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CHAPTER ONE

Single-fighter: aka Scala Nine single-fighter: a Nexus war machine, a flying hunter-killer designed for deployment in a planetary atmosphere. It is powered by corrosion cells, in which small quantities of anti-matter are destroyed by controlled contact with normative matter. The corrosion cells will power the machine for three days without recharge.

* * *


So burning down from out of the sun

The weapon struck—

Hooked down from sundark sky—

From sundark blindness burning—

Brightness inexplicable in a shock

Which sheered the dark to light,

And by this revelation wreaked—



* * *

— so burning down from out of the sun, burning down from out of the blind brightness, the single-fighter struck, and the hapless foe screamed in pain across the Openband, and wrecked went down in flaming agony. As the enemy fighter fell, Lupus Lon Oliver sent his own craft plunging down the gravity well. Down from the sky he came, his single-fighter hurtling down, low and lower, so low that the warning klaxons shrilled and screamed:

“Pull up! Pull up!”

Lupus pulled up, pulled out, pulled hard, wrenching his craft away from disaster in a wetness of sweat and orgasmic release, and screamed in triumph. In the throes of his battle-glory, he had a momentary vision of red-hot blood. The blood was seared across his vision-screens. The entire world was blood: blood made blind, blood made glory, triumph’s glory, victory.

“Ah,” said Lupus, easing the single-fighter into a long slow barrel roll, feeling the sweetness easing to languorous content as the cosmos rolled about the axis of his craft, the briefness now completeness.

“Ah ...”

Yes.

But even already now this phase was passing, sliding, going, gone, with the sheen of all colours losing their gloss, with the world becoming routine, the crashed wreckage of the downed enemy fighter now nothing but an inert blip on his locator screen.

Lupus eased his single-fighter round in a long slow circle and made a visual inspection of the wreckage which lay far, far below. From this height, it was still only a blip, a blip without the benefit of any theatricals of smoke and fire, a blip amidst the sands of a desert pigmented with a bright red not so terribly different from that of the Plain of Jars.

“Mission complete,” said the voice of Lupus’s single-fighter, the voice of his ship. “Illusion ends in a ten-pulse. Counting now. Ten. And. Nine. And.”

The training sequence was finished, so Lupus would automatically be returned to the world of the Combat College at the end of the ten-count, unless he elected otherwise.

“Eight. And. Seven. And.”

And then Lupus knew what he wanted.

“Six. And. Five.”

What Lupus wanted was not the blip seen from a distance but the real thing seen at close quarters. He wanted a close-to-close with the work wrought by his hands, wanted the smashed heat of the ruptured metal, the bloodworks of the dead, the confirmed corpse, the smashworks, the blood-dust smoking under the crunching heat, the proof.

All this he knew in a moment — one of those moments when thought outraces speech.

“And. Four. And.”

“Kill the count,” said Lupus abruptly, tilting his joystick and spilling his single-fighter down through the sky, down in a canted spiral, a gyre of gain. Victory by descent. Stooping to conquer, he sought the proof, the fact, the flesh. Thus he sought because, for all his much-proclaimed allegiance to the dataflow civilization of the Nexus, Lupus was still a true child of Dalar ken Halvar, still intellectually wedded to the proofs of brute matter, to weight and inertia, the stubbornness of intractable physical form and the proof of the senses.

His projected and anticipated and indeed habitual and inescapable and unavoidable and wanted and needed gloating — the heart of his nature, this! the heart of his life! — would be confirmation, and confirmation a reassurance, the measurement of a mass of scrapmetal wreckage a sure proof of his superiority. To Lupus, triumph in combat was ever important, since it gave him assurance of that manifest superiority which was to him both the source of his well-being and the justification of his life. So Lupus Lon Oliver eased his Scala Nine single-fighter down and down in that closing gyre, down and down until the blip on his visual display became a wrecked machine.

So descending from the heavens ...

So descending ...

Lupus Lon Oliver — Lupus, the hope of the family Oliver — descended from the heavens in a buzzard’s declining circle, then grounded his single-fighter on the vermilion sands of the scragland desert. Grounded with a slight bump, for his landings had always been sloppy — no grace of glory there. Grounded within javelin distance of the wreck.

Here the javelin distance mentioned is that distance to which the gymnastic dart can be thrown by the average male athlete on any of the Standard Planets of the Nexus, those many planets which are so alike in their conformity to norms of atmosphere, of gravitation and of mooncycle illumination that theorists have conjectured into life an unknown race of masterful and long-gone Experimenters in order to allow for a thesis of organized and systematic creation which could account for their many and indisputable similarities.

Thus Lupus landed, and Lupus said—

“Pah!” said Lupus, breathing out a tension which he had previously not acknowledged, a tension which he had thought to have been drained away by the sweet joys of victory.

Now he was truly relaxed — or at least so he thought. It was only natural for him to have been tense earlier on, for had he lost his battle then he would have fallen in flames, and though this was an illusion-tank, nevertheless ...

If he were to be defeated in an illusion-tank battle then the moment of loss would be the same as in life, the fear the same, the pain the same, the shock the same, and the damage to his sense of superiority an equal reality. So the illusion tanks were never a game, not entirely.

So when he grounded the single-fighter, when the tension eased off for real, Lon Oliver felt uncommonly tired.

Yet eager regardless.

“Door,” said Lupus, his voice pitched for Command.

“Open.”

“Environment inimical,” said the door.

The single-fighter’s exit door was a cautious device, sometimes over-cautious; an “inimical environment” could be anything from a hot beach dosed with ultraviolet radiation at suntan grade to a hard vacuum infested with deflation mines.

“Elaborate,” said Lupus.

“Ubiquitous carcinogens in multiplicity,” said the door.

It did not list the carcinogens in question or itemize their effects. Not yet. Not when there was no need. The military designers of the Nexus had been acutely cautious of the dangers of information overload, particularly in a battle environment; consequently, Stormforce machines were apt to give a bare minimum of information, and would typically give too little rather than too much.

“Carcinogens?” said Lupus. “Is that all?”

“Environmental exposure threatens long-term health degradation,” said the door.

Lupus did not laugh. Did not even smile. In the days of his adolescence, he had sometimes had difficulty in taking illusion-tank scenarios seriously. The earnestness of machines such as the single-fighter’s door had struck him as being risible. But these days he took his training very seriously, for what happened in these tanks would have consequences in the real world.

The murder of Hiji Hanojo, the killing which had taken place just over two years previously, had opened up the possibility that Lupus Lon Oliver might be able to win the instructorship of the Combat College. In just under a year, he would face the terminal examinations which would decide whether he succeeded in that ambition — or was expelled from the Combat College forever. There was only the one instructor’s position. And to win it, Lupus would have to defeat Asodo Hatch in combat in the illusion tanks.

Lupus addressed himself to the door.

“Priority over-ride,” said Lupus, again in the tone of Command. “Door. Open.”

“You wish me to open?” said the door.

“Confirmed,” said Lupus.

“I refuse,” said the door. “In my judgement there is no combat justification for the contemplated adverse environmental exposure.”

Lupus was taken aback. He had often had arguments with the door of a single-fighter, but never before had he had one refuse point blank to do his bidding.

“You will open,” said Lupus, “or I will eject from this single-fighter.”

“Then you will probably die,” said the door smugly. “Ejection from a grounded single-fighter carries a high risk of death.”

In exasperation, Lupus grabbed the shipkill lever and wrenched hard, thus destroying the ship’s mainbrain, wrecking its power supply and killing the door and every other utility. With that, the manual controls became operative. Lupus grappled with the controls, then threw open the single-fighter’s single gullwing door.

Hot air washed into the single-fighter.

Lupus sat in his seat, absorbing the heat, listening, watching, waiting. Waiting for something to happen. The air was curiously scented with the unmistakable smell of hashish. Now where could that possibly be coming from? There was no plant life anywhere in evidence — only a low-slung landscape of uninspiring red dust warped into a series of unimpressive undulations.

With difficulty, Lupus clambered out of the cramped confines of the single-fighter and jumped down to the desert. He landed hard. He staggered, almost fell, then recovered his balance.

“Wah!” he said.

He had landed so clumsily that he had just about wrecked one of his ankles. The spaceway heroes did it so much more neatly on the entertainments screened by the Eye of Delusion. But this was no entertainment. This was combat training, in which one could get very severely hurt.

How bad was it?

Lupus took an experimental step.

Not so bad, but even so, he was minded to abort the training sequence right then and there.

But he had his pride. He was of the Free Corps, and thus he believed in the supremacy of the mind over the body. So, though he grimaced with the pain, he forced himself to walk across the alien desert to the charred wreckage of the enemy he had shot down.

Besides, he really did want to see. He always inspected the wreckage if it was at all possible. He wanted proof positive of his glory, and liked it best if there were bodies in the wreck: charred corpses with the skin sloughed off and the lips stretched back in a death-rictus.

Today there was indeed a corpse in the wreckage, but it was too badly burnt to be distinguishable as human. Lupus sniffed. The transient smell of hashish was gone. Instead, he smelt desert dust, melted synthetics, charred hair. He indulged himself in a flight of imagination, pretending that the corpse which lay there at his mercy was the dead flesh of the Frangoni warrior Asodo Hatch.

For the last two years, Lupus had lived with a certain fear of the Frangoni warrior, since it had for that long been clear that ultimately Lupus would have to fight Hatch for the instructorship of the Combat College. While Lupus had youth on his side, Hatch had the battleground training in the fact-of-the-flesh. Asodo Hatch had killed men face to face, eye to eye, blade to blade, and that made him an object of jealous awe to Lupus Lon Oliver.

The Frangoni warrior Asodo Hatch had gone to war in the fact-of-the-flesh because he was a slave of Plandruk Qinplaqus, the Silver Emperor who ruled Dalar ken Halvar. Accordingly, under the terms of a long-standing treaty between the Silver Emperor and the Combat College, Hatch had left the College at the age of eighteen, and had then soldiered for the Empire for seven years before returning to the College to resume his studies.

Since Lupus Lon Oliver was a freeborn Ebrell Islander, he had never had to undertake such military service, so now, as the two men entered upon their last year in the Combat College, Asodo Hatch was seven years older than Lupus — Hatch being aged thirty-three to Lupus’s twenty-six.

Hatch was training with ferocity, and Lupus knew that the Frangoni warrior would fight fiercely for the instructorship in a year’s time. But there was every possibility that trouble would arise between them before then. What, for example, would Hatch do when he at last discovered the secret of Lupus’s lust? Or did he know of that lust already? The Frangoni were so intrinsically inscrutable that it was impossible to say.

“But at least,” said Lupus to himself, “at least I’m winning for the moment.”

He wiped the sweat from his forehead. The wreckage, the corpse, the buckled reddust desert — he had exhausted his interest in it. It was time to undertake the painful business of walking back to his single-fighter. There was no reason for him to do any such thing, since he could abort the training sequence from where he was, but he always walked back. It was his ritual. His private concession to the age-old human need to work protective magic.

As Lupus began the walk back to the single-fighter, he heard a mechanical drone, sounding quite loud in the desert where there was scarcely any sound but for his own breathing and the click of cooling metal. He stopped. He looked around warily. A hover vehicle was approaching. It was coming on too fast for him to run away. Still, he was armed.

The vehicle halted a stone’s-throw distant. Its bright-sign surface was garbled with logos, among which Lupus saw a fleshpink vulva, a grinning orange sun, a dolphin spouting orange-juice, and a sign in Nexus script which identified the vehicle as the property of an organization known as Happy Hunting Tours.

As Lupus watched, the vehicle decanted a dozen tourists. They were dressed in kinetiscope, a fun-fashion material for which there had been a Nexus fad some twenty millennia previously. They began to take photographs.

“Hey!” said Lupus.

Nobody answered him. It was almost as if he didn’t exist. He upholstered his sidearm, and automatically checked the charge in its corrosion cells, just as he had done ten thousand times on the shooting range. He levelled the weapon ... hesitated ... then gunned down one of the tourists. The tourist thrashed to fireball and kicked down, jerked, smoked, then lay still.

The others did not turn a hair, but continued to take photographs.

Annoyed by this lack of reaction, Lupus shot the rest. One by one he gunned them down. Once all had been killed, they each and every one of them turned — simultaneously and without warning — into winged creatures which ascended into the sky, where each transformed itself into an egg. The eggs hung in the sky, pulsing with blue light.

They grew swiftly bigger.

Each of the skyhanging eggs abruptly sprouted a long orange tail. The tails stretched taut and began to vibrate, giving off a keening music.

The ground was starting to rock, and the ants with which the desert was suddenly profligate were starting to swell, to enlarge, to engorge themselves with liquid light.

“Nu-chala-nuth!” said Lupus, using the name of that religion as a swear word, a habit far from uncommon in the Nexus.

The ants roared at him. Their breath tasted of ambergris and honey. Their mandibles were as sharp as razors and they were closing in for the kill. Lupus realized he was caught in a programmer’s caprice, an illicit game hidden within the official wargaming system which ruled the illusion tanks. An ugly game by the looks of it.

“Abort,” said Lupus, giving the single-word command which should by rights terminate the training sequence and snatch him free of this illusion world.

Nothing happened.

“Abort!” said Lupus, with more urgency. Then: “Abort! Abort! Abort!”

The ground went soggy underfoot and he began to sink into the vermilion sands, which were warm, then hot, then hotter. He struggled to free himself. He could not. He was drowning down in the sands, and the ants were advancing upon him with anthropophagous intent. Lupus shot the nearest ant. But there were a million others behind it.

“Blood of a bitch!” said Lupus.

Then turned his gun on himself. He pressed the barrel hard against his head.

He winced.

And then he pulled the trigger.

The world buckled like a display screen infected with a touch of the drunks. The ants faded to shadow. A high-pitched giggle tittered through the backspaces of infinity. Then Lupus Lon Oliver found himself back in the initiation seat, back in the combat bay, back in the Combat College and free from the world of illusion.

“Nice trip?” said Paraban Senk, the unembodied Teacher of Control whose chosen aspect was featured on a communications screen located inside the combat bay.

“Gods,” said Lupus.

Then shuddered, swore, ripped himself free from the seat, tried to stand, remembered his ankle, almost fell as he tried to keep himself from placing weight on it, then remembered that his injury had been a dreamworld injury, and that his ankle was undamaged in the fact-of-the-flesh.

“Did you enjoy yourself?” said Senk, speaking with a blandness which Lupus took to be mockery.

“Go eat yourself,” said Lupus.

“I beg your pardon?”

Not for nothing was Paraban Senk called the Teacher of Control. Instruction in etiquette was one of the most minor of the duties undertaken by Paraban Senk, yet Senk still found bad manners a most distressing breach of self-possession. Besides: rudeness was rude, and Senk was most sensitive to abuse, particularly after 20,000 years of mixed calumniation and defamation, and precious little in the way of compensatory praise.

“Fates!” said Lupus. “You think this a joke? They almost ate me!”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Then,” said Lupus, stiffly, “review your record of what I just went through. I call your attention to the programmer’s caprice which manifested itself in the training sequence I just endured.”

Then Lupus Lon Oliver reseated himself in the combat bay’s initiation seat and waited until Paraban Senk was ready to speak.

Said Senk, a stiffness equal to that last used by Lupus himself:

“Reviewed. Seen. Noted. Now I call your attention to remark 112 slash 56 in routine orders. Quote: most battle environments contain ineradicable caprices which will manifest themselves if the environments are explored beyond the depth required for battle training. Unquote.”

“Twenty thousand years of error!” said Lupus.

“That is hardly my fault,” said the Paraban Senk.

“No, no,” said Lupus. “Because you’re not human, so you can’t correct yourself. Hence you’re doomed to be forever a bastardized sway-backed temperamental shit-eating—”

“Being a computational device,” said Paraban Senk, interrupting Lupus’s diatribe, “I should not properly be insulted in terms devised to maledict camels.”

“Are you god, that we should salute you in your arrogance?” said Lupus.

“To keep a polite tongue in your head is no more than common courtesy,” said Paraban Senk. “To deprecate obscenity is not to claim divinity, and only the extravagance of extreme youth makes you claim that it is.”

“Am I right in getting the impression that you don’t like me?” said Lupus.

“I am the Teacher of Control,” said Paraban Senk. “To correct your errors is my duty. Love and liking do not enter into it. I must now correct your earlier error.”

“My earlier error?”

“You claimed me to be incapable of self-correction,” said Paraban Senk. “In this you are wrong. I can and do correct myself. Frequently. But I cannot correct the programming of the battle environment. That software was deemed adequate for its intended purpose by expert reviewers and hence its amendment is not in my purview.”

Lupus was still shaken by the caprice which had almost seen him fall victim to hot swallowing sand and a battalion of grotesquely monstrous battle-ants. If he hadn’t used the gun on himself, where would he be now? In hell, or so he strongly suspected. Expert reviewers! What did that mean? Two drunken officers trialling an illusion tank sequence by duelling each other in the illusion tanks for half an arc after dinner. Or something. Well, Lupus had been reviewing the Combat College and its systems for his entire adult life, and he was far from happy with its many faults and defaults.

“Give me my MegaCommand,” said Lupus abruptly, for he wanted to be gone from the presence of Paraban Senk, and the sooner the better.

“Granted and given,” said Senk.

The world wavered, buckled, and reformed — and Lupus Lon Oliver found himself standing on the bridge of a MegaCommand Cruiser in the depths of inter-galactic space, looking out on the white bright icechip stars of the Nexus.

“Sir,” said the Officer of the Watch, acknowledging his presence.

“You’re San Kaladan, aren’t you?” said Lon Oliver, who had met this software construct before.

“Of course,” said the software construct, evidencing surprise.

Which was only natural, for all MegaCommand illusion tank scenarios assumed a captain to be familiar with his crew; and indeed Lupus was thus familiar, for there were only a few basic crews, and he had met them all in his years of illusion tank training. There was a high-morale crew which was ready for suicide missions; there was a low-morale crew ever on the brink of mutiny; there was a war-hardened battle-veteran crew; there was an inexperienced crew with shadow-shooting nervous reflexes; and then there were a variety of minority-group crews. San Kaladan was a software construct forming part of a crew composed entirely of members of that religion known as Nu-chala-nuth.

And Lupus Lon Oliver ...

Well, Lupus had very definite opinions about Nu-chala-nuth.

“Is there something wrong?” said San Kaladan.

“Yes,” said Lupus, drawing his sidearm. “There’s something very much wrong.”

Then Lupus gunned down San Kaladan. As the crew on the bridge began to react, Lon Oliver said the magic word:

“Abort.”

The world of the MegaCommand Cruiser wavered, buckled, and dissolved. Lupus found himself back in the initiation seat, back in the combat bay, back in the Combat College.

“That was quick,” said Paraban Senk.

“Senk,” said Lupus. “There was one of those Nu-chala types on my MegaCommand.”

“You mean the San Kaladan construct,” said Senk. “That’s the one you, ah, interacted with. But that whole crew is of the Nu-chala-nuth.”

“The whole crew, yes, but,” said Lupus, “I don’t want them, not any of them. As a captain, I’ve got a choice of my crew. That’s regulations.”

“You’re being childish,” said Paraban Senk. “The ship is not real, the crew is not real, and you are not a real captain. You’re a student, and as a student you can be compelled to train with absolutely any constructs whatsoever, including software constructs which mimic the behaviours of the Nu-chala-nuth.”

“Do you so compel me?” said Lupus.

Senk paused. The pause was to give Senk time to think, for when confronted with a truly difficult problem the Teacher of Control could on occasion be perceptibly slow in finding a resolution.

“What is your objection to training with Nu-chala-nuth constructs?” said Senk.

“I,” said Lupus, “I’m loyal to the Nexus, and they’re not.”

There was a further pause — a long pause as Senk studied this statement in the light of Lupus Lon Oliver’s training record, psychological profile and social background. Lupus was under intense, almost intolerable stress. He had to win the instructorship else face the ruin of his life and the condemnation of his family — his father in particular. By affording Lupus a choice of crew constructs, Senk would give Lupus at least the illusion of having some say over his own life, of successfully exercising autonomous control over his own destiny — and so might succeed in reducing that student’s intolerable stress levels.

“Very well,” said Senk. “For training purposes, you will be given a captain’s choice of crew. You need no longer train with Nu-chala-nuth constructs. Tell me what you want by way of crew. I am yours to command.”

“I want,” said Lupus, savouring this small victory over the all-powerful Teacher of Control, “I want a crew composed entirely of adherents of Joba Qa Marika.”

“It will be done,” said Senk gravely.

Senk did not have the resources to create from scratch the necessary software constructs which would imitate the behaviours of such a crew, but it was Lupus Lon Oliver’s good fortune that what he desired was already on file.

So Lupus left the Combat College in a moderately happy mood. His happiness lasted until the evening, when he retailed the story of the triumphs of the day to his father. The father of Lupus Lon Oliver was Manfred Gan Oliver — Manfred, the strength of the family Oliver — and he dismissed the victories of the day as a big nothing.

“Win us the instructorship,” said Manfred Gan Oliver. “Then you can count yourself victorious. Other than that, nothing counts — absolutely nothing.”

Thus things stood near the start of the final year of the build-up to the competitive examinations which would decide who inherited the Combat College’s one and only instructorship.


CHAPTER THREE

Asma: dominant computational machines of the Nexus. To observe reality is to change reality; and, as an intelligent observer, an Enabled asma can manipulate reality by processes analogous to those used by the wizards of the Confederation.

Reality manipulators typically use Screens to protect themselves against destruction and Enhancers to boost their powers. To Enable an asma, its makers equip it with actual physical devices designed to fulfil these functions, though other approaches are possible. Wizards, for example, use the Meditations of Balance to build protective metashells to serve as Screens; and through the Meditations of Power each Enhances his strength by drawing upon those resources which are available to him through his alliance with one or more of Those Who May Not Be Named.

The asma which runs Dalar ken Halvar’s Combat College — the entity known to the world as Paraban Senk — is a machine of Medium Enablement. The Combat College also contains other asma (the word is both singular and plural) of Minor Enablement, and these perform such minor miracles as the fabrication of food (though some are misperforming in their old age, and others have expired entirely as a consequence of 20,000 years of neglect).

None of the asma in the Combat College is of any great consequence, for even Paraban Senk himself is but a mosquito in his powers when compared to one of the world’s Great Dragons, such as the delinquent asma self-named Jocasta. Fortunately for the world, the delinquent Jocasta — an asma of Maximum Enablement — is currently held prisoner by Anaconda Stogirov in the Temple of Blood in the far-distant city of Obooloo, an ocean away from the city of Dalar ken Halvar, and hence of no consequence whatsoever to this particular history.

* * *


Upon the pool there lies

A sun tricked out as sun,

Though truth in truth the lair

And step you to illusion to think

Its weight sustain you?



* * *

Again the burning sun, again the downstrike, again the wrenching turn, again the searing explosion, again the downfall of the enemy.

Lupus Lon Oliver had done this for what seemed like a lifetime, pitting himself against machine-generated enemies time and time again. But what good would any of this training do him? None, if he failed against Hatch. And he could still fail, he knew it. He could fail, wasting a lifetime’s chance, the unexpected opportunity of a lifetime.

As the wreckage of his latest machine-generated opponent fell through the burning sky, Lupus circled, thinking of Asodo Hatch and the murder-in-the-fact which had stained the Frangoni warrior’s blade. As if in image of Lupus’s own inner turmoil, the clouds writhed pink and purple. Bulbous. Swollen. Brutal. The image of a monstrous indigestion.

Fearful of those writhing clouds, fearful of the possibility of some idiosyncratic illusion tank glitch plunging him into a living hell, Lupus aborted the training sequence with a curt command. When he found himself back in the initiation chair, Lupus looked at the communications screen built into the combat bay. Paraban Senk’s face did not appear there, which implied that the Teacher of Control had not been monitoring this training session. Instead, the screen was dominated by the combat bay’s own identification logo.

Lupus Lon Oliver addressed the communications screen, giving the combat bay his next command:

“I’m logged to train with Dog Java on the MegaCommand. Give me Dog Java’s status.”

Dog Java was a Combat Cadet who was by birth one of the Pang. As a red-skinned Ebrell Islander, Lupus Lon Oliver usually had little to do with the brown-skinned Pang, for he thought them his racial and social inferiors. Certainly Dog was a social inferior, for Dog belonged to the Yara, Dalar ken Halvar’s Unreal underclass. But Lupus was cultivating Dog for a special purpose. As it says in the Book of Battle: even a broken stick can be used to kill.

“Dog Java is waiting for you on your MegaCommand Cruiser,” said the combat bay.

“Then take me there,” said Lupus.

The world melted, buckled — and Lupus found himself standing on the bridge of a Galactic Class MegaCommand Cruiser in deep space. Dog Java was there, but Lupus did not at first acknowledge Dog’s existence. Instead, Lupus stood studying the star patterns shown by the big visual display screen. Studying the star patterns, and covertly watching Dog for signs of intimidation. He wanted Dog to be intimidated. To be pliant. Obedient. Reliable. A sure and secure tool for his purposes.

“You’re late,” said Dog Java, with an emphasis which owed nothing whatsoever to intimidation.

“Such impertinence ill becomes a Combat Cadet when he addresses a Startrooper,” said Lupus Lon Oliver, with all the scorn at his command.

This was not much scorn, for, unlike the Frangoni, the Ebrell Islanders are not natural orators. Among the purple-skinned Frangoni, a man can win great renown through the strength of his boast, so the making of speeches has been brought to a high art; but the Ebrell Islanders have ever preferred to demonstrate their manifest superiority through the deed.

“Why do you call me impertinent?” said Dog Java, brown-skinned child of the Pang. “I thought we were co-conspirators — not idiots playing Startrooper games.”

“It’s not a game!” said Lupus, shaken by such a rage of anger that he almost smashed the unfortunate Dog.

Dog Java backed off.

“I’m sorry,” said Dog. “I misspoke myself.”

Now Dalar ken Halvar was a regular hell-broth of incompatible races and religions, with divisions of class and caste further complicating the social divisions of the city, which divisions were amplified by the linguistic diversity of the peoples there resident. But the students of the Combat College did not usually clash with each other in anger, for they were united by their common loyalty to the Nexus. So Dog was taken aback to find Lupus Lon Oliver so angry with him, for Dog had failed to realize the extent to which Lupus had imported the prejudices of Dalar ken Halvar into the confines of the Combat College.

“I apologize,” said Lupus, with some effort. “I’m very sorry. I was wrong to speak to you in anger. You’re my valued colleague, and I hope you know it. It’s just — it’s just that there’s so much at stake. It’s not you, it’s Hatch who’s making me angry. I’m very sorry I used that tone of voice to you.”

Lupus spoke thus because he had seen the patent shock and pain on Dog Java’s face. In the city of Dalar ken Halvar, a lordly Ebrell Islander in his red-skinned pride would never have apologized to one of the lowly Yara — though he might conceivably have essayed politeness in the presence of one of the Yara, a member of the rich and therefore Real upper class of the people Pang. But Lupus realized that the habits of Dalar ken Halvar could be fatal to his purposes, so he would have to control himself, and use the techniques of identification, encouragement and motivation which had been so carefully taught to him by Paraban Senk.

They worked, those Nexus techniques. But — they were so alien! It hurt Lupus to parley with this Yara creature as if it were almost an equal. But he had to — in order to serve his purpose.

With apologies done with, Lupus Lon Oliver and Dog Java got down to business. The business was simple. Lupus Lon Oliver was endeavouring to persuade Dog Java to murder Asodo Hatch.

By now the last year of Lupus Lon Oliver’s training had come to an end, sliding away in a dream-daze of eternal study, training and physical preparation — the physical preparation being essential, because the savagery of the mentally exhausting theoretical examinations would be quite sufficient to ruin the health of anyone who was not in peak physical condition.

Those savage theoretical examinations had already begun, and were almost complete. The results were confirming what everyone in the Combat College had suspected for a long time.

Three years earlier, following the murder of Hiji Hanojo, it had been generally thought that a half-dozen elite students had a serious chance of winning the instructorship of the Combat College in competitive examination. Of those six, Darius Flute and Sefton Ten Guy were dead. Scorpio Fax had suffered a nervous breakdown, from which he had only recently recovered, and which had set his training back severely. And as for Son’Sholoma Gezira, why, he had been expelled from the College for arson and attempted rape.

That left the Frangoni warrior Asodo Hatch and the Ebrell Islander Lupus Lon Oliver to duel it out for the instructorship.

In the theoretical examinations, Lupus had proved to have an edge in pure mathematics, physics and mechatronics, but Hatch had surpassed him in linguistics, applied politics and non-coercive conflict resolution. When it came to military tactics and strategy, nothing separated the two. The end result was that both were proving equally qualified for the instructorship, so decision by combat was called for.

When it came to the question of a physical resolution of the competition for the instructorship, Lupus Lon Oliver preferred the certainties of murder, but was too intelligent to strike down Hatch with his own hand.

Hence this conspiracy with Dog Java.

The two had to meet inside the Combat College, for any connection between the two would certainly excite public comment if it took place in the city of Dalar ken Halvar itself. In public in Dalar ken Halvar, Lupus had ever held himself aloof from the Yara, even those who were fellow-students in the Combat College, and so any change in his habits would be noted.

Yet to conspire in the Combat College was difficult, since Paraban Senk could see and hear much of that which took place in most parts of the College.

However, there were, it was known, certain conditions under which the Combat College could not monitor student activity. When students met in the laboratory, for instance — since that great cave at the rear of the Combat College remained but a hollow in the living rock, untenanted by any of the machineries of the Nexus.

Furthermore, the illusion tanks themselves were an ideal venue for a conspiracy — under certain circumstances.

When the illusion tanks ran a war program, Paraban Senk had the option of monitoring everything, count by count. But when the same tanks ran a peace program, Senk could only guess at what was happening. This was an idiosyncrasy of the system. Either a design flaw, or something which had been deliberately arranged to give the students the psychological comfort of having some private sphere of action free from the overlording surveillance of the Teacher of Control. Certainly this idiosyncrasy of the system was very convenient for those engaged in conspiracy.

Naturally, with twenty millennia of experience to back its judgement, Paraban Senk could often guess what was going on, and with some accuracy. Particularly when a student was doing, for example, a freetime run of that peace program known as Backstreet Beds, or the related program known as Harem Lord, for in both of these illusion tank peace programs the range of options was strictly limited.

But Lon Oliver and Dog Java had the freedom of an entire MegaCommand Cruiser, so Paraban Senk could only guess whether they were buggering each other or burning the Great God Mokaragash in effigy.

For the purposes of conspiracy, Lupus Lon Oliver had chosen to meet with Dog Java on the MegaCommand Cruiser in the environment generated by that peace program known as Routine Cruise. It was a tried and tested guidebook program which was free from glitches and caprices, a program in which it was guaranteed that nothing would go wrong. Nothing would attack, engulf, corrode, implode or otherwise imperil the illusionary MegaCommand Cruiser on which Lupus and Dog were busy with conspiracy. The crew would not fight, mutiny or orgy. Unless pressed hard for a reaction, both crew and ship would ignore the wandering students.

So.

The MegaCommand Cruiser.

In deep space.

Here the stars were an alien white. Even now, Lupus could well remember when he had first seen those white-bright stars, and had thought their lack of colour to be a defect of the programming. Though Lupus had lived out his childhood under a white sun, he had still been surprised to learn that the white suns were the Standard Stars of most of Known Humanity, that these cold icechip lights were the dominant luminaries of the night skies of any planet in any universe in the Standard Probability Range, and that the Nexus seldom opened a Chasm Gate into a cosmos configured otherwise.

“Pretty,” said Dog Java, watching the stars.

“Pretty?” said Lupus.

Whatever doubts he had about Dog Java were confirmed by that one word.

Still, Lupus pushed on, and made his final offer to Dog Java.

As has already been stated, Dog was a member of the Yara, the Unreal underclass of Dalar ken Halvar’s dominant people, the Pang. Dog wanted to join the Free Corps, but membership of that august body was largely restricted to Ebrell Islanders and members of the Chem, the wealthy upper class of Dalar ken Halvar’s Pang.

“The Brick has reconsidered your application,” said Lupus.

“And?” said Dog.

“It has been agreed that you will be accepted into the Free Corps if you kill Hatch. Kill him and you can become Real.”

“Good,” said Dog, simply. Then said: “Abort.”

With that word, Dog exited from the simulated MegaCommand Cruiser, leaving Lupus Lon Oliver alone with his anxieties. Dog was a poor tool. Lupus would much rather have employed someone with a streak of desperation in his nature — like Yolombo Atlantabara, the Frangoni deserter who was known to be living a precarious and criminal life somewhere in Dalar ken Halvar. If Lupus could only get Atlantabara, then — then he might have a serious hope of seeing Hatch dead. But Dog? Lupus was dubious about Dog’s abilities.

Hence his anxiety.

For Lupus, winning the instructorship — by fair means or foul — was desperately important. It would mean wealth. And status. And more.

In the years which Lupus had devoted to his studies in the Combat College, he had integrated himself with the life of the Nexus. In many ways, he had become one of the more intellectual and philosophical of the citizens of the Nexus, and in some ways this had made him a stranger in his own homeland.

So while it is true that Lupus ruthlessly pursued his ambitions because he desired influence, and power, and the satisfactions of mastery, it is also true that he sought a permanent position in the Combat College as an instructor because he did not want to be exiled from his home.

For Lupus, the Nexus was now home; and in a practical sense, for him the Combat College was effectively the Nexus. And he was possessed of a great and half-acknowledged fear of being exiled, of being cast out, of being driven from his home, of being cut off from his people and his culture and all the works and philosophies of that culture.

And Lupus knew that unless he triumphed over Asodo Hatch in the combat trials which were to come, then in a very few days he would indeed be driven out of the Nexus, and the gates of return would be forever barred to him, and he would then be fated to endure a life of exile in an alien land until the end of his days.

Lupus Lon Oliver could not bear the thought of being exiled for a lifetime to Dalar ken Halvar, the benighted City of Sun which lived and died in the dust, which fed itself on rice and polyps and which garbled its days away in primitive tongues bereft of computerized memory. In his dreams, Lupus stood on a high place in Dalar ken Halvar, and looked out across that city and looked out across the red dust of the Plain of Jars, and wailed:

—This is hell.


CHAPTER FOUR

The Nexus: transcosmic confederation which contains much of Known Humanity. Theoretically, Asodo Hatch is a Nexus asset — a trained Startrooper contending to win an instructorship in a Nexus Combat College. However, the honour of the Frangoni warrior’s oath of eternal fealty to the Nexus is unlikely ever to be tested — for the transcosmic Chasm Gates linking his world to the rest of the Nexus collapsed some 20,496 years ago, and the likelihood of those Chasm Gates ever being repaired is currently very close to zero.

* * *


So then despite the crowd

He was alone.

Despite the sweat which waited, bloody-eyed—

The sweat and skin:

A living weapon, bladed,

Hooked and barbed,

And he the same, identical, and yet—

Not quite the same, for only one would walk.

Two futures waited, and the crowd—

Then came the Sign.



* * *

And so his father died, expiring on the sands in the Season, but Hatch was not going to die likewise; no, he refused that death, though everyone knows the son may follow when the father dies. At least when the father dies in that manner. But no, he would not, not now! Now the single-fighter was singing, now Hatch had his enemy in his sights, now he fired.

“Burst away,” said the single-fighter. “Burst away.”

The explosive shells hit home. Shells, brute metal and high explosive, primitive but reliable, just as a knife is likewise primitive but eternally reliable. Fire blossomed within fire. The wreckage wrenched itself apart and fell. The victorious single-fighter analysed an image-record of the attack and pronounced:

“Drone destroyed. Drone—”

“What?” said Hatch, in startled shock.

“—destroyed.”

Yes. Yes. Surely. Hatch knew the trick. The single-fighter he had just savaged had been no more than an illusion gimmicked up by a drone. But drones were far too small to be swift. No drone could possibly match the speeds at which Hatch had hunted his enemy. He had arrowed high and far in pursuit of his quarry, blistering through the stratosphere at speeds impossible for anything short of a single-fighter to match.

Which meant—

Which meant the drone had recently been launched.

So his true enemy was near.

“Enemy behind us,” said the single-fighter.

So Hatch slammed the fighter into a wrenching turn, a turn so savage he had to tighten his stomach muscles to keep himself from passing out.

And there was his enemy.

In his sights.

The enemy for real? Or a drone?

Hatch hesitated, just for a moment, and a moment was far too long. His fighter screamed:

“—hit hit hit—”

And already Hatch was lost, was gone, was wrecked and doomed, his single-fighter smashed and ruined, the machine skidding, tumbling, losing control, spinning through the sky, screaming as it fell.

“Abort,” said Hatch. “Abort. Abort!”

But his voice was lost in the howl of his wounded machine, or else the programming was glitched, glitched again, and whatever it was he was falling, falling, lancing down towards the burning sea, diving towards the—

—the—

—the blur—

—the freezing freeze-framed—

—the frozen blur of the sea, green fading, blue denying, yellow phasing, passing, fading, gone—

Gone.

The world wavered in silence, and Hatch felt as if he were deep under water, held deep by a pressure too great for him to speak or breathe or feel or think—

—think—

What did he think?

—the sea—

Then the wavering sea-deep silence was nothing but a memory, and he was back in the Combat College, back in the initiation seat, back in the combat bay, his heart pounding and his uniform wet with sweat. Hatch put his face in his hands and kneaded his eyes with his fingers.

It was some time before Asodo Hatch raised his head again and looked at the screen. The screen displayed the olive-skinned face of Paraban Senk.

Since Paraban Senk was an asma, a computational device, Senk was not actually encumbered by anything so grossly inconvenient as a body, so did not possess a face in the fact of the flesh. But for the last 20,000 years, the unembodied Senk had always displayed the one and the same unchanging olive-skinned visage on the screens of the Combat College.

“Critique,” said Senk. As per usual, the Teacher of Control was calm, neutral, remote, disinterested. When Hatch did not respond, Senk amplified the command. “Critique. Critique your own performance. Come on, Hatch, what’s wrong with you?”

“I’m a trifle tired,” said Hatch.

“You’re a Startrooper, trained and tested,” said Senk. “Startroopers don’t worry about trifles. The critique. Please.”

“I was fooled,” said Hatch heavily.

“Certainly something went wrong,” said Senk. “You had him in your sights. He shed the shield and you had him.”

“I know,” said Hatch.

He knew, he knew.

A Scala Nine single-fighter could shield itself from observation with a force field. But only at a cost. By the time a single-fighter shed such a shield, it had expended so much energy that it was temporarily helpless, unable to defend itself.

“When you chanced that turn,” said Senk, “I naturally thought you must have had his shield-shedding in mind. You know your single-fighter was barely a hair from breaking up.”

Hatch knew. The savagery of the turn, the savagery which had made him clutch the muscles of his stomach, had been an artefact. A warning. Nexus single-fighters were engineered to cancel out all effects of sound, turbulence, acceleration, deceleration, heat and light — then all these informational resources were engineered back into the machine to give the pilot survival data.

“So you almost destroyed your machine,” said Senk. “Through such risk you got your rival in your sights. Helpless. Yet you hesitated. What were you thinking of?”

“I was thinking the — the thing I saw, I was thinking it might have been a second drone,” said Hatch. “I didn’t want to be ... to ... I didn’t want to waste out my ammunition and be left ... I didn’t want to be helpless.”

“So you chose to be dead instead,” said Senk. Then, when Hatch made no answer: “I quote the Stormforce Combat Manual. Quote. An apparent enemy will be treated as a real enemy. Unquote. Engrave it on your heart, Hatch.”

“The master speaks,” said Hatch, speaking briskly as he tried to shake off his despondency by an act of will. “The student hears. To hear is to obey. I have but one question — who was I up against?”

“Data unavailable,” said Senk, imitating the basic-speech curtness of a much simpler machine.

“Oh, come on!”

“It’s not material.”

“But I’d like to know.”

“It’s not material,” said Senk.

Since the Teacher of Control was far better at stonewalling than any human-in-the-flesh, Hatch gave up the unequal struggle and quit the combat bay. In the cream-coloured corridor outside, other Combat College students were patiently queuing, most seated with study-manuals in their hands. Initially the Combat College had been possessed of twenty combat bays, but now, with only seven remaining functional, there was almost always a queue of students waiting for their turn in the illusion tanks.

The first person in the queue outside Hatch’s combat bay was Jeltisketh Echo, a Startrooper who had the distinction of being the one and only person of the grey-skinned Janjuladoola race to be a student in the Combat College. He promptly replaced Hatch in the combat bay. A brief quickstep down the corridor, Lupus Lon Oliver was exiting from a similar combat bay, yielding that facility to Umka Ash, a piebald Combat Cadet of uncertain breeding.

Lupus Lon Oliver turned to face Asodo Hatch, and the mystery of the identity of the person who had defeated Hatch in that last single-fighter training duel was immediately solved, for the big grin on Lupus Lon Oliver’s face was eloquent of triumph.

“Hi, Hatch!” said the Ebrell Islander. “Have fun?”

“Lots of fun,” said Hatch sourly, thus betraying his own defeat, and so confirming what Lupus had already guessed.

“Lots and lots of fun,” said Lupus, mocking Hatch as the iron-pumped Frangoni warrior strode past him.

Hatch turned on the smaller man, looked down on his red-skinned adversary, breathed heavily, resisted the temptation to smash Lupus to a bloodknuckle pulp then and there. With temptation resisted — just! — Hatch headed on down the corridor.

“Have a nice day, now,” said Lupus, mocking his retreat.

At that, Hatch almost halted, almost turned. But Paraban Senk might well be monitoring this confrontation, and any loss of self-control would count against Hatch, and he knew it. So he continued on his way in peace.

On the way to his room, Hatch passed a few fellow Startroopers in Standard Grey, a gaggle of Combat Cadets in their Junior Blues, and a couple of individuals in mufti as various as papyrus skirts and dogskin coats. None spoke to him, for his face had a forbidding aspect. A huge muscle-pumped Frangoni warrior with his height exaggerated by the uncut topknot of his kind is not the most reassuring of sights, particularly not when it is in a bad temper.

On entering his room, Hatch saluted his father’s ashes, which had found a temporary resting place in that refuge since they were welcome nowhere else. If Hatch lost the competition for the instructorship, then he would be exiled from the Combat College, and those ashes would have to go with him.

At the moment, Hatch was by no means certain that he could win the all-essential competition, since Lupus Lon Oliver was proving to have a definite edge in their combat training.

Hatch began to strip himself of his clothes. In the Combat College, Hatch sometimes wore the purple robes which were his habitual garb in Dalar ken Halvar itself. However, these days he was tending to wear a Startrooper’s Standard Grey more and more often while he was inside the minor mountain of Cap Foz Para Lash. He was trying to dress like a citizen of the Nexus, to think like a citizen of the Nexus, to be like a citizen of the Nexus — and thus to maximize his chances of winning the instructorship in the trial-by-combat which was so shortly to commence.

But Hatch had never yet worn his Standard Grey out in the sunlight, and he had no intention of ever doing such a thing. In Dalar ken Halvar, he would always and ever wear the purple of a Frangoni warrior — or so he was resolved.

As Hatch wrenched his purple-skinned Frangoni flesh free from a Startrooper’s Standard Grey, he repeated Lupus’s words:

“Lots of fun.”

Oh yes. Lots of fun. Incredible amounts of fun. The training had got really exciting of late. So exciting, in fact, that Hatch had quite lost track of the number of times he had been shot up, shot down, exploded, bombed, disintegrated and burnt alive.

And for what purpose?

Since Hatch was a Frangoni warrior and not a member of the Free Corps, he had no transcendental faith in the virtues of the Combat College. He had never had any illusions about the Combat College to lose. Even so, he somehow managed to feel decidedly disillusioned as he shed his Standard Grey and pulled off his Weathertreads.

Though Hatch was trying his best to be in and of the Nexus, he nevertheless found it to be always a relief to get dressed in the leather sandals and purple robes of a Frangoni warrior, and this he did once he had shed his Nexus wear. To put on his clothes was to put on his true culture. His true identity. His true strength. The world of the Combat College was the world of maya, illusion; and sometimes Hatch felt that the time spent inside its cream-coloured corridors was but a form of living death.

Once dressed in the way of his Frangoni people, Hatch exited from his room and strode through those corridors of cream, making for the cafeteria.

The blue-painted cafeteria was bright with harsh sunflare lights — wake-up lights, hurry-up-and-eat-and-get-moving lights — and it was noisy with a babble of Startroopers and Combat Cadets, many of whom were busy buying and selling Nexus stocks. Among other things, the cafeteria functioned as an informal bourse, in which the scrip of Nexus companies was freely traded. This activity was entirely speculative because:



	(1)
	since the Chasm Gates linking Olo Malan had been sundered for over 200 centuries, commercial data on the stocks in question were similarly timespan degraded, so there was no telling whether the companies involved were now fabulously valuable or were long since bankrupt and forgotten;


	(2)
	the very Nexus itself might have fallen to ruin at some stage in the last twenty millennia, succumbing for instance to the rigours of a disastrous war with the Vogliono Tendenza;


	(3)
	even assuming that the Nexus still survived and that all the companies being stocktraded inside Cap Foz Para Lash were still prosperous, the true value of the scrip could not be realized unless transcosmic communications between the world of Dalar ken Halvar and the Nexus were restored, which was thought to be unlikely.





Nevertheless, the stock-trading had gone on for generations, and some of this activity spilt out of the Combat College to continue in Dalar ken Halvar itself.

While some traded, others gossiped; or played chess (either the star chess of the Nexus or the more conventional dragon chess played throughout Parengarenga); or wristwrestled; or wargamed arcane encounters between mathematical constructs presumed to be fighting each other in time-space continua which had more than the conventional twenty-seven dimensions of the Associated Cosmic Orders; or studied sabotage techniques, crew-strength synergetics, bodywork psychodynamics, Thaldonian Mathematics, metallurgy, cosmology, origami (or the related discipline of plandami, which involves folding skeins of colour inside a Grade IV plastic microcosmos), or studying such dull but necessary bureaucratic manuals as the Protocols of Engagement for Stormforce assault ships.

Others ate.

There was food in plenty, such as the meat of many whales (ever in demand by the Ebrell Islanders), and there was drink, such as the notorious blue milk for which the Combat College was so widely famed.

Such food and drink was fabricated by the Combat College’s servile asma of Minor Enablement, which created drink and viands of all description through the manipulation of probability. This was a fraught and dangerous process, since an overuse of such manipulation could easily endanger the very fabric of reality itself. Furthermore, since the Asma Minor were undergoing a slow but remorseless deterioration — 20,000 years is a long time, even in the life of an asma — the purity of Combat College provender could no longer be relied upon.

Consequently, Hatch preferred to limit the amount which he ate in the College. But today he was pressed for time, so indulged himself in the convenience of a cafeteria breakfast, choosing to eat fried penguin served with steamed broccoli and baked yams, with a touch of konohachi on the side. The konohachi (a delicacy once much enjoyed by the Imakatari, the professional aesthetes of the Musorian Empire) consisted of the larvae and pupae of several wasps fried up with segments of Dazubi slugs, and was served on a small side dish, which was painted in a light blue streaked with red and white, as if in imitation of the dragonsky pottery of Tang.

While Hatch was savouring the delicate flavour of the last wasp pupae (the taste has been likened to that of peas taken fresh from the pod and eaten with sugar-sweet) a Combat Cadet approached him. The Cadet was Dog Java, who was one of the Yara — that is to say, a member of Dalar ken Halvar’s underclass — and who approached Hatch with the diffidence appropriate to a mere Cadet intruding on the glory of a fully-fledged Startrooper.

“Trooper Hatch,” said Dog.

“Speak,” said Hatch, allowing himself to enjoy a leisured sense of aristocratic indulgence as, with his fingertips, he chased the last fragment of Dazubi slug round the imitation bone china of his side dish.

Asodo Hatch did not usually act the aristocrat, but something in Dog Java’s attitude provoked him. The unfortunate Dog tried too hard. He wanted to be friends with all the people who would have been his natural social superiors in the city of Dalar ken Halvar, and in his pursuit of acceptance he sometimes intruded upon people’s privacy at the most inappropriate moments. As far as Hatch was concerned, the final straw had been Dog’s behaviour following the death of Hatch’s father. When Lamjuk Dakoto Hatch had met his death on the sands of Dalar ken Halvar’s Grand Arena, his son Asodo had largely wanted simply to be left alone. But Dog had come nosing around him repeatedly, offering unwanted and offensively platitudinous words of comfort — and that had estranged him from Asodo Hatch forever.

At least as far as Hatch himself was concerned.

Dog obviously did not appreciate the irrevocable reality and historical depths of this estrangement.

“Scorpio Fax was looking for you,” said Dog.

Scorpio Fax, an immigrant from Shintoto, had once belonged to that elite group of Combat College students who had a serious chance of winning the instructorship. But since his nervous breakdown he had more or less dropped out of sight, and Hatch had lately seen very little of him.

“So Fax is looking for me,” said Hatch, securing that last bit of slug and sucking on its saltiness. “What did he want?”

“I don’t know,” said Java. “He told me to tell you he wanted to see you, but he didn’t say for what.”

“That was remiss of him,” said Hatch, then licked the last traces of saltiness and sweetness from his fingers, then used those same fingers to dismiss Dog Java with a gesture.

Dog Java allowed himself to be thus dismissed, but he did not like Hatch’s attitude at all. Hatch must surely know how offensive Dog found such a display of overlording arrogance. On account of that arrogance, Dog had disliked Hatch for years, and had as little to do with him as possible. This once — just this once — he had tried to pass on a message as a favour to Scorpio Fax. But that had been a mistake.

Still, Hatch would soon be paid in blood for his arrogance, because—

Dog Java choked the half-born thought to silence. In the Combat College, Dog did not usually even dare dream of killing Hatch. But Lupus Lon Oliver had made him swear to do as much, and Dog was grimly resolved to prove out the worth of his oath. But not here. Not yet. Not now. Not today. Later, later. Sometime. Somewhere. Soon. Yes, soon, it would have to be soon, because Hatch’s trial by combat was soon, and later would be no good.

Thus thought Dog.

As for Hatch, he had already forgotten all about both Dog Java and Scorpio Fax by the time he quit the cafeteria and headed for the lockway. Among the Frangoni, meals were ever a steadying ritual, a time for leisured relaxation and unashamed self-indulgence, but on quitting the dining table Asodo Hatch immediately geared himself up to battle-pitch.

These days, Hatch’s schedule was jam-packed, and this particular day was busier than most. Hatch would even have skipped the single-fighter training duel had Paraban Senk not made it compulsory. Since Hatch was so aboil with urgencies, he had no time to spare for trivialities, hence wasted no time on trying to reason out the unstated needs of Scorpio Fax, who was no close friend of his, for all that their destinies had been so intimately intertwined in the past.

On the way to the lockway, Hatch saw no fellow members of the Combat College, but did see evidence of human activity — drink cartons, chicken bones, banana peels, discarded papers and graffiti. The Combat College cleaning machines had been on the fritz for seven days, and unless Senk could get them working then someone would have to organize a clean-up.

The rubbish was heavy near the cafeteria, but there was virtually none on the final approach to the dorgi’s lair. Yet when the dorgi itself had challenged Hatch, and had been defeated in a contest of insults, it ordered the Frangoni warrior to pick up what litter there was.

“What!” said Hatch, unable to believe his nose.

(In the Frangoni tongue, probabilities are said to be heard with the ears, but for some obscure reason the hearing of all lies, dubiosities and improbabilities is said to be assigned to the nose — and though Hatch was conversing with the dorgi in Code Seven, he still thought of the dorgi’s order as being meant for the nose rather than the ears.)

“I’m warning you,” said the dorgi. “Pick up this rubbish or I will eliminate you.”

The malevolent behemoth had tried Hatch’s patience so much and so often in the past that he had often been tempted to attempt its destruction. So far he had resisted that temptation. But the dorgi was provoking Hatch intolerably, and these days Hatch’s temper was very close to reaching its breaking point.

“You’ll push your luck too far one of these days,” said Hatch to the dorgi. “Now take back your order — or you’ll suffer for it.”

But in the end the dorgi proved so savage in its insistence that Hatch, by way of concession, picked up a single scrap of paper, then escaped to the airlock. In less than a heartbeat, the inner door dissolved away to nothing. Hatch stepped through, and the door instantly congealed to kaleidoscope behind him.

The airlock’s inner chamber worked perfectly, lecturing Hatch on a citizen’s ecological duties as it cycled out the old air and replaced it with new. While it did so, Hatch straightened out the crumpled bit of Nexusmake paper and scanned the childish Nexus script written thereon. It was a list:

 

the Gu

the Degli Oltra

the Vogliono Tendenza

the Mok

Remora Rialto

Gorbograd

the Vangelis

the Nu-chala-nuth

the Guma Sia Gli

the Permissive Dimensions

Obsidian IV

Leonard Haiku

Plandruk Qinplaqus

 

It was part of a child’s study notes on the Nexus, obviously. But one item on the list should not have been there. Plandruk Qinplaqus. For Qinplaqus had never played any part in Nexus history but, rather, ruled as emperor in the city of Hatch’s nativity. Hatch recrumpled the list and tucked it into a document pocket built into his purple robes.

The airlock’s central door dissolved, and Hatch stepped into the airlock’s outer chamber. Again the air cycled, again a lecture spoke, and then the outer door dissolved. But unlike the other two doors, which were still working perfectly, the outer door was beginning to break down. When it dissolved, its substance did not dematerialize properly, but instead disintegrated into a fizzing slush of cold and filthy slob. Hatch waded through the slush, quitting the cold of the Combat College for the heat of the sun, the heat which was trapped and amplified by the kinema, the small natural amphitheatre outside the lockway airlock.

The kinema was populated night and day by a small audience — of children, mostly — drawn by the non-stop free entertainment offered by the Eye of Delusions. Some of these children raised a small, ironic cheer as Hatch emerged.

“Nu-chala!” cried one. “Nu-chala-nuth!”

Now where on earth had they learnt to say that? Never mind. The religion of Nu-chala-nuth was safely dead, 20,000 years dead, and in Hatch’s estimate all chances of its resurrection were dead, null and zero.

As Hatch strode into the kinema, the lockway’s outermost airlock door began to coagulate behind him. It was supposed to open and close instantaneously, but after being neglected for a koba — to use the Ninetongue word for a period of twenty millennia — it was starting to show its age, as indeed was everything in the Combat College. Doubtless eventually the entire College would slag down to wreckage and the Teacher of Control would mumble its way into impotent senility. But for the moment everything still worked.

After a fashion.

True, the outer door of the lockway was malfunctional; true, the milk in the cafeteria was blue; true, the illusion tanks often glitched; true, the temperature controls were shot, so the whole Combat College was shivering cold all year round; but, with a little luck, the whole thing would last for at least a little longer.

And Hatch—

Asodo Hatch had no thought for the last 20,000 years or for the next, since his fate would be settled, one way or another, in the course of the next few days.

Behind the purple-skinned Frangoni warrior, the airlock door hardened at last to
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