value the greater good of
your people.

This was good news of a sort. As long as Lila played things right, she at least could survive long
enough for an atempt at escape. Tath's satements about his relatiion to Arie made her cringe however.
Her property?

Arieis the leader of the light elves of the Valar inheritance, among whose number | count myself.
As she is our leader, according to her authority | am hers to spend. It is why | became a
necromancer. If not for her engagement of me, why would | pretend to sucha loathsome office?

Lilaguessed df loydtiesin the spy business might run to extreme dtruism. For the Jayon Daga?

Eventhey cannot require such a sacrifice of service.

Lilawas turned to face a door. Likedl doorsin the lake palace it had no solid barrier involved, beng
ameagica barrier which vanished at the her guards touch. A smdl room lay beyond encapsulated within a
dark area of weeds which overgrew the sides of the bubble wdls. A bed, atable and a minmum of other
furmishings graced it, looking as though they floated in mid-air from most angles. It was hard not to
stagger when she walked because it was so hard to judge depth of space. Agtar followed her insde and
watched as the magicd wdl shut itsdf at their backs.

As soon as they were done, the graceful femde df turned Lila to face her and hed her hands,
pleading, 'Say it isyou, Tath, and this some dreadful Game playing and not the truth!" Her eongated eyes
were rimmed with red, their dark irises huge in the low light. As she finished spesking she made to dab
her tears with afilmy handkerchief out of which fdl a scatter of flowers, as though she had been picking
them a some point in the past, and forgot them within the hand-kerchief's folds. She bent quickly to pick
them up, adight pressure on her hand drawing Lilawith her. Among the pretty things one white daisy . . .

Insgde her, Tath doubled in intengty, sad, his andalune over Lilabecoming strong enough to reach out
and touch Agtar's carefully restrained aethered form. His sadness was worse than the burning pain in her
am.

Lila picked up the daisy and held it towards the black-haired df. 'Sadly, it is the truth, but hardly dl of
it.

Adar hdd Lilds hand but she fdt Tath's fingers as she took the flower cardesdy and then drew the
hand to her lips and kissed each of the knuckles gently. ‘| have missed you so much. Say it's you that
speaks and not the impostor.’

Lilahad been about to attempt soft politenessin the face of this
sympathy but found hersdf grating out impatiently, 'It's the freak, not your brother .’

Adtar put Lilds hand away from her but stared boldly into Lilas face. "You wear hm wdl, then,



whoever you are, for his andalune is his own where it and mine are joined, and he is not suffering
because of you. Will you let im speak with one who holds his heart dear?

How many girlfriends have you got, exactly? Lilasad to Tath.

One exactly, though she died as | did upon the hillside where you left us. | have three sisters.

Hell, oh hdll, Lilathought. If you're lying to me . . . Shelet Tath have the whole show. Give the dves
their due, she thought, as Tath used her body to embrace his Sster, they're fey and strange but they know
who's who and they don't freak out like | would if | could go back to my family and hug them one last
time A stab of pain in her heart made her wince,

But there was no point in thinking about that. She concentrated on lining up repair systems, prioritiSng,
cuang up harmonics in the nerves causing her the most discomfort so thet ther efforts to tdl her she was
introuble became smple information in her Al-sdf rather than a sensation of pain in her body. Probably
Dar would be okay, she thought as she wondered what she would do with the largdly destroyed surface
of her right arm. Sathanor was that kind of place. Probably he would be better already.

Lila quietly mended the fingers of her left hand as Tath used it to hold Agtar close to him. They sat
down together on the narrow bed.

'Can we persuade this person to release you? Astar was saying. T would hold your spirit within mine
and release it to a child of your heart. . . Give me the flower. Where isit?

What the hdll? Lilathought. Elves clonel Are you crazy? Is that what she's saying?

Itisextremely rare. Aloud to Astar Tath said, 'l do not wish to leave my host.

'What? Agtar and Lilasaid smultaneoudy.

Tath took the handkerchief out of his Sster's hands and found the white flower again. He would not
give areason aoud dthough to Lila he said,

If I leave you and Arie discovers what you are she will not kill you. It will be worse. Arie loves T
athanor, But beneath her love lies fear, and the thing she fears most is technology like you.
Itisquiteirrational. She will continue with Her disastrous plan involving Zal, and she will certaint
y kill Dar, very inventively | expect. There is nothing good in any of that.

What did she mean about the flower? Lilaingsted.

The power bound mein life to my true friends. All necromancers carry one. Without it, if one of
us dies, we cannot be restored by any means. Thusitis when you burned it that | became bound to
you, Lila, because without it I cannot cross over. If you die, | die, and when Arie tries to separate
us, if she succeeds, then | certainly will.

But if you still had it then you and . . . whoever. . . they could have resurrected you in some way
and . . . does Dar know? Lila was outraged at being kept ignorant about this, especially by Dar.
Letting her think he'd daughtered Tath when all along there was this chance of resurrec-tion -
she was furious for a second, but Tath was still talking.

It does not mean the same thing to Dar because it is also a mark of the Revolution, but yes, when
he saw you burn it he did know that whatever chance there was for me to survive was gone. When
it went, he had effectively murdered me most surely.

Oh, so now it's my fault? Lila snapped, though she didn't get an answer.

"You are talking together,” Astar said quietly. 'l can fed your attention shifting.’

'Oh crap!" Lila said, not meaning to speak her sudden fresh doubt in Dar doud but unexpectedly
finding that she had command of their voice.

Adtar started.

‘Not you, | mean. ..

'You are the host,” Adtar said atentively. "'Why does my brother not wish to leave you?

Do not . . . Tah began hestantly, full of the delicate subtleties of even palitics, not sure if he could
trust Adtar or even the water not to betray them but Lila was watching Astar's face which was soft and



sympathetic on the surface but with eyes rather more suited to a patient lizard than a trembling rabbit,
and she was reasonably sure that the woman wasn't quite as spindess as Tath seemed to think.

'He can't leave,' Lilasaid. 'The daisy soulkeeper thingy he had is toast. He's stuck with me, and if you
want to see im divein any form for much longer then you'd better start thinking of away to get meto
Zd before Arierips hisspirit out of me and feeds usto the fishes. So, 'ei know whereZd is?

Adtar, mute, eyes like saucers, gave her along, thoughtful dven stare.

'Anytime in the next ten seconds would be good,’ Lila prompted.

Brilliant, Tath observed sarcastically.

"You're mogt direct,’ Astar said. T hope you are as effective in pleading for your life and that of
my brother as you are a issuing questions. Zd is far below the surface, where the darkness and
cold plunge over the edge of the lake bed and into a chasm of extreme depth - aley chasm of greet
aetheric potentid where Arie seeksto . . ." She continued to say something about raisng power and
udng it to purify Sathanor and some other kind of semi-Biblica flood andogy that Lila thought
sounded uncamnily like a form of Whole Earth fasciam. The ideology didn't interest her except
ineamuch as it was now clear that Alfham was about to enter a avil war and that was worth
reporting. But the redly interesting thing was A bomb faul t! Lilathought, trans-lating the dfin way of
thinking. Under Sathanor, how peculiar. | wonder if it is linked to the recording studio in Ot
opia or is the same kind of thing?

... Heis contained by a separate sphere which hangs free in the lake water, connected to the
palace by a sngle har from Arie's head,” Astar concluded. 'More than that | have been unable to
discover. We are not permitted so far below.'

'He hasto cometo us,' Lilasaid, That can happen how?

Adtar shook her head hdplesdy. 'Nothing but the Lady can com-mand it.’

'So shejust needs areason.’

We need more help than this, Lilasad privatedy to Tath. I'll be straight with you. Unless you
have any more friends here who are on the white daisy sde then we aren't looking so great.
Let'ssay | do get to him, then how can | get Zal out of this place? Oh wait. . . | know. Her
Al-Hf had been checking posshilities and had decided the best thing mugt be to wait until they
were dl united, for any reason, and then to power her way out, carrying Zd. She could certainly
make the surface dive, and probably use her interna oxygen systems to support at least one other if
it was a long way up. As for how to get together in the firg place, she and Tath could mogt likdy
break through the charm wall and swvim down . . .

Tath picked up her thoughts quickly, much more than he used to. He even clocked the Al-sdif's neat
chart of surviva possbilities and its redlined conclusons.

No!

Yes. It's the only way. And look on the bright side, if it fails and | have to, | can blow us all to
doomsday and back. It'sa plan. You don't have one. Well stick withiit.

Dar was quite correct in his analysis that you are poorly placed for diplomacy, Lila.

Lilarecounted her explosives, anmunition and the chances that Arie was insane. Most likdy Arie was
not insane but frighteningly intelli-gent and well-motivated, if wrong. It dl looked extremey bad.

Adar looked up. Ther time was over. ‘Arie likes to keep what she fears in dght,’ she said in quiet,
rapid tones. 'And she would enjoy making afool of Zd. She has no fear in her own house. Offer her the
chance and you may get yours.'

You do not know that Astar used to turnin to our father when | stayed out after dark, don't you?
Tath complained. She would betray me for one approving smile and gloatt at my punishment. One
look from our mother was enough to make her come to hedl.

I'd betray my sister for the promise of a half sucked breath-mint, Lila said. But not here and not
NOW.

The door vanished abruptly and her guards stood there.



‘Lady Adar,' one said deferentialy.

Agtar stood up and preceded Lila out.

Tath, do you know anything about demons? Do you have any -relatives? Lila asked as she
followed, kicking the floor. It bent dightly. She thought that the water mugt transmit every sound and
vibration quite well, and sghed.

You are talking about Zal, he said. | have heard of his theory that demons and elves are a bound
aetheric duality, butitis heresy here, you must understand. | have no idea if it has any truth in it.
Nobody in Alfheim knows what he did in Demonia. My concern with this lies in the salvation of
Alfheim, from one destruction or another.

| guess | suit your purpose quitewell so far. If we stop Arie you get to save the world.

| guessyou do. How does your arm feel now?

Lilahadn't been concentrating and redised that she wasn't feding
even dight discomfort. She tried her arm and found that it was well-heded. The plastic and metd damage
was dill there, but her skin, her bone, the human parts of her - they were fine

You may thank Astar for helping me. | hopeitis the last time.
The last time for the next five minutes, Lilasaid, acknowledging Tath's own irony with a rueful amile
Don't get too sweet now, Tath, or it'll start feeling like we're friends.

Hedidn't reply.

Jhad an ideg, Lila said. J know how we can get to Zal. She explained as they finished their short
wak and arrived back in the lake hall.

It seemsa bit convenient, Tath grumbled dthough Lila could fed a dy kind of gladness in him at the
levd of trust between them she would have to rdy on. You will haveto be very convincing.

Not me, Lilasad. You.

Arie and her entourage were seated around low tables there, for dl the world as though they were out
for apicnic. Dar was close to Arie's left Sde, changed, dried and cleaned up. He looked quite the part in
his lilac and lavender finery. Lilafdt completely sick at heart with what she was about to do because it
was, as Tath said, very dangerous. She longed to cry. Instead she gave him a big amile and a wave. It
was dl she could think of that might act as a warning of any kind; a gesture so out of place that it must
carry meaning. She saw Ari€e's green eyes narrow dightly as she was marched up to the gathering. Adtar
walked quietly to her Lady's Sde.

'l regret my entreatieswerein vain,’ Astar said and sat down.

Lilafdt the strong andalune presence of the guards a her sides withdraw as they stepped away from
her. Now was the momernt.

Okay, llyatath Elenir Voynass Taliesetra, she sad indgde. Sdll me down theriver.

Lila Amanda Black, | surely will.

‘But the Lady's effort was not invain,’ Tath-in-Lila said, as Lilafdt her body change the way it moved,
to his style. 'l have gained the upper hand within our druggle thanks to Lady Agtar's drength.’ Tath
dropped the glamour.

Lila had to admit thet the look on Dar's face was quite gratifyingly astonished. The rest of the faces
however, those that didn't turn aside with revulson, stared at her with the kind of expressions that it took
dl her courage not to react to. She supposed that her dirty state, her stolen



clothes, her scars, her mangled hand and the metd tiiat showed must be quite something if you were used
to 1he Idnds of flawless beauty tiia decked lie hdls around here. Still, as the slence rang on and twenty
pairs of dfm eyes flicced over her as though tiie Sght of her were poison, it wasn't so easy to bear.

Tath spoke quietiy, witii a surprise entirdly of his own. He was surprised tiiat he was surprised. | can
fee ther hate.

WelcOme tO my world, Lila said to him, staring draight ahead now, wanting to look a Dar but
Imowing she wouldn't fmd any support there, most likdy. Couldn't risk it anjway. Then doing it. His face
was rigid and intense, the face of her nightmares. What the hell was that ook about.?

That look is Dar thinking & top speed. And. . . But Tath didn't finish. Lila sensed his curiogity burning
though she could not decipher its cause. Tath's presence, which had been so dl-consuming it had
become naturd, was now focused on the tiny space he occupied within her solar plexus and he was
difficult to read. Suddenly she was on her own.

The Lady of Aparadtil was firg to rise and, as though commanded in dlent languages, the others
remained quite dill around her as she came forward to ingpect Lilamore closdly.

Arie said nothing but that didn't stop the rest. Lila heard a lot of dvish words that her Al-sdf
unwittingly trandated before she turned off that function: hideous, aomination, monster, freak, disgusting,
perverted, ugly, repulsive . . . The dy giggles, gloats and sneers could not be erased so eeslly.

Lilahdd fast, as though Tath controlled her, and stared into the distance, into the deep green where
the fish suddenly darted and flashed ther silver semaphore of darm. They were replaced by a huge,
horned, tentacled face, long and triangular, with colossal golden eyes whose star-dit pupils gazed a her
for an ingant before vanishing into the water and weeds. She saw golden scales and black scales in
diamond patterns winding on and on after it, ssemingly for ever, long amber fins and powerful, clawed
feat: awater dragon. Because they were fixated on her, none of the eves noticed it, except for Tath. He
reacted to the 9ght of it with intense excitement and fear, but he was soon distracted.

At close quarters Arie's dlure was dmost overwhelming. Lila could fed Tath mdting with the very idea
of being so closeto the Lady. Lila
was mdting in a different way, every piece of her atention focused on mantaining cam homeostasis on
her skin, in her muscles, in her breathing, in her energy patterns, giving away nothing of the seething
molten anger that made her want to activate dl weapons and bury Arie and her retinue in the muddy
bottom of the lake. And as she hdd the line and gave nothing away, as she burned, she fdt Teth insde
her chest, anew kind of sensation from him that she didn't expect or look for even in dlies at times like
these: respect.

Just don't fucking say anything, Tath, either way, she thought. Don't make it harder than it
already is.

Hedidn't.

'Are you able to show uswhat this. . . thing ... is capable of 7 Arie asked.

'Yes,' Lilasaid, quite hersdf and trying to tak Tath-speak. "Though | advise you to stand aside.’ With
hands that didn't swesat or shake she began to undress.

She took off Tath's badric and belt, his dagger and his bow. Arie took them from her, holding them
reverently. Lilatook off Tath's jerkin and his shirt, reveding her stained snglet underneath. She removed
whet was left of his boots, undid the laces that held his britches closed and took them off- careful not to
think of the last time she'd done that, dthough she would have loved to see Ari€'s expression if her liaison
with Dar were to become public knowledge. She stepped out of them to stand in her regulaion
underthings, ginking of human swest, as naked as she ever wanted to be again. The prosthetic ams and
legs, the rivers of interrun flesh and metd, thelr unhgppy pairing, the scarlet gain of Dar's megic . . . she
let Arie take along look and thought she saw the gtirring of pity in the df queen's face. She wanted to hit
thet face.

'What manner of terrible surgery has been foisted on this person? Arie demanded. ‘It cannot be
intentiond that - she - has found hersdf thus made so abominably maformed. Look a her eyest Nothing
but metd. What could she see with those except the hardness and coldness of things?

| see you, you trite bitch, Lilathought. She activated dl her weapons systems into attack configuration



and watched with deep satisfaction as pieces of her ams and legs which had seemed to be a flush
surface with her kin lifted out and apart, flicking into new positions, her limbs a blur of moving meta
parts, the air filled with the sound of a thousand snicking precision-made components shifting like a

gorm of mechanicd insects taking wing. Battle armour, multi-functiond sdf-adapting guns, missle
launchers, an extrafive inches of height. . .

Lilawatched the eves recoil from her fla Slver eyes as her har activated and became charged sensory
and comms trangmisson sys-tems. Blades grew out of her hands. From her hedls, killing spurs emerged,
coated in poison.

Arte was the only one who did not recoil. She looked Lila up and down. 'Can you operate these
things, Tath?

'l do not have complete access to that. The machine.. . ." Tath said in his own voice, trusing thet Arie's
imagination would fill in the blank.

'How isit powered?

T cannot ascertain the method.'

'As you were," Arie said thoughtfully and Lila returned to her dvilian sdf in less than a second; the
incredible shrinking girl.

"There is something else,’ Tath added at Lilas prompt, making no move to take any of Lilds dothing
back. She turned her head and stared into Arie's green eyes with her solid slver ones, knowing the df
would only see hersdf in them. "This agent was one of those assgned to Zd in Otopia to protect him
from the Jayon Daga. She and he were involved in a Game which is unresolved.’ It was her find card, the
only card she had. If Arie didn't pick it up they were dl done. She had to bet that Arie could not resst
udng this informetion.

‘What kind of Game? the Lady demanded softly.

Lila hestated. Tath took over seamlessy and used her mouth for her, 'A love match." Her voice. Her
mouth. Tath's words. Suddenly they were too close for comfort and she dmost panicked at the nation
she would never get out and that he could take her over so easlly if hewanted to . . . Tath fdt it too. For
asecond they were on the brink, each redisng the other's power.

But if the atmosphere had been bad before it was as nathing to the depths it plunged to now. Someone
actudly gagged. Lila saw Ari€e's face tighten compulsively.

"To the death?

Tath did not know the answer. He was watching Arie and made no atempt to seize power. Lila
supplied it. The death of love,' she said and resumed command, turning her face back to its atention
position so that she didn't have to see the triumph and hate and loathing flood Arie's beauty with a whole
new kind of vertiginous attraction, every
strong mood of here magnetic and charged with magic. As she reveded her secret she heard Tath say,
You're full of surprises, Lila

Y ou should see me on a good day, Lilatold him, liiough it was only words to her, she fdt nofting of
the assertiveness she pretended to. She longed to be unconscious, to be an'*here but here.

'Such a Game,' the Lady mused, tlie company there hanging on her every breath. 'Such a dangerous
Game with such as this. Surdly . . . but there isno end to his degradation it seems. Tmly, you did not
retam him a moment too soon, Dar. Now come, Talh, you have suifered long enough in such an
unbefitting prison. Give me Ae token of your necromancer's soulbond with Deaft and | will give you back
to your Sster, or to whomever you wigh, 'y of my retinue will serve you.'

That damn flower!

Stop moaning and think, Tath snapped.

'l think it would be more interesting if | remained here,' Lila sad \*a Tdii, passng him idess as she
hed tern, not even sure how she did it. 'Za will not Imow that | am not the red Agent Black, after dl.
Maybe we can be ussful. Zd will be diffkult to manage. He was & the best of times. But the Game and
his affections for this creature may make him ductile!’

Ductile? Lilashot a Tath. Nobody in thrir n'ght mind uses words like ductile.

Nobody but me. That is why she is still going along with this madness. You do the thinking and



leave the talking to me.

The Lady amiled. 'Y ou reason prettily enough, Tath. But give me the token, so that | can restore you
immediatdy if things go ill. Neither of us can trust a being such as this one, whaose spirit such asiit is has
been infiltrated and bound by the impenetrable blankness of metd and dectricity.” Her amile was like the
un coming out of the clouds after along, dull day of grey sdes. Tath and Lila both fdt its warmth and p
romise of goodness.

Oh crap, Lilathought. Shewas out of ideas.

| could not haveput it better myself

I haveit, Adar interrupted quietly, coming forward with a daisy in her padm. 'He gaveit to me for safe
keeping.' She gaveit to Arie and the Lady closed her fingers over the token.

Insgde Lila as shefdt arush of gratitude for Astar's quick thinking, Tath became extremely dense with
tenson.

"Thet iswel then," Arte said, dearly relieved. 'For | would not have you used againg me, Tath. | hold
you very dear.’

Qure, that's why she sends you into Thanatopia against your nature when she won't go herself.

| amaware ofmy position, Tath said ambiguoudy. And if you want her to swallow this you had bett
er leave the rest to me. You have not the graces yet.

"You do me gresat favour, Lady,' Tath said, and performed the eegant, supplicating bow that Lila didn't
havein her. Lilawas dightly nauseated by Tath's deference - a the way it made him fed so good. Tath
did the andalune equivaent of pulling aface a her.

Arte gave Adar Tath's gear. 'Please dress and resume your glamour for the time being if you would,
Tath,' she said. T mud say that | prefer your fairness to this mockery of life and beauty. You were dways
maost comely.’

"Thank you, Lady,' he said and Lila fdt the surge of Tath unfolding over her like a comfortable old
coat.

How peculiar, Lilathought, to be more comfor table as somebody else. How nice to know you are
pretty and how nice not to draw the wrong kind of attention.

Lilalooked down at hersdf as Tath getting dressed. There redly was not much comparison. Tath was
sculpted muscle and acres of smooth, perfect skin. It was quite gartling to see how much the Sght of that
apparent physicd hedth camed the others in the room. Even Dar was rdaxing and that sense that the
whole place was about to shatter had gone. Beauty junkies, that's what you are, Lila thought sadly,
even Arie, epecidly Arte, who has never looked in a mirror that didn't like her or a face that wasn't
humbled by her.

Is that other daisy a big mojo spell daisy or just a daisy? Lilaasked Tath, trying to keep matters
practical .

Itisonly a flower, a Sgn of her solidarity with us and nothing more.

Too bad. Anyway, you like Arie an awful lot, for an enemy.

My heart is my own problem, Tath Said coolly.

Lilatook the dlver Thanatopic amulet from Adtar lagt and put it on. As she did so, Tath sighed insde
her, a heavy, long-suffering sound, and her chest fdt as though it sank a degree. The office hurt him. It
was aliterd weight in his spirit.

'‘Comewith menow," Arie said to Tath. Tell me of how you came by
this robotic nightmare and the spells by which you hold it under mastery. Dar has told me of how it was
he came to Alfheémin morta pain, but | would like to know what happened to the lovdy Sildio. Why is
she not with you? Her heart would break to see you 0.’

Tath switched command position with Lila again, as though they'd been a tag-team doing it dl ther
lives He was graceful about it, and only Lila fdt the sadness and the anger as he said lightly, 'Her heart
lieswith my body in the woodlands south of Sathanor. The Lady Sldio is dead, killed by Saagaa as we
travelled fast by night to catch up with Dar. Wild magic was everywhere around us, indeed, | have never
Seen o great aconcentration of it as | did that night. It led us astray from the path and we were surprised
by the hunters. She fought,’ Lilafdt a catch in his thinking, in his emotions, like a sumble, ‘very wdl, but



the beasts were too powerful for dl of us. Thar ferocity and numbers have grown like wildfire in the last
few months. They daughter across Alfheim with impunity.’

Sghs and sounds of grief and surprise broke across the gathered eves around the Lady Arte, not leest
from Agtar, who walked quickly away from them dl and Ieft the Hall. The dght of it cut Tath to the core
but he held his pogition and Lila fdt her face change only the dightest amount, snking at the corners of
the mouth. Lila wondered if Sldio had carried a daisy too, forgetting how easy it was now for Tath to
hear her.

Indeed she did not, he said acidly. So put away that pity you were beginning to fedl, unless it was
for her.

'l am grieved to hear it," Arie said. Tears stood in her eyes and she diolayed her emations so openly
and with such force that to look at her was to fed the epitome of dl sorrow. Liladidnt look. Shelet Tath
carry on and tried not to experience the way that Ari€'s expression tore at him.

Tath,' Arie waked forward and put out her hand, then hesitated for a fraction of a second, and let it
down again. Her andalune body touched his for the briefest of moments and he dmost swooned in the
combination of pleasure and agony. Lilafdt the strange charge it carried, more than sympathy and more
then attraction. She knew that heady, intoxicating rush - Arie and Tath were involved in a Game that
went beyond the obvious one of palitica sruggle! The citrus, effervescent tang of wild magic sparkled in
her mind.

She betrayed you with love?

Tath did not answer.

If you will not be undone from this creature then | cannot offer you any further consolation, though
your sdf-command does you great honour in my presence,” Arie said. '‘Come, before we continue this
difficult task, eat with us. There is someone | would like you to tak to."

She turned and her retinue got up quickly and slently to follow her. Dar hung back, but not enough for
ather of thar agthered bodies to make contact, and Tath would not meet his eye.

Lila reconsidered the wisdom of her postion as they passed out of the lake hdl and into another
glorious room of glassy walls and living wallpaper. Either of the dves would kill anyone for the stakes that
she was dill only dimly aware of, dl tangled about them like weeds here in this room; politics, families,
magics, love. She only wanted to save Zd's skin, not create an internationd incident. Those two things
seemed impossibly far from her control. And then they sat down at a beautiful curving table shaped like
the curl of a gentle wave. It was lad out with a feast. In spite of her revulson at the idea and the
knife-edge they were baancing on she was very hungry, so Lila ate the food of Sathanor and, just for the
moments that she did so and before quilt had time to manifest, she forgot everything but the sheer
pleasure of being dive. And then she watched and waited, and hoped that Arie would not be adle to
overcome temptation.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

She did not have long to wait. After they had eaten and drunk in formd slence and the firg course had
been cleared away - by servants who were more like Dar than Arie, Lila noticed - then the guards who
hed escorted her to her talk with Astar opened the doors and escorted Zd into the room.

He looked no different to the way he looked when he was about to go on stage, Lila redlised, with a
physca shock that made her glad she was seated. Every fibre and dectron of her thrummed in a moment
of total harmony. Now that she was used to dfin faces she saw Zd's familid reaionships clearly written
in his face. He was of Aries kind, dthough for such a high-caste df he had stronger, more human
features. It was his eyes that stood out the most, brown benesth dark brows. They were not Tdiesetra
eyes, for theirs camein dl shades of blue and green.

A zing of disbdief ran through Tath and Lila fdt his convictions waver. They used to be blue, Tath
sad. | have not seen him since he was in Bathshebat. | had no idea what had happened.



Zd didn't spare the guard nor any of Ari€s court a Sngle glance. He took the seet left for im at the
nomind foot of the curved table with a diginctly humen kind of carelessness, dragging his char. He
looked once a Dar, though nether of their expressions so much as flickered. He looked once towards
Lilaand her heart legpt up eagerly though she knew he couldn't see her.

'llya’ he said, uang the part of Tath's name which Lila had come to understand dgnified a rather
frogtier relaion than the more common verson. 'What an unexpected aggravation. Still licking the Lady's
boots for aliving?

If Tath had <till had abody it would have gonefrom cam to full,
brigling dert a Zd's words. 'Still protecting Sathanor from you,” Tath said smoothly, though Lila was
aware that hisfedings towards Zd were highly ambivadent. Tath was experiencing a definite chemigry of
some kind, aong with amost un-even burn of curiosty.

'Sl conspiring inmy desath, | believe you mean,’ Zd drawled. 'Got your eye on the throne, or the seat
next to it

Really? Lilademanded. Hardly, Tath said but she didn't believe him.

During their brief exchange the second course had been served. Zd idly pushed the plate away from
hm and tipped it over the edge of the table onto the floor where it broke. Food splattered in dl
directions

'Oh dear, how sad, never mind,’ Zd said. T just love these home-cooked meds and dl of us here
together like this. Gives me awarm glow, right here." He tapped the centre of his chest with his fist. 'And
the conversation,’ he said into the frosty slence. 'How I've missed your empty posturing, Y sha, Elwe. . .
He named everyone at the table and gave them each a gleaming and indncere amile as servants hurried to
clean the mess away.

Zd rested his elbows on the table and his face in his hands, saring flaly at Arie. 'Is that what you
brought me here for? To see my old Daga mates and eat here with you so that | never want to leave
again? He ran hisfinger across the untouched sauce on the plate of the df beside him and stuck it in his
mouth. Judging by his expresson Lila could see he redly liked it and guessed that he was actudly
darving. He pulled hisfinger out and wiped it on his neighbour's shirt. ‘Not bad. Had better. Still want to
leave. Still not going to entertain you." He pushed his chair back and stood up.

'I am the one the Lady has brought you here to speak with, Dar said and for the firg time since he
camein Zd looked a Dar, thoughtfully.

'‘Why hello, Dar. It must be dl of two days sincel last saw you.' Zd waked around his own chair and
held onto its high back. He had more animation in him than the rest of the court put together, an energy
that Lila saw didn't match theirs. There was some kind of andalune tusde then, a ripple of power that
ran around the gathering faster than thought. Lilacaught the tall end of it via Tath. She knew now exactly
what Zd had meant on that wooded hillsde a Solomon's Fally, when he told her he had' to be in
Alfham, sometimes. It was home. People of aether could only be at ful power on their own turf, but
though this had at one time completely satisfied him, it trangparently didn't do so

any longer. He was changed and they dl fdt it and recoiled. They didn't want to know.

Lila knew she must get to the bottom of this pattern of magic and relaionship between the aetheric
formats, but now was not the moment. While she started consdering breskout posshilities from the
room they werein, Za and Dar faced off.

"You know that the reason you're here ian't because any of us didike you, though we may disagree
with your chosen path, Za, Dar began, dightly moving his body so thet it did not square againgt Zd's,
but deflected the pressure of attention sideways, less aggressively.

‘Spare me,' Zd pushed the chair away and straightened up but he stayed where he was to ligen to
Dar's speech, acurioudy pained look on his face which Liladid not trust hersdf to interpret.

They are friends, Tath said. Whatever itlooks like. Dar is playing to the Lady. Zal iswaiting to s
ee what the game is.

'Every one of us wants Alfhem to recover from the ills of recent years, just as you do.' Dar inssted,
genuine gpped in hisvoice. "The wild aether burgeons. The Saagaa population explodes out of Ddantis
with every passing moon and we cannot control their spread. Old lunar charms that cast spells for



darkness or light have warped, and now break holesin the worlds bringing Thanatopic and faery magics
leeking through. All tame creatures are growing wild. Isn't this decay and pallution what the Jayon Daga
have been sworn to end since the beginning of the Otopian Age? When the wadls between worlds
thinned we sent emissaries to the five redms to learn of their arts and magics, to become practitioners or
to find trusted double agents whom we could turn to our ends. Wasn't that how you were Ieft in
Demonia? And how you came to abandon us, your true friends and brothers, sweet companion of my
heart?

Sweet companion of my heart? Lilagasped. But Dar had said he didn't know Zd persondly at dl. . .
hed explained to her that they could never be friends. She could hardly believe that he had told such a
barefaced lie - and Zd was doing nothing to deny it. Why would Dar do that? She mugs have been a
foal to trust im as much as she had. What dse was alie?

Trust nothing.. The stakes are too high Tath said and then seemed to catch himsdf, as though he
didn't mean to speak it to her.

As she considered this, Lilds Al-sdf was rgpidly recdculaing the scde of the guif Za had crossed in
going over to the demons. Sheld
known it was sgnificant but by their reactions here it was huge. He had done the unthinkable, more than
bresking some cultura taboo.

Tah filled her in. Nobody in any realm had previously ques-tioned the distinct separations of the p
eople's natures, Their essential forms are unsympathetic to one another, Lethally so at times. Zal ha
sembraced an oppositional magical system and culture which his native land despises and fears, t
heir antithesis. He has come back. and shown them that he lives, But they don't know what he is
now. They fear and despise him. They are more dangerous than ever. His desire to break down
barriers has had the opposite effect. You can fed the truth of it and he can too.

Yes, but anyway, Lila shot back, fiercdy proud of Za, companion of my heart? She didnt
understand dl the dvish terms of endearment, so many formd, so many intimate, so many degrees of
meaning - she searched her Al database rapidly and watched Zd's face. Did she see a flicker of emotion
crossitsrigid set? His ear tips bent towards the thick blond fal of his hair more closdly.

Dar was dill gpesking, ‘It has been a mirade so far that the Daga have managed to keep so many
secrets from the other realms, not least the Otopians. And if you are not another symptom of Alfham's
disntegration, what are you? Redly, Zd, set asde your sdf for a moment and consider how much of
what you have done is motivated by our interests, as you dam, and how much it is driven by the generd
illness that is decomposing Alfhem from within. You are sck and you will suffer, if Alfheim continues to
collapse.’

‘Redly | think that youll find Alfheim's problems with aether pollution started around the same time as
the High Light Hegemony decided to go for partitioning and dl that other separationist bullshit, Zd said.
His dark gaze, levelled at Dar like a spear a few minutes ago, had softened, though only alittle T can't
believe you st here with this unimeaginative, frightened woman, who is merely hours away from throwing
every vaue she had to the wind, in a mad effort to save what cannot be saved. But you have the heder's
ill so | hope you're going to back me up when | prove to you tha the last thing you have to worry
about is demon aether and the last thing | amissick.

Lilaand Tath sat as dill and fixated as the rest, their food gone cold, as Zd pulled his shirt off and
turned around. Thefire flare on his back was a shocking blaze of yelow and orange. Chairs scraped and
cutlery clanged as there was a universd and involuntary move backwards
from everyone present. The massed andalune of the Lady's party shrank back and even Lila twitched
and pressed againg the sturdy frame of her char as wha she had taken for some kind of magicd mark
opened up and two huge, dripping wings of fire emerged from Zd's upper back.

The guardsfrozein their forward step, fixated.

Heset beat agang Lilas skin. The wings were enormous, batlike but covered in a thin sheen of what
seemed to be lava that gave rise to feathers of flane The laval substance ran and dripped towards the
ground in gtrings and globs of orange. As these little pieces fdl they shimmered. Smdl bits evaporated
into the air, larger globs fdl right to the floor where they indantly penetrated the charm of the surface



tensgon and dropped into the depths in streams of boiling, foaming water. Steam rose in clouds. There
was a srong amdl of hot metd.

| can't help wishing he mentioned this before, Lila sad to Tath. Is it show or does it all do
something? Think we can bust out of here by force? Her gun ports twitched.

You will not make it. Arie has at least five mages her e and the lake to command. We have to dis
tract her much more.

Zd turned around dowly and said, in a voice so convincing Lilabardly recognised it, though she knew
it was the start of an old song. T am the god of hdll fire, and | bringyou . . .

Nobody got the joke. Lilatold Tath the song lyrics to 'Fir€ - Zd had recorded a verson of it Sx
months previoudy.

Itis well they do not know those words, Tath whispered but his attention was barely on what Zd
was saying. What he was seeing was plain impossible; a known high-caste light df with demon attributes
and vile Otopian habits living perfectly wdl in Sathanor. Lila could fed Tath as suddenly fragile, dmost
digntegrating. She wasn't sure she was ready to know this truth ether but there it was, ready or not.

Zd was having afinetime. He laughed. 'Dar, do | look sick?

Dar couldn't answer. Like the others, he was trandfixed. Even Arte was motionless.

Proof, Lilasad. Jsaw it before but | thought. . .

Desperation, Tath sad after a pause. It is all he has. It is proof indeed. But that will make no
difference.

Why? Lilademanded.

Because the truth is immaterial in this case, Tah sad. Arie will rule Alfheim and nothing that
could threaten her claims can
be allowed to stand. Zal is a fool He still thinks that his original mission has some value and that ot
hersin power care for the truth. He holds fast to his ideals and dreams. He has sealed his fate.

'Dess or | will drown you asyou stand,’ Arie said then.

But this has to be more impor tant! Lilaingsted. Look at what it means. . .

Your naive ways will get us all killed, Tath said coldly. Aloud he said, 'Do as she commands.’

Zd turned to Tath. 'And you, llya Usng your kill to preserve the crap that Arie wants dl Alfham to
believe, when you know from your dedings with Thanatopia that it's dl bullshit. Serving two masters
adways your caste and house, her and the Daga, scraping around accepting their condescension,
bdieving that you are abusing yoursdf for their good when dl the time you haven't the faith to trust your
own heart. If you did, you wouldnt St there waiting for my blood to fuffil Intergtitid Warp spells when
yours would be just as effective in the task. You could have secured power months ago without me if
you had the guts to stand up to her and shove her worthless life into the endless dark. You're not just a
bastard but a coward. Did she promise you some family connection, promotion and power?

'‘We do not kill kin. Y ou aremy family,' Tath retorted.

'‘Not any more," Zd said, and histdent for vocad command lent his words a chill and regret that made
Lilds blood run cold. 'We are long lost to one another." He snapped his wings shut and they vanished
suddenly, one second there, the next gone. In their absence the room was cold.

Tath's hurt was piercing, old as it was, and his resentment and anger hard to contain.

Lilahad to fight to concentrate. Companion of my heart - her Al returned to her at lagt: friendship
affirmation, emotional intimacy (first degree), longevity distinction (adult friendship matches only),
sexual rapport (second degree, intermittent), bond strength (first degree), con- notation
(appeasing, persuading), speaker willingly accepts temporary lower degree of power and kudos in
relationship.

Then they used to be more than good friendd Lila thought. Very good. This gets more and more
complicated by the second! How old is Za? How old is Dar? But she had no time to put everything
together, yet. Shetried to ignore the stab of jedousy she fet towards Dar

momentarily, though she couldn't ignore her rage a hislie. Tath gloated, paying her back for her earlier
disgpprovd of him.
'Alfhem’s power and srength dl come from Aparadtil,’ the Lady was saying, as sweet of tone and



manner as though she were hoding a party for her dearest friends 'As any other redm is likewise
compdled, we mug protect it with our lives. Y ou cannot doubt that.'

'Youre anidiot, Zd sad, as every other dfin the room winced at his Otopian use of language, 'What's
happening here is the result of policies you began years ago and it has nothing to do with other redms.
The more you attempt to manipulate the Interspace, the more savage the reactions will become and they
will tear Alfheim to bits. Ask any demon scientist. At leest they check ther facts!'

Aries pretty cord lips curled with anger. "Y ou have abandoned Alfheim and turned your nature to the
sarvice of degraded magic and black arts. Your words could exert no compulson on my mind. What
proof have you of your daims? Does Demonia embrace the otherworlds and rejoice in perfect security?

'‘Demonias bordersare open . . .' Za began patiently.

'Because no sane person would enter!” retorted one of the Lady's companions.

". .. open and yes, it does experience ghost crossings and vists of other creatures of the Interstices,
and it'sfine. Demonia knows that |-space is the glue that binds us, as your willing little dave llya knows
only too well. Leakage between dl the redims is a proper part of their dynamic co-existence. No place
can ever be pure. You can't save Aparadtil by refusing contact to anyone not descended from the Vaar.
You should re-open the borders immediately.

"The Saagaa were never so bad until the Otopians emerged,” Arie said. 'Every degradation of Alfheim
has occurred through contact with Otopia and Demonia, Faery, Thanatopia and the Void. In the days of
ealier Ages we were many times near destroyed by unwise and ignorant efforts to explore the distant
places beyond our borders and our eagerness to bring their treasures home. Other races vaue what we
abhor. They dl have their own homes and their own power. We have dl seen one another and learned.
Let them stay in the places they love the best, and not be polluted by what they so didike in Alfham!.’

Zd pulled the chair back and sat down on it. His manner became weary but his intengty didn't dter.
'Look a me. I'm dill dl right. I'm half demon, and I'm il an df. | can drink the water and | can bresthe
the air. | can cross into Zoomenon, like any other df mage, and the dementas come to me. | can live
wherever | choose.'

'No df can be hdf demon,’” Arte said. "The magicd systems are antitheticd to one another. Such a
harmony is your fantasy, nothing more. Y ou have sustained yourself with frequent trandts to Zoomenon,
and you would ever be forced to do the same. Y ou cannot livein another rem for ever, you will dways
be coming home and when you can't you mugt bring it to you. That vile taint is killing you surely, even
though you think it so wonderful.'

'I'm not dead yet,' Zd said and shrugged. 'I'm sure I'll get the hang of it before that happens. It's a
work in progress.’

'You do not deny your reliance on the dementds to restore you, however,' Arie said. 'You ae
dependent on them.’

'‘Not nearly as much as you'd like, Zd said quietly, his head dropping forward and jaw hiting shut.
The musdlesin his face hardened.

Arie made a gesture with one hand and the guards came towards Zd. He stood up and the withering
contempt in his words was physicdly painful, even to Lila as though the words were red weapons. 'Of
dl our family you were aways the most fragile. I'd pity you, if | could be bothered, but my patience with
you ran out along time ago, some-where around the minute you decided it would be better for dl of us
to scatter and do your dirty work for you a whatever persond cost it exacted from us.' He glanced at
Dar and his accusation was no less damaging. 'You surprise me. | thought you would have had more
character than this!

Dar shuddered and went a pale ashen colour. Lilas heart went out to him, but Za had dready let
himsdf be turned away.

There'd better be another chance, Lilatold Tath.

Onefor certain, hesaid. Zal succeeded in pushing her off balance. Me too. | think. you will get
your moment to be a hero. Do not worry. He sounded grim and wasfull of self-loathing. Lilafdt sick.

The food, which had dl gone cold, was taken away and replaced but she couldn't touch it The court
talked around her, of other maiters. Lila watched Dar. He was paer than usud, and if the food had



savour for him he showed no pleasure in it, pushing it around amost with-out noticing what he was
doing. He glanced at her with a troubled expression and Arie watched the both of them.

Lila began to redise the poverty of the Stuaion she had sumbled into. Surdy the Incon must have had
an inkling of this petty tyranny being behind Alfhem's oh-so sophigticated palitica posturing? They had
sent her in blind, she thought, and fdt resentment knot her somach. And they mugt have known much
more about Zd than they let on, especidly Sarasilien, he would have known Za was once Jayon Daga if
nothing ese, and that whatever he was doing it was part of the decay in Alfham, and deadly. That hurt.

And then she abruptly thought of her family, for no apparent reason, and her would-be grave on the
hill. / am already dead, she redlised, glandng a Dar. / was expendable. An expensive prototype, a
secret, and here's my test run - they're seeing what I'll turn out like when they let me alone. But then
agan, sending her so untried into this kind of storm dl to bring back one sdf-dedtructive df- that made
no sense a dl and she doubted her own doubts and shoved them quickly into one of those mentd
drawers the Al-sdf provided for such things. For the rest of the dmost unendurable med she pretended
that her dog, Okie, was under the table, and that the occasond brush of andalune energy that touched
her was the feathery har of histall.

At lagt when the court retired to its preparations for the spellcast, Arie summoned Dar and Tath to her.
'Zd's change disturbs me grestly,’ she said. T am convinced now that he may pose a great danger to us.
Perhaps he will atempt some interference with the spell. But if this Game exigs between Zd and the
Otopian Agent, perhaps it can be used to maintain control of him." For the firg time Lila saw Arie look
doubtful and, through that moment, saw how tired the Lady was, and how anxious. 'Are you sure that the
forfat isthe death of love? If so he would lose dl loyaty to anything but this abomingble creation.'

'l am sure, Tah said, and Lila closed her mind around Sorchas actua words (you will never love
anyone e again). Meanwhile Arie€'s andalune was caressing Tath's, grooming Dar's too; Lila saw both
of them sruggling againg the pleasure of her goodwill and approval . It nauseated her that she could fed
Tath's res stance wesakening under that touch, and to redlise how defenceless he was - dl eves were - to
such rapport from one of higher socid rank, of higher power, of greater kudos than they were. For the
fird timein her experience of them she began to understand some of their behaviour, ther weakness,
their smooth ways. And meanwhile Tath groomed Arie the same way,
increasing her conviction about his statements. Lila had to interrupt to save her own sanity.

What's your game with her?

None of your Business, Tath declared.

Do we get our moment with Zal then?

She dd not become the Lady of Tathanor Because she is eadly persuaded or duped. | would not
count anything for what it seems now.

Well, | suppose you have to give convincing her your best shot, then. Knock yourself out, Lila
said. She distanced hersdlf inwardly from the ef's experience of the aethereal contacts, sure she
could not stand another oleaginous moment.

Soringing Zd from here and taking him back to Jdly Sakamoto seemed a bizarre god now, in the face
of what she had learned, dthough she was certain that preventing the spdl and saving Zd were mutualy
compatible goas which her bosses would order her to complete, if only they could communicate with
her a dl.

And then there was the way she fdt, dizzy and sick, longing to touch Zd again, even in passing, even
in the dark, anywhere a dl and for any reason, dl her senses tuned to one another and waiting, as
though he was the catalyst that would make her into something wonderful. She tried not to think of that,
but it was impossble not to. Even Arte reminded her of Za, and Dar's presence reminded her of ther
brief intimacy, in which he had not regjected her, nor found her unattractive, even if it was dl for the sake
of getting her here, and even if everything about him was a doubled, tripled front and he was Ari€s
sarvant. She hdd onto thet diver of truth.

Very wel," Arie sad findly, withdrawing. Tath you may tiy this tactic and exert what power you can,
but beware the wild magic effect and any dterations you may decipher in the forfet. Dar, come with me,
and assig us'



Dar gave Tath and Lila a long glance. His andalune brushed Tath's and there was a sparkle of
communion, but no words. Tath told her
quickly.

Dar isafraid. Hesaysher courtwill create a ten fold cast in the structure of two and eight. You
do not know magic. But such a shell casting will give her power to wield that is an order of magnit
ude larger than ten elf mages could muster. Tier court are all well practised and | doubt many of t
hem are closeted
Revolutionaries. Even if they are, they may not be able to effect any help for us- Once Aerie is the
pear| of that shell there will be no magic in Alfheim she cannot draw on, and she was always a
clairvoyant of great skill. We must keep all our thoughts to a minimum and our words yet fewer or
she will know all our intents.

Fantastic, Lila groaned inwardly, trying not to despair as she watched Dar follow the Lady, his face
gim.

Lila and Tath followed yet another of Ari€s tame courtiers through the palace, down and down
through long hdls and fish+lined gdleries until they were left in atiny set of rooms on the outer extremity
of the palace. These were set s0 low in the lake that the water looked dmogt black - afull two hundred
metres down, Lila confirmed with a quick burst of radar. Few fish swam towards the candldight and
dowing minera lamps which lit their cell. 1t was like being suspended in green night, Lila thought, as she
was left done with Tath who undid his andalune glamour, leaving her feding suddenly naked even
though she wore his clothes. And now she mugt pretend to seduce Zd and a the same time try and
inform him that this was the best plan for escape and he would be suspicious of course, and maybe, in
that way of spies who never know what istrue or fase redly, he might not believe her , , ,

She took off Tath's clothes and put them on a chest which rested againgt the inner wal and was partly
hidden by atraling ivy with pae ydlow leaves. Nether she nor Tath had great fath in ther ability to
mantain such a network of disguises. To focus hersdf she made hersdf return to the centre of the room
and look out.

In the bubble wall's shining reflections she saw hersdf suddenly, her scarlet hair, red magicd tain and
slver eyes shocking and ridiculous agangt her tan skin and the subtle forest colours of the room. Her
sanglet and shorts were grubby with mud and other substances, her burned arm looked like an ordinary
am over which candlewax and mercury had run and set in lumps, and, thanks to the distorting effects of
the bubble's curve, she aso appeared ridiculoudy stretched out. The Sght had an effect on her as though
she had been suddenly drenched in cold water. Although it reveded the peculiarly natura look of her
blend with her cyborg body, grown to hedth in Sathanor better than it ever had in Otopia, she was not
lovely. No, not &t al. She looked like a circus freak. The dves were right about her. How could she have
entertained any dream of Zd?

To her surprise shefelt Tath wrap a strong blanket around her salf-loathing and it was lessened, No, he
said. Not true.

Such an unexpected kindness made tears start in her eyes.

Stop it. Are we spied on? Lilaasked Tath, tumning away o that he would not aso be seeing her. She
longed for his reassurance to be heartfelt and true, but she knew that his success depended, as hers did,
on hanging together, not coming apart a the seams. It was probably only a necessary sop to her
damaged ego.

It is likely. He was dert, curious, and Lila could fed him laughing at her remark because, of course she
was spied upon - he was there. And that reminded her of the other times he was there and she fdt a

burst of embarrassment and to cover it up waked briskly towards the wall and began to test its structure
and grength. As she stood there tgpping the membrane of cgoled surface tendon, and weatching it
generate curved wavefronts in the water beyond, she saw st in the lake ahead of her ir suddenly and
the shadow of along, Snuous shape go gliding by just beyond the range of the candldight.

Dragon, Tath sad.

Liladidn't know much about dragons. They were so rare everywhere that dmaost nothing was known



to anyone. Generdly they were con-sidered lucky, but this was only if you saw them from &far, like
black cats and red sunsets. They were the bringers of sorms or good weether, and were sad to ride
rainclouds and livein heavenly abodes &t the four corners of the wind. But directions, navigation, westher
and the rest of it dl changed depending on the realm, so imagining you knew what a dragon was there for
was atricky business.

I't iscurious, Tath said as they both watched the lake. Perhaps it will talk to you. This one has
been here a long time, longer than | have been alive. It has never spoken to anybody, but Arie
consders it the emblem of Aparastil's purity. She values its presence most highly.

Mascots. Cute. How will it talk? Lila asked him, stopping her taps immediatdly. | can't talk dragon.

Dragons are telepaths, Tah told her. If it wantsto, it can easily communicate.

Have you spoken with a dragon before?

Only once. A conversation | did not understand and was lucky to survive. He shuddered, making
Lilds chest fed as though she
was having cardiac fibrillation. She took a cdming breath. Out in the murk the flash of golden scaes
glinted for an ingant and was gone.

The reflections on the transparent wals changed suddenly and Lila turned around. Za's surprise was
amaost comicd as the guard pushed him through the door and closed it after him. He stood fast a few
steps indde the room and lowered his chin dowly to look her over, taking in every piece of her, from
head to anglet to burnt am to metd legs. His surprise changed to a grin with more than a hint of the
demonic about it and Lilas heart surged into high speed response, her breath logt to her.

'Why Agent Black, thisisavery unexpected disaster.'

Liladecided that the feding of nakedness she had had before was an illuson, compared to the one she
had now. Za's grin showed none of the Sgns of revulson that the others had. Lila became hot and
flustered, unable to speak as she opened her mouth to explain.

You didnt tdl me you were in love with him. Tath said, reproachfully. And you really never ment
ioned t/tat he was in love with you.

He isn't in love with me, Lila told him sharply, told hersdf. The recollection of her reflection was dl
too keen. She bardy noticed Tath's envy, We don't even know each other. It's only magic.

Tath laughed & her.

Lilawas dill locked in Zd's gaze. She fdt as though she was literdly mdting down. She didn't want to
show it and she didn't want it to be true. She was hideous, and only some temporary wild magic effect
could make him believe anything else.

"Wait a second. . . Tath said, but Lila pushed him aside. His contempt for her needy state of being she
could live without. She was supposed to pretend love for Zd, at least the Game of it, wdl, she could do
that, and if it seemed red sheld remember it wasn't, and if it was too much then sheld pretend that it was
redl and get through it that way.

One of the best things about having an Al-sdf, Lila decided, was that it could make sense of things
likethet a atimelikethis

Shelifted her chin and steded her spine. 'I'm here to rescue you.'

'I'm ddlighted,’ Zd replied, folding his arms across his chest. 'And | take it your imprisonment in this
maximum security holding cell weearing nothing but hideous military issue underwear and various burn
scarsisdl part of amegerly plan?

‘Naturaly,' Lila said. Clearly they could not discuss the plan, even in pretend, and she was having to
fight the urge to go closer to him. Was it her imagination or was there a dight citrus fizz in the air? She
switched her vison to agtherid sengtivity and saw the tdltde vapours of wild magic spirdling dowly up
through the floor.

Zd followed her gaze. Hislook switched back to her and became cdculating. ‘| suppose Dar brought
you here?

'Yes,' she said. On an impulse she ran her thoughts through her Al Tath-filter. She wanted to speak
with words right for an df but wrong for Lila in the hope tha Zd would notice and figure out that
some-thing was up. 'After you were swept away by the phoenix he and his partner came back and we



fought. They overpowered me, and brought me here.’

Tricky, Zd said, mogly to himsdf, and then to Lila, T lost your kinky bike legathers. Arie burned them.
She doesn't look kindly on the wearing of dead animds, no matter how nicdy they've been turned into
fabulous body hugging fetish-wear.'

It is no matter,' Lila sad in her best impersonation of a gil who had been to finishing school and
learned Shakespeare, even though she had no idea what finishing school might be like. "You can replace
them with like when we get back to Otopia.'

'No matter,' Zd repeated carefully, exactly mimicking her voice. His dark eyes narrowed and his ears
mede that horselike motion that lad them perfectly fla to his head. In horses such a move sgndled ill
temper and presaged a kick or a bite. Lilawasn't surprised when he undid his arams and broke his casud
pose to dtride forward.

Before Lilaknew what was happening, or rather, some time after she had correctly predicted what his
movements intended, and had the near-ddirious pleasure of a hdf a second to enjoy the prospect, he
seized hold of her shoulders, pulled her close againgt him and kissed her hard on the mouth. At the same
ingant his andalune body surrounded and submerged her completely.

Prepared for the shock of seeing him again, of being close to him, even of touching him, she was not
prepared for immersonin his aethereal body, nor the way that the andalune sweetly invaded her like a
trickle of warm water, cdl by cdl and conduit by conduit. Though it was not compatible with her
eectricd sysemsit inhabited the gaps between wires, the biologicd components of her mechanoid
body carrying it asthey carried Tath's, changed but whole. Lilawas suffused with Zd and, as with Tath's
andalune contacts, through it she became immediatdy aware of his state.

She could sense his physica strength and difference to hersdlf, his energy levels, his emotion. He could
hide nothing from her, not the fact that he was giving her a psychic frisk for hidden weapons, not the fact
that he knew she was in trouble here and that he was afraid they both might die soon, not the fact that he
suspected she was possessed or controlled by another, not the fact that touching her in any way
intoxicated him so that he could hardly breathe or think. The andalune kiss filled Lilas senses urtil there
was no part of her that was not bathed in Zd. He did not love her. It was more then that for him, it was
right out there, something he couldn't explain or master. He caressed her. He sang her. Lila floated on
him, in a state of complete bliss. Whatever she had done with Dar or any previous boyfriend was nothing
compared to this.

A prickle of wild magic coursed up through her power systems. She saw a gold and black pattern in
her mind's eye, diamonds and spots. She heard a voice that wasn't a voice, more like a person ligening
to her, far away, waiting for something to happen, waiting . . . and then she could dso fed Tath and his
sudden convulson of fear, like a pressure on her heart.

As condensed as he could be, Tath was locked down into a green light of brilliant intendty but he was
adso caught in a two-way gruggle with his own desres. to make himsdf invisble to Zd's persigtent
aethered invedtigaion of Lila and to make himsdf known to Zd, so tha they might be able to
communicate in secret.

Lilafdt thisin Tath, and riding on its back yet another layer of his conflicted loydties tha stretched
between the Daga, Arie, Alfhem and Zd. These dl strained in different directions, pulling Tath with them
until Lila nor Tath had any idea who or what he believed in. Zd's betraya of Alfhem was persona to
Tath, but Zd's words againg him hurt a great deal. Tath longed for Za's approvd, or at the very least his
forgiveness. Zd was the elder brother that Tath had aways wanted but never had.

Lilawas astonished, though this was nothing to Za's incredulity as he saw Tath through her connection
and made dl the same legps of understanding himsdlf.

Longing won out in Tath. He relaxed, expanded, and Lila, ddirious with the possession of Zd's
andalune, fdt the two beings meet indde her chest.

Zd snapped backwards in shock and Ieft Lila so fagt that she had to fight to stay standing. Her body
reded after him, smarting with grief a the loss of his presence, burning with hunger to have it back.

Tath bloomed outwards, dmost to the surface of Lilas skin, in aturmoil of emotion.

Zd didnt say anything. He was panting and his updanted brown eyes were hugdy expanded with



pleasure and surprise.

Liladidn't trust him or hersdlf to speak, and the only way she knew or wanted to forestal it quickly was
to reach out and, this time, kiss him. She put her hands ather sde of his head, over the beautifully
unfamiliar shape of hislong ears. It took less than a second to activate the speaker-films indgde her pams,
as she had done to play the musc to Dar. Thistime she whispered through her hands,

'Don't show that you know about Tath, or we're toast. Arie thinks he's here playing me to get you to
lose the Game so that youll lose dl your connection to Demonia and go dong with her plan.’

Lilafdt the full gamut of Zd's asonishment and ddlight in the revelations. It dampened even his guarded
self-possession for an ingant. His mouth smiled againg hers and she saw him, fully present and laughing
in the eyes that looked into hers, 'Wdl," he murmured through both the andalune and lip contact,
repectful and amused, 'fuck me sideways!'

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Lilds brief lift of spirit and moment of pleasure were broken by a flash of gold in the corner of her eye.
The wal beside them bulged inwards suddenly and then recoiled back into place with a snap. A dull
boom and vibration rocked the cdl and shivered the lake water. She drew back from Za and turned in
time to see the dragon gliding off into the darkness a speed, itstall driving it srongly through the water.

| think it likes you, Tath said drily, though he was jittery with fear.

"The Game magic, Zd whispered to her, They're attracted by it. We mugt discharge it or stop. Didnt
your friendly inboard necromancer bother to tdl you that?

'Heisnot my . . ." Lilabegan but she didn't get to finish. A golden face, as big as she was, loomed
suddenly from the depths beneath them and did up the side of the cdl wall. The five-pointed black star a
the centre of its eye narrowed as the candldight struck it. Close-to she saw the hairlike fronds of the
beard around its long, saurian mouth reach out and fed the bubble-shield of their cdll, tagting its magic. It
opened itsjaws and along, black tongue dipped between razor sharp diamond teeth and touched one of
the trickles of wild magic that were rigng from the deep lake bed. The eye narrowed again and blinked at
her.

Anides, in words and images not her own, appeared in Lilas mind and she saw hersdf and Zd for an
indant, as though through a strange lens, every place they touched one another attracting the snap and
tang of the wild agther.

Elfheart machine-woman and demonheart ef-man. Waking four worlds ingde the forfeit bond. Sing
the two, eght, eighteen canticle, the shape of things, the weird of breaths, the soft hand in hand dance,
and, as dl water is one across the worlds and sngs each to each unbroken the lowest notes of sweet
lament, we shdl bend our mind to thy curious measure.

'What? Lila said doud without meaning to as she snapped back to hersdf and found Tath churning
and terrified, a panicking bird ingde her chest.

Zd put hishand over her mouth. ‘Listen, he said.

Lilasmacked hishand away. T am ligening to the. . .'

'Not the dragon.' His long tipped ears were moving subtly and he let her go and moved back. As he
did so the dragon abruptly did away from the wall, its body flashing past and wake buffeting the cdl so
that they both had to fight to keep ther footing.

She refined the search and tune pattern of her Al hearing. Arie has seen tne dragon alongside us.
Whatever we are about to do, we must do it now, Tath told her, back in command of himsdlf now that
the dragon had gone.

'Plan? Zd asked her, rasing his eyebrows, body tensed for flight or fight.

Lila ran everything through her Al-system, making the second she actudly had into an gpproximate
minute of ordinary thinking time. Like caculaing the moves in chess she played and replayed the
possbilities and permutations of the Situation, but it was so complex she could not see beyond a second



manoeuvre anywhere, could not caculate a Sgnificant favourable move. Ther origind idea was as good,
or as bad, as anything else.

'Pretend to lose,' she said in desperation, hearing the guards boot-steps outside and the snging of
swords being drawn.

Zd dropped to his knees in front of her. Where his hands caught hold of her metd legs she fdt the
ging of magic crackling, meking the candleflames sputter and shoot high into the ar. From the green
darkness the dragon barrelled out & them as though it was about to ram the wal, then at the last ingtant
ducked benegth. Its bow wave rocked the room as the guards came in. Lila fdt Tath reach down
through her and connect briefly with Zd. Tath said some dvish words and Zd repeated them under his
breath too, humming them into a desolate melody. The coils of aether surrounding them suddenly drew
in, as though inhded by a breath, and the air snapped fiercdy with the spit of rdeasing energy. After it,
the wild magic had gone.

Za dumped down and let go of her as though defeated.

Party trick, Teth said. He was tense and afraid, as Lila hersdf was, both of them knowing quite well
that some, if not dl, of ther cover was surdly gone. Worst of dl, they had never got their sory sraight
with
Dar. Any wrong move by him now could undo everything. It was a desperate, terrible Stuation.

The guards took Zd away, and waited only for Lila to reclothe hersdf in Tath's gear before marching
her off in the same direction. As she went she combined a few drags for hersdf, to boost her cam, to
stop her shaking, to help her maintain her cool. Her supplies of basic composites were running low. She
would have to be careful, she thought, and then she fdt Tath react to theinflux of chemicas in her blood,
as though he was truly a part of her.

What did the dragon mean? she asked him, feding him calm down.

The forfeit bond it spoke of is the Game with Zal. As for therest | can gather only fragments. A
canticle in Thanatopic magic is a summoning or banishing song to command the Dead The water
reference is really to wild magic most likely, although water-element adepts, like Aerie, say that the
water in all worldsisone sea. | don t know about the rest.

He spoke rather eesly for Lilasliking. She wasn't sure he was tdling her everything. She knew what
the numbers meant though, remember-ing her chemidry classes. Two, eght and eghteen were the
numbers of electrons that completed each shdl of an atom with three energy levels. But, even though this
gave her a fresh indght into the links between magic and science across the reams, it did not help the
dragon's statement make any more sense. The time for puzzling was over however.

They had come to avadt cdl like a cavern in the lake's black depths. Above them they could see the
rest of the Palace of Aparadtil shining like slver spheres, glints and glimmers of light dancing within. To dl
other directions they saw only their own reflections againgt a black background, with tiny bubbles of ar
or motes of St briefly illumined as they brushed againg the wdls. Gligening pockets of gases from the
deep which had become trapped benesath them moved under the clear floor in Slvery undulations. They
collected like mercury where the floor had been shaped deiberaidy into the largest and most
complicated series of magicd circles Lilahad ever seen.

There 9gns and ggils bristled againgt one another for space and fizzed and glowed in the ar above the
ground. Artefacts of power: swords, flals, whips, wands, cups, candles, digitd crystas, ropes and
witchlights littered every available inch of space to ether Sde of a clear walk thet led directly to the heart

of the circles. Shrines to the
megicd dements of earth, fire, water, wood, metd, air and space were arrayed around the wadls. The
room hummed with chant and incantation.

Aries courtiers stood demurely waiting, clad in black and slver. There was a demon there, Lila saw
with shock, his sapphire blue skin railing with lightning streaks benegth its thick surface, his horns curled
close to his head and dripping with grey smokes that tralled around him in the ar. He was busy a his
dlotted gtation, working over a heavy stone thurible, stirring something with a bone held in the curl of his
forked tal.



All her mages are here, Tath said. That one is Zal's replacement, bought or bribed or coerced i

nto action, or a traitor to his kind.

Who replaces you? Lila asked as she was pushed on towards the Lady hersdf where Arie stood with
Dar and her entourage of attendants.

Tath did not answer.

Tah? But it had aready come to her in a moment of horrible indght. There was no replacement for
Tath, because he was here.

Lilatried to exert a compulson on Tath, to make him speak and admit where his loydty lay, but he
ressted her easly. Meanwhile the dragon's words echoed in her mind. Water, water everywhere. . .

Meantime they had been brought to stand in Arie's presence. Her andalune body touched Tath's
briefly and he was comforted. '‘Come, Voynass,' she said to him gently, using his honorific name. ‘It is
time for you to resume a better form and occupy a vessd fit for the work ahead and your life beyond.
Your Sster here agrees to carry you urtil you can be made whole!

Behind Arie, Lila could see Agtar danding absolutely ill with terror, andalune body completdy
withdrawn. Dar was expressonless, his aethered sdf bardy visble to Tath, it was so redtrained. He
didn't even glance at Lila but mantained his position among the courtiers. Arie hed out a white daisy in
her hand towards Tath. 'Come, Lady Adtar, take the hand of this golem and prepare to receive your
brother's irit." Ari€'s lovdly face glowed with warmth and kindness.

Golem! Lilathought, her anger dmogt igniting despite the rushing cool of the drugsin her system.

Ada came forward, saring into the glamour of Tath's likeness on Lila with a feverish intensty,
searching the face for any ounce of hope. Lila knew there was none now, with the possible exception
thet Arie
may not discover the extent that Lilahersdf wasin command of her faculties and not under Tath's power.
She saw Dar look at her, his gaze aready the vibrant watchfulness of someone who is griving to take in
every part of an experience.

The Lady took Lilds hand and placed Astar's upon it over the daisy. Astar's andalune surged forward
to ding to Tath's and a swift current ran between them. Lila fet hersdf freeze as Arie sang a few pretty
notes and spoke her charms doud. There was a moment in which dl the room waited for the exorcism to
begin its work, where every magica being listened and watched.

The daisy was Smply adaisy, so the spdl was usdess. Lila saw the redisation of ther deceit dawn on
the Lady's face indantly. Behind Arie, Dar had gone ashen. He gave the most minute shake of his head
as he looked towards Lilaand Tath.

"Thisflower.' The Lady plucked it gently from between the eves hands. Her manner remained sweet
and she spoke as though persondly wounded, her eyes beseeching. ‘It blooms not for thy ransomed life,
llyatath. Where is your token, that you have fasdy given methis oneinits place?

It was burned inthe Hdl of Fire. An accident,’ Tath said. 'My sster gaveyou . . .

'l wel know what she gave me. Her loydty to you is a shining example and her betrayd of me an
exceptiond artifice whose kill mugt be commended. Y ours to me however, | find less worthy of praise.
Why would you not tdl me immediady of its loss? She made a angle gesture with her finger and one
guard stepped to Lady Astar's sSide and took her arm in his hand.

Tah shivered but Lilaadmired his grit when he said, T did not wish you to see me bound in life to this
form by my own dire mistakes. | would have you think highly of me. | thought thet | would find another
way out when the spell was done. And my drategies have not faled yet. Zd is broken and here is your
maost dangerous opponent, his champion, a my command.’

'It is pretty reasoning,’ Arie said, her voice rigng alittle a the end of the phrase, as though she was
conddering hiswords. She let the daisy fdl from her hand to the floor and haf turned to look back. 'Dar.
Perhaps you would remind me of how it was you came by this robot and Hya, and how the three of you



came to Aparadtil.

Behind and al around them servants were lighting lamps. The demon
thaumaturge and the eves a the Otopian and Faery dtars had ceased their activities and stood at
atention at ther gations. Lila kept on looking with al her senses for any way out, for any useful thing.
She saw a server gpproach with a beautiful red and black lidded ceramic dish and stand dongsde Arie,
face downcast. She looked for hest, but there was none. The container was cold and Lila could not see
inddeit.

We are logt, Tath said, though he didn't explain. Dread daimed him.

Lilaincreased her drug dose, to keep her reactions clean.

She watched Dar lie and had to admit he was, to her eyes, completely and utterly convincng.

He sad, 'l brought Zd's bodyguard from Otopia with me. We were both badly damaged by our
gruggle. In Sathanor | was made well, & the overnight huts where the Vde of Sinda meets the woods. |
pre-tended treachery to engage the trust of this woman and made her believe we were coming here to
rescue Zd. At the Deeps we were attacked by Saagaa under a dark moon, and there Tath's band caught
up with us and we dl fought for our lives. The wild magic was particularly bad that night. Tath and his
companions were dl killed there but, knowing hismagicd sKills, | deceived this woman into taking on his
andalune body, so that he might use hiskill to gain control of her. At the Hal of Fire we sacrificed the
flower in order to maintain his binding upon her, ese you would have released him easlly and she would
have had a chance to kill you before you completely understood her nature.’

It would gladden my heart to believe you. | would riva the sun in splendour to count you my loyd
friend but, sadly, in these moments of your close presence | can see indde your treacherous mind,’ Arie
sad. She reached out and gently removed the lid of the red and black dish. Indde it lay white, gligening
concertina curls of sap-rich bark.

Lila did not fed shame, to her surprise. Instead she fdt a spark of gladness, because Arie was both
sentimenta and crud, a judtified opponent insteed of a misguided idedlid. Lila glanced at Dar. He was
expressionless and did not meet her eye.

Everyonein the great hal had become il and Slent.

Arie drew Tath's knife from its pogtion a his Side and held it out to him, handle first. T do not wish to
commeand you, but | will.'

What? What does she mean? Lila demanded of Tath. There was a new anger indde him, but a
hopeless one, full of self-hate.

Leave me to do this alone, he said. Or share itwith me. Itis up to you. We have to finish what we
began, all of us, in the end

He took the hilt and Lila felt her hand close around it, her machine strength the core of his action. He
made to move forward but she prevented him, taking back control of her physicd movements from him
eesly, as she had dways been able to do.

She could not let hersdf believe they had come to such a moment as this No. | forbid you.

Jet me go, and she may yet believe | have mastery over you. Thisis why she asksit. It isthe only

way.

I will countermand you then! You can't do thig Lila screamed a him, but at the same moment her
Al-sdf confirmed his words as the best course forwards, if she wanted to remain dive and potentidly
enabled to save Zd. Inthe cool runways of perfect, drug-enhanced cognition, her emotions were swept
asde. Thisis my fault, she said, and let Tath have control, but stayed with him dl the same so that they
moved together in asngle forward stride, fagter than any eye could follow.

Lilawas very strong, her am perfect, her focus absolute. She looked into Dar's eyes as they stood
face to face for the lagt time, her hand firm againg his chest where the blade had pierced between his ribs
directly into his heart.

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Dar's hands gripped her shoulders. Lilaremembered the night in Sathanor, the bioluminescent night, when
she had held Dar's heart in hers. Now they were in synchrony again and the blade that was killing him
wasin her chest. For an indant she fet the wound's terrible pain and Dar's agonised effort to ding to the
last seconds of his life. Through their sympathy she was aware of dl his energy scattering, his aethered
body fading agangt Tath's.

Dar was trying to speak to her, she redised, as she saw his lips move. She routed power from her
reactor through Tath into her bond with Dar.

'‘Surdy no greater king has ever lived,' he gasped, fighting to draw one more breath. 'No one with the
loving kindness, strength and courage

He was gone. His body, became a deadweight, did off the knife blade with a grating wrench, and fdl
to thefloor.

'What did he mean by that? Arie demanded.

Liladropped to her hands and knees beside Dar, Ietting the knife fal out of her fingers. 'Goodbye,’ she
sad, in Tath's voice. His find words had cut her to the heart. How many more times was she going to
find that people dead were more loyd and true than when they were dive? She wanted it to fed worse
then it did because she deserved to hurt but, because of the drugs, it didn't. And at the same moment her
gmart Al-sdf noticed that her hands were flat to the bubble's floor.

She st her speaker films to the lowest frequency they were able to produce - something well below
even dvish hearing span - and upped the power to maximum. She sent a message in Sheean, the faery
language, just three words tuned to their particular tones and scades Zd Aparadtil Help. The only faery
she knew who might collect the
message was Poppy, or Viridiaat apush. The only chance she had wasiif the message carried and if they
touched water. If the story was true, if Maachi had been right about their faery natures. So many ifs

Lilafdt the Lady's hand on her shoulder. "Your presence is required in the centre circle, Tath. Come
with me now.'

What about Dar? Lilawas jabbering ingde to Teath as she got up to obey and handed him overal
control. What will they do with him? Where has he gone? Can't you do something?

Dar is dead Tath said. But we are not. You must concentrate on trematters at hand

And now what? What's going to happen?

Now we are going to bleed Zal and bind him to a fey fracture halfway between Alfheim and
Intersticial Space. It will not be a physical prison, merely an aetheric one. He will live here in the
palace and Arie will look after him like a sacred son all the days of his miserable long life.

But what are we going to do about it? Lilapleaded.

When a moment arises that | think of anything, | will let you know. Tath said. Come, there are

more vile deedsto execute before thistrid isdone.

Anguish and grief tightened Lilds jaw. She dung to Tath's self-possession as the effect of her drugs
began to fade; she did not have much left and she must save that. But she dare not let go of ther atificid
redraint on her fedings. She was sure that she would collgpse here if she had to face up to wha shed
doneinany redigtic way.

Then do not, Tath ordered her. Bestrong and do what must be done. Time for recrimination and
the rest later. Now you must act.

Qrely no greater king . . . shethought. Dar had been tdling her to carry on, just as Tath was, even if
they could never have been red friends.

Because it was all he could give you at that moment, Tath said. And if you do not fulfil that
command you will have twice betrayed him.



Arte and Tath had come to the centre of the circles. The other mages had followed them some of the
way, each hdting within the ring that denoted ther particular shdl of influence. Two mages stood in the
crcle beyond the centre. Eight inthe circle beyond that Lila’Tath and Arie were done in the nucleus, until
they fetched Zd.
if As he got closer Lila saw his eyes were dilated and sheened in a classic opiate reaction. He was naked

above the wais and his face and body were limned in sweet that was meking the magicd markings
drawvn on him run in streaks of coloured ink. He was doped, and when Arte took his ams and
pushed him down he sank to his knees on the floor and sat there, head dightly to one Sde,
completely unressting. His andalune body was quite withdrawn, not even projecting beyond his
skin. He lolled againgt Arie's leg like aragdoll and she stroked his hair aosently with one hand as she
Sgned orders with the other. Lila could fed, through Tath, Arie's grest anticipaion of rdief, the
pleasure with which she looked forward to the safety and restoration of a world she loved without
limit.

Singers and speakers closed the outer shdls of the sedl, beginning with the least and outer ring,
and then the inner ones. As each was completed they hazed Lilds view of the room, spheres of pade
mig and aether legping into ingtant life around them until, as the inmost ring was made whole, she and
Tah, Arte and Zd were enclosed within an opaque bdl whose wadls shimmered with dl colours like
mother-of-pearl. Thiscircle, unlike Za's casts, did not transport them to another redm. It took them
outsde dl redms, outside time, into the Interdtitia. They hung nowhere and nowhen, everywhere and
everywhen, held within the tiddl powers of dl seven regions, balanced as though on the point of a
pin.

Findly Lila understood what Tath had meant when he cdled Arie the pearl, but she did not fed
pearl-like hersdf. As her blood reverted to normd she fdt cold and done. She most longed to go
home and to never have come anywhere near Alfham.

You need not stay, Teth said to her and lifted their hands upwards to his jerkin. Lila witnessed
hersdlf opening hidden pockets on its front, lifting out the instruments they had dways contained and
which, urtil now, she had never even discovered. | will do it.

| will goddamn well do it. Whatever the hell itis, Lilasaid. The only shred of salf-respect left in
her demanded it. She could not |et someone e e take the blame,

She saw the things she hdd in Tath's glamoured hands a length of bone carved into the ornate
handle of a pen, the nib point replaced by an obsdian flake of black glass, a hallow crysta needle,
like the ones she had used on Dar, but this one bigger and mounted between straps of fine leather
upon which magica writing oozed and ran like liquid.

The needle was dant cut a one end, ready to puncture, but the other end broadened and fanned out, the
thin wals becoming liquid at ther limits then so thin that they evaporated. They were light to hold, but
she fdt them weigh on Tath suddenly and her hands drooped benegth the load.

The bone was hisbone. The leather was his skin.

You're kidding, Lilasaid. Tath didn't say anything.

Around them in the ring the songs merged suddenly and became a sngle chanted line Mesmeric
gyllables spun the pearl wall faster and beside him Tath fdt Arie's energy suddenly intensfy. And then
the Lady of Aparadtil began to sng.

She had the clear, sweet voice of a young girl. Her mdody was sad and londly, a heartbrekingly
lovely lament such as Lila had never heard in her life What words in High Blvish that she sang were
borne on notes of such purity that they seemed to pierce dl matter and Lilafdt the song in her bones and
inher circuits, in every cdl and unit, al resonating where they were able, anplifying and harmonising with
the spd| until Lilawas part of the charm, bound to it in synchrony againgt her will, and Tath with her, and
Zd with them. The faint idea she had hdd of shoating Arte point blank seemed impossbly distant to her.
She could never destroy anything like this, and she wanted to ligen to it go on and on in any case, to let
the song transport her to the places that it promised, so good and far from dl this.

Tah bent down before Zd. Lilafdt her hands take Zd's right arm and rest the forearm on her knee.

The faintest zip of wild magic, barely more than a flicker, ran down through her leg and up into her



body. The note Arie was snging wavered ever so dightly. Zd's dreamy expression didn't ater.

Keep that in check! Tath pleaded. This must not get out of hand He pressed the pen blade to Zd's
skin and wrote quickly down the length of white skin from elbow to wrist in a series of flashing gestures.
Blood spat from the nib. Zd groaned and his eyes rolled up in his head. The dashes stood out dearly for
a moment or two and then began to blur deep scarlet. The characters were dl from the Thanatopic
aphabet. Where Zd's blood leaked from them it ran a short distance and then began to bubble and
evaporate into a fine dark haze. The haze coiled and flicked. It drew wicked faces in the ar and they
spoke to Tath, though Lila could not understand a sngle word.

Meanwhile Lilafought the lull of Arie'ssong, but whenever the urge
to shoot came closg, the pretty sound pushed it away from her. She used the Al bypass, thinking Ari€'s
meagic was working on her fedings, but it made no difference when she locked hersdf in her Al mind.
Only Tath moved, and he let go of that arm and took Zd's left am up instead and wrote on that too, and
spoke to the dark faces that emerged. She had given up hope that Tath would hep her now. She
doubted he even could, but she was wrong.

Play something. Anything! sad to her. You must drown her out and take back your will. At Lilds
unspoken question he added, Thanatopic immerdgon at least has the virtue of blocking off other
charm.. If you are to do anything you must do it soon, Before her song is finished, for then the pearl
will break. and whatever is done remains.

Liladidn't have the energy to search for a song. She amply accessed whatever played last, and turned
up her internd systems as loudly as she could. Loud rock music beat through her head. The bass and
dram negated Ari€'s languorous rhythms and the piercing guitar took out most of her midine.

Lildsmind cleared a little. She remained insde her Al-sdf, and took a long, caculated assessment of
conditions. Then she searched every part of her systems.

Tath put the pen nib into her mouth and she fdt aburning lick of pain asit cut her tongue.

All Thanatopic magic requires blood. Aloud he Spoke again to the twiding figures that danced in the
burning of Zd's blood and now the words he used took on form also, and became creatures that walked
across the ar and danced with the creatures Zd made. 1t was most interesting.

A wisp of pae green energy appeared at the junction of Lilas leg and Zd's dripping am. Its
appearance made the dark dancers pause and eagerly look its way. One or two of them zipped down
towards Zd's wounds and began to burrow back in.

No! Tath reacted indantly, his voice and speech changing. Faster than she would have thought him
able he dashed a her upper arm with the pen blade where her flesh met metd, and drew another ghodtly
djinn from the wound with whispers. At his direction it darted forward and where it touched Zd the
blood ran fagter from him and the tiny genies were pushed back. They were pushed back, but they grew
larger, and stronger. | told you to keep that in check! He was amost panicked.

I need my hand for a moment, Lila said, increasing the volume as Zd's voice began to ang in her
head, and replaced the pen in Tath's pocket. She put her hand to the floor, where water supported them
above the guif, the lake itsdf hidden completely by the pearl shel. She channdled the Mode-X musc
down into the lake in a sequence burst: two, eight, eighteen pulses. If she was right, if she had started to
understand it, then magic was the user and ther will, no more than that. A canticle was a summons, and
she was cdling.

Give me that back! Tath reclamed her limb immediatdly. He took hold of Za's wrig in his hand, set
the crysd spike againg the vein in his elbow and pushed it through the skin, not very hard. He didnt
need to, because as the indrument made contact it legpt from their hand and drove itsdf home, as though
it was dive.

Zd shrieked, a terrible, multi-tond cry of agony, as Tath bound the crystd to his arm. Bright scarlet
blood ran down into the ingrument's tiny pan and where it fanned out into the ar its surface ran with
bright red and golden flames. No smoke or genies came from it. Where the crystd pen seemed to
become thin ar the flames did too, vanishing from Alfheim, Lila realised.

Flowing into Interstice. Tath said grimly, watching the Demon flicker. All done, brother.

Arie's song stopped. There was a sound like the distant boom of a buried atomic bomb and a second



laer an aetheric wavefront passed through them, momentarily disbling Arie and Tah equdly,
oblit-erating the genies that had been skittering around, leaving only the burning flow from Zd's am. Zd's
body seemed to waver, as though it was passing into another redity and Lila saw a shadow come over
him.

It ishisDegth Tath told her.

With the passing of the wave the shadow drew away again, los in the tide.

At the same indant Lila began to rise and ready her guns, dl pretences dropped. She fdt within her
body the cool, inggtent pressure footprint of a mgor spelcast and then, as her metd and machine parts
continued their action, her flesh and bone suddenly stopped and there was a blinding and devadtating
pan. It didn't entirdy surprise her. She had suspected tha ether the energy Arie had had to use for the
spd| or the wild magic intruson had given the game away.

Tath read the impact before she could.

Arie hasbound your body not to oppose her. She can't command the metals, only the rest

of you. If you try to move against her physically now, you'll tear yourself to pieces.

Liladidn't even pause. As she heard Tath, she re-targeted, gaining her freedom, and shot the floor. The
bullets punctured the tenson easly but it didn't break. Where they went through it weskened however,
and her foot suddenly plunged downward to the knee into the bitterly cold lake water. She was dmost
through.

At that moment something struck the pearl shell from benegsth and it broke into a million glittering
shards.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Lilawasfaling, her feet no longer supported by thewater. At high process speed she
sretched time out for hersdlf and felt the Lady's willpower, strengthened and aetherised,
pushing her and Tath down into the lake. She didn't need them any more. Liladid not attempt
to counter Arie's supreme force or struggle to stay within the palace. She smply placed her
hand around Zd's ankle as she fell past his sprawled, bleeding body, and locked it in place,
dragging him after her into theicy water. Heavier than any human or €f, or any being twice
her sze, Lilafdl likeastone.

Gold and green lights far away winked a her in the ingant of dlent cdm as they plunged into the
depths. She looked down and, on radar, sounded the bottom, only there was no bottom . . . She looked
up and saw the slver palace of ar above them receding gently. And then the water convulsed around
them and boomed with a grating, grinding sound like planets calliding. A powerful dectromagnetic pulse
follow-ed, so powerful that it momentarily knocked out dl her machine sdf and left her reding inside,
adone, with Tah. The ends of readouts and the Smple obliteration made for an easy cdculaion of the
cause.

Faultquake! Lilaghrieked at Tath.

But Aparastil. . . hebegan

Sathanor's not on a regular fault or even an aetheric ley, you idiot. Don't you do geology? The
whole thing is a crater. This is the Quantum Bomb crater as it manifests in this dimension and
we're falling into the biggest non-recorded fault in the whole history offaultlines! How could you
live in this thing and not know?

Therewas asecond in which shefdt Tath brigtle.

Arie was the keeper of such knowledge and her word. . .

Shelied! Lilafranticaly tried to reconnect with her sysemsbut dl of
them had died. The reactor, presumably, ran on but she couldn't find it. She couldn't fed her arms below
the elbow, her legs below the firg few inches, hdf her spine seemed to be missng, her internd organs felt
as though they were being crushed by a deadly, numbing cold and she was suddenly very, very short of
breath, Tath, you've got to help me!

NowA Lila screamed a him. Her lungs and body were aching, burning. She didn't know how much
longer she could prevent hersdf trying to breathe. A second trembling ran through the ground and the
lake.



Tah's andalune surged outwards. Though Lila could only sense it in her human body she could fed
the desperate energy with which he focused himsdf and drove up through her am and shoulder. At such
dendties and concentrations the aethereal was capable of becoming corporeal and Tath's form of magic,
the livdy art, was more able than most to manifest strong forces through the shaping of raw aether.
Sheping himsdf was only a variaion. If he had dill possessed his own body it would have been routine.
Without it he had to spend himsaf in making the effort. Lila fet his presence flicker and weaken. But his
ghogtly hand extended up and up, beyond therigid lock of her manacle on Zd's leg, up to his am where
the flechette was bound. Teth said a word and a darkness, afind shadow, dragged at her heart. She fdt
part of her lifeleaving her as the flechette disintegrated.

The binding is undone, Tath informed her weakly. But hislungs have collapsed. He drowns.

Shetried again and again to find any connection that could operate, counting avay the seconds. How
could it take so long? There mugt be a mistake ...

And then a lagt she heard her Al-sdf 's voice: Countdown to automatic restart commencing Five,
four, three.. . .

... and then the world shook and boomed again and another pulse tore slently through them and the
voice was gone.

Lila opened her mouth and the water of Aparadtil filled it as she tried to suck it into her lungs She
faled. Her lungs were too compressed to hold anything. Detached and dreamy, knowing this the find
dage of asphyxia, the dream and the hdlucination, she wondered what they would think a home when
they found out, only they wouldn't find out of course, because she would be fdling for ever, and in any
case, they thought she was dready gone . . . She wanted to deep. Yes. Just for a minute After so much
fighting, surely she deserved a minute? She
began to drift, but an annoying voice, an anoying sensation in her chest wouldn't leave her in peace.

Tath was taking to her, in a supid foregn language that wasn't remotely like dvish or Otopian.
Everything was shilant, like hissng snakes. The vowes were owlish, hooting, soft.

Shut up, shesaid to him. Why won't you just shut up?

Ooleratnan srsdlid, Tath said softly, coaxing her. The words tied her up and drew her closer to him.
They opened tiny doors insde, onto sweet darkness that was not of the lake at dl. They offered
pathways. She saw

lights within them, beckoning her. Srmasenna, Srmasenna, aorayutb manmayess.
Jud like the dragon, she remembered. She hurt. She was beyond tired. Let me go.

Abrayuth LilaAmanda Black. Abrayuth set imma Manmayesm.

She saw Dar's face. Not the face of her dreams that had tormented her. The face of his desth,
dretched in pain. Leave meaonel

Countdown to automatic restart commencing. Five, four, three, two, one. Main power online. Auxiliary
power online. Automedic enabled. Emergency autorespiration enabled.

Lilastruggled againg the colossal weight of anaerobic toxinsin her blood, againg the need to deep ill
dogging her mind. Around her the world, which had been no bigger than a mote of dust, expanded into
vad, lightless space. They were dill faling - more than 230 metres down.

Lilapulled Zd's body againg her and held it to her Sde with her left arm, then ignited her foot jets and
began to drive them upward, ascending as fast as she could. As she did so she ordered the last of her
drug precursors to synthesize adrendine, Terbutdin and other pharmacologica agents that aided rapid
decompression.

Tath, frail as candldight, stretched out inside her, and kept up his
Whispering, to Zd thistime. Abrayuth Azrazd Suhanathir Tdiesetra. Abrayuth set imma Manmeyesm.

Sdecting the biggest needle from her store, Lila activated her wrigt injector, found Zd's neck, located
his artery with precise ultrasound and pushed in, tangling her fingersin his hair to abilise his head and
neck agang her am. His pulse was very dow, very weak, heart dmos stopped, but the cold and the
opiates and Tath had saved him so far.

Lila could run her own blood through a nitrogen scrubber to save her from the bends. The same



system was now flooding her with necessary oxygen whilgt replacing much of what she would normdly
have needed with hdium, oxygen being toxic at depth. She shifted her hold

on Zd and switched usage on her secondary forearm systems, dropping and dumping her gun and its
ammunition into the lake, replacing it with another wide-bore catheter which she insarted into the other
gde of his neck. She shunted her blood back around away from the gas exchange system and ran Zd's
blood through it instead, not even pausing to consider the effects of contamination. She had to get up,
and she had to get up very soon.

And 0 they went, breething dternately with Lilals machine system, stopping often in their ascent as the
nitrogen built and dispersed, held in life by Tath's commands againg death. As they ascended they drew
after them along, lambent tall of wild magic and after the tall came the golden and black gliding shape of
the dragon. Lilasaw it suddenly as she held at 210 metres, the paace above her, the water around them
ful of bodies, and artefacts and clutter, trapped benegath the bubble's sivery bulk. Fascinated in spite of
her fear she stared at it as she pumped Zd's blood through her arms and back into him, waiting for him
to wake up or show any sgn of life, ligening to his dow, weak heartbest. . .

Don'tlook atit. You know better than that., Tath said, bregking his canticle.

But Liladidn't need to look &t it. She amiled as the dragon came up on them and then wound around
them, wild magic from the deep sreaming off its flanks, sparking on her ams and legs, in her hair,
agang the metd surface of her eyes.

Zd shuddered againg her and only her thumbs locked againg his jaw prevented him from trying to
breathe the lake. His eyes opened, but she doubted that hed see much with his unmachine sight, a few
gleams. He could fed the cold vice of her around him however, and the pain of his many cuts.

It'sdl right,' Lilasaid through her hands into the bone of his skull. 'I've got you.'

Itis not all right., Tath amended gently and, with dismay, Lila saw the dragon's lazy winding around
them change into a full-on charge towards the bubbles above.

Something Arie said upset it maybe? Lila asked him but she rolled onto her back away from ther
vertical pogtion and drove them away as fast as she could through the water. She didn't see the Dragon
or its impact on the Palace, but she fdt it. There was a high-pitched vibration, and then a world was
fdling.

As Lilafdt Za's hands catch hold of her waig the fird object struck them. It was the stone dtar of
Earth. Lila rolled and fdl with it, fighting out from under. Zd's grip fdl awvay on the left, tightened
reflexivdy on the right. But then they were in the mids of a sorm of fdling debris -every piece of
furniture, every object, every person who had inhabited the Palace of Aparagtil was now within the lake,
and those below fifty metres were Smply sinking, as bodies will when they reach a certain depth. The
heaviest things sank the fastest. Lilaand Zd received a battering. Amid the furore Lila fdt the water itsdf
surging, trying to tow her with it asit responded to Ari€'s summons. The lake queen was drawing undines
to her ad, huge bodies of lakewater, animated by her will, though they were weskening as the mages
who had bound themsdves to her drowned, one by one.

Adar! Tath thought, and Lilainwardly moaned with the very idea of trying to do more than survive.
To thar left and right, back and front, materids fdl and bumped and bashed them. Something heavy
smacked the side of her head and she redled, seeing stars. She missed her pump switch and Zd blacked
out again.

There was a moment or two of floating weightlesdy, beginning to fal again. Through radar and sonar
and heat-sensors she saw Arte propelled towards the surface in a twiding ed-like vortex of water, and
she saw the dragon's golden arrow tear through that column, its huge mouth agape. It seized Ariein its
jaws and, without pause, turned to face gravity and plunged down and down into the dark until it was
log to dl sght.

Lila restored Zd's oxygen and boosted the levd of it in the tri mix. She added the last dregs of her
pharmacopoeia as opiae antagonists and began the long journey up towards the light. They rested at
forty metre intervas, waiting for the nitrogen bubbles in ther blood to abate. At 180 metres Zd's hands
came back to Lilds wast. It was discernibly green here, and Lila could see himin normd vison as the
fantest ghost in front of her.



'It's dill okay,” she said to him through her hands. 'Don't worry about the pain. It's only pressure.
Youll be fine' It was a lie. She thought that the pressure and depth would have burst his eardrums -
though he should dill hear through the transmission of his skull - and the pumping system kept having to
speed its game. Zd was bleeding out, right infront of her.

The catheter | used prevents healing, Tath said to her, simply as
an explanation. He did not mention Astar again, but Lila kept scanning for her. She could not remove
her hands from Zd's neck and head. She kept Zd on an extra cycde and rose through another fifty
metres in ten seconds flat, congtantly adjusting the oxygen mix. They kept bumping palace debris that
sank very dowly or floated. Dead bodies were there, but Lila didn't look at them. She knew Agtar must
be among them. Knew it. And Tath did too. He became very dill and slent.

At fifty metres Zd suddenly moved closer to her, the drift of water between their bodies vanishing, its
cool replaced by warmth. His eyes were heavy-lidded but the corners of his long mouth flickered with
the hint of agmile. Hislips, blue tinged, parted dightly and she saw him swallow.

Drink the water, Tath said suddenly. He is trying to tell
youl.

Shedid. Vigour and hedlth surged into her. She didn't care to think about what would have happened
to them if they hadn't been submerged in alake of such intense agtherid properties. Long dead.

Zd's amile deepened and he pushed forward againg her hands. His arms did around her. She didn't
believe what she fdt. Here was Zd, cut, bleeding, haf-dead, catheterised, drugged, cyanctic, but
agang her she could fed the unmigstakable line and press of a serious erection. His andalune body
caressed her so lightly she could have migtaken it for currents in the water, but this moved beneath her
dothing.

Demons adore such straits, Tath said with gppalled fascination.

She decided to ignore it and took them to the surface, tuning her face to the light and air as it came
down to her, holding Za away from her as she cycled his blood and rebaanced it to dfin normd. The
fresh day broke againg her face and she gasped for red, clear air.

In front of her Zd coughed and groaned with pain. They floated for a moment on the power of Lilds
jets and then she drew back both needles with awhir and snap. Zd gasped and his head rocked as she
let im go and took hold of him more securdy around his midsection. Keeping them high in the water
she quickly found his right aam and pressed her thumb down on the open wound, seding it shut. Za
amiled faintly at her, barely conscious.

'Are we a my two minutes of charity yet? he asked. And then he disappeared.

Hewas seized so fast thet Lilabardy noticed it ashewastorn from
her weak hold and pulled down again. Then something tough grabbed her foot and dragged her under.

She was swalowing water, her hands baitering lost items, getting tangled in scarves and clothes, hitting
wooden things, hitting dumb flesh limbs. Lilawas o tired.

‘Battle Standard,’ she said and fdt the dfin dothing of Tath's be cut to shreds as dl her capacities and
wegpons expanded to ther max-imum extent. The water boiled around her and the grip on her foot
vanished.

You called Each Uisge exdamed, jolted out of his grief into a breath of hysteria & her supidity. Oto
pian manial Do you know nothing!

Zal's friends, Lilaamended, diving down and boosting power with grim and certain intent. She could
see the two faeries ahead of her, their beautiful black horse forms with their finned feet and streaming
har wrapped fadly around Zd's pae body. His hot blood made atrall that was easy to follow. She had
not known about Poppy and Viridia being deadly hunters but even if she had, they were her only
possble dlies

In human form perhaps. In water or their true body they remember nothing but the hunger. You
areinsane! All this, and now they will drown him and rip him to pieces and leave you his liver as



a keepsake.
Like hell they will, Lilasaid, Unless I'm mistaken, you can knock them cold.

In Otopia maybe, Tath sad. In Aparadiil... no Each Uisge has ever come here. They are of
the water, Lila. They are in their element.

Thewater horses dived fast but Lilas rocket boots were faster.

As she neared them she noticed that they were dowing, their easy glide becoming duggish and dull -
they were fdling adeep, just as they dways did around eves when their andalune bodies made contact
with faery flesh. 1t would have been funny if she hadn't been so exhausted, and in some other time and
place.

She caught the water horses that were once Poppy and Viridia around ther fine necks and, as the har
tried to tangle her arms, wrapped her legs around Zd and swept her hands through their manes, cutting
the hair clean through. The fagries fought and struggled to recapture them both but they could not get a
good enough grip.

Thistime she took Zd up fast, not looking or caring what they hit, not pausing at the surface but legping
up and out into the waning light of late evening. She set them down a some distance inland, a the
dearing where she and Dar had stopped before entering Aparadtil. There she lad Zd on the sweet
blue-green grass.

The wounds on his ams were dl gone, except the angle puncture that ill bled fredy. It was
incongruous there, in the ddlicious peace of the wooded grove, in the scented twilight Lila tried not to
notice how beautiful Zd was, how his vulnerability made him dmogt perfect, that she wanted him, like this
and here, when he was barely even there. She didn't want to be that person.

How do | fix it?

You cannot. | will Tath said. Even he was a shadow of his former sdtLila regarded with horror the
degree to which he had faded. It was only with the greatest effort that he managed to extend his aetherid
presence outward through her. He spoke in the dragon's language. The wound in Zd's am stopped
flowing. Lilafdt Tath Snk lower, lower, shrink down to dmaost nothing.

Tath!

He didn't respond.

Songbirds swept across the glade, cdling ther last cdls of the evening. A soft blue mist rose among the
grass and there was loveliness everywhere, everywhere.

'Zd? Lilasaid, knedling beside his head. He was unconscious.

Like she used to do for hersdf she went through the routines of checking, this time doing it for him.
With ultrasound she located the meridians in his body, scanned and found his deafened ears, some
damage to his heart, peculiar resonances that might have been unique to him, or akind of ruin - she didn't
know what. Her hands, multi-sensory, glided above the surface of his skin and she willed him well. For
hersdf, she fdt dmogt perfectly hedlthy, in afresh and glowing way, the way she recognised of Sathanor,
that had never been before she had come here. Her own body was wdl in itsdf, for the firg time
perfectly harmonised, biometaloids and flesh seamless, as though they were dways meant to be this way.

Fndly she had nothing left that she could do. She sat back on her heds and dowly watched her Battle
Armour power down and withdraw into normaly sized limbs, ordinary shapes. 'Please wake up,’ she
sad to him, in her own voice. But he did not.

After afew moments she heard sounds from the lake. Poppy and Viridia, getting out to come looking .

Lilabent down and picked up Zd in her arms. She held him gently, close to her, and carried him away
into the night forest, away from hunting faeries and hunting Saagaa, wherever the path took her, seeing
and avoiding dl the soft trails of lemon and lime magic that twisted and danced in the moonlit air.

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



It's dl right, Lila. Lila, you can put me down." Zd's voice was laced with melodic cadences that rose
above and sank below the true tone, a curious effect that made Lila fed deepy, as though sheld been
drugged. She could barely understand his words, but the music filtered into her limbs and dowed them
down. All her perceptions misted and fogged away from the battle-vison's piercing darity and she came
to a hdlt like a heavy horse, one lagt footfal snking gently into the soft earth beneath them.

Lila stood in a dlver place underneath a full moon shining, more bxilliantly and through less pallution
than any moon in Otopia had ever shone. She glanced at Zd, redised that he was dl right, and that she
was too, and set him down. The night was very quiet. Around them the trees and bushes soughed gently
inalight breeze. Thar scents -tobacco flowers and dark jasmine - twined around them both in heady
sweetness. There was no sSght or sound of other creatures nearby. Everything was indigo, violet, purple
and royd blue; the grass and the trees reaching high above her with their massve span, the thickets of
broadleaved plants clugtering close in the moonlight their two shadows inky on the ground.

Zd stood very shakily on his own and rested for amoment with his hands on his knees. His breath was
quick as though he was the one who'd been running. 'Y ou need to rest.’

'Me? Lilasad. 'No.'

Without mation she felt empty, like ajug that had been poured out and cleaned and set asde. Without
direction she did not know what was important inthis scene she wasin. It was so srangely quiet without
the shrieking, screaming eves svimming amid the palace ruins, scrabbling to gather themselves on the
lakeshore, gaggering
around like crazy people, fighting one another in panic. The fury of ther grief and recriminaions was
written on her eardrumsin a precise, pretty language that had burned her ingde.

Yes, now it was very quigt, Lilathought appreciatively, and her body sang with the vitality of Sathanor
and with raw power from the reactor core, machine and flesh indiginguishable to her now. Everything
was running smoothly, though things did seem to be a a remove from her. She liked that. She liked it a
lot. She liked her cool mind. 'I'm fine. Been in the hedlth farm pool. Y ou know, I'm just fine!

Zd draightened up and drew a deep breath, T know. Me too. But let's pretend.’

Lila shrugged. His words made sense enough though he was speak-ing in a rather exaggerated way.
Sill, she took no offence - thinking he must perhaps have PTSD or another related issue, particularly
after what had just occurred. Why not? She had nothing dse to do, no misson god |eft, though she
would have expected there to be some orders about returning home. There were none however. Pretend
to rest Even 0, the sense of something being wrong niggled at her. 'Here?

"‘Why not here? hesaid.

She looked around autometicaly and then, finding no dangers, folded her legs and sat down.

'Hatter,' the df said, Stting beside her. His voice was very quiet, as if he was spesking to a frightened
anmd - athing she dmog resented, or rather, got the impresson she would have resented, in another
life 'Lie down.'

'I'm perfectly fine. I'm not scared. I'm not tired. | don't need to.'

I know. But | do, and it would make me fed much better if you did too. So, do you mind?

'No, | don't mind." It was pleasant and easy to have a direct, Smple ingtruction, much nicer than having
no indruction &t al, Lilathought as she complied. The ground gave gently under her weight and the grass
bent under her skin, cool and faintly prickly. The soil was damp and there was a gathering of migy
vapour among the tiny leaves which chilled her alittle, condensing on her metds. She liked it here, but it
was difficult to lie this way with dl her weapons in assault mode. Her armaments scored and cut the
earth and separated her from its welcome. Lila downgraded her defensive conditions and listened to the
soft whirr and snicker of ahillion perfect metd parts shifting back
into her dvilian body, smoothing her skin, making her comfortable. If only the nagging sensation in her
mind would be quiet she could deep here.



'On your sde,' Zd said perfunctorily, and she obeyed without thinking - having once accepted his
indructions, she found hersdf glad for more. It was ardief to be told what to do.

He lay behind her and matched his long tal body to the shape of hers, knees bent; spoons. He
negotiated a postion for hisarm around her carefully, avoiding the hard metals of her forearm and outer
hip on the upward sde. Carefully he undid the front of the dvish jerkin she wore and did his hand
undernegth its tatters. She fdt his fingers work to push her vest up a few inches, so that he had skin to
skin contact with her a her waigt and then the soft, warm touch of his andalune spread out from there,
covering her over in seconds like the world's softest, most intdligent smart blanket. 1t was curioudy
asxud, this contact, kind and concerned but no more than that and it made her amile just a little. She
predicted its likdy motivations, recalled her previous encounter with this, and began to explain that she
was quite hedthy and in no need of medicd assstance,

Youdontneedto. ..

‘Just shut up, Lila Thisis my home town and I'm going to look after you here,' he said, back in his
maost normd voice, df in sound, human in word, demon in temper. 'Elven hospitdity, if it gill works after
that hook-up with unredity. Here's hoping.'

Unredity? Her Al mind didn't know how to process that. Everything was redl that could be perceived
and there were no immediate threats. She responded to the part she did understand. ‘I don't need to be
looked after. I'm looking after you. That's my assgnment and that's whet I'm doing.’

"Yeah, | got that,' he drawled asif he didn't believe aword she was saying.

The gentle, downy sensation of the andalune presence began to snk down into her as though it was
mdting through her skin like butter. There was something weird about it - more weird than usud even, as
though Zd was connected to Sathanor, as though dl of Alfhem was holding her through him, or more
like he and it were temporarily concurrent, like two solutions to a single equation. She didn't like it It was
too big. It was too dfy. Magic ran through it and magic was both untouchable and unpredictable. She
didn't want to be there now.

'Stop

'Stick a sock init,' he said patiently. "And turn off whatever Ninja Assassin program you've got running
that's meking you act like Gl Jane on acid. Do you want that treacherous little shit to live, or don't you?

For a split second Lila had no idea who he was tdking about. Then what he said sunk in and she
redlised that Battle Standard was operationa . Sheld forgotten it was on, didnt even remember cueng it.
With numb efficiency she executed the commands to disableiit.

Virtud Warrior Suite closng down. Norma Status resuming.

Guilt flooded her, but it had a hard time getting anywhere because of the suffused pleasure of Zd's
andalune body, occupying dl the space Tath had once occupied. Tath? she said doud, to him and to
Zd. There was no response from the place Tath used to be. 'Y ou mean Tath!'

'Yes, him. Unless theré's someone dse here | don't know about,” Zd snapped, completdly unable to
disguise how exhausted he was and how angry.

'He saved your life, you know.'

'Don't even gart, girl. Hold il

While Lilacould not find Tath at dl, Zd located the echo of his spirit eesily. Zd's andalune waant like
Tath's, or Dar's, Lila recognised. It had a sparky qudity to it, glowing a strange, haf-glimpsed levels,
like far-off ctiesin her mind where night skies were dight with dark red and amber warning flares. It
flowed harmlessy, smoothly, an ocean of potentid.

Zd breathed energy back into Tath, though Tath fought it every inch of the way. Tath wanted to die,
hed thought he dready had. The fact that it was Zd reanimaing him made him furious and shamed, but
as soon as he had enough drength to do it he turned, as fast as a snake, and began dragging on Zd
suddenly, sucking energy through him as though he couldn't get enough. He pulled Zd towards him
through the aetherid current, and with afilament of words, bound them for an ingant.

Lila, inhabited by both of them, watched ther fuson and fdt the triple shock of it: Tath hating and
loving Zd, Zd modly furious with him, the two of them locked in something like a territorid war with Lila
the landscape. The energy and the emotion suffused her body, intoxicating. There was a flash and recaoil.



She amdled brimstone and Tath was once more the bright green burn of resentment he had beenin
the fird indant they were fused together. Za's contempt for him was bligering.

'‘Now,' Zd sad to Tath. '‘Be a sweet boy and go to deep.’ He did something devious to Tath's energy
body and Lilafdt Tath dump eagerly into dormancy, ready for oblivion if it meant escgping Zd's regard.
To Lila Zd sad weaily, 'If you poke him hard, hell wake up. So don't poke him.'

'Poke him?

"You know what | mean.' Zd withdrew his andalune and sighed. She fet him rdlax.

Oh, she thought sadly, Isthat dl it was for? To save Tath? She wanted him to come back, but had no
idea how to get there from where she was. But, as it had done before, the conjoined heding therapy of
Sathanor left her exhausted in mind and spirit. Lila Struggled to stay awake, even though she was colder
now. She took some confidence from the fact that his arm was dill around her, his hand on her, his body
close and warm againg her back. 'Za?

Yes'

She could tdl by his voice that his eyes were closed. That was a srange thing, she thought. Or
perhaps it was in the degpening relaxartion of his body. 'How come you can hear me?

"Through my skin. It's dull as hdll, and everything sounds like we're living in glue, but it works, just like
yours.'

She thought he was opening his eyes, more awake than he had been a second ago and then he lifted
his hand from her waist and gently brushed heavy strands of wet hair back from the side of her face.
Suddenly she wasn't drowsy at dl. She was fearful of bresking this moment of apparent tenderness and
sumbled somehow in the smple words, 'Doesiit hurt? Your ears | m-mean.’

'What do you think, Eingtein?

Be practical, sad avoicein her head. Shut up, Lilathought to it vicdoudy. ‘| havent got any drugs left.
And your heart

'Islike a sponge, but it's dill working.' Zd's fingertips caressed her cheek so softly they barely touched
it. They traced the shapes of her face with a sensuous gentleness she had never been touched with
before, passng over her ordinary skin and the magical stain and the filaments of metal beside her temple
without pause. Not even her maother. . .

Without the dightest warning Lilasuddenly felt an enormous surge
of emation. It was s0 overpowering that she had no defence againd it. She didnt even know what it
was. It was too strong to identify, too intense to bear. Tears welled and burst from her eyes and heat
flared across her exposed skin. She couldn't bregethe or see anything. She was as rigid with fear and
shock as a rabbit about to be run over by atruck.

Zd's flutdike voice seemed to come from another world, one tha obvioudy didnt contan her,
because it was one where thought was 4ill possible. T dways wondered what you'd look like if you
didn't have your pain locked up in your face.'

Lila could not speak. Tears streamed unchecked from her eyes. She hoped he wouldn't stop, and a
the same time, if she had been able to move, she would rather have knifed him than have him continue
now he'd given aname to her agony and released it into her mind. Za's touch opened dl her sdf-loathing
and her anger, everything sheldd never said to Dr Williams or Saraslien, everything shed never ever et
make it through from the ingde of her to the universe of thoughts, in case it sneaked into words and one
day gave her away. 'No," she moaned.

"You don't meanit, Zd said softly.

Histouch was so lovely, it waskilling her. 'Please.’

'Ah, you mean that,' he said and she fdt him lean up on his elbow to look a her. His move freed her
from her immohbility.

'Stop!" She rolled around towards him suddenly. Her hands were locked around his neck and she
could fed his pulse under her thumbs and his breeth moving carefully benesth her pams.

Zd's face was cdm and gently intent on hers. He blinked dowly, soporificdly, without the dightest
reaction to her hold on him, and continued his exploration of her face and neck on the other Sde he
hadn't been able to touch before. She stared at him, shaking, "What are you doing?



His danted, large eyes flicked to make contact with hers, teasingly, serioudy. They flirted with a amile,
narrowing dightly from the lower edge, and then they went back to work. ‘Making love to you. | thought
it was obvious. He opened his lips and took a thoughtful breath. His fingers drew their patterns on her
forehead, around her eyes, across her cheeks, connecting things, solving things. He watched the place he
was touching with absolute concentration.

Her hands on his neck became dack. She let them separate, lower and come to rest on his
collarbones. The pungent herba odour of the
grass that was crushed between them filled her nodtrils. Lila knew the word for what she fdt then. Sad.
How could she have been so stupid dl these years? How could she have gone adong like an idict, letting
her employers mould her and make her, lead her one step at a time from her foolish, innocent life? How
hed she agreed to dl of this - until she was here, with him, disfigured beyond belief, a dead person
waking and him so divein front of her, Za who had never logt himsdlf.

"The Game!' she cried. It was a supid objection, but she was desper-ate to make this stop. Haot,
blinding tears stresked down across the bridge of her nose and ran down her temple into her soaking
hair. Her ribs had become rigid. Her breath fought in and out between her clenched teeth.

'‘Be quiet and let me do it, or punch me out and leave me here,' Zd said with a tolerant frown, never
bresking the flow even for an ingtant.

'Please,' she said. 'Leave me done!’

He stroked her brow, "You're okay. See? Hf strong. Demon strong. Make pretty robot g hero
better.'

"You don't understand!’

'Don't understand what? That it hurts to belong nowhere, to nobody? He pressed gently on the centre
of her forehead, between her eyes, and then amiled to himsdf and let his finger trail down her nose and
down to where her lips met, where he let it rest.

It was as though held flicked a ample switch. Lilafdt older, but the fury of fedings had abated and
become something past and done. It wasn't gone, it was resolved. Zd yawned and blinked a her with
catlike salf-possession.

Lilatried to amile but it didnt work. 'l killed someone." All the charm of the moment died, and she had
killed that too. She regretted it bitterly. Her whole body shivered with intense love for him.

Z4d took his hand away. His dark brown eyes, black in the indigo light, glanced down and l€ft, into the
infinity of memories before they met hers. 'Me too.'

There was none of the joking, teasing demon about himin that minute. Lila saw only the df, older than
sheld thought, whole worlds of experience far behind his gaze as he looked fird a her, then right through
her with the thousand-mile stare she was coming to know so wel. His skin was pure white in the
moonlight, al the shadows on it and in his hair soft blue tones, pools of liquid shadow. He came back
from his sojourning and looked at her again, no further, ‘And don't it make my brown eyes blue?

Lilawanted him as she had never wanted anything in her life. She rose up on her hands and knees and
turned him onto his back. Crouching over him she took a long look where her needles had pierced him,
the points only bruises now, mere shadows in a world of tree shade and cold moonlight. He lay with his
amsfdlen dther Sde of him, lax in the deep grass, his face expressonless as he looked up a her. She
didn't know what he would do, but for the firg time she didnt mind, even if he rejected her, and placed
her lips gently on the dte of one wound.

His back arched and he made a soft, unshaped sound of pleasure. She fdt the feather touch of his
andalune body againg the ingde of her wrigts, brushing the meta that was antithesis to it, diding off its
unreective, impenetrable surface. She covered his throat with kisses, licking and biting his warm skin. He
stretched his arms out wide and lifted his chin, head tilting back in a wanton gesture that made hest flare
through her body like tracer fire. She moved her atention down, over the strong, flaa muscles of his
naked chest. Where Aparadtil Lake had tasted of nothing a dl, his skin was fantly sdty, sweet and
spicy. When she brushed across his nipple with her tongue and fdt his hands in her har suddenly,
drawing her closer to him, she forgot who and what she was and logt hersdf in sensation, action and
reaction, in the bliss of being close to him and hiswilling submission to her pleasure.



Lila heard Zd's breath come faster. He shivered and moved below her, pushing up towards her
whenever she lifted her mouth from his body. His andalune body came skating across the surface of his
skin, touching her lips and tongue, sroking her closed eydids with tiny hot snaps and languid tingling
blurts of energy. She fdt tendrils of it dancing through her har where it caused Static sparks to jump and
ging on her shoulders and neck as she bent low across him and licked her way over the hard muscles of
his abdomen, lingering in their hollows as they flexed and tautened in response to her touch. He groaned
and dug his hands into the ground, holding fast. His body was poetry in her mouth and below her hands,
moving inward, back from thought, into dl that came before, pure desire. With a snick she opened the
switchbladesin the index and middle fingers on her right hand.

Zd glanced up at the sound and amiled at her, panting. She spent a
minute looking at him, perfectly enraptured with the sght of him, as beautiful as a statue, but red and
panting beneath her. Hislong, pde hair, hdf dry, haf wet, was tangled around his head making him look
like afdlen angd. He returned her gaze and then, dowly, closed his eyes.

Lilatook hold of the waistband of his leggings, pulling them clear of his flesh, and cut through in two
precise strokes, dicing the heavy sk from waist to thigh down both groins. A flush of heet raced through
his andalune where it touched her at her throat and breasts as she peded the soaking doth away and
bent over im again. He gasped as she licked up the length of his erection and then took him into her
mouth.

Lila log hersf in him, in the game of drawing him to the edge and then leaving him there, in the
perfection of talking to himin this way. She watched his body become her ingrument, listened to him cry
out, made him do it again, learned how to play. She never wanted to stop, never, wanted only to be logt,
but there came a point where she heard him pleading in whispered dvish. A crackle of wild energy
rushed up both her ams like lightning and earthed out through his andalune body.

He came, pulsng strongly againgt her tongue, repeating her name amid syllables that were both dven
and demonic. Liladrank him, she didn't want to let hm go. Zd ran his hands down the length of her arms
where they were planted againg the earth on ether sde of his hips and, when he couldn't move her, did
himsdf dong the ground underneeth her and caught hold of her head. His tongue was long and hot as he
kissed her, mouth savage and hungry as he pulled her down to him, arms locked around her neck.

'l weigh enough to crush you,' she warned him, poised with meachine precison on her ebows ether
Sde of his head, her knees againg the outside of his hips.

'Shut up, Plutonium Girl." He did his hands down, opening the rest of Tath's old clothes where they
hung on her. Defested by the strong eadtic of her remorsaless military vest he kissed her harder and used
fingers that were entirdly energy to dide under it and caress her breasts while his ordinary hands moved
downwards.

Being touched by him was an even more intense pleasure than touching him. Where his hands lingered
Lila burned, dmog as if he had touched chilli and brushed the ail on her skin, and when his fingers
crossed over the biometal surfaces of her skin they created strange eectricity that replicated the surge
and tide of his andalune.

When he reached the rags of Tath's leggings, now little more than shorts where her active armour had
ripped them to bits, he Imply took the remains in both hands and tore them off. The delicate touch he
had employed on her face now teased down across her bely and buttocks and up the insde of her long
ged thighs

Zd's angular face lay completely open below her, sometimes kissng her, sometimes not, every flicker
of emation vishle ddight and arousd ther only two forms. She fdt supremey beautiful and power-ful as
he did hisfingers, warm in contrast to the cool damp air, across her lips and then ingde her. She saw him
anilea her wide eyes when he used his ethereal body &t the same location, licking her with multiple small
tongues of dternaing heat and cool. They teased her as merclesdy as she had teased him, and his
fingers, sometimes one, then two or three, penetrated her in agonisng counterpoint that would not settle
into the necessary rhythm. Lila wanted him so much she logt her mind, ‘Azrazd Ahrimen . . .

Zd dammed his hand across her mouth. His eyes glittered. ‘'No names. No pack drill." With a strength
and energy she had never expected he could possess he flipped them both over. His andalune coated



hmin afant red coat of plagic energy, meking him moment-arily as strong or stronger than any of her
meachine counterparts, fed as it was with Sathanor's endless, absolute fud. He burned.

Lilawrapped her degant chrome legs around his waist and buried her hands in the heavy mess of his
hair, touching the long tips of his ears with her thumbs. He made her wait, holding her just out of reach
unil she lay dill on the ground and stared up a him with serioudy murderous intent. Then he gave a
wicked grin, did his ams around her and pulled them both upright, chest to chest. He sat back on his
hedls, his energy body giving him much more than ordinary power, and then he let her go, very, very
dowly.

The sensation of diding down onto him was purdly perfect and exquiste. She heard her own voice
shouting out in joy.

His hands did up across her back and took hold over her shoulders, pulling her down onto him with
rough power. They devoured one another's mouths with abandon. Cold red fire and swift green hesat
flashed as winding, twisting skeins of wild magic curled through Lilds hair, through her ears and eyes and
nose, mixing with the charged envelope of Zd's agther and crackling as it met antagonist charges. Heavy
ionisation made the air as freshly primed as the ocean wind. Lila
breathed it, drank it, dimly aware of hersdf changing with its tides in ways she didn't understand or care
about because dl she wanted was right there in the sinuous flex of Za's hips, the drive of his pelvis and
the deep, repesting thrill of his body moving ingde hers.

His andalune tongues passed through her flesh and into the bone, vibrating on multiple wavelengths
that effortlesdy tipped her over the edge. She looked into Za's eyes and they were weeping flame like
tears. Pde ydlow and white petds of fire flecked the surface of his tongue and his passion-dackened
mouth. He looked faintly surprised, gazed deeply into her eyes and then a column of white fire rushed up
the length of her dloy and bone spine and out the top of her head. Lila was surprised too, and then she
Was uUnconscious.

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

When Lilawoke up it was daylight. She was lying on her back, and above her she could see the azure of
the Sathanor sky through dancing green leaves. The fird thing she noticed was that she was done. Zd
was nowhere to be seen.

Sherolled over and looked at the ground. Apart from the flattened area where they had dept she was
ableto pick up tharr incoming trail, and see that held retraced her steps. With the exception of her vest
she was naked. Tath's shirt lay where it had been put under her head. She picked it up and put it on, its
gtained white linen draping her from neck to a third of the way down her thighs. Tearing off the deeves to
use as a belt to hald the thin materid close around her hips helped dightly on the modesty front, but thet
wasit.

She climbed up the amdl rise, looking back towards Aparastil, and expanded her hearing acuity as
much as she could. Once the environ-ment had been cleaned from the sgnds she could hear dven
voices, and Zd's among them. They were about two kilometres distant, dmogt back a the lake itsf,
and it was very difficult to pick out words but she gathered from the snatches she managed to hear that
Zd had found sympathetic company. One of the others had a voiceprint that matched Tath's sster's.
They were working hard to help survivors of the lake imploson but were indgting that Zd leave them
quickly.

It istoo soon . . ." Lilaheard Agtar say. 'Go back to Otopia and we will contact you there.'

One of her mde companions agreed. "We will mend matters here as best we can but it will... a long
time. . . government weakened . . . worse to come. Take. ..

But then they must have turned away. Ther sounds became too weak to decipher. She waited and
began to pick up the vibration of
running feet coming her way; just the one pair. She was more relieved than she liked to admit when Zd



returned, He was fully dressed and carrying light packs in both hands.

'Clothes,' he said, throwing her the firs one. 'Food," he added as he sat down beside her and started
ddving into the other pack. He handed her a birch-bark packet.

Lila tore it open and found the contents waterlogged and squashed but edible. They didn't speak for
severa minutes, only ate.

Thanks," she said when she had a moment that her somach dlowed her to stop and tak.

Zd swallowed. 'We have to get back to Otopia as fast as possible. Arie has alat of friends who are
recovered and on the look-out for us, and the only reason they haven't found us is that you flev most of
the way here. The resistance are trying to hinder them but they have to maintain their covers so we can't
expect much.'

Lilaopened the dothing bag and pulled out wet dven dothing -trousers, jerkin. She didn't ask where
they'd come from, only shook them out and started to put them on. She saw Zd watching her as he ate,
his gaze lingering until he noticed her noticing and glanced down.

'Everything should have changed,’ she said, referring obliqudly to the night before but dlowing hersdlf
to indude the whole of the day before, because it seemed safer.

'Nah," Zd replied. 'It judt fedslike it because you're a limind being, like me, not one thing or another,
able to go anywhere and be anything, without knowing where you're headed. And then it fades awvay and
there you are again, much as before.’

'Much, but not exactly.’

‘Not exactly.’

From beyond the rise of the hill which sat between them and the long descent to Aparadtil they could
just hear voices. Some of them were very distressed, grieving and panicking. They were not coming to
hurt Lila and Za. They were looking for medicine in the rich under-growth of Sathanor. She heard one
shout out when they found the plant they needed.

"We should go back and help them,’ she said, thinking it was the right thing to do.

Zd shook his head. 'We can't hdp them. They'd only want to kill us. The only people we have to
worry about down there are Poppy and 'Dia and with any luck they'll aready have had enough of trying
to drown
her tenth-levd zerg mages and be back in Otopia washing thar hair,' Zd said. He had stopped esting,
the pack of food hdf empty beside him. He rolled onto his somach and lay, propped on his ebows,
plucking fine gems from just below his face and edting the lower inch of them with many dissatisfied
micro-expressons. 'Grass?

'I'm through my horsey phase.’ Lila fdt the tensgon between them dtretch taut like a strange polymer.
Her confesson preyed on her mind. For the sake of her job - for the sake of her mind - she wanted to
know why hed killed someone and she wanted to find a reason why she'd doneit so that she didn't have
to fed sick.

Z4d flicked an eyebrow and twirled one long strand between his tongue and top lip before spitting it
out.

'So, who did you kill”? she asked, disstisfied with him, disappointed in his lack of heroic help, and her
own.

Zd shrugged. 'A faery man and a human woman. Both duty murders, in the days when | was more
able to do that kind of thing.'

Lilawaited for him to flip back the question, but he didn't. He glanced at her in slence. She sad the
words to hersdf in her mind before she spoke them doud, to try them out, see if she even could say
them. 'l killed Dar.'

'Ah shit!" Za said softly and dropped his head forwards urtil it dmog rested on the ground, har
sweeping forwards to hide his face. His body hung on the bony axis of his shoulders like wet paper. He
bent the crown of his head into his hands and she saw his fingers drag through his hair and pull it hard,
tight.

Lilawas shaking with remorse and misary. 'Who was he to you? she whispered, dreading the answer.

'My friend. One of the only, in spite of our differences. What a fucking waste' He groaned and



collgpsed flat, his hands over the back of his head, face buried in the grass.

I didnt meento . . . that is | was doing my ... | didnt want to do it.' Lila fet more anguish suddenly
then she had even in the moment she had pressed the knife home, and her voice tightened to silence.

'Yeah, | know how it gets," he said, muffled by the green.

"You were an agent,’ she pursued him, going back to safer ground, fighting to control her urge to beg
hisforgiveness.

'Y ou don't haveto explain, he said quietly. T understand.’

Lila picked up the empty dothing bag and flung it away from her. ‘Wl | ... | hate how were just
taking about these things asiif they're
dl part of agreat and noble job that somehow excuses them and makes them less than murder and less
than people!’

Zd lifted his head and looked a her along minute. ‘It's a necessary <kill. Push everything under until
you can let it out somewhere ese, more useful, where it can do some good. Just because you don't see
me crying doesn't mean | won't. We're ill in hodtile territory, and thisis far from over. If you want to
vdidate yoursdf then get up. We both have to." He got to his feet.

'Spoken like atrue agent!" she snapped.

'l regret you didike me because | will not say the words you long to hear. They are not mine to give
you.' He held his hand out to her.

'Spoken like a true df." She stood up easly, unfolding her legs with hydraulic efficiency, keeping her
hands to hersdf.

'Fuck you, Zirconia' He picked up the food pack held abandoned. He took another mouthful, two,
and then threw it away.

"Threg's the charm!’ Lila said. A zip of magic snapped up through the side of her that was closest to
hm and she saw a grin flicker across hisface. 'What the ... | thought it was gone!

Zd shrugged. 'What? The Game? Don't be ridiculous. | didn't hear you screaming - no, | did hear that
- but there was no totd surrender momernt. . .’

'Not me - youl'

'Me? His smile was pure innocence.

'Y ou were begging me. . .

He snorted and smiled to himsdlf. "Yeah, | was. But that wasn't my essential spirit you heard talking,
only my essentid need to get off. And, though I'll regret it until | die, 1 will tdl you that that need has
never been so fully answered.’

Lila was momentarily thrown by what she decided was a compliment. Then what. . . ? | fdt it. The
wild magic

'Whatever you felt, it wasn't the Game ending.’

'And then what about that thing at the end?

‘Strange things happen when you shag your brains out in Sathanor. Especidly with metd that's dready
been fusad with dementd forces in the most fiendishly unnaturd way.'

'When | heded Dar.'

'When he hedled you. He was good at that.' There was no trace of jealousy inhim.

Lilafdt awful. Shefet exultant. Nothing here made sense, the
switch from despair to joy, from anger to grief and back again, with dl this beautiful living forest around
them being nothing but surging, fermenting energy redising itsdlf.

Zd waited. He dtill held hishand out to her.

She sghed and touched his fingers briefly with her own. ‘It was a nicer morning, before we darted
taking, when you were just chewing the cud.’

He caught her hands in his own and pulled her down to the grass with him. They rested on ther knees.
He leant forward and kissed her on both cheeks. 'Lila?

‘What?

'Play something.’

‘What?



‘A tune. With your hands. | want to hear a song. You choose. Play me something.’

She put her hand againg his head. As she cued the song she checked his eardrum with a fan of
ultrasound and it was fine, perfectly mended.

Beyond the ridge somebody was crying and another severd people were shouting names, searching for
log ones. Ther voices were pierc-ing and anguished.

‘Louder,’ Zd said, dosng his eyes. 'Ah ha. Cole Porter. Dar liked his songs, but then, everybody
does.'

Lila listened to the df voices through the music. After a while she heard people beginning to separate
into parties, one of which started to movein ther direction. She cut the feed and took Zd's hand.

He stood up eeslly a her coaxing, light and graceful with the trademark antel ope-poise. He handed her
Tath's jerkin and she put it on over the shirt, tightening it up as far asit would go.

Lilasgned to him about possible pursuit and he nodded and led off, taking a peth that lay in a different
direction to the way she had come before. It was only as she followed him a a steady jog, her feet
remoulding themselves into broad, flat shapes to leave less trace that she heard Tath say, Where did the
dragon go ?

Sill in the lake, as far as | know, Lila replied. She wondered how long hed been awake. His
presence was dmost undetectable it was so compact.

| doubt that. Are we returning to Otopia?

| hope so.

Did you hear my sister among those you are fleeing?

Yes. Tath fdl into a redieved, grateful slence, and Lila started to wonder what she was going to do
about him.

She dlowed Zd to pace her through the open woodlands of Sathanor's enormous crater and her
thoughts ran with her feet. She hadn't let hersdf consider being bound to Tath for ever in any redigtic
way. But she couldnt return him to the Daga because of what he knew about her, and for the same
reason she couldn't let him out into someone ese. She certainly couldn't contemplate killing him. She dso
hed to admit how much therr relationship had changed, and continued to change as time went on. She
waan't sure that Tath couldn't hear what she was thinking. He could certainly fed whatever she fdt
emationdly and physicdly, whether he liked it or not, and when she let him take control with his aethered
body then she fdt him likewise. After dl they had been through, though she couldn't say she liked him
and had no faith whatsoever either that she knew him or what other matives he may yet have hidden, she
didn't hate him.

They crossed a beck and Za followed itsline for a short distance until the vegetation on the bank grew
too dense. She cdculated thar path was leading more or less directly towards the crater wal. She would
have volunteered to fly but in Zd was keeping to the shadow of the trees. She turned from watching the
erotic mechanics of Zd running back to the problem of Tath.

Resent him. That she could do. But what the hdl was she going to do with him in Otopia? Could she
even tdl of his existence in her debriefing - should she? No. The NSA would want him extracted. They
would compel it. She was certain about that. No way could they let a hodile agent of such unique
experience and peculiar magicd dfiliation, an agent who had participated in an enemy action, run around
with a spook like Lila And how much could she trust him? She knew next to nothing about him, nor his
powers. Hed tricked her before. He could do it agan. Maybe he was in the middle of some unknown
plan of his own serving whoever Arie had served, if such persons existed. Thinking of it dl boggled her
mind and defeated her. She knew why she would never be suited to running a spy agency, or a
government - too hard to anticipate dl the posshilities, even with an Al. But one thing she fdt srongly:
she was afoal to conced him, but that's what she was going to do.

Then again, the idea of trying to keep him hidden in the face of interrogation and, potentidly, for ever,
meade her furious, but what

choice did she have? And it was pure pie in the sky to imagine Tath settling down like some kind of

internd pet df or dternative Al resource, even if hed wanted to, which he didn't. Besides which, he

was dill a whole person, even if he was corporedly chalenged. And his death dill fdt like her fault.



And Dar's death was both ther faults. A grim thought that this was the thing that bound them more
truly than any other . . . shedismissed it.
And maybe he was only waiting for the right moment to do some-thing. Elves and their waiting . . ..
Wishing | was Zal? Tath asked drily, dearly suspecting her thoughts were centred on his
circumstances.
Oh no, Lilaretorted. | like Zal with his own hands.
| noticed that.
Hr Even though she sensed the edge of desperation in his snide remark Lila wasn't going to let any
precedents get past her. She hoped her nervousness about Tath's true power didnt show when she sad,
Let's get something straight. You don't start acting like my Aunt Madge after too many gin dings,
and | won't let Incon tear your memory to bits Wkbefare they send you straight to the Long Ships.
I'm not spending the rest of my life sniping with you like some old married couple.
| cannot spend the rest of my life like this! Intolerable
All ears, buddy. All ears, Lilaassured him, but Tath dumped into a sulk. If he knew a solution, he
wasnt about to share it.
Ahead of her the bright shine of Zd's hair dimmed as he passed into shade and he stopped quite
sharply on the summit of a amdl rise dominated by three ancient Lyrien beeches, thar dlvery trunks
each the girth of five men, ther degant branches spread out ina Sngle canopy of copper and magenta
leaves. She ran to his Sde and stopped just behind him to look down. Below the dight hill lay a circle
of brown, dead grass, as deanly made as if it had been marked out with compasses. Tiny, dmost
invigble green shoots were just beginning to peek out here and there within the ring.
'A Thanatopian gateway, she said, recognisng the style from a fidd guide in her Al library. 'In or
out?
Zd hdf turned towards her, Tath, did you know of any Dead agents involved in Arie's plans?
'He saysnot,’ Lilareported.
Zd flicked his eyebrows up and down in a flash of cynidam. 'Wéll, there they were, or are, and in
the heart of Alfheam no less. It's not
more than two days old. I'm guessing they used the digtraction of Arie's spdl to dip past the defences.’
He gtraightened up to hisfull height, ligening. He sniffed and Lila fdt his andalune body snk down and
merge with the earth momentarily. "They're not nearby. Let's go. | don't want to risk cadting circles ingde
Sathanor. Too much unpredictability, too much power.'

'Where are we going exactly? Lilasaid.

"To Frisco,' Zd cdled back as he ran down the dope. ‘Before | lose dl my sodding fans!’

They spent the rest of the day crossng country. Zd picked and ate things on the way; fruit, nuts,
berries. He shared them with Lila though she ate less, able to do dl her running on reactor power. By the
timeit began to get dark they had reached the base of the crater rim where the gently increasing indine of
the ground became a sudden, near verticd wall.

Z4d, chewing the lagt of an apple, turned from his lead postion and put his arms around Lilas neck as
she arrived beside him. 'Okay, Rockets. Take us up.’

Lilabraced her legs into the jet podtion and put her arms around him. His lithe, fit body was hot and
damp from exercise and the way he moved as he panted softly was thrilling to hold. She liked his
sdacious grin too, as he pressed gently againg her. She vaued nothing more than his thudding heart and
the transmission of hislonging and fear into her skin through the contact with his andalune sdf. He was
light and fragile in her embrace.

'Don't let go.'

Lilajumped into the air, catching an even closer hold on Zd's body, careful not to bruise him with the
grength of her grip, They looked up as the machine system lifted them both towards the sky, out of reach
of the trees and ther high canopies, dong the precipitous face of the diff. Zd grinned at her suddenly and
she was surprised when he wrapped his legs close and high around her waist. She redlised hisintention as
he started to lean back and she leaned the other way to keep them balanced.

"Youll burn your hair, you idiot." She released him dowly, her hands behind his waist, and he opened



backwards with the supple ease of a reed bending until he hung upside down, his head between her
knees, har traling. He hed hisarmsin awide cross.

Toinfinity and beyond!" he yelled.

Lila looked down a him, and tickled the sdes of his waist where the piratica ragged edges of his
golen shirt and his waistband parted company. He giggled and shook them both so she had to work hard
just to keep them upright. As they rose above the leve of the crater rim they could both see the pink,
orange and violet streaks of the sun setting, and just hear the cdls of birds above the hissng power of the
jets. Gentle winds blew into their faces from the heart of Sathanor, bringing the traces of burming and
degtruction from the lake shores. Lilds hands stopped tickling and stroked across Za's naked bdly
ingead. He lay cdm in his invert cross as they stood and hung, supported on an invisble column of
superheated ar.

Lila stared at the beautiful Sky. Ther postion, peculiar and unex-pected but curioudy right for this
indant, had severed the moment from time before and time after. She longed to stay there for ever.

'Don't stop,’ he said and brought his ams up and back againg his sides. Lila fdt his hands take a
confident hold againg the back of her thighs.

She marvelled at the fierce colours, the skim of clouds that caught and shone with the sun's fire. She
caressed the tops of hislegs, the curving bones of his pelvis, the length of him where his erection pushed
the cloth up againg her hand. She set them down on a span of fla, grassy earth on the diff's edge. Zd
put his hands down eesily on the ground, unwound his legs from her waist and put his feet down with a
circus performer's grace. He unfolded to face her and shook himsdf off. The tips of hislongest strands of
har were black and frazzled.

There are alat of Saagaa out and about,’ he said, ears twitching. 'Stand Hill.”

He sketched out a cirde that circumscribed them both and then he sang a line like the cdl of an
unknown bird from a digtant time.

Lilasuddenly smelled hot dogs. The ar around them fogged. 'Why didn't you do that when Dar caught
usthe firg time?

'Hadn't got any df juice,’ Zd confessed. 'My fud stop got cut short by that ghogt & the Folly, but now
that 1've swalowed most of Aparadtil 1 could even get you through to the Dead. Don't they tdl you
anything at spy school ?

Andalune energy, but thisis a demonic spell,

Tath said, jolting Lilawith the sudden reminder of his presence; he had been so quiet.

We always suspected they had the power to form temporary transits through I-space. | trust
you'll be finding out how it works.

And then they were danding in a dark parking lot under a sodium streetlamp. The ar was damp with
rain and sinking with car fumes and the reek of charring onion and hot fat. With a disgppointment thet
was much more acute than sheld imagined, Lilas Al scan recognised the back of a burger stand, the
bumpers of Ix SUV's, some curious human faces that were rather gaudily made up and the bulk of the
concert hal which had been their destination days ago.

'Don't tdl me you time-dipped!’ Lila whispered from their partialy hidden postion behind the bulk of a
Chryder Mgesty.

'Of course not,' Zd said. "These people are dl here to see the Radllright Ralling Stones. Look at their
hair. But over there,' he pointed across the street to the Victorian magnificence of the Cherry Hill Hotd,
isasuite with my name oniit. Let's go.'

‘Why didn't you materidise usin aroom, or the lobby?

'Stedl box girders - bad idea to intersect them, bad geology under the hotdl, dso media circus as df
appears with robot from thin air.' His hand closed more tightly on hers. He tugged and moved forward
but Lilafound her feet rooted to the floor.

'What's the matter?

She didn't want to go back. 'Nothing." She made her feet move again and they walked past the Saring
lines waiting for hot dogs and the ends of the crowd filing in through the turndtiles. They crossed the
street, and came under the brilliance and finery of the Cherry Hill plaza where the doormen and car



jockeys waited, gtting on the low riding flais of gold plated luggage trolleys. Zd ran them through fit,
around the edge of the building and in through the kitchen exit.

'You again,’ sad the chef, adjusting her white headscarf as she caught sght of them. Her sous-chefs
bardly looked up, dthough they let themsdves gawp when they redised she couldn't see them doing it.
'‘Go round by the vegetable deck and not near my pastry with your filthy selves' the chef added,
brandishing the filleting knife she had in her hand.

'‘Cook something for me," Za called with the sweetness of an angdl.

'Hlithy bastard,’ the chef admonished him. 'Out, quickly, before | lose my licencel You look like
you've been ralling in the mudflats!

Zd took the room servicelift to the penthouse.

'Don't you think there might be somebody in here? Lila asked him as he sarting punching numbers
into the keypad beside the overly ornate mahogany doors.

'If thereis, Il buy them out,’ he said. The doors opened slently inwards.

There was no one there, dthough the door was sgndling the hote which was sgndling the manager
that Zd was there. 'Hell just put it on Jdly's tab,’ Zd said. "They won't even acknowledge I'm here. Jly
will never know unless his Mastercard starts bouncing.’

His words reminded Lila that she hadn't so far made a Sngle attempt to reconnect to the Incon
network or the Otopia Tree. The peace in her head had become normd to her, her brief life as a wired
gr more like a dream than any ladting redlity.

She looked around the huge room with its highly decorated period antiques, beaded lights, velvet
comforters, mountains of cushions, specidly printed fabrics and enormous, marble Jacuzzi. She looked a
her lover, his long, snge-fringed hair, his ruined dothing, his egant eartips in a questioning forward
gesture, a flicker of ydlow firein his dark eyes. 'When are you going to cdl Jolene and let her off the
hook?

‘Whéat timeisit?

Lilaread off her internd clock, which was picking up an update sgnd, 'Eight p.m. Pecific

'Maybe tomorrow,” Zd said, dretching, ams above his head. He let go with a shiver. The
glass-shaded lamp beside him flickered in the classic dectrica teltde of nearby wild aether. 'And are
you," he waved the fingers of one hand beside his head, taking to the secret masters?

'Maybe tomorrow." Lila moved forward and put her hands up to his face, feding the tingle of his
andalune wind across her wrigts. She kissed him gently on the mouth, exploring dl the angles until they
both found one that gave the perfect fit.



