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Chapter 1: Rude Awakenings

The shade of the being who had once borne the name Grimm Afelnor drifted in a strange, formless void beyond the cares and pains of the mortal world. A living human might have found the grey oblivion tedious, enervating or even frightening, but the young mage's wandering spirit found only peace and contentment. His short life had been arduous and at times painful, but his troubled past now seemed little more than a half-forgotten dream.
His solemn oath of fealty to the Guild of Magic-users, Sorcerers and Thaumaturges now seemed so irrelevant, as he drifted in this ethereal state. Even his vow to redeem his tainted family name no longer seemed to have meaning.
Images of faces flickered through his sensorium: Magemaster Crohn, who had driven him to the brink of insanity, but who had made him a Questor in the process; the bullies, Shumal and Ruvin, who had played a willing part throughout those long months of torture; Questor Xylox, who had sworn to break him as soon as he returned to Arnor House.
The wandering spirit had no mouth or lungs with which to laugh, but he felt a warm glow of amusement, nonetheless. The body of Xylox, he knew, lay next to his own cooling corpse in the mountains of Shest.
At least I died a full Questor, he thought, and I took Xylox with me; he will never be able to carry out his threat.
His grandfather, Loras, known throughout the Guild as the reviled Oathbreaker, and his grandmother, Drima, would be distraught at his death, but they would surely find comfort in the fact that Grimm had died in the service of the Guild, as a Mage Questor of the Fifth Rank�
But they'll be sad, all the same.
Despite all the hardships he had known in his brief, seventeen-year span, Grimm's had not been an unending life of pain and deprivation, and he recognised that several-even many-people might regret his passing.
Poor old Doorkeeper might be regarded by many as a bumbling old fool, but Grimm recognised the cheerful, aged major-domo as the true heart of the House, always solicitous of his charges.
Doorkeeper will miss me�
Madar and Argand, the two boys who had remained Grimm's staunch friends throughout his tenure in the House Scholasticate, would glean little satisfaction from knowing their dead classmate had died a full mage.
I've hardly spared them a thought for over a year, and it's too late now�
The strong, friendly face of Questor Dalquist swam into view.
Dalquist helped me through my homesickness when I first came to Arnor. He was stern with me on our first Quest together, but he always was my friend, and he was so glad for me when I became Baron of Crar.
Grimm's spirit now knew the beginnings of despair: not only would these good friends and allies feel sorrow at his passing, but other, blameless souls had also followed him into the void. Crest, the elven thief and master of whip and knife; Tordun, the giant albino; Drexelica, the Grivense gamin he had ransomed from slavery; even the acerbic, high-handed Questor Xylox.
None of them deserves to die in this lonely, forbidding place. Neither do I; I was cut short in my attempt to expunge the stain from my family name. I don't want to die here; I want to live! I want to feel the sun on my face again. I want to drink ale, laugh, cry and sing! I want to grow old and fat, with children and grandchildren at my feet, listening to tales of glory. I want seven rings on my Mage Staff. I want so much, and I can't have it�
Death no longer seemed such a sweet release, as Grimm felt a hot, angry pain shooting through his being.
I want to live!

****

Grimm awoke to agonising pains in his hands, feet and eyes as the blood returned to his pale, frigid body. He groaned at the throbbing waves of anguish suffusing his body, and he half-regretted his earlier defiant demand for life.
Perhaps I was better off dead, after all� Now, the struggle starts again.
After what seemed like an age, the pains subsided to a more bearable level, and his mind began to clear. The mage opened his eyes and winced at the blinding light that lanced into them. Grimm forced his watering eyes to remain open, although his vision was blurred and confusing.
"Come here, Redeemer," he muttered, his tongue feeling like wood, summoning his Mage Staff from wherever it might be lying.
A mage's personal staff was far more than an inanimate lump of wood: no physical force could break it; it could be summoned from anywhere in the world with a thought or a word; it caused pain and injury to any who touched it without its master's permission. No Magemaster could teach how to fashion a complete Mage Staff, but success or failure was an indicator of how well he had taught his pupil. Every Adept had to attempt to produce a staff from a lifeless lump of wood without aid, and then he had to smash it three times against his Guild House's magically sharp and impervious Breaking Stone. The least crack or splinter condemned the Adept to further months or years of toil before he could try again.
Only when the supplicant's staff rebounded from the Stone unharmed was the Adept accepted as a true Guild Mage and granted the coveted blue-gold ring of acceptance into the ranks of the Brethren.
Grimm felt the comforting, familiar slap of his beloved Redeemer as it appeared in the palm of his outstretched right hand, and he felt a shock of relief.
At least I'm not helpless, he thought: a Mage Staff was a potent weapon, even in the hands of a disorientated mage. He tried to take firm hold on the staff, but his nerveless fingers seemed to betray him.
"Watch over me, Redeemer." The staff floated clear of his hand.
At last, his vision began to clear, and he began to make out details. He was lying on the floor of a strange, small hut made of some seamless, smooth, white material. He saw no seams or planks that might give a hint to the hut's construction, so this could not be some kind of unfamiliar lumber. Grimm reached out a cautious hand to touch the white wall, and he could not feel the distinctive chill of metal, either. He saw a device of metal, glass and crystal standing in the centre of the structure, emitting a warm, orange radiation that heated and illuminated the hut, although he saw neither flame nor smoke.
"This must be Technology," Grimm muttered, his rasping voice tinged with awe. The art of Technology was thought long-dead, but the mage could see no other explanation for these bizarre wonders.
"Technology it is," a deep voice said behind the mage.
Grimm tried to spin round, but he ended up falling in an untidy heap on the unnatural, white floor as dizziness robbed him of his sense of balance. Standing over him, he saw a man unlike any other he had seen.
Round, steel-rimmed spectacles covered pale, blue eyes set in a clean-shaven face. The man's clothes were green, with no seam or buttons Grimm could see, and he wore a strange helmet of another strange material, with odd protrusions and spikes emerging from it at various angles.
"I see you have your magic baton," the man said, regarding the floating Redeemer with nervous, furtive eyes. "I knew better than to try to pick it up: I've seen people badly hurt after trying to handle them."
Grimm growled, "Who are you? What do you want with us?"
"My name is Jim Foster. I don't mean any harm, I promise you. Please, put your staff down. I'm not ready to die yet"
Grimm saw Redeemer's brass-shod head hovering only inches from his rescuer's head, and he ordered it to withdraw a few feet.
"If I hadn't chanced upon your group while flying a recon mission," Foster said, still regarding Redeemer with wary eyes, "you would have all died. I put up this plastic prefab as a temporary shelter until you got over your altitude acclimatisation syndrome."
Grimm blinked at the unfamiliar words, but he gathered that the mysterious mountain malady was due to altitude alone, and nothing to do with coldness.
Grimm managed to stand, facing Foster, although his legs still felt unsteady. He saw Tordun and Xylox also showing signs of stirring, although the girl, Drexelica, still lay supine and motionless.
"Master Foster," he said, his voice harsh even after he cleared his throat. "I am Questor Grimm of Arnor House. How came you by all this Technology?"
"We of Haven don't fear Technology the way you mages do," Foster replied. "It's all we have that allows us to make a living here in the mountains. We have equipment dating back centuries, and we have our own machine shop for fabricating spare parts as required."
"Haven?" Grimm frowned. "What is that?"
"We're a small community eking out a difficult living in the mountains," the Technologist answered, with a hint of pride in his voice. "We're almost fully self-sufficient, but sometimes we send people dressed as natives into Griven for needed foods and medicines we can't produce for ourselves. When you're all recovered, I hope you'll do me the honour of visiting us at Haven. I'm sure our Administrator, Armitage, will be very interested to meet you."
"It is not up to me," Grimm said, picking his words with care. "I mean, I cannot speak for everybody."
Foster nodded. "I understand. Since you seem a lot more tolerant of Technology than most mages I've met, would you mind persuading your fellow magic-user not to destroy my equipment? It did, after all, save your lives, and it might save other people in the future."
Grimm managed a painful smile, feeling the flesh of his lips cracking and bleeding.
"I will do so gladly, Master Foster. I wonder, however, if you would mind answering a few questions for me?"
As he said this, he clamped his will down over the strangely-dressed man's, as he had done with the Grivense knife-seller in what seemed another age, but which must have been only the previous day.
Foster smiled. "Certainly, Questor Grimm. How may I help you?"
Grimm suppressed a gasp. His potent spell had not affected the man in the least. Engaging his Mage Sight, he saw what had thwarted his magic: the man's mind was shot through with metallic tendrils, identical to those he had seen in the assailant who accosted the group on its way to Griven. The man was under the control of another's will, a puppet of the dark art of Technology.
"Perhaps my questions can wait until later, Master Foster. I see my companions are beginning to bestir themselves. Perhaps it would be better if you were not here when they awake."
The man nodded. "I do have a few maintenance chores to do on my helicopter anyway, Questor Grimm. Take all the time you need."
Foster drew a strange mask over his face, donned a pair of gloves and exited the hut through a small door the mage had not noticed before. For a brief moment, Grimm saw snow whipped around by a vicious wind. Then the door closed behind the man, and Grimm could no longer make out where the door had been.
Xylox, still lying on the floor, turned his head towards Grimm. "Who was that man? Where are we?"
"Questor Xylox." Grimm kept his voice low. "I believe that this man, Foster, and his organisation, which he calls Haven, are in some way connected with General Quelgrum. His mind is not his own, just as we saw with the man at the outskirts of Griven. I recommend that we do nothing to arouse suspicion, but that we accept his offer to visit Haven. I think that we may be able to learn more concerning our quarry."
Xylox frowned. "This is a Technological artefact, is it not?" he demanded, and Grimm nodded.
"We should destroy it, and this man, Foster, with it," the older mage growled. "Technology is an abomination and a curse. We demean ourselves by even countenancing its existence."
Grimm laughed; a rough, hacking sound. "Questor Xylox: I say this with all respect, but look at me! My skin is peeling and bleeding, and I can hardly feel my feet or my fingers. My head is still spinning, and I couldn't use my powers to melt a snowball right now. You don't look in any better shape than I. If we destroy Foster and his machines, we will be right back where we started, on the mountains. I don't believe you will last any longer than the rest of us out there."
"You used three vulgar contractions in that little speech," the starchy Xylox replied. "I must insist on full Mage Speech at all times while we are here."
The senior mage staggered to his feet. Xylox weaved from side to side, but he did not fall. After muttering the single word, "Nemesis," the Questor's seven-ringed staff appeared in his hand. Despite his unsteady legs, Xylox still looked the very image of a true mage.
Insisting on formal speech at this time seemed ludicrous, but Grimm could not help but admire Xylox's powerful presence.
'Power and presence complete the mage,' ran the old Guild saying. In his weakened state, Xylox might lack the power, but he had lost none of his presence.
The man is infuriating, thought Grimm, but I have to admit that his self-control is impressive.
"My apologies, Questor Xylox," he said. "I still feel somewhat weak, and my thoughts are a little disordered."
The older mage grunted. "I accept your apology, Questor Grimm," he said, leaning against his staff, "and I admit to a certain lethargy within my bones. There is, perhaps, a grain of reason in what you say.
"Much though I detest Technology, and as I trust you do, we have a Quest to complete. If this man, Foster, can lead us to General Quelgrum, it might be foolish to destroy him at this time."
Grimm suppressed a smile, finding enough strength in his right hand to take hold of Redeemer.
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Chapter 2: Haven

The 'helicopter' was a huge, ungainly thing, a metallic box with a glazed, rounded nose and a pair of vast fans sitting atop it.
Grimm gaped at the sheer size of the metal monster. With its battered, parti-coloured walls, the thing looked like some enormous, angry dragonfly, ready to wreak revenge on some giant who had been so foolish as to swat at it
"What in the Names is this thing, Grimm?" Drex pulled at the mage's sleeve. Her eyes were wide, and Grimm could not tell if this was from horror or astonishment.
"I think it's a Technological flying machine." The words sounded ludicrous, as if he were announcing the arrival of some mythical beast whose name was used to frighten recalcitrant children.
"I've always wanted to fly," the girl said, with a wistful sigh, and Grimm now knew her expression had not been one of fear, but one of eagerness.
Xylox regarded the machine with a faint sneer on his lips, although, of course, the senior mage was too proud to show anything as unmanly as fear or uncertainty on his face.
"Gentlemen and lady, your carriage awaits," Foster said, his voice muffled by the strange mask over his face. "Don't worry; it's pressurised, heated and air-conditioned when in flight. A few moments more of exposure to the high altitude shouldn't cause any further trouble, and that's all the time it'll take me to load the prefab sections and other gear into the chopper's equipment hold. We should be taking off in four or five minutes, assuming I get clearance from Control."
Once again, the Technologist used words far beyond Grimm's ken, but the mage took it that Foster meant the adventurers would not suffer any recurrence of what he thought of as the 'Mountain Sickness,' an ailment that had nearly been the end of them.
Opening a sliding door in the side of the bizarre vehicle, Foster ushered Grimm and the others inside. He directed them towards the banks of padded benches set along each inner wall of the machine and then slammed shut the door behind him.
Xylox was the last to sit down on the patched leather. He leaned forward in a conspiratorial manner, switching his gaze from one of the party to the next as he spoke: "I want all of you to stay alert for any hint of duplicity on Foster's part, or on the part of any other that we should meet at Haven. There may be attempts to control our minds-resist them as best you can, at all costs, but you must do your utmost not to show any hint of suspicion or distrust."
The senior mage's lip curled as if in distaste. "You, girl, are to keep your larcenous hands to yourself, and to keep your mouth shut during our visit," he said. "Questor Grimm, I hold you responsible for the child's behaviour; ensure that she does not jeopardise our mission."
Grimm felt the Grivense urchin, who had taken the seat to his right, stiffen as if intending to deliver a stinging rebuke to the senior mage for his harsh, imperious words. He put his hand on her left shoulder and squeezed it gently, yet with an unmistakeable hint of urgency. He felt a measure of relief that she seemed to take the hint, and she remained silent.
The interior walls of the vehicle were garlanded with a complex maze of cables whose purpose Grimm could not begin to fathom, but he understood the reason for the holes drilled into the structural rings and girders supporting the outer skin of the craft; they must be intended to reduce the weight of the supporting members. Weight must be a major concern with any machine designed to take to the air.
He heard thumping noises from under his feet, and he guessed that Foster was disassembling his marvellous hut and loading the component pieces into the belly of the helicopter in a piecemeal fashion. A decisive, louder clack seemed to indicate that the process was complete, and Foster climbed into the front of the vehicle.
"All set, folks? Right, here we go." The Technologist connected several cables extending from his helmet into receptacles at the side of his seat. He pressed several raised cartouches on a glowing panel in front of him covered with a profusion of clocks, lights and small levers with strange markings, and Grimm heard a whining noise start within the belly of the machine.
Flipping down a curved arm at the side of his weird helmet, Foster spoke the bizarre, unintelligible argot of Technology with a confidence that told of many years of familiarity with the equipment.
"Control; this is Hotel Romeo Two-Seven requesting permission to return this time. Five stragglers picked up, AAS, two thaumaturges in the group� yes, I thought you might be interested. I guess you'll have a lot to talk about back there. Hotel Romeo Two-Seven is preparing for dust-off this time; estimated ETA, one five minutes. This is Hotel Romeo Two-Seven, listening; out."
Grimm heard Foster muttering an arcane litany as he pressed more cartouches, almost as if he was patterning his mind for a spell in the manner of a Guild Mage. "T and P are nominal," muttered the strange man, "fuel looks good, APU is online, wind shear within limits, engine start."
A loud whine sounded from above the ceiling of the craft, soon followed by a spluttering cough, a roar and a steadily accelerating chopping sound. Looking up through a small window in the metal ceiling, Grimm saw the metal blades atop the machine start to rotate, faster and faster until they became blurred and he could no longer distinguish one blade from another.
Now Grimm could see why Foster had referred to the vehicle as a 'chopper'.
"Cyclic and collective look good, throttle answers," the Haven man muttered, casting his gaze upwards.
In a louder voice, he said "We're on our way, folks. Hang on; it may get a little rough, but it's nothing we can't handle."
The Technologist pulled the left-hand lever upwards. Grimm felt a brief pang of anxiety, as the vehicle jerked upwards and rocked from side to side, while Foster wiggled a stick at his right side.
"Sorry about that, folks. The collective's a little jerky; must be the cold. Ah, it seems all right now."
The roar increased as the pilot twisted the lever at his left hand, and the vehicle moved smoothly upwards. Grimm looked out of a small window beside him, and he felt a shock of dismay as he saw the prostrate forms of four horses lying on the mountainside. He felt moved to cry out to Foster to save the poor animals, and he wondered how he and his companions would reach Glabra without them, but he realised that the small metal craft had insufficient space for the mounts.
In any case, the sensitive animals were probably dead by now.
The chopping sound smoothed to a steady, chattering beat, and Foster moved the right-hand stick forward. The vehicle's nose tilted downwards, and it began to move forwards at an increasing rate.
"Next stop, Haven!" Foster cried in a cheery, confident tone loud enough to be heard over the roar pervading the structure. Grimm looked out of his window to see a field of fluffy clouds far below him; a strange vista indeed. The insubstantial celestial structures seemed to map out an alien landscape that subtly modified its boundaries and borders as he watched.
He stole a glance at his companions: Drex wore a broad, wondering smile on her face; Crest looked bewildered but unafraid; Xylox's lips moved silently in what Grimm took to be curses against the whole damned art of Technology; and the imperturbable Tordun seemed to be asleep.
Grimm marvelled at the strange, complex machine and its mastery of the air, but the rattling and shaking of the craft and the loud noises thrumming through its very structure made the marvellous aerial trip a far from relaxing experience.
As far as Grimm was concerned, flight was best left to the birds, bats and insects.
After maybe ten minutes' unsteady flight, Foster brought the machine to a halt in the air. "This is Hotel Romeo Two-Seven, requesting landing clearance this time," he said, although Grimm could not see anyone who might hear his words outside the vehicle.
The Technologist nodded, as if in response to some voice Grimm could not hear. "Ident is as follows, Control: Pilot Foster, two-two-niner-zero."
Grimm heard a buzzing, crackling sound from the pilot's helmet which he took as some response from Haven, and the vehicle began to descend towards a wide ledge far below.
With a gentle bump, the helicopter was once more on firm ground. Foster pressed a few more cartouches and the roar above the craft ceased, the illumination in the clock panel dimmed and the only remaining sound was a decelerating, whipping sound. Disconnecting himself from his equipment, the man turned to face his passengers.
"It's all done, folks. Welcome to Haven."
Grimm started as the sliding door opposite opened, revealing a pair of men standing outside, dressed in padded white-and-grey suits. They seemed well-protected against the vicious, flaying wind hurling needle-like shards of ice into the warm interior of the craft. The young Questor felt a popping in his eardrums, and he saw the elven thief, Crest, clapping his hands over his sensitive ears, his face a mask of pain. The men outside the helicopter carried metal sticks at which Grimm stared.
These must be ancient Technological weapons, he thought, gazing in wonder at the bizarre tubes, although they glisten and gleam as if new.
One of the men stepped forward and spoke gruffly, his voice muffled by swathes of cloth that covered his mouth.
"Welcome to Haven," he said. "Step lively, now! Administrator Armitage is waiting for you."
Grimm and his companions were hustled through a metal door, and the Questor heard a loud hiss as it closed. Instinctively, he worked his jaw to ease the pain in his ears. The discomfort passed.
They were standing shivering in a small cubicle furnished with wheels, clocks, cartouches and coloured lights like those in Foster's cubicle within the helicopter. Their guide, or guard, pointed a metal implement at each of them in turn, studying a number of tiny, blinking lamps on its surface.
Pressing a stud on the wall, the man shouted "They're clean," and the door in front of them slid smoothly open.
The cubicle opened into a large, metal-walled space, illuminated by a warm, orange light from the ceiling. Two further guards with Technological weapons stood before the cubicle's exit.
Behind the guards stood a tall, slender man dressed in loose, black trousers, a white shirt unlike any Grimm had ever seen, and a strip of cloth, knotted at his throat and hanging down his chest. He was tall and slender, with close-cropped brown hair and no beard.
This last shocked Grimm; a beard was the outward mark of a man of importance, and he could not understand why anybody in such a responsible position would want to remove it. The young mage might trim and shape his own whiskers, but he would no sooner shave them off than he would countenance walking around stark naked.
The strangely-dressed man eased the two guards aside. "Thank you, gentlemen; that will be all.
"Welcome to Haven, friends," he continued as the guards strode off, his voice a pleasant baritone. "I am overjoyed to meet you. Although we have many souls here at Haven, it's always a pleasure to see new faces. My name is Armitage, and I'm the Administrator of this facility, for my sins."
Armitage turned towards Xylox and spoke in a warm, friendly voice.
"Lord Mage, I'd guess you are in charge of this group? I am honoured to make the acquaintance of such a distinguished thaumaturge. We see so few mages here." Armitage extended his hand towards the Questor.
Xylox cleared his throat. "I am Xylox Serenac, Mage Questor of the Seventh Rank and leader of this expedition. Well met, Armitage." He took the Administrator's hand and shook it in a gesture that seemed to transcend the gulf between mages and Technologists.
Gruffly, Xylox introduced the rest of his group. "This is Questor Grimm, Fifth Rank," he said "These two gentlemen are Crest and Tordun, warriors."
Turning to Drexelica with open contempt on his face, he added, "This is a thief girl who latched on to us in Griven. I advise you to watch out for your valuables when she is around."
Armitage walked straight past Xylox and approached Drex, who glared at the senior mage with an expression bordering on hatred.
"And what is your name, my dear?" the Administrator asked.
The girl reddened in embarrassment.
"I'm Drexelica," she said, managing a clumsy curtsey. "I promise you, I only ever stole because I was hungry; I won't do it again. Grimm, here, is looking after me now."
"And how old are you, Drexelica?" Armitage's voice dripped with solicitous concern, as if the answer to the question might be of prime importance to Drex's wellbeing.
"I'm sixteen," the girl whispered, her face crimson under the Administrator's intense gaze.
"Sixteen years old; that's charming," Armitage said with a smile. "We don't see many young ladies here. Welcome, Drexelica."
The bare-faced man introduced himself cordially to Grimm, Crest and Tordun in turn. To Tordun, he added, "Master Tordun, would I be correct in assuming that you are hypomelanic?"
"I am an albino," rumbled the giant swordsman, "if that is what you mean."
"It is," Armitage said. "It might interest you to know that we have a very effective balm that can protect skin, even the palest skin like yours, from the worst effects of the sun. If you wish, I'll have one of our scientists prepare a batch for you."
Grimm gaped: he had never seen Tordun smile since he had first met the swordsman. The smile disappeared from the albino's face in an instant, but the mage could not deny what he had seen.
"Thank you, Armitage. I would appreciate that," Tordun said, bowing.
Armitage said, "You seem very young to be a mage, Master Grimm. What sort of magic do you do?"
The Questor activated his Mage Sight again. He saw no indications of any Technology within Armitage's skull, but he did see small grey nodules in the man's aura, indicating either deception or deliberate concealment of something. This alerted Grimm to be on his guard.
"My magic, like that of most Questors, is largely destructive," he said. "We mature young. Well met, Armitage."
The Administrator seemed more than a little interested in Crest. "May I ask where you are from, good Sir?"
"I'm from Drute, Administrator Armitage," the elf replied, his expression revealing nothing, "as was my father. My mother was from Eeranna. In case you are interested, I am a half-elf."
"Interesting� interesting," Armitage muttered, nodding and smiling as he stepped back to face the group. "Well, my friends, I would guess you're feeling tired and grimy after your journey. I understand your travelling bags were retrieved from the mountain and are waiting in some rooms I've had prepared for you. You will stay for the night, won't you?"
Xylox nodded. "We would be happy to do so, Administrator Armitage. Thank you for the hospitality you have shown us."
Armitage bowed. "Please join me at dinner tonight, gentlemen and, ah, lady. If you'll be so good as to excuse me, I have some business to attend to."
One of the white-clad guards stepped forward. "If you folks'd care to follow me, I'll show you to the hab block: that's where you'll be staying while you're at Haven."
As the guard led the group down a bewildering series of passageways, Grimm saw that Haven seemed to be laid out as a series of concentric circles, with straight, radial corridors at regular intervals like spokes on a wheel. The guard explained the layout.
"The circles are numbered from one to twenty, and the segments between the corridors are all in different colours. The corridors have letters from A to AD. As you can see, we're currently in section Twenty Green, heading for corridor G and Blue sector. The hab block where you'll be staying is in section Seventeen Blue, so we'll be taking G corridor, moving towards the hub for three circles and turning right. It's really easy to find your way around once you know the co-ordinates of anywhere."
Several people milled around the walkways. Some were dressed like Armitage, others wore coloured one-piece suits, and a few wore white coats and carried Technological implements.
Grimm mused that none of these people seemed to be under fifty years of age or so. He only saw a single woman, who could not have been younger than sixty, certainly well beyond child-bearing age.
Perhaps this is why Armitage seems so interested in Drex, he thought, shivering at the idea before dismissing it as ridiculous. The Administrator seemed to be a gentleman, even if he were holding some secret.
"Here you go, people," the guard called. "You can use rooms 112 to 116. Your gear's stashed in 112. Administrator Armitage'll be giving you a call in a couple of hours or so, I imagine. Be seeing you."
With what appeared to be a mock salute, the guard strode away.
Room 112 proved to be spacious, comfortably appointed and well lit. A large bed stood in the centre of the room. Opposite the head of the bed, Grimm saw a large, grey square plaque on the wall, whose function was not immediately apparent. The whole wall was festooned with coloured cartouches. At least the function of the bath, visible through a door opposite the entrance, seemed to be obvious.
Once inside the room, Xylox turned to Grimm. "Questor Grimm, what do you make of Brother Armitage?"
"He is hiding something, Questor Xylox. I saw definite hints of grey in his aura."
The older man nodded. "I agree." Addressing the party, he said "We must all be on our guard. The flyer, Foster, had some sort of Technology in his head, and we know Armitage is concealing some ill intent from us. Do not touch any of the Technological devices in these rooms under any circumstances. At all costs, keep your wits about you and be on your guard for any kind of incursion or depredation."
Drexelica turned to Grimm and whispered, "What's the matter, Grimm? I like it here; it's so clean and bright, and Administrator Armitage seemed like a nice enough man to me."
"For once in my life, I completely agree with Questor Xylox," Grimm replied. "Stay alert, Drex. I don't like this place at all."
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Chapter 3: A Spell of Technology

Grimm stood before a full-length mirror in the tiled bathroom of his Haven room. With a minimum of fuss, he selected a red-and-black robe from his travelling-bag, along with a random handful of rings and pendants with which to adorn himself. Although he found great satisfaction in the wearing of fine clothes, he did not really care for baubles and gewgaws; however, his friend Dalquist had told him during Grimm's first Quest that Seculars seemed more impressed by a mage who wore such trappings.
He donned the robe and the gaudy jewels with an air of glum resignation; even the opulence of his expensive silk robe could not lift Grimm's encroaching melancholy.
Grimm had first encountered Drex when the girl attempted to steal his purse in the town of Griven. On learning that the penalty for theft in Griven was a period of slavery, he bribed the guard to sell Drex to him, whereupon he freed her. When the girl declared a solemn obligation and refused to leave him, Xylox became enraged, and Grimm defied his senior. The older mage allowed Drex to remain in the group, as Grimm's responsibility, but he vowed to recommend that the younger Questor be stricken from the rolls of the Guild.
Whatever else Grimm might think of the acerbic Questor, he had no reason to think Xylox a liar or an emotional blusterer.
Once deprived of his hard-won status as Mage Questor, all that would remain of Grimm's years of struggle would be the Barony of Crar, and he doubted he would retain that position for long, once the Crarian Council discovered that he was a disgraced sorcerer, stripped of all power. In all probability, he would have to sell his fine wardrobe just to be able to live, until he could find a suitable trade. He was too old to be taken on as an apprentice, and he had no skills suitable for life in the Secular world.
Of course, Grimm knew, his grandparents, Loras and Drima, would take him in, but he could not bear to face the anger of his only known relatives at throwing away the wonderful chance he had been given to wash away the stains that tainted the name of Afelnor. Infinitely worse than harsh anger would be a reaction of bitter disappointment, or one of pity.
Once again, he cursed himself for his stupidity in opposing the proud Xylox.
With almost mechanical efficiency, Grimm dressed himself and began to arrange his hair and his beard, a living automaton going through a predetermined sequence of actions. As he withdrew a small pair of scissors from his bag, he felt the slightest shifting of weight in the leather receptacle. He stood back, arms akimbo, with a dark frown on his face.
A tiny, grey, bullet-like head slowly came into view. Wearing a sheepish expression, the minuscule demon drew himself from the bag and onto the slick tiles.
"Thribble!" Grimm crowed "Have you been following me yet again, in defiance of my strict instructions?"
"I am sorry, Questor Grimm," Thribble squeaked. "You lead such an interesting life that I could not bear to be left behind."
"I checked this bag three times before I left the House," the Questor said, shaking his head in disbelief. "How did you manage to sneak on board?"
Thribble gave a squeaky snort, as if Grimm's question were nothing more than an insult to a mighty intellect.
"I may be small, human, but I am still a demon, with a demon's powers. As you searched the bag, I just shifted myself an inch or so into my native dimension. I cannot completely break the inter-dimensional veil, but I can extend into it sufficiently to hide myself from crude human sight. I did think that, since I once saved your life, you might show me a little more respect."
Grimm rubbed his brow to ease the dull, throbbing pain residing there. "I'm sorry, Thribble," he said, finding a welcome laugh escaping his mouth. "Of course you're welcome to join me, although I should warn you that this interesting phase of my life may soon be at an end. I made a dreadful mistake, one that will cost me my status as a Guild Mage."
The minute demon's thread-like brows lifted.
"Really, human?" Thribble did not sound at all concerned at this revelation. "You must tell me all about it. I have been suffocating in that stifling little bag since we left Arnor, and I suffered much on the mountain. I do think you owe me a full report of what has occurred since."
The young mage sighed. Xylox would probably be furious if he ever found out about the miniature netherworld mimic and storyteller, but would a diminution of his senior colleague's already low opinion worsen Grimm's eventual fate?
Probably not, but it would be better not to take too many chances; with luck, I may still be able to convince Xylox I'm worth something, if I can do well in this Quest.
"Very well, Thribble," he said. "I only ask one thing: the senior Questor, Xylox, holds my fate in his hands, so I order you� no, I beg you, not to reveal yourself to him, and to listen with your mouth shut. In return, I'll tell you everything that's happened on the Quest so far, and you may ride in my pocket for its remainder."
The Questor sat on the edge of the bath and told Thribble all he could about the Quest. He spoke of what he knew of General Q; how he, Grimm, had ransomed Drexelica; his subsequent, fulminating argument with Xylox and the trip to Haven. In truth, he found that telling the demon about his actions was a blessed catharsis and release, and he felt surprised at his growing eagerness to recount every detail.
As he finished his account, he heard a sharp rap at the door to the chamber. "Quickly; inside, now, Thribble," he said, opening wide a pocket in his robe. Obligingly, the demon hopped inside and lay still.
Grimm opened the door to see a sour-faced Xylox. "So, Questor Grimm, you think my summons beneath you? Let me remind you that you have sworn to commit yourself to my authority for the remainder of this Quest in return for simple dismissal from the Guild. Have you forgotten that the alternative is banishment to the nether regions of the House for an unspecified period? You seem determined on the latter course."
Grimm felt his anger at Xylox's didactic manner rise within him, like lava welling up inside a volcano, but he held it in check. "Questor Xylox; on my honour, I have received no summons of any kind from you. My aura will reveal to your Sight that I speak the truth."
Xylox's gaze bore down into Grimm's eyes, but the younger man did not flinch. "I have been competent in Telepathy for some fifteen years now," the senior Questor growled. "Are you trying to tell me that my efforts to contact you for the last ten minutes have been to no avail?"
Grimm fought to contain his fierce, roiling emotions, but a hot tinge of ire licked though his body at Xylox's contemptuous, dismissive tone.
"Xylox the Mighty," Grimm said, his eyes narrowed, "you may be proficient in a thousand spells, but the simple truth of the matter is that I have received no contact from you. You may well decide to call me irresponsible and feckless, unfit to bear the Guild Ring; indeed, you have already done so. But I will accept from you no imputation of deceit. I have never lied to you or any other Guildbrother, and I will never do so. My offer remains. Look within my soul, and you will see within me emotions aplenty, but no deception."
His voice rose to an impassioned shout. "You have destroyed me, Questor Xylox; I may not find that palatable, but I must accept it. Thoughtless I may be, but a teller of falsehoods I am not, and I resent the implication with all my heart."
Grimm folded his arms across his chest, and his eyes remained locked upon those of Xylox. For a few moments more, the older man stood impassive before his junior, but he then looked away and nodded.
"I apologise for doubting your word, Questor Grimm," the senior mage said. "I shall not inspect your aura, since you have never given me the slightest cause for doubting your veracity, despite all your other faults.
"However, I admit to grave misgivings. If my comments caused offence, I withdraw them. However, I have sent you several telepathic messages over the last few minutes, and I know they were well sent; some aspect of this hell-spawned hotbed of accursed Technology must have prevented them from reaching you."
Grimm rubbed his chin. "Perhaps these metal walls prevent the free passage of Telepathy," he said. "Magemaster Crohn once told me that iron absorbs magic from the outside, but blocks it from the inside. Until now, I have never quite understood what he meant, but I think these homogeneous metal cells must act as some kind of prison for magical energies. When I was callow enough to study the art of Technology, I read of a mysterious construct the ancients called a 'Faraday Cage', which somehow preserved secrecy by blocking the passage of energy to the outside; perhaps these rooms are such cages."
Xylox nodded slowly. "This smacks of intrigue, Questor Grimm; we must all be on our guard. I was already suspicious of our welcome here. Such an isolated place can know little of thaumaturgic ways, and yet Armitage seemed to be well aware of the existence of Guild Mages such as you and me. Perhaps the 'Pacification' of mages that was mentioned during our encounter outside Griven is carried out here. What could persuade a group of Guild Mages to ally themselves to the forces of this General Quelgrum other than Technology?
"I wished to tell you that I have a magical gem that can detect the presence of noxious, pernicious or narcotic substances, and that I will use this to assay all food or drink offered to us at Armitage's table. I suspect incipient treachery, and I believe that Haven may well be in league with General Quelgrum. You will allow me to appraise each kind of refreshment or sustenance offered before partaking of it. If I should say that any such matter is forbidden to us, then you must refuse it; my gem will have signalled to me that it is poisoned. Kindly summon our companions from their rooms, for I wish to ensure that nobody is befuddled or enslaved by the ingestion of strange substances."
Grimm could not help but note the stress Xylox laid on his last few words; perhaps the older man had heard of his earlier narcotic addiction. The haughty mage had not preserved his amicable mood for long.

****

"Dear friends, I welcome you once more to the bounteous haven of Haven," intoned Armitage, raising a glass of wine to the adventurers, as they sat at a large, round table, on which was laid a bewildering array of cutlery.
Crest and Tordun wore their customary simple clothes, but even they seemed to have taken great pains over their appearance. Even Xylox had chosen to wear lush velvet in place of his usual rough, homespun robes. However, the most startling change was in Drexelica's appearance. Her former tangled rat's-nest of hair now shone, hanging down her back like a long, silken snake. In place of the grubby rags she had worn before, she now wore an emerald-green satin dress that changed her aspect from that of a street urchin to a lady of the court.
In the corridor between their rooms, she had enthused to Grimm about the new-found elegance Haven had given her. Gleefully, she had told him of how three Haven women had worked on her hair, her clothes and her face; he had to acknowledge that their efforts and the subtlest application cosmetics had transformed her from a bedraggled waif into a true beauty. The effect was dazzling, and the young mage, who had led a cloistered life in the company of boys and old men, had had to make a conscious effort of will to direct his mind to the task at hand: the gathering of information concerning the General and his operations.
Xylox lifted the glass of ruby-coloured liquid before him, and regarded it with a critical eye. "Administrator Armitage, I believe this is an alcoholic brew. I regret to inform you that such beverages are forbidden to Guild Mages, and to the people of Drute. Pure water will be quite acceptable to us."
Armitage laughed. "How foolish of me; of course, I was quite unaware of your local customs. We have been isolated for so long from our cousins on the flatlands that we are ignorant of valley traditions."
Grimm sensed that the man was deceiving them: his Sight confirmed it. Regardless of protocol, regardless of Xylox's opinion of him, he chose to confront the Administrator directly. The smug, confident air of the man infuriated him.
"Armitage, you have made the mistake of offering us tainted wine," he growled. "You may now end your pathetic deception; you are discovered. You intend to keep us here, not as guests, but as prisoners or as experimental subjects. Know now that you have invited the wrath of a pair of Guild Questors who can sense your deception, and who can destroy your vile nest of Technology with a mere word. You are not the benign philanthrope you try to portray, but a worthless minion of General Quelgrum.
"Ha! You cannot deny it now; I have seen the change in your aura at my mention of the name. You are discovered. Tell us what you know and give us passage to the other side of the mountains, or die. The choice is yours."
Grimm looked towards Xylox, and the senior mage nodded vehemently. Enough of polite detente!
"Talk and live, Armitage, or resist and die," the senior Questor breathed. You have no idea of the destructive power of an angry Questor, and you do not wish to encounter it, I assure you."
Armitage raised his hands, as if in surrender to superior forces. "Very well, gentlemen, I am discovered. Your pale-faced friend there looks as if he could tear my head off with a single gesture. Let him try. Come on, pink-eyes: attack me if you can."
The Administrator spat at the giant Tordun, who leapt to his feet, his huge fists balled, and Grimm expected carnage. However, after a few moments, the albino sat back in his chair and shrugged, his face breaking into an improbable, seraphic smile.
"Is there no spirit left in the world?" Armitage asked. "Hey, look at the pointy-eared freak! Are those daggers real weapons, or are you just posing as a dartboard? Perhaps you would like to attack me, scarecrow?"
Grimm knew well how Crest responded to either real or imagined insults, but the hot-tempered half-elf only shrugged at Armitage's slights.
The Questor knew at least that his mind was still his own, but he bided his time until the Haven Administrator might address him. The others might be ensorcelled, but he, at least, was free.
"What about you, Mr. High and Mighty Mage?"
Armitage pointed at Xylox and then leaned forward to flick the senior mage's lips with his index finger. Xylox's only reaction was to frown and brush Armitage's hand aside.
The Haven man stepped behind Drexelica and squeezed her left breast. Under normal circumstances, Grimm would have expected the fierce hellion to scratch his eyes out; however, she merely muttered, "Please don't do that, Armitage."
The master of Technology tickled the underside of the girl's chin.
"New, fresh genetic material is just what we need to survive. Soon you will be welcoming my touch, I assure you."
Grimm could feel the power building within him. His companions had succumbed to the Administrator's mysterious power like lambs going to the slaughter; it seemed to be up to him to resist and to prevail.
"Ah, the skinny kid; you have no idea of the effect of tight-beam ultrasonics, do you, boy?"
"I will defy you and defeat you." Grimm felt a cold shock as his voice emerged from his lips dull and listless. It sounded as if another man had spoken.
"Oh, very well then, Grimm," Armitage sneered. "You've beaten me. Strike while you can, by all means. I am undefended."
Grimm strained to find the words to turn his boiling inner power into action, but a deep ennui seeped through his soul. "I don't want to hurt you," was all he could say.
Armitage smiled. "They told me Questors were dangerous, but they seem as soft as butter to me; Technology can beat superstitious delusions any time. Gentlemen, and my dear, dear lady, you are all mine now. The General will be pleased."
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Chapter 4: Armitage

"Now that we have settled our small differences, there is no reason why we cannot eat and drink together as good friends should, is there?"
Armitage, wearing a broad, cheery smile on his face, raised his glass.
"Allow me to raise a toast: to Haven."
Grimm felt his hand moving towards the glass in front of him. Something at the back of his mind, some distant, inchoate memory, warned him against drinking any of the red liquid, but it seemed unreasonable to refuse such a decent man as his host.
"To Haven," was the dull, insipid, chorused answer to Armitage's toast. The five adventurers lifted their glasses as one and drank deeply. The Administrator nodded in an approving fashion.
"That's much better." Armitage turned to his left and raised his voice, addressing somebody Grimm could not see. "Thank you, Terrence, we can lose the ultrasonics now, I think."
A muffled voice replied, "They're off, Administrator."
The head of Haven reached into his left ear and withdrew a small, white plug, repeating the operation on the right and drawing a sigh of relief. "These aural filters are quite uncomfortable, you know," he said.
Grimm had a vague wish to say something, but he found his mind slow and sluggish. It seemed much easier to sit and listen to Armitage than to talk. He felt a tug at his sleeve and heard a faint, familiar voice coming from the direction of his pocket.
"Grimm! You are drugged. Give me your power so that I may aid you."
"Shut up, Thribble," the young mage mumbled. "I'm all right."
Armitage leaned forward, a look of utter fascination on his face. "My goodness, is that an extra-dimensional imp? I believe it is!
"I have never seen the like before. We may learn a great deal from this little one. Give him to me, Grimm."
Grimm fished in his pocket and withdrew the minuscule demon.
"Do not accede to this monster's demands, Questor Grimm!" the demon piped, struggling in Grimm's grasp. "Where is the mighty will for which you Questors are supposed to be renowned?"
"Shut up, Thribble," Grimm repeated in a sleepy monotone. "I'm sure Armitage just wants to take a look at you."
"I imagine that he wants to take a look at my vitals, with the aid of a scalpel, human!" Thribble shrilled, but Grimm handed over his grey friend without the least flicker of concern.
As the Haven man reached out to clutch the tiny underworld being, Grimm saw a blue flash, and Thribble disappeared.
Armitage howled; an unearthly, animal sound of frustration. "Where's he gone? Bring him back at once, Grimm."
The Questor managed to summon up sufficient energy for even a listless shrug. His mouth moved, but he gave up the effort to speak. Dumb passivity was far easier.
Armitage pounded his fist on the table. "Damn it all! I've been trying to get hold of one of those creatures for ages, and a small specimen like that would have been so easy to handle.
"Ah, here come our meals, at least."
A squat, metal thing with spindly arms slid into the room on small wheels and proceeded to distribute plates of meat and vegetables to the diners. A second machine served Armitage alone, but the significance of this fact meant nothing to the befuddled Grimm.
"Do eat, dear friends," Armitage said. "You don't want your food to get cold, do you?"
As if possessed of no more free will than Armitage's strange, metallic servants, Grimm and his companions began to eat, as if it were a chore to be completed.
"Ultrasonics are all very well," the Administrator mumbled through a large mouthful of food, "but, of course, the effects soon wear off when you deactivate them. Drugs aren't much good either, but they keep the subject nice and placid while one carries out the main business of Pacification; studying a brace of Questors promises to be really interesting. If you're as good as you say you are, the experience could be quite edifying."
Armitage's words washed over Grimm like a warm, heavy stream, without meaning or import, but soothing and relaxing.
The Administrator seemed to like the sound of his own voice, as well as the taste of his food, and he carried on, despite his impassive audience, rubbing his hands in evident, unalloyed pleasure. "A new humanoid species and a hypomelanic giant to study," he enthused, "and a young, fresh girl to add variety to our tired, limited gene pool, to boot! Marvellous!"
Despite his complete lack of appetite, Grimm found he had cleared his plate as if he had been starving, although he could not remember what he had eaten, or what it had tasted like. His companions had also finished their meals, and they sat as if in deep meditation, their eyes glazed and lifeless. The young mage could not bring himself to feel concern for them, or to acknowledge that there was anything unusual in the tableau.
Having finished his own meal, Armitage sat back and stretched luxuriantly. "Perhaps you would like to hear something of the history of our happy little commune of Haven. You would? That's excellent.
"You might not believe it, but there has been a scientific mission here for fifteen hundred years, since before the Final War that destroyed most of the rest of the world. Protected as we are by the mountains, we avoided the worst of the devastation. I like to think there are similar enclaves of Technology in similar locations throughout the world, and that we may eventually pool our resources and our learning."
Armitage took a few minutes to clean between his teeth with a length of fine white cord. Apparently satisfied with his dental hygiene, he continued, as if lecturing an attentive group of students rather than five drug-dulled semi-morons.
"At its inception, this establishment was set up as a criminal rehabilitation facility. Escape from this high, cold vantage point was all but impossible, and there were teams of devoted, dedicated psychologists and behavioural analysts on hand to counsel the inmates in an attempt to persuade them to see the clear light of pure reason.
"They failed, of course, despite their noble intentions. The criminals said what the analysts expected them to say, but not what they really believed or felt. Time and again, they broke the rules of the facility, and the members of the staff could do little but chide them or give them further sessions of futile counselling. Society was remarkably lax in those days: physical or mental punishment was forbidden, and the murderers and habitual thieves who found themselves here had known a lifetime of being cautioned and released. They had learnt that crime did pay, despite the contrary admonishment of a common adage of the time."
From the corner of his eye, Grimm saw that Drexelica had slumped face-first onto the table, but the urbane Armitage did not seem fazed in the least by this.
The Administrator took a large cigar from his pocket and lit it with a golden implement that produced flame without evident tinder or flint. He leaned back in his chair and took several serene puffs, his face a blissful mask of contentment.
"After a series of attempted insurrections and riots, the authorities of the time became desperate, and they gave the scientists here at Haven free rein to deal with their charges as they deemed fit; we became masters at manipulating the human mind. Crude initial experiments with mind-altering substances gave way to the use of ultrasonic bombardment, like the little burst you experienced earlier tonight. I'm sure you'd acknowledge the effectiveness of this technique if you weren't so heavily sedated."
He waved his cigar in a contemptuous manner at the display of bovine passivity from his captive audience.
"Anyway, the main trouble with both those control methods is that they don't last too long, and they don't make a permanent change in men's minds. We at Haven have raised the ancient techniques of subliminal suggestion and surgical brain Pacification to an art form. In ancient times, they used to slice through the connection between the two halves of the brain in an attempt to provoke docility; can you believe that? The result of this first attempts at surgical brain modification produced placid morons with no more willpower than you have now.
"We at Haven developed a far superior method. We discovered that a simple electronic implant could automatically control the levels of dopamine, serotonin and the other cerebral neurotransmitters, turning even the most animalistic criminal into a happy, rational and useful member of society. Were the governments of the world happy at this unprecedented advance? Did they hail us as the saviours of mankind? No! They took this as their rightful due, sending us increasing numbers of malcontents and incorrigibles in an attempt to ease the stench of rebellion from their cesspits of cities, without the least word of thanks."
Grimm heard a faint, double thump as first Crest, and then Xylox, succumbed to the massive dose of sedatives within them, surrendering to the welcoming arms of Morpheus.
Armitage continued, in full, indignant flight at the base ingratitude shown to his beloved Haven by the old-world authorities, and he would not be balked.
"The final triumph was ours, of course. The politicians and bean-counters of the world were blasted into radioactive dust, while we survived. It wasn't easy, by any means, but the constant, miserly penny-pinching of the powers-that-were had already driven us well down the road towards complete self-sufficiency long before the first bombs fell. The last laugh was ours."
The last sound Grimm heard before he lost consciousness was the sound of Armitage's satisfied chuckling at the memory of Haven's final victory over its old, despised masters.

****

Thribble, safely ensconced in a small underworld bubble only fractions of an inch away from the mortal frame, had heard every word of the Administrator's self-indulgent monologue. With his demon eyes, he had been able to peer through the thin veil that separated him from Haven, and watch in increasing despair as one after another of the human adventurers had lost consciousness. After Grimm succumbed to the narcotics he had taken, only the white giant was left.
The minuscule netherworld creature saw it as a tribute to Tordun's mighty physique that the swordsman had resisted for so long; he guessed that even a maddened bull would have collapsed long before, after such a huge pharmaceutical hammering. Even so, the muscular human lost his battle in the end, and Thribble felt desperately alone in a strange world.
Armitage carried on his valedictory oration to the genius of the men of Haven long after the human titan surrendered his consciousness. When he finished, he clapped his hands, and a pair of white-garbed men entered the dining hall.
The taller and older of the men, bald-headed and rail-thin, addressed the Administrator in business-like tones. "Do you want them prepped for surgery, Administrator? I can have a surgical team assembled by tomorrow night."
Armitage gave a languorous yawn, and he made a show of inspecting his immaculate fingernails. "Not just yet, Terrence. I think I'll start them off with the standard Loyalty subliminals, just to be on the safe side, but I certainly don't want to mess with the brains of these two mages just yet. Remember the General's reaction when I told him how we botched the job on that first couple of Illusionists? The fellows were fully sentient, but they couldn't cast even the simplest of spells.
"I don't want to tinker with the Questor's brains at all; we don't want to damage them. I think the General would be very, very grateful to have a Mage Questor in full working order. From what I've heard, these fellows are absolutely lethal. I think I'll pit them against each other, to see which one comes out on top; we can dissect the loser, and the General can have the victor. We don't want them fully Pacified, but you can give them maximum subliminal conditioning."
Terrence nodded. "As you wish, Administrator. What about the others?"
"I want the little one with the pointed ears left as he is for a while; a new sub-species should be studied with care, and I don't want to assume too much about his brain before I let you hack it apart."
The Technician snorted. "You make it sound like butchery, Armitage. We're a little more refined than that."
"As you will, Terrence." Armitage sighed and flipped his hand in a dismissive manner. "Nonetheless, you will leave him alone for the moment; is that clear?
"The big albino should make a good addition to our security forces if he's properly prepared; you can have him tomorrow."
"And the girl? What about her?"
"Keep your hands to yourself, Terrence!" the Administrator snapped. "She's mine, and mine alone. Anyone who touches her will end up as a happy, moronic broom-pusher: even you, old friend."
The Technician raised a roguish eyebrow.
"As the Administrator desires," he said in an arch, knowing voice.
Armitage sighed. "You are a dullard at times, Terrence!" he snapped. "We're in desperate need of fresh female genetic material. Spermatozoa are created every day by males; females are born with their full lifetime complement of eggs, and that's the cause of all our problems; we don't have the military force to take women from the townships by force, and inbreeding has weakened our genetic line. This girl is a gift.
"I just want to be sure that tampering with her neurotransmitters doesn't affect the various fertility hormones as well; it's as well to be prudent."
Terrence's partner, a short, rotund man with wispy, greying brown hair and a scrubby beard, spoke up: "Who gets the first crack at the girl when you've finished studying her, Administrator? I presume it's not going to be by lot."
"Never you mind who's first, Deeks!" Armitage snapped. "Don't worry; your zygotes will be joined with hers in good time."
"In a bloody test tube!" came Deeks' heated response. "I'm a man, not some damned robot, Armitage! I have desires; I have physical needs, like any other man. I'll bet you won't be standing in line to give a sodding sperm sample!"
Armitage raised his hand in admonishment and lowered his brows. "That's quite enough, Mr. Deeks. You seem ill at ease, and I fear you may be in need of some behavioural modification; for your own good, of course."
The Technician paled at the implicit threat in Armitage's words. "I apologise, Administrator Armitage, for my loss of temper. I will carry out your orders as required."
Armitage took up his cigar and puffed smoke into the rotund man's face. Deeks turned red as he tried not to splutter.
"Thank you, Mr Deeks, Mr Terrence," the Administrator intoned. "That will be all. Remember: maximum subliminals for the mages, standard dosage for the rest. The giant can undergo full Pacification tomorrow, but wait for my word about all the others."
The slender Terrence and the barrel-like, sweating Deeks nodded in unison. "It will be as you require, Administrator," Terrence said.
The tall man touched a stud on a band wrapped around his wrist. "Team B, kindly take the new visitors to their guest quarters from the Dining Hall. They have been subjected to Stage One Pacification; gurneys will be required. That is all."
Thribble watched as the dormant bodies were wheeled out of the room on padded, metal trolleys, and he felt a pang of demonic angst.
He had been excited by the prospect of gathering the material for many interesting stories with which to regale his impatient, jaded brethren by the simple expedient of following this unusual human, Grimm Afelnor. What would he do if the mortal youth became some mindless automaton? Not only would Thribble lose the chance to gain wonderful story matter, but he would be unable to return to his own world!
The tiny demon also had to acknowledge that he had gained a great, if grudging, respect for that tall, emotion-raddled, resourceful lump of human flesh. Had he been mortal, Thribble told himself, he might even have called the lanky Questor his 'friend'. He knew he was now the only hope the young mage had, and he swore to do his utmost to prove himself worthy of his mortal confederate.
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Chapter 5: The Control Room

Thribble flitted through the corridors of Haven, blending with the shadows when he could, and occasionally popping into his netherworld cubby-hole in order to avoid detection. Although he lacked many of the more showy, impressive and downright dangerous talents possessed by his larger kin, he was a true demon nonetheless, with the heightened senses of all of his kind, and even a few trifling magical competencies.
It was a simple matter for Thribble to follow the scent trail left by Terrence and Deeks, and he could even see the heat traces of their footprints. From what he had overheard in the dining hall, the Technicians were on their way to the 'Control Room', where they were to subject Grimm and his companions to 'Phase Two Pacification', whatever that was.
The minute demon's stumpy legs were ill-suited to attempting to match the pace of the long-legged humans, so he proceeded by a frenetic series of hops, covering several inches at a time, but keeping himself well out of sight of the Technicians. He felt very relieved to reach the door marking the end of the trail. Thribble was puffing hard by the time he did so, his breath coming in piping gasps.
Although the door handle was well out of the demon's reach, and he could hardly have entered without drawing attention to himself if he had been able to access it, Thribble found it easy to gain access to the room. He hopped into his intra-dimensional hiding-place and moved a mere four inches, all the room the bubble had to spare, and then returned to the mortal world. The demon's nose materialised a mere half-inch away from the door, but he was on the right side of it.
Thribble found the Control Room a confusing place, indeed. The metal walls bore a bewildering profusion of strange clocks and patterns of dancing lights. Thribble marvelled at a series of endless belts carrying paper, across which metal styli danced and wiggled without the intervention of human hands. Black cables snaked across the perforated floor and disappeared into holes in various metal wall panels and boxes, and further ropes hung like vines from the ceiling. There were numerous tables and cabinets covered with strange paraphernalia, and an insistent chattering noise seemed to pervade the entire chamber.
Straining his ears to the utmost, the demon heard the faint voices of Terrence and Deeks; he never forgot a voice once he had heard it. The forest of black ropes and the maze of cabinets provided him with ample cover as he approached them. Terrence was calling off numbers and letters from a sheet of paper on a clipboard. Deeks had his sleeves rolled up and was pushing the metal ends of cables into holes on some of the strange machines.
"I'll tell you, Terrence, I've just about had it with this life," Deeks complained. "The last woman I had was six years ago in Griven, and I had to pay for it. Some good-looking girl waltzes in, and guess what? Armitage takes her for himself. There ought to be a lottery or something, I say."
Terrence tapped his pen on the clipboard and raised his voice in evident annoyance. "C-204 sync out to EC-90 ext CK enable, Deeks. Is that quite clear, or does the constant whining of your overactive libido somehow drown out my voice?"
With a sullen snort, the portly Technician rammed the gleaming appendage at one end of a yellow cable into a hole on one box-like machine, and the other into one of the clock-infested wall panels. "C-204 sync out to EC-90 ext CK enable, check," was the bored, listless response. Terrence made a check mark on his paper.
"Set EC-90 MODE control to SLAVE EXT," the senior Technician called out.
"EC-90 MODE control, SLAVE EXT, check," came the sullen reply.
So it went on, instruction after incomprehensible instruction, with occasional interjections from Deeks about the unfairness rampant within Haven, such as "One man, one vote, eh? And that one man's Armitage, of course�"
At last, Terrence put a final tick on his sheet of paper and sat before a box with a glowing face. A horizontal panel of small, square tiles lay in front of him: some inscribed with letters of the human alphabet; others with numbers; the rest with cryptic symbols and legends. The tall man's long, slender hands danced across the tiles at speed, creating a chorus of clicking sounds, and letters, numbers and symbols appeared on the illuminated screen by some magic Thribble could not fathom.
With one final decisive tap on one of the tiles, Terrence sat back, cracked his knuckles and yawned. "That's it for tonight, I think, Tech Deeks. I'm off to bed."
The portly technologist nodded. "Me, too; I'm shattered."
"You're not going anywhere for a while yet, Deeks," Terrence snarled. "Look at all this mess of cables; it looks like a serious trip hazard to me, and it's damned unprofessional! I want you to disconnect everything apart from the subliminal generator equipment and the ECS, and sort out this damned rats'-nest. I want all unused cables neatly coiled and racked in their appointed places, and unused equipment put on the proper racks."
"But that could take hours," Deeks whined. "I'll do it first thing in the morning, I promise, Terrence."
"You'll do it right now, my friend," Terrence replied, his voice stern and implacable. "The sooner you start, the sooner you can go back to your lecherous little dreams, but it'll take much longer if you keep stopping to moan about it.
"Get cracking, Deeks. I'll inspect the Control Room first thing tomorrow morning, and I'll blame you if it's not spick and span. Remember that I'm the Principal Technician here, and Armitage listens to me if I have any complaints about the conduct of my staff. The Administrator isn't quite as tolerant as I am. Have I made myself clear?"
"As crystal," muttered Deeks. With the air of a martyr, he began to disconnect cables and gather them up as if he engaged in mortal struggle with a nest of serpents. Terrence nodded in approval, and he strode out of the chamber.
Thribble had, as yet, no idea of how he could hope to defeat Armitage's plans. The flashing, chattering Technological equipment was far beyond his ken, and he could hardly derange the equipment without Deeks becoming aware of his presence, if at all.
On the other hand, the podgy Technician had shown himself no lover of Armitage, and the demon thought a direct approach might yield helpful results. Hopping from the shadows, he called out to the chubby human, from whom a fluent series of insults and imprecations were flowing, concerning Armitage, Terrence, Haven and life in general.
"Deeks, are you happy in your vile work?"
The Technician cut short his peevish tirade and spun on his heel, his eyes wide. "Who is that? Show yourself!"
"I am down here, mortal," Thribble chirped. "I can tell how much you hate Armitage, and I want to help you to defeat him."
An acquisitive, avaricious expression washed across Deeks' ruddy face, and his hand flashed out to grab the minuscule imp. Thribble sighed, and he took an extra-dimensional step into his secret hiding place. After waiting a few moments, he returned to the mortal plane.
"Do you believe handing me over to the Administrator will improve your status here, Deeks?" he chirped. "He and Terrence both despise you; that is plain to see�"
Deeks' hand groped towards the grey demon once more, and Thribble departed from the mortal world again. After a pause of a minute or so, he reappeared.
"You cannot take me, human," the demon said. "Even if you should, by some unlikely chance, manage to move swiftly enough to lay a hand upon me, I can disappear just as easily from your grasp as from still air. We can play this game for as long as you wish, but it will avail you nothing. On the other hand, we can talk about the odious Armitage, and the means by which you can help me to thwart his nasty little plans for my friends. Would you like that?"
Deeks looked suspicious, but he stayed his hand. "Why should I trust you?"
"You hate the Administrator and seek to overthrow his rule," Thribble replied, "and he is planning to enslave my friends; I have no reason to betray you. Armitage's downfall will be to the advantage of us both."
"I may loathe the ground that pig, Armitage, walks on, but I'm not stupid," Deeks hissed. "If he and Terrence find out I've defied them openly, they'll have one of their little boxes inside my head before I can blink."
The demon came closer to the red-faced, sweaty man. "There is no reason why anybody should ever know that you helped me, human: I will not tell anybody.
"On the other hand, if you refuse, I will provide Armitage with prolific and convincing evidence that you were plotting his downfall."
The last sentence was spoken in a perfect imitation of Deeks' voice
The Technician's eyes narrowed, and his tone became cautious. "What do you want from me?"
Thribble cogitated for a few moments; he still had no concept of how to proceed. "What are you doing to Questor Grimm and his companions?" he asked.
Deeks waved a hand at the glowing, clicking equipment. "We're relaying a subliminal message to them while they sleep. It's Armitage's voice, telling them over and over again to trust him and obey him; him and his lieutenants, that is. Come the morning, they'll cut their own throats with a blunt knife if he tells them to."
"Can you stop it?"
"Not without Terrence knowing. He has systems status monitors in his room, and all sorts of alarms'll go off if I break the circuit."
The demon thrashed his tiny tail in agitation. While he hesitated, Grimm and his companions were undergoing an insidious process of enslavement. If he failed, he would be stranded in the dangerous, confusing mortal realm for the remaining millennia of his life. He must do something to help them.
"I can produce a perfect imitation of any human voice I have ever heard," said Thribble. "Could you introduce my voice into the system, telling them to ignore the messages?"
Deeks pondered Thribble's question. "I don't think so. That would mean hooking up an external voice input, and Terrence'd know if I did that, too. Also, the equipment monitors brain wave rhythms and neurotransmitter levels. If they get out of resonance with the message, it'll generate a sync fault."
The details of the Technician's reply meant nothing to the imp, but he did not doubt the sincerity of Deeks' conclusion.
What to do?
"How is Armitage's voice sent to the system?" Thribble demanded. "Is he sitting in his room, repeating the same messages over and over?" The demon fought to keep desperation from his voice.
Deeks snorted. "Of course not; it's a pre-recorded message, processed to produce the maximum subliminal effect, and looped."
"Could I say something to my friends in Armitage's voice so that they will obey me, rather than him?" asked the demon.
The Technician shook his head in an emphatic gesture of denial. "I heard you mimic me earlier. You've got an impressive talent there, sure enough, but it won't be enough. It's not just the voice, you see; the post-processing plays an important part, too. Armitage wears an electronic vocal processor that adds subsonic modulation to enhance the effect of his commands."
Thribble could see his options disappearing. "Why do you not just kill Armitage while he sleeps?"
"I've thought of doing just that, many times, but the only guns here are in the hands of the guards. All of the guards have implants, and I can't see myself grabbing a gun off one of them; they're fanatically loyal to our beloved Administrator, and they've got enhanced reflexes. Even if I could get hold of a weapon, Armitage's door's coded to his retinal pattern; I'd never get in."
Thribble groaned in frustration. He could tell how much the Technician hated Haven's leader, but Deeks seemed to be a man of little imagination or initiative. With every moment that passed, Grimm and his companions were being placed ever deeper under the insidious, Technological spell.
"Come on, human; there must be some way in which Armitage's methods can be used against him. Think!"
Deeks' eyes closed, as if he were hammering the wet, grey lump in his skull for inspiration. Long minutes passed, and Thribble could almost hear the portly human's brain creaking and complaining at the unaccustomed demands being placed upon it.
The demon had begun to lose all hope that the resentful, stupid mortal would hit upon a solution, when Deeks finally spoke.
"Like I told you, demon, it's all about post-processing," he said, as if that explained everything. "I can sample and process a voice message from you offline, without Terrence knowing. I'll be in here tomorrow, monitoring the data when Armitage starts his experiments with your mage friends, and I could easily pipe your message into the test chamber when he's putting the mages through their paces. If you're as good a mimic as you say, it should be just like a command from Armitage himself."
Thribble saw the first glimmerings of a faint ray of hope. "What must I do? I do not understand anything you have said."
With an enthusiasm he had not displayed when carrying out Terrence's commands, Deeks grabbed a grey metallic cylinder attached to a long cable and pressed a tile on a small silver box. "Speak into this, demon. I'll get it processed and ready in a few moments."
As he had been bidden, Thribble spoke into the tube, using a perfect imitation of Armitage's voice.
After a long period of tinkering with his machines, Deeks declared that the 'recorded and processed message' would have an equivalent effect to Armitage's Technologically-enhanced voice.
"It's all cued and ready to go, demon," Deeks said after a few minutes' tapping. "Just remember Terrence will be watching over me tomorrow, and I'll have to pick a moment when he hasn't got his eye on me. I hate Armitage, for sure, but I'm not about to have my brains scrambled to get at him. I've trusted you; now you'll have to trust me."
Thribble felt unhappy to entrust his plan to the dull-witted, envious mortal, but he saw few alternative options.
"Very well, Deeks," he said at last. "I will trust you to pass this message to Grimm and Xylox tomorrow. I can do little else."
Deeks cast furtive glances around him, as if checking for hidden eavesdroppers. "All right, demon, now get lost. I'll do what I can when Armitage gets to work with the mages tomorrow, as long as Terrence keeps his nose out of here. I hope those Questor guys blow him and Armitage to pieces."
"If you are as good as your word, you need have no fear on that score, Deeks," Thribble said. "Once they are freed from his influence, I would not like to be the one to try to stop them."
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Chapter 6: The Battle

Grimm awoke refreshed, full of energy to face the new day and feeling more cheerful than he had for some time. He remembered the events of the night before, although they seemed somehow distant and unimportant, unconnected with his present good humour.
He washed and groomed himself with his customary fastidiousness. When he emerged from the marvellous bathroom, he saw a cold collation on a small table, laid out for his regalement, and he consumed it with gusto.
The large, square window in his room illuminated, and Armitage's face appeared on it by some marvel of Technology.
"Good morning, Questor Xylox, Questor Grimm," the Administrator's voice called from the glowing square. "Would you be so good as to join me in Test Lab Six? You'll find it at Section Brown Nine, room 115."
To Grimm, this seemed a reasonable and fair request. "I will be there shortly," he said to Armitage's avatar, which nodded.
"Redeemer, come to me!" he said. The black staff flew to his waiting hand, and he checked his reflection in the mirror. Since everything appeared in order, he left the room, to see Xylox exiting his own chamber.
"Good morning, Questor Xylox," Grimm said in a respectful tone.
"The same to you, Questor Grimm," the older mage replied, with a customary lack of warmth and companionship. Xylox seemed his usual, unfriendly self. "I believe that Brown sector is four corridors away from this one in an anticlockwise direction; we should not keep Armitage waiting."
"I suppose you are right." Grimm sighed.
He knew Xylox intended to put in a bad report about him on their eventual return to Arnor House, but he refused to let it spoil his good mood.
"What about the others?" he asked.
"Armitage did not invite them," the senior Questor intoned. "We will allow them to sleep on."

****

The door opened at Xylox's touch, and Grimm felt a broad smile spreading across his face at the sight of Administrator Armitage. Looking at his colleague, he saw Xylox's face wearing a similar but uncharacteristic smile, but this did not seem strange to Grimm; he knew he, too, felt overjoyed to be in the presence of this good-hearted humanitarian.
Behind Armitage towered a rack of boxes with black cables cascading over the floor. In the centre of the room stood a metal chair, with what looked like seaweed hanging over its back.
"Greetings, my dear friends; do come in," Armitage said, with a happy smile. As they entered the chamber, the door closed behind them with a soft hiss.
"I called you here because I wanted to ask a little favour from you both," the white-coated Technologist said. "Although I've met a few mages in the past, I've never encountered a Questor before. Would you be willing to demonstrate your powers for me, so I can study your magic?"
"Whilst I cannot pretend to be a lover of Technology," Xylox intoned, "I have no objection to showing proper gratitude to a generous host."
"I will also give any help that I can," Grimm said. "What do you want us to do?"
"Xylox, my friend, may I ask you to sit here?" the Administrator asked, indicating the iron chair.
"Thank you. Wait while I attach a few electrodes to your scalp. It'll only take a few moments, and I promise it won't hurt."
Xylox shrugged. "I have no objection."
Armitage took the 'seaweed' and combed it with his fingers into separate, slender tendrils. At the end of each tendril was a round metal pad, onto which the Administrator smeared a substance from a clear sachet before pressing it onto the mage's skull.
Grimm suppressed a smile as the severe, ascetic Questor began to look like some wild man, his hair standing on end. At any other time, the whole idea of the fanatical, Technology-hating thaumaturge assisting this arch-Technologist would have seemed incongruous in the extreme, but Grimm now saw nothing unusual about the situation.
When he had finished attaching the fine wires to the patient Xylox's head, Armitage moved behind a thick glass screen and sat at a small table. "When you're ready, Xylox, I'd like you to perform a small magical spell," he called, staring into a black metal box in front of him which cast an unearthly light on his face.
"What sort of spell?" the mage asked.
"I don't know; any sort of spell," Armitage said, shrugging. "Just don't aim it at me."
Xylox sat for a moment, his brow furrowed in thought, before uttering the personal spell-word "K'saata". A tiny blue fireball, the size of a marble, shot from the end of his outstretched index finger and impacted the opposite wall; the whole room reverberated with a metallic ringing sound and a round black mark bore testament to the blue sphere's impact.
"Excellent, excellent," Armitage crowed. "Those theta waves are off the scale, and the dopamine levels are unbelievable!
"Do something else, Xylox: something a little more powerful, perhaps. Don't worry too much about the wall. I can always get it replaced."
"Very well, Armitage," Xylox said. "Let me try something different this time; matter creation. This is a very powerful spell indeed, although not very useful, and it may take me a little time to prepare for it."
"Take as long as you want, mage. Just remember, I'm expecting something pretty spectacular."
Xylox's brows descended, and the air seemed to turn misty and soupy around him, shimmering and turbid. A low moan came from him, and his eyes turned upwards until only the whites were visible. A definite air current began to move around him, and Grimm saw blue motes flickering around his fellow Questor's head.
The young mage heard an accelerating ticking noise from behind Armitage's glass screen, and the white-coated man's eyes looked as if they would leap from his head as he studied his little box.
A long, incoherent phrase spewed from Xylox's lips, the metal walls of the room bowed inwards with a sudden clang, and Grimm felt his ears pop with a sudden decrease in pressure. The temperature in the chamber dropped by a noticeable amount, and the young mage saw a subtle dusting of frost gleaming on the distorted walls.
In Xylox's open right hand rested a tiny piece of what looked like rock. Grimm felt unimpressed: had Xylox really expended all that energy just for a minute portion of worthless stone?
It was all Grimm could do to hide his contempt. However, Armitage leapt out from behind his screen to inspect the object.
"Is that really e-over-c-squared mass? Direct energy concentration?" the Haven man breathed.
"I have no idea what you mean, Armitage," Xylox replied. "I required rather more energy for the spell than I had within me, and so I needed to take some more from my staff, Nemesis."
Armitage looked a little concerned. "Does that mean you won't be able to perform any more magic?"
Xylox shook his head. "Give me a few minutes, Administrator," he said. "I have a goodly store of energy inside Nemesis. I will soon be ready to cast again."
Grimm gaped; he had never thought of storing magical energy in his staff, to be called upon when required, although the concept now seemed so obvious. Even so, he still could not see what all the fuss was about over a minute piece of gravel.
Armitage returned to his chair and his box, and he pressed a stud on his table. "Did you get all that, Terrence?"
A distorted, distant, voice issued from the table: "We certainly did, Administrator; fabulous, incredible data!"
"I'm glad to hear that, Terrence. I'll be doing a few more monitored experiments, and then we'll get onto the one-on-one. You might as well turn off the monitoring for that, but keep the video going, whatever you do."
"That's understood, Administrator."
"I am ready once more, Armitage," Xylox declared.
"Excellent!" the Administrator replied. "I'll just do a few more tests with you, and then perhaps we can try a few with you, Grimm."
"I'm glad to be of any assistance I can," the young mage replied.

****

Thribble cowered behind a mass of black cables. They were warm, which was good; otherwise he might have frozen during Xylox's Creation spell.
He began to think he had been wrong to trust the lecherous, corpulent Technician, Deeks. For three hours, Armitage had been playing Grimm and Xylox for fools, putting them through all kinds of tests and experiments. It sickened the demon to see two such proud and powerful thaumaturges reduced to eager performing animals, and Thribble began to worry that Deeks had succumbed to cowardice.
He hoped with all his heart he was wrong.
Now, Grimm sat in the chair, garlanded with the strange, silver tendrils, and a white-coated Technician had just brought in a rabbit in a cage, placing it on the floor in front of the magic-user. "Now, Grimm," Armitage called from the safety of his screen. "I want you to destroy this animal."
"Why, Armitage?" the mage asked. "It has done no harm to me."
Momentary hope surged within the demon at this brief flicker of polite opposition.
"For no reason other than the fact that I have asked you, mage," the Administrator replied in a stern voice. "Just do it."
Grimm's moment of defiance faded, and he shrugged. "Very well; I'm sorry, rabbit." He sighed.
The mage took a deep breath, extended his right hand and shrieked "Sh'kat'ya sh'yarai!" The metal cage exploded, sundered fragments bouncing across the floor and off the walls in a tinkling chorus. On the wall behind where it had stood was a wet, red stain; all that remained of the small, hapless animal it had so recently contained.
"Thank you, Grimm. That ends this series of tests. I wish to thank you both for your co-operation," the Administrator said, stripping the metal tendrils from Grimm's head. "I have one last little favour to ask of you, gentlemen. I will be leaving the room in a few moments. I want you to wait a few moments, and then I want you to attack each other."
Xylox looked shocked, Grimm no less. "This is my brother Guild Mage, Armitage. I have sworn an oath; I cannot in conscience attack him, even for you," the elder mage said, his face a mask of concern.
"Indeed, Administrator; Xylox and I are not friends, but we are Guildbrothers," Grimm gasped. "Don't ask this of us, I beg you. I would hate to have to disappoint you after all you have done for us."
Come on, Xylox, Grimm, fight! Thribble thought. Your fight is not with each other, but with your true enemy!
"Is this gratitude?" Armitage screamed.
The Questors flinched, as if the impact of his voice had driven them back.
"Very well; I'm not asking you anymore. I order you to fight to the death. Do as you are told!"
The two mages swayed, and each clutched his temples, his clenched teeth bared, as if his head were being crushed.
After long moments of inaction, Grimm spoke: "I don't want to, Armitage, but I will do it for you, and only for you."
"I am also prepared to fight," Xylox declared. "I will not allow this jejune stripling to attack me unopposed."
"I'm glad to hear it," the Haven man said. "I only have one further request; I don't want either of you ending up like that rabbit. There must be enough left of the loser for me to study. Is that clear?"
Both mages nodded.
Thribble could see that each man considered himself the stronger Questor, but one of them must be wrong.
Do it, Deeks! he urged inside his skull, as if the vehemence of the thought alone might rouse the portly Technician to action. Be quick!
Armitage left the room, and the two mages began to circle each other like a pair of wary tigers, each assessing the other's agility.
"You will be defeated, Afelnor," Xylox declared. "I will take no pleasure in it, but I do not intend to lose. I am the better Questor."
"I am young and strong," Grimm declared. "You are old and slow. I will win."
Xylox broke the deadlock, screaming the first spell. Grimm flinched and staggered back, twitching and shivering like a man possessed. He managed to gather his strength and throw off the spell, and he countered by swinging Redeemer at the older mage's head. Xylox barely parried the blow in time.
Blue sparks flew as each mage strained to force his staff past the other's guard for a few minutes, and then a cacophony of nonsensical spell-words began. Thribble hunched deeper under his protective cables, as the Questors wrought dire destruction on the room without either gaining a decisive advantage. Dazzling displays of light flew across the room, smashing furniture and equipment to pieces, blowing holes in the walls and ceiling as the battle raged.
Neither man remained unscathed. Each bore a profusion of cuts, contusions or burns on his skin, although none appeared of a disabling nature. However, Xylox had begun to pant, whilst Grimm seemed unfazed.
The younger man smiled, revealing red-stained teeth as he seemed to find a spell he liked: a mass of compressed air that pounded Xylox like a giant fist, over and over again.
At first, the older mage raised counter-spells, but the relentless hammering went on and on, and, after a few minutes' assault, Xylox slumped to the floor.
"You are beaten, Xylox!" Grimm screamed. "I have won!"
He closed in to stand over his fallen foe, drawing his hands above his head in preparation for some climactic spell. Xylox's staff swept out and took his overconfident younger colleague's feet from under him, and then impacted on the young man's chest, causing Grimm to draw back, his eyelids and teeth clenched in a rictus of pain.
The two men lay for a few minutes, breathing hard, before each staggered to his feet.
"I am almost sorry you will have to die, Questor Grimm," Xylox rumbled. "I still have plenty of energy to call on from my staff, while it seems that you lack this sleight."
"I don't need it, old man." Grimm gasped, his grey complexion giving the lie to his statement, as a trickle of blood ran from his lips. "I am stronger than you in any case."
The two mages squared up for what Thribble guessed must be the last time, when an amplified yell came from the corner of the room; the distorted but recognisable voice of Armitage.
"Stop what you are doing at once!" the voice screamed, and the thaumaturges stepped back from each other. "I am your despised enemy. You remember all that I have done to you, and you hate me for it. This order cannot be countermanded, and you will under no circumstances obey any other order of mine!"
The sheer volume of the metallic shout made the perforated walls reverberate with its power, and it seemed to stun the two magic-users for a moment.
"Are you� all right, Questor Xylox?" Grimm gasped.
"I have never felt better, Questor Grimm," the older man wheezed. "Do you need any strength from Nemesis? Some still remains."
"I could use some," Grimm replied, smiling as Xylox laid a restorative hand on his colleague's shoulder. "Do you need any Healing? I have some small talent in that area."
"Perhaps just a little," Xylox said.
For a few minutes, Grimm worked with salves and magic words on his fellow mage.
"That is much better," the senior Questor acknowledged. "What do you want to do now, Questor Grimm?"
"In my humble opinion," Grimm replied, "We should tear this stinking slave pen to pieces, rescue our companions and get back to our Quest."
"Agreed," Xylox said. "But we destroy Armitage first of all. Are you ready now?"
"I'm ready Xylox; let's do it. He won't know what he's unleashed. I almost feel sorry for him: almost, but not quite."
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Chapter 7: Opposition and Entrapment

Grimm assessed the severity of the injuries done to him during his battle with Xylox. None appeared to be of a disfiguring or crippling nature, and he felt proud that he had stood up to the full extent of a Seventh Rank Questor's wrath and prevailed. Any mortal facing such an onslaught would have been destroyed in a heartbeat, as Armitage would soon discover.
"Grimm, I am over here!" a familiar voice squeaked, as the two mages, stepping with some care over jagged shards of glass, concrete and metal, made their way towards the battered metal door. A small, grey figure hopped from behind a screen of half-melted cables and bounded towards the Questors, heedless of the sharp detritus littering the floor.
"Thribble!" Grimm cried. "I might have guessed you were behind our deliverance. However you managed it, I thank you from the bottom of my heart."
The humourless Xylox was less fulsome in his praise. "A street ragamuffin and a pestilential netherworld imp. Are you trying to assemble some bizarre menagerie, Questor Grimm?"
The demon squeaked, expressing extreme indignation. He opened his mouth to speak, but Grimm stayed him with a gesture of his hand and turned a stern gaze upon his senior.
"You can tell me all about your ingenuity when we have time, Thribble," he said.
"Xylox; this 'pestilential netherworld imp' has a name: Thribble. I would remind you that Thribble has saved both our lives, Brother Mage, and he proved instrumental in the liberation of the city of Crar from the odious Starmor. I do think you might be a little more appreciative of his efforts on our behalf." The mage dropped to one knee, and the demon hopped into Grimm's robe pocket with an athletic leap.
"All I know is that your good demon friend used some form of Technology to liberate us. That gives me mixed feelings about the affair," the older Questor replied, as implacable and unbending as ever. "My mind is on more important matters, such as the defeat of Armitage, the ransoming of our companions and the resumption of our sworn Quest: the responsibility for which is mine alone. If you have quite finished your happy reunion, we have a task to do."
Grimm sighed. Xylox was as unyielding as granite, and as warm. "I haven't forgotten, Questor Xylox. Let's do it."
"We will do the deed in full solemnity and gravity, as Guild Mages should, Questor Grimm. I remind you that I want to hear only formal Mage Speech from now on. This is a serious task, and it must be approached in a serious manner."
Grimm thought the omission of a few trifling vernacular expressions and contractions from his speech would make little difference to the hapless victims of his magic. Nonetheless, he agreed that the two Questors needed to present a united front. It seemed it might be easier to destroy the Shest Mountains with a toothpick than to change the ingrained ways of the proud, pompous Xylox. The two thaumaturges might face sufficient opposition from Armitage's minions, without adding to it through pointless rivalry, bickering and vituperation.
"I concur, Brother Mage; Mage Speech it will be. I accept your authority as senior Questor, without reservation."
Xylox replied with a curt nod, accepting the fealty he doubtless saw as his right. He moved towards the door, placing a hand upon it. The twisted portal jerked and juddered, but the tracks on which it slid seemed too buckled to allow it to open. The grizzled mage raised a hand and muttered a nonsense phrase. The door burst from its tracks, impacted the opposite wall with a loud clang and clattered to the floor.
"I think Administrator Armitage may now be aware that we are no longer under his control," Grimm said, smiling.
The older man failed to conceal the trace of a smug smile. "It is just as well," he said. "He should know he has made the worst and last mistake of his life in inviting the wrath of Xylox the Mighty! It will allow him to reflect upon his folly before he dies."
The senior Questor made a bold step into the corridor, to be greeted by a stuttering chorus of small explosions. He staggered as if hit by a myriad of tiny fists, but he then turned to Grimm, apparently unscathed.
"This corridor is now pacified," he intoned, with evident satisfaction. "My Charm of Missile Reversal seems to work as well with these accursed Technological weapons as with crossbow bolts."
Grimm stepped into the passageway and saw a tangled heap of bodies at one end. He guessed the hapless guards had attempted to use projectile weapons against the magically protected mage. The projectiles had been reflected back against them, to devastating effect.
"Armitage, I declare myself your nemesis and your executioner!" Xylox screamed into the void. "Tremble and quail, for your end is at hand!"

****

Armitage sat in a comfortable, high-backed leather chair in the Control Room, his eyes locked on the screen before him as the two mages engaged in their life-and-death struggle. He had been fascinated by the Illusionists and Mentalists he had studied earlier, but he rubbed his hands with surpassing glee at the savage display of implacable, unalloyed destruction that unfolded before his rapt eyes. General Quelgrum would take possession of a tamed, controlled harbinger of death and destruction, a flesh-and-bone weapon beyond imagining, and Armitage would have a preserved specimen to study at his leisure, and detailed data on the mind functions of such beings in full flight. He could not have been more satisfied at the outcome of his little experiments, and he made copious notes as the various magical energies impacted, coalesced and clashed.
Glass shattered, metal buckled, and the formerly pristine Lab Six was converted into a twisted, battered hulk in the space of a few minutes while the two test-subjects hurled matter and energy at each other, with an intensity and fury that sundered the sturdiest of materials without apparent degradation of the human specimens themselves.
The older subject was slammed to the ground, and the younger mage moved to stand over him. Just as it seemed as if the outcome of the battle was inevitable, the prostrate specimen lashed out with his staff, and it was his younger rival who now sprawled on the floor.
The two mages staggered to their feet, and Armitage saw their lips moving. The microphone in the room had been disabled long before, but the expressions on the two subjects' faces showed that fighting spirit was still strong within each of them. Further entertainment and edification seemed to lie in store, and the Haven man settled back in his chair to witness the final confrontation.
The younger subject drew back his hands, a snarl of defiance on his lips, and the other specimen prepared himself for another spell. Armitage leaned towards the monitor in expectation of another titanic onslaught, but he gaped as a booming voice-his own voice!�� blasted from the Control Room's speakers with shattering volume.
"Stop what you are doing at once! I am your despised enemy. You remember all that I have done to you, and you hate me for it. This order cannot be countermanded, and you will under no circumstances obey any other order of mine!"
The two mages stopped in their tracks. Bemusement and confusion flitted across their faces, to be replaced by expressions of resolve and hatred, not directed to each other, but to some common foe.
Armitage could not fathom the source of the false voice, but he knew his plan had miscarried, and a cold, lambent frisson of fear lashed through his every nerve. "Terrence!"
Armitage shrieked the name with an urgency born of pure panic, and the senior Technician rushed to his side, his forehead furrowed and his jaw slack.
"I swear that was nothing of my doing, Administrator," Terrence gasped. "It must have been that treacherous, whining wretch, Deeks. I've warned you about him before."
"Deeks! This is the Administrator. Come here!" Armitage yelled, but the portly Technician did not respond. Terrence rushed away, but he returned a few moments later, his expression blank.
"He's not here, Administrator."
Fighting to counter the panic rising within him, the Administrator turned to his junior. "D'you think that fake message will affect the security teams at all?"
The Technician shook his head, distracted. "They'll all have heard it, Armitage, but they're all Phase Three Pacified. The implants will sense any deviation from nominal and adjust neurotransmitter levels accordingly. It's a more robust method of control than Augmented Vocal Control."
"Good," Armitage snapped, grabbing a microphone. "Team Seven, Team Eight, security alert, Section Brown Nine, room 115. Respond with extreme prejudice to all non-Haven personnel. Immediate."
With a sick feeling of anxiety, he turned back to the monitor. The older subject, Xylox, had just blown out the door of the Test Lab, but the guards would be there in a moment or two. He switched to the corridor circuit, and was relieved to see the arrival of armed guards; at least they were still loyal to him. He breathed a sigh of relief, and he felt a moment of embarrassment at his momentary funk. As the older subject stepped into the corridor, the guards opened fire with automatic weapons, which spat hot, leaden death at the mage.
To Armitage's astonishment and horror, the test subject seemed unharmed by the lethal hail of bullets, but all the guards staggered and collapsed in a spray of blood.
Xylox turned his face upwards and gave an angry, defiant cry that was reproduced in tinny fidelity over the speaker: "Armitage, I declare myself your nemesis and executioner! Tremble and quail, for your end is at hand!"
"We'll see about that," Terrence grunted. He seemed far more confident than Armitage felt. "Don't worry, Administrator, I'm about to release the security doors around their section. If we can just hold them for ten minutes or so, I can hook up some Victor X-Ray to the ventilation shaft; we have ten canisters in Secure Lab Nine, enough to kill ten thousand people. Those doors are six-inch thick boride steel with internal ceramic layers; they won't get through that in a hurry."
"Victor X-Ray?" Armitage queried, his brows wrinkling.
"Nerve gas, Administrator," Terrance said. "The slightest whiff of it, and they'll be stone dead in seconds. If they hold their breath, it'll pass though their skin and eyes. They're dead; be sure of that."
"Thank you, Terrence," Armitage said, sighing with relief. "I don't mind admitting I was beginning to get worried there, but I felt sure I could rely on you."

****

The two mages strode down the corridor in perfect synchrony, their faces identical, impassive masks of stern intent. A few minor Haven functionaries came out of side doors, but Grimm and Xylox paid them little heed. Their argument was not with these minions, but with their Administrator.
"I advise you to stay in your rooms," Grimm told the wide-eyed individuals. "Stay inside, and you will be safe. I cannot vouch for your security otherwise."
The people followed his advice with alacrity and without exception; perhaps stupid people did not last long at Haven.
"I must confess myself a little disappointed at the lack of resistance," Xylox complained. "I was looking forward to somewhat more of a challenge. If I could only-"
At that moment, a loud, hissing clang interrupted the older mage's monologue, as four grey walls slammed down, penning the pair of thaumaturges in a large metal cell.
"Is this enough of a challenge for you, Brother Mage?" Grimm asked, with only the slightest trace of sarcasm.
"Even magic-resisting iron buckles with heat, Brother." Xylox raised his hands, screamed a spell in his unique Questor tongue, and flung a handful of scorching magical energy at the door. Flames washed over the metal, but to no effect. The door's surface now showed concentric circles of various colours, but the integrity of the door appeared unaffected.
Grimm, the son and grandson of blacksmiths, could distinguish steel from pure iron when he saw it. Steel might be stronger, but it lacked pure iron's immunity to magic. "May I try something, Xylox? This substance is not iron, but steel; an impure form of the metal."
The older magic-user shrugged. "Go ahead, if you believe you can do better than I."
Grimm patterned his mind for his Enhanced Disintegration spell, and released it at the adamantine door. A spray of glittering dust flew up from the point of impact of the spell. When the shower of metal flakes settled, Grimm saw he had removed a sizable amount of metal. However, although the hole was perhaps five feet in diameter, it was only half an inch thick. Grimm rapped on the exposed area with his knuckles, and the dull tone told him he had hardly touched the metal barrier.
Still, all was not lost. The complex of Haven might be huge, but it was supremely orderly in its construction; a series of rings cut into regular sectors.
"Xylox," Grimm said. "Using the argot of this place, we are at the end of Brown Sector, Ring Nine. Can you visualise the location of the Habitation Block relative to here?"
"With ease," Xylox replied. "You are considering Teleportation?"
"I am, Brother Mage."
"You may try first, Questor Grimm," the older thaumaturge intoned, as if granting a mighty favour.
Grimm nodded. In his mind, he pictured the location of the Habitation Block, relative to the mages' current position. He shut his eyes and patterned his mind for the spell, feeling the power building within him. Opening his mouth to cast his spell, he waited for the release of tension that would indicate that the spell was ready to cast. It did not come.
"It didn't work, Xylox," Grimm gasped. He could not believe that he could have miscast.
"Did not work," Xylox corrected, prim, proper and haughty as ever. "It seems that you may have neglected your studies with regard to such competences. Allow me to demonstrate the correct usage of the spell."
He shut his eyes and cast his own variant of the magic, with no more success than Grimm had managed.
"I don't understand it," Xylox said, puzzled in the extreme.
"Do not understand," Grimm said, with a heavy edge of sarcasm which Xylox seemed to choose to ignore. "It must be this metal-the 'Faraday Cage' effect I mentioned earlier may be blocking our egress. Although the metal does not resist magic applied to it, it will not allow it to pass through."
Xylox sat cross-legged on the floor. "Between the two of us, we must be able to find a way out of here; I, for one, will not be stayed by Technology. All we need is a little time to think."
"It seems as if we may have plenty of that on our hands, Brother Mage," Grimm replied.

****

Armitage felt relieved beyond measure that the thick security barriers had stopped the advance of the two Questors. He pressed a stud on his communication panel. "How's that damned gas coming, Terrence?"
After a few moments, the senior tech's face appeared on the monitor screen. "It'll just be a few more minutes, Administrator. You can't be too careful with this stuff: one little leak could kill all of us in an instant. How are the barriers holding?"
"There's a little damage, but no more than that. They seem to be meditating at the moment."
"I tell you, Armitage, when this stuff gets to them, they won't even have time to realise they're dead. They've just run out of time."
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Chapter 8: Thribble In The Duct

Xylox rose to his feet and stretched. "How long do you think it would take you to bore a hole through this door with successive Disintegration spells, Brother Mage?" he asked.
"I do not think I can," Grimm replied. "Behind this first layer of steel is a material whose constitution I cannot fathom. I can dissolve metal, wood, flesh and other such stuffs with which I am familiar, but this substance is outside my experience."
The older mage rubbed his brow with the flat of his hand. "There must be some possible means of egress," he said. "If we do not find it in fairly short order, we will suffocate."
Grimm shook his head and pointed at a number of round, metal-barred apertures in the ceiling. "These openings are still blowing air into the chamber: they should provide adequate ventilation for the foreseeable future."
Xylox looked up. "Do you think you could disintegrate those bars, Questor Grimm? I will confess that, despite my considerable magical talents, I find myself unable to conceive spells of dissolution."
The tone of his voice sounded as if this minor admission, which reflected no discredit upon him as a mage, had been extracted only by the direst torture.
"I feel sure of it, Brother Mage," Grimm replied, "but I cannot see that their removal will aid us much. The openings cannot be more than ten inches across, far too small to allow either of us to wriggle through."
"What of your pet demon? Such an aperture would prove no obstacle to him."
A familiar, grey head popped up from Grimm's pocket. "My name is Thribble, human, and I am nobody's pet," the imp squeaked.
"I must apologise on behalf of my colleague, Thribble." Grimm said. "He has higher matters on his mind, such as our escape from this cell and the defeat of our odious enemy, Armitage. I am sure he intended no slight. Are you willing to enter this duct in search of some means of obtaining our release?"
The netherworld creature gave a high-pitched snort that sounded like a lap-dog's sneeze. "I am more than happy to do so, mortal. This place is very boring. You need not disintegrate the bars; the clearance between them is more than adequate for me. Just lift me to the ceiling, and allow me to do the rest."

****

Armitage seethed with impatience. "Terrence, just what is holding you up now?"
The Technician's voice crackled over the comms link, although the line distortion failed to hide a trace of annoyance.
"We're working as fast as we can, Administrator, but it just doesn't pay to be hasty with this stuff. Remember: just the tiniest leak in the system could spell death for all of us, and the air ducts aren't exactly new. We're just about to close the flame arrestor baffles, but I've decided to carry out a test run with a low-level radioactive tracer at five PSI overpressure before we dare try the nerve agent. If that checks out OK, we'll be confident enough to try the gas.
"What's your hurry, anyway, Administrator? Those mages must still be penned up nice and tight; you couldn't get an antitank shell through those armour-plated security barriers. It may take a little longer than I first thought, but better safe than sorry."
Armitage shot a glance at the monitor to his left. The younger specimen had been holding his hand up to the ceiling, perhaps sensing the flow of air through the ventilation shaft; however, it seemed his interest had waned, since he had now returned to his cross-legged meditation.
"Very well, Terrence, start your test. It doesn't look as if they're going anywhere in a hurry."

****

The narrow opening led to an eight-inch deep vertical shaft. Thribble braced his feet carefully on two of the steel bars, drew several deep breaths and launched himself upwards, his arms at full stretch. Just as it seemed he would fall back, risking death or injury, his tiny fingers grasped the rim of the shaft. Forcing himself not to look downwards at the vertiginous nine-foot drop below, he levered himself into a far wider, gently curved horizontal shaft, through which a faint breeze was blowing.
He allowed a few moments for his pounding heart to recover from its exertions before he started in a clockwise direction, going against the flow of air, although he found it no great impediment to his progress.
Assuming that this was an integrated network of tunnels carrying air to the whole of Haven from some central nexus, he should be able to find his way out into the main corridor. A momentary thrill of vertigo ran through him as he realised he had no idea how he could expect to drop through the next opening and survive, but he resolved to deal with that problem as it arose. He should be able to able to find his way to the Habitation Block, and perhaps he would find an aperture directly over a nice, soft bed that could break his fall without breaking him.
As he reached the next junction, a gleaming metal iris screwed shut in front of Thribble with a screeching, metallic hiss. It was so swift in its motion that it would have bisected him, had he not leapt back with alacrity. He attempted to use his limited powers of Translocation, but the barrier must be thicker than it looked, or perhaps there were several of them in close proximity: he found himself unable to exit his underworld cubby-hole, and he had to re-enter the mortal realm where he had left it
Looking backward along the shaft, he saw a similar valve blocking the previous junction. He had now only a single path left to him, so he took it.
His diminutive stature allowed him to proceed in a series of kangaroo-hops along the narrow tube, which he found a far more efficient means of locomotion over long distances than walking.
The tiny demon had no idea how long he had loped along the metal tunnels, but he saw no openings below him through which he could escape. On several occasions, he found tempting side-routes, but they all proved to be closed to him by the spiral valves. It looked as if his destination had been pre-determined for him by some strange, mechanical destiny.
After a few minutes, Thribble heard human voices ahead of him, signalling a nearby opening, and a faint, distant light showed a possible place of egress. He redoubled his efforts, panting with exertion, and he soon reached the source of the light.
Looking down, he saw a terrifying drop, and he swayed on the edge of the opening. Two humans stood below him, one of whom he recognised as the Technician, Terrence. With a dull sense of frustration, Thribble realised he dare not exit here, yet he saw no alternative means of escape from the metal duct. What could he do?

****

"I think there's a rat up there!" a female Technician cried. "Must have escaped from one of the labs. Oh, it's gone now. There's no telling where it could be."
"It'll be gone for good in a short while, Tech Brunton," Terrence said, "assuming this test goes okay. I hate rats just as much as you do, but a clean-up's on the way. The rodent and those two mages will soon be no more than a bad dream.
"I want you to connect up the manifold, but make sure you do the job properly; VX gas is the most lethal stuff you can imagine, and we want to be absolutely sure the ducting will contain it. I tried it out on a lab rat twenty minutes ago; the thing twitched a little and died in seconds."
Sue Brunton shivered. "Why do we have this gas, Sir, if it's so dangerous?" she asked. "And what's with all this elaborate ducting? I thought this was a rehabilitation centre, not a murder camp."
Terrence shrugged. "I guess the original Administrator had some pretty desperate characters in their care, and he just wanted to be sure they could deal with any threat, no matter how serious. We have bottles of several gases here, ranging from mild sedatives to heavy-duty narcotics. Most of the cylinders have corroded over the centuries, but the VX is in double-walled stainless-steel containers, the same material as these hoses."
Terrence shook his head and sighed. "You don't need to know any more, Tech; you have your orders, so carry them out. Quickly, now; Armitage is getting impatient."
Brunton climbed up a short step-ladder, lugging a large reinforced hose with a large, blue-painted metal gland on the end. Grunting as she hoisted the heavy mass to the ceiling, she mated the gland with the complementary bayonet fitted on the air duct, sealing it.
"It's on," she said, sliding down the ladder.
"Right, let's go," Terrence snapped into his microphone. "Stations, everybody: keep your eyes on the alpha monitors, all sections. Inject."

****

Thribble saw the human female's gaze flicker upwards and fasten upon him for one heart-stopping moment. He made a swift side-step into the blind end of the tunnel, relieved that no great clamour arose from below; however, his relief turned swiftly to dismay as the light was extinguished. Was he about to be eliminated by a sudden inrush of some noxious gas? He had no idea
The demon's worst fears seemed confirmed, as a loud hiss pervaded the metal tube. The tiny imp drew a deep, convulsive breath, and his cheeks blew out until his head looked like a grey marble. His lungs began to burn, and he shut his eyes, determined to resist for as long as possible. The hissing sound persisted, and his sensitive ears began to pain him as the pressure increased within the duct. At last, he had to obey the overpowering, urgent message from his tortured body, breathing out with explosive force, but still refusing to inhale.
Bright sparks and speckles sparkled before his tightly-shut eyes as he fought to control the howling demands of his body. His head twisted from one side to the other as he denied his lungs the air they craved. The pain in the imp's ears rose to an agonising peak, and the thrumming in the darkened tube increased to an overwhelming tumult. After struggling to stem the relentless imperatives of his stem-brain for what seemed like an eternity, he succumbed, drawing a mighty, spastic breath.
Thribble forced himself to remain calm as he assessed the reactions of his aching, yearning body to the intake of the potentially poisoned air. No new pains arose; no wracking, scorching pains in his chest, no palpitations of his heart. Whatever the intentions of the humans below, it seemed they were not introducing toxic substances into the tunnel at this time, although their actions were completely beyond his understanding.
The loud hiss reduced to a peevish squeal, followed by brief silence. The minuscule demon dared to take a breath, and then another. He heard a loud clanking noise from the chamber below, and the flow of air reversed for a few moments, causing Thribble's ears to pop again. After this, another loud mechanical noise heralded the welcome return of light to the duct, and conditions returned to their previous state.

****

"Okay, everybody; heads up," Terrence said, after clapping his hands to attract the attention of his subordinates. "The nasty stuff comes next. Get into your suits and perform a full pressure check on each other; if you value your lives at all, don't be tempted to skimp. There are no second chances with VX; am I clear on this?"
A nervous chorus of assent arose from the gathered techs; although previously unacquainted with VX, Terrence had told them all in great detail of the awful powers of nerve agents when he summoned them.
Terrence tried to preserve an air of confidence and competence, but he knew the protective suits had lain deep within the Haven stores, unused, for many decades. The test he had ordered carried out gave him some assurance that the ancient, patched ducts would do their duty, but the smallest pinhole anywhere in the sealed air system would spell death to anyone in its vicinity.

****

Thribble dared another glimpse down the ventilation duct opening, seeing the white-clad backs of the Technicians as they trooped out of the room. If he were to have any chance of escaping from the metal tube, he would have to move quickly. He lowered himself from the lip of the aperture and dropped onto the reinforcing lattice.
Lying prone on the grille, he scanned the room for possible soft-landing sites, or means of climbing to the floor. For a moment, it seemed to be hopeless; a nine- or ten-foot chasm yawned beneath him, at the bottom of which lay a floor of hard tiles. However, at the corner of his field of view, he saw a large bucket of water. The tiny demon felt sure he would survive a dive into water from this vertiginous height, but it was not directly below the opening.
There was only one thing for it; Thribble quailed inside at the thought of what he must do, but he had no intention of letting down his human friend, Grimm. He had one power that, until this moment, had seemed a spectacular example of uselessness, but which seemed to be ideally suited to his current situation. He wrapped his prehensile tail around one of the metal bars and dropped. Thribble began to swing back and forth, like some bulbous, grey pendulum-bob, extending his tail little by little, until his body described great arcs across the room.
At the peak of one such arc, the minuscule imp relaxed his tail, and he flew across the room. Thribble's arms, legs and tail flailed at random as he flew through the air; he banged his shoulder painfully on the inner wall of the bucket, but he landed in the water. Although the impact knocked the breath out of him, the netherworld imp knew he was not badly hurt as he swam to the surface and spluttered.
Although he could not reach the lip of the bucket, the thin metal from which it was constructed allowed him to use his limited powers of teleportation to escape; his few inches' range of inter-dimensional travel were more than adequate. In a moment, he dropped a few inches and found himself standing safely on the floor.
He still had not the slightest idea of what he could do to rescue his friends, but he knew that the closure of the metal barriers in the duct could not be a random act. It must be intended to direct the poison straight to the metal cell imprisoning the two Questors.
Thribble guessed that Terrence and his 'techs' had introduced some harmless substance into the pipe, perhaps as some kind of test; the next vapour they introduced might not be so benign. He turned to see a yellow cylinder on a rack, covered with meaningless numbers and strange symbols. However obscure the labels, one stood out: a stylised representation of a human skull resting on a pair of crossed bones.
This cylinder must contain the deadly substance, thought Thribble.
He realised he had no chance of reaching Grimm and warning him before the noxious vapour was released into the tube and carried towards his friend. Somehow, he must sabotage the operation without drawing attention to his actions. The cylinder was fitted with a long hose which trailed to the floor, and at the end of this was a large metal cup. The diameter of this corresponded well with the openings in the ventilation duct, and Thribble surmised that it was screwed onto the underside of the aperture.
What could I possibly do to disable this canister of death?
Then it struck him, as he saw an open bag of what looked like cotton waste lying in the corner of the room. Running to the bag, mindful of the little time that he might have, he grabbed a double-handful of the fibrous material and raced back to the cylinder, ramming the cotton deep into the hose with all the strength at his command. After a dozen repetitions, Thribble managed to compress the matter until it was a solid, impassable lump at the base of the hose.
The imp worried that the gas, if it were under any great pressure, might force the cotton from the tube, but he could only hope the blockage would hold. Hearing movement in the anteroom to his right, Thribble bounded to the main door of the room and teleported through it. He knew where he was in relation to the cell; he hoped to make his way back there and find some means of lifting the imprisoning walls that held Grimm and Xylox. Then he realised that his best bet might be to enlist the aid of the large white-haired human, with his prodigious strength, or the half-elf, Crest, with his lock-picking skills. He had no idea where either of them was, but he thought he should be able to follow their scent trail from the Habitation Block, and he knew where that was.

****

"It's all set up, Terrence," Technician Brunton said. "You can start the pump whenever you want."
"Very well, Brunton," the senior tech replied. "I'll leave that privilege to you."
The slender, grey-haired woman stepped up to a console. "I'm activating the pump now," she intoned. "I pity the poor fools at the other end of this. They won't know what hit them."
Terrence hit a stud on his comm panel. "Administrator, the gas is on its way. Your subjects are already dead."
"What are you talking about, Terrence?" Armitage snapped from the Control Room. "They're still alive. Something must have gone wrong with your set-up. Get it sorted out right away!"
"Will do, Administrator; must be some kind of blockage in the line. We'll soon have it clear."
"Just see that you do. This rigmarole has already gone on for long enough. Finish the job, man."
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Chapter 9: Racing Against Time

Grimm found he could no longer ignore the discomfort caused by sitting in the cross-legged meditation position on the cold, hard metal floor of the chamber. After spending a few minutes trying to clear his head of all extraneous thoughts, a low, nagging ache arose at the base of his spine. He attempted to drive it from his mind and concentrate on the matter at hand, but the dull throbbing intensified until he felt knife-like spasms of pain shooting along the length of his vertebral column, consuming all his attention and making solemn, single-minded introspection all but impossible.
The young mage opened his eyes and glanced across at Xylox. The senior Questor seemed quite at ease; his breathing pattern was slow and regular, and his face wore a mask of serene detachment. Grimm felt a momentary pang of envy at the implacable thaumaturge's calm, stony impassivity, but this was soon overwhelmed by the increasing agony in his spine. He gave up the meditation exercise as beyond him.
I never was any good at this meditation malarkey, he thought.
Disentangling his numb lower limbs with some difficulty, Grimm got to his feet and massaged them vigorously. When sensation returned, he put his hands on his hips, his fingers curling towards his back, and he performed a series of rolling, stretching exercises until the ache abated.
Xylox had not changed his position in the least, and he seemed unaware of his younger colleague.
Grimm moved to the shallow depression he had made in the wall of the chamber. He inspected the white substance visible where its metal sheath had been eroded away by the Disintegration spell. It was smooth, dense, gleaming and seamless, yet somehow familiar. The mage laid a hand on the pale mass; it was cold, cooler even than the metal surrounding it, and he felt a sudden, icy shock of recognition.
It's some sort of ceramic, like glazed crockery!
Despite intensive reading into the properties of various materials, allowing him to visualise the bonds that held them together, Grimm had never studied ceramics, and so his Questor spell of dissolution could have no effect on this pallid sheet. Nonetheless, it did not take the training of a Mage Questor to realise that one of the primary attributes of such a substance was its brittleness.
Grimm raised Redeemer and tapped its brass head against the white material. The contact produced a sound quite unlike the clang of metal striking against metal; a dull chink that revealed the density and homogeneity of the substance and confirmed his suspicions.
"Questor Xylox!" Grimm hissed. He suspected that Armitage was somehow spying upon his prisoners, and he did not wish to raise his voice any more than was necessary. The older man did not react, still adrift in his blissful, contemplative reverie.
Grimm repeated the call with more urgency, tapping Xylox on the right shoulder for emphasis; this time, he obtained a response.
"What is it, Questor Grimm? Why must you disturb my meditation? I am attempting to discover a solution to our plight," Xylox said in a peevish voice.
"I may have found it," Grimm whispered, rolling his eyes in an attempt to communicate his suspicion that their conversations and actions might be under observation. Xylox was not stupid, and it was plain that he had understood.
"Speak, Brother Mage," the older mage replied in a conspiratorial murmur.
Grimm moved close to his colleague, whispering into Xylox's ear. "I believe the substance that defeated my spell of Disintegration is nothing more than some form of ceramic, sandwiched between two layers of steel. If so, a series of stout blows from a Mage Staff might shatter it. If you were to strike the blow while I stood by, I could dissolve the metal on the far side of the wall, allowing us to escape."
"Your plan may have some validity, I suppose," was Xylox's grudging response. "However, I feel at a loss as to why we must mutter like thieves and conspirators in place of normal discourse."
"I believe Armitage may be spying upon us by means of some sleight of Technology," Grimm muttered. "I have read about such devices during my studies, and you must admit it would be better if our escape remained undiscovered for as long as possible. We do not know how many of these dire cells remain poised to descend upon us between here and the hub of Haven, where our prey is surely hiding. Given a sufficient number of such distractions, I could run out of strength before we reached Armitage."
Is that wordy enough for your consideration, Xylox? he wondered.
Xylox rubbed his chin in apparent consideration.
"You wish me to employ a Glamour spell, giving the impression to an external observer that we are still here, and that the cell is still intact. Am I correct?"
Grimm nodded. "I have little facility with such magic, and my energy will be required for the spell, or spells, of Disintegration we may need to achieve our escape. Are you experienced in the use of magical Glamours?"
Xylox snorted, puffing his chest out and pulling his shoulders back. "I am Xylox the Mighty. No magic is beyond my ken."
Except for spells of Disintegration, thought the younger mage, suppressing a grin at his senior's earlier, reluctant admission of a chink in his magical armour.
"I will have to cast the spell on a magic-permeable object, so that a focus for the magic remains when we have departed this dismal chamber," continued the prideful Xylox. "I suggest you leave your own staff here and allow me to cast the spell on it, since my own will be employed in the destruction of the wall. I need your complete acquiescence in this matter; otherwise the spell will not take."
Grimm felt loath to give up his only means of protection beyond his dwindling skills as a Questor, but he accepted the wisdom of the older man's words. Without speaking, he handed Redeemer to his senior. Xylox began to mutter in his strange, unique spell-language, his grey brows knitted in concentration.
Long moments passed.
"It is done," Xylox said, in a calm voice. "Should Armitage be spying upon us, he should see only a scene of placid, resigned submission."
Taking his staff with both hands, he swung it against the white circle. Cracks appeared in the material, and a few small chips flew from the circle. After several, more concerted, blows, the ceramic shattered into tiny fragments and dust, revealing a second layer of gleaming metal.
Grimm launched his spell, but his face fell as he saw another layer of the white ceramic lying underneath it.
Each potent incantation took a little more of the young Questor's inner store of energy, and he now knew he might need to cast several more of them before the two magic-users were free. Steel might lack pure iron's resistance to thaumaturgy, but it was far from an easy substance to sunder.
Another blow of Xylox's staff revealed yet more steel. The five-foot wide depression in the door was now approximately two inches deep. Grimm took a deep breath and prepared himself for another spell.

****

Terrence checked the pressure gauge on the yellow canister: there was plenty of the deadly gas inside it. Closing the cylinder's valve and unhooking the manifold from the ventilation duct, he looked into the end of the hose, seeing a white mass of material wadded within it.
"How did that get there?" he muttered to himself.
He reached out for a pair of tweezers with which to remove the compressed matter, but he stopped himself. If he lifted out the offending substance, enough of the lethal nerve agent would be released from the freed hose to contaminate the entire room; just opening the door to the lab might spread VX throughout the complex, killing everybody in Haven. As it was, he would need to ensure complete decontamination of the room, the air-ducts and the suits before he felt safe to disrobe.
"Brunton!" the senior Technician cried. "Put this cylinder in the maximum containment store, and bring me another. Don't be tempted to try to clear this blockage; even a thimbleful of compressed gas trapped in the pipe would be more than enough to kill everybody here. Be careful."
"Don't worry about that, Tech Terrence. This stuff scares the hell out of me."
The blue-suited female Tech rolled the cylinder away on its trolley, her measured tread making her look as if she were walking on eggshells.
Terrence hit the comm stud for the Control Room.
"We've hit a small setback, Administrator," he said, "but we're on top of it. How are the subjects?"
"It looks as if they've given up trying to escape. They're just sitting there, contemplating their navels," came the crackling, distorted response from the speaker.
"That's good news," the senior Technician said. "We'll be back in business in another ten minutes or so, and then you can rest easy."

****

Thribble's lungs burnt in protest at his exertions, and his tiny body protested indignantly at the demands he had placed upon it. He had tracked Tordun's scent from his room in the Habitation Block through to a door in the orange-coloured sector, and he waited outside whilst he caught his breath. He saw no sign of human encroachment, although he could hear a conversation taking place behind the nearest door, and one of the voices sounded familiar.
Gathering his courage, the diminutive demon stepped into his underworld cubby-hole, and moved two inches to one side. Returning to the mortal frame, he found himself inside the door.
Tordun sat shackled to a metal chair, his sweating face a mask of defiance. Another of Haven's white-garbed Technicians stood at a metal console with an expression of sublime indifference to the withering, hateful gaze the giant albino directed at him.
"Believe me, my friend," the Technologist said, "I can keep this up for as long as you want. However, if you continue to resist me, I'll step up the impulse; I'll enjoy it, too. This dial has a range from one to ten, and the last jolt was at strength four. Each step is one-and-a-half times stronger than the one before.
"Now, again; to whom do you owe your loyalty?"
Tordun breathed heavily, never taking his eyes from his white-coated adversary. "To Tordun, and to nobody else, you stinking sack of ordure," he shouted. "I am my own man."
"I'm sorry you think so," the Technician said, examining his fingernails with an exaggerated expression of boredom. "This is strength five, white-arse! Get ready for it."
His hand poised over the control, taunting the giant, whose defiant glare suggested he refused to grant his tormentor the satisfaction of flinching in anticipation.
Thribble craned his head to look at the Technician's identification badge. He had heard the distorted sound of human voices through Haven's communications system before, and he mimicked it now.
"Technician Muller!" he screamed at the top of his voice in a crackling, tinny voice that was a perfect imitation of an angry Armitage's, heard through the communications loop. "Stop what you are doing immediately, and report to the Control Room! When I say immediately, I mean right now, tech! Move it!"
Muller looked at the trussed, raging giant with an expression of frustration. "Believe me, big boy, you are mine. You spat at me, and I won't forget that. We have a date, you and I; don't go anywhere, will you?"
The Technician blew a kiss at Tordun, who strained against his metallic bonds with ineffective fury.
"Haven man, you will die slowly, at my hands; I swear it," the white-haired titan breathed.
"I think I'll go to strength seven when I get back, pink-eyes; let's see how much fight is left in you after that," the Haven man snarled. "You aren't going anywhere, so get used to it. You have two prospects: increasing pain or submission. It's up to you. My bloody job's on the line here, and I want to keep it; so don't think I've just turned into the Easter Bunny or something."
Thribble dodged to avoid a huge human foot as the Technician stormed from the room, and he barely avoided being crushed as the door was flung open. A decisive slam marked the departure of the albino's torturer.
After ensuring no other Haven personnel were present, the small imp called out to Tordun, who still strained at his bonds to no effect.
"Good day, human!"
"Not really," growled the oversized swordsman, ejecting a glob of bloody spittle onto the tiled floor. "Where and what are you?"
"It is I, Thribble," the demon squeaked. "I imitated Armitage's voice."
"Oh, Questor Grimm's little demon friend. What can you do for me? They plan to put some metal thing in my head, but I understand they have to soften me up first; this fellow, Muller, seems to enjoy his work, and I would sooner not be trussed up like this when he realises he has been deceived."
Thribble hopped towards Tordun and inspected the metal chains binding him to the chair. They were constructed of thick steel links, and they looked proof against even the swordsman's mighty strength. The chains were fastened together by a single lock; this looked more promising.
"Did you see where Muller put the key for this lock, Tordun?" the imp squeaked.
"Not where I would have shoved it, I can tell you," the albino growled. "He had all his keys on a chain at his waist, so we have no luck there."
Thribble felt cold, bitter pangs of frustration running through him like a spring stream. My cunning ruse to decoy the Technician may not last long, he thought. What I need is a mortal who can pick locks�
"What about your friend, Crest? Did you see what they did with him, Tordun?"
The albino nodded. "I think he's in the next room to my right. If you could somehow free him, I am sure he would have these chains off in a trice."
"I shall return in a few moments," the demon said in a resolute tone, and he bounded over to the wall. It took but the work of a moment to cross to the other side.
Crest lay slumped in his chair, his long, black hair matted with sweat, his head hanging to one side. The female Technician standing beside the half-elf did not appear to be a sadistic tormentor in the mould of Muller: Thribble saw gleaming traces of moisture at the margins of her eyes, and he knew this to be a harbinger of sadness in these strange beings.
The demon noted several creases on the Technician's reddened face, and Thribble knew this indicated that she was not in the first flush of youth. Her white hair was screwed into a tight bun at the base of her neck, and a pair of D-shaped lenses in a gold frame perched half-way down her nose. Under her white coat, she wore a starched white blouse and a long, black skirt that reached her ankles. She looked more like Crar's resident schoolteacher than a tormentor.
"Please co-operate, Master Crest," the woman pleaded, wringing her hands. "You must realise I take no pleasure in hurting you. Relax, and tomorrow you won't even remember this. You'll be a contented citizen of Haven, without worries or bad memories. However, before we take you to the next stage, you need to have the right frame of mind, or it won't work. Co-operate with me, and this will all be over much sooner."
Thribble scuttled along the wainscoting and under a table, trying to read the name on the woman's identification badge. He realised he must have been a little too confident in his movements, as the Technician started and stared in his direction.
"More vermin," the tech muttered, and she picked up a broom standing in the corner of the room.
Thribble knew she was not planning to sweep the floor as she closed on the demon's hiding place, her jaw set in a determined manner and her eyes narrowed.
As she knelt down to look under the table, Thribble saw what he had been looking for, and he threw his voice so it would appear to have come from the speaking box on the far wall.
"Technician Santini, stop whatever you are doing and report to the Control Room immediately. I repeat: report to the control room immediately!"
The white-haired woman got to her feet. A tender look washed over her face as she looked over at Crest. "I'll be back as soon as I can," she promised, as if she expected the elf would be counting the seconds until her return. "Do think about what we've talked about, won't you?"
"I'll be thinking of little else," Crest muttered, his head lolling on his narrow chest.
The Technician left the room, and Thribble scurried out from under the table. "Master Crest; it is I, Thribble!"
"Oh. Hello, demon," the half-elf mumbled through cracked, swollen lips. "It's good to see a friendly face."
Thribble inspected Crest's bonds. Whereas the staff had taken the utmost precautions to restrain the mighty Tordun as best they could, Crest's arms and legs were merely tied to his chair with thin white strips that went around the chair uprights and legs. "Can you break your way clear of those white things, Master Crest?"
The thief shook his head. "They're thin, demon, but very strong. If you pull them, they just get tighter."
Thribble inspected the bonds closely, and he closed his tiny, sharp teeth over the white strips. The material was soft and pliable, and Thribble managed to bite off a small piece of the strange substance. It was tasteless and odourless, for which Thribble was grateful; it made the task easier.
"I should have you out of those things in a few minutes, elf friend," Thribble carolled as he got to work.

****

"We are through at last," Grimm gasped. There had been nine layers of material in all, five of them made of thick metal, and the young mage felt proud that his strength had held up. He wanted to keep some in reserve for Armitage.
"Let us depart," Xylox said. "A reckoning is at hand, I assure you. Remember: if anybody should see us, we must kill or incapacitate them. We do not want word of our escape getting back to Armitage."
The two mages strode back into the corridor through the gaping hole in the metal cell's wall, with renewed urgency in their step.

****

"How are we going, Terrence?" Armitage's amplified voice crackled from the speaker.
"We're nearly there, Administrator. The last cylinder had a blocked hose, and we're bringing a fresh one up from the containment stores. Ah, here it is."
"Okay, Administrator," Terrence called. "We'll have the gas on in a couple more minutes."
"Very well, Terrence. It looks like there's nothing to worry about; they're as quiet as the grave in there. A very apt simile, don't you think?"
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Chapter 10: Outbreak

Armitage glanced once more at the monitor linked to the mages' improvised death cell; they were still motionless, sitting cross-legged in deep meditation. He felt sorry to be losing them, but he had decided that they were just too dangerous to keep alive. At least, when their bodies had been fully decontaminated, he would have a pair of dissection specimens. It would be interesting to see how the neural configuration, vascular organisation and gross structure of the Questor brain differed from that of an ordinary mage, and from the normal human encephalon.
The Administrator of Haven marvelled at the mages' powers of concentration; they had been sitting in the same uncomfortable position for at least ten minutes now. A faint warning bell sounded at the back of his mind. He remembered how, perhaps twenty minutes before, the younger specimen had seemed distinctly ill at ease in this pose after only a few minutes. Yet, now, he sat poised, calm and relaxed.
Armitage moved his face nearer to the screen.
Are the subjects even breathing?
He wondered if some small trace of the VX nerve agent had leaked through into the cell, but he was unfamiliar with the properties of the poison. He thumbed the comm stud.
"Terrence? Are you there?"
The senior Technician's masked face appeared on the monitor.
"Yes, Administrator; what is it this time? I'm busy." An unmistakeable note of irritation had crept into the tech's tone.
Armitage flicked his eyes back to the monitor. Nothing had changed. "I was wondering, Terrence, about the effects of this Victor X-ray stuff. What happens to the subject when he is exposed?"
"You'll see, soon enough, Sir," the Technician growled. "Just be patient, won't you?"
"Just tell me, Terrence; would he be frozen into impassivity?"
Terrence snorted. "Not likely, Sir: within a few seconds at most, he would be thrashing on the ground, with bloody foam around his nose and mouth, in an uncontrollable fit. Have you ever seen an insect after it's been sprayed with a pyrethroid aerosol? VX has much the same effect on a mammal: complete loss of autonomous central nervous system function."
Armitage's fears began to coalesce into full-blown suspicion. The stone-like immobility of the two mages bothered him.
"Thank you, Terrence," he said. "I'll get back to you."
"I can't wait, Sir," the disgruntled Senior Tech muttered. "Listening. Out."
Armitage reached for the camera's zoom control, but he jumped at the sound of the Control Room door opening behind him. Wheeling around, he saw a white-coated Technician enter the room. He did not recognise the burly, stubble-faced man.
"Yes, Tech; what do you want? Can't you see I'm at work?"
"You called me, Administrator," the heavy-set individual replied, his tone sullen and resentful. "Don't you remember?"
"What are you blathering about?" Armitage snapped, distracted. "I called nobody. I don't even recognise you."
The Technician, whose name-tag read 'Muller', rolled his eyes. "Oh, so I'm losing my mind, am I? 'Report to the Control Room, immediately', you said, and you summoned me by name.
"I had a full psych workout not six weeks ago, and I checked out as sane. I can show you the report if you like. If anyone's losing his marbles around here, it's not me."
He crossed his arms over his chest, glaring at the Administrator.
"Just you remember who you're talking to!" Armitage warned. "Show a little more respect, or it'll be full Pacification for you, my friend. You should be doing your job, not bothering me with some ridiculous fantasy."
"That's what I was doing when�"
A second white-garbed figure entered the room, breathless and flustered. Armitage recognised her, and he knew she was not one to barge into a room unannounced. "Santini; what is it?" Armitage demanded.
"I was hoping you could tell me that, Sir," the white-haired woman gasped, her spectacles askew on her nose. "I came as soon as you called me."
"I called nobody!" the Administrator insisted, frowning. "What's the matter with everyone today?"
With a convulsive jerk, Armitage grabbed the zoom control on the camera and focused on the image of the younger mage, Grimm. The youth sat with his eyes closed, his face a picture of peaceful composure.
Armitage closed in on Grimm's eyelids. Where he would have expected to see traces of eye movements beneath them, he saw nothing. Grimm's face resembled that of a statue, without the least hint of animation.
Manipulating the camera controls with sweaty fingers, Armitage focused on the boy's chest, watching every fold of his silk robes for an indication of movement. Breathing hard, the Administrator zoomed in on a single ripple in the sheer fabric, until he could almost see the individual threads of the cloth. Nothing moved.
Is the video playback corrupted?
Armitage switched to the camera in the Control Room, and the scene appeared normal. He waved his right hand, and his image responded at once, without a trace of stutter or image corruption.
"If the Administrator has quite finished with me, can I get back to that big, pink-eyed bastard I was conditioning before you called me?"
Armitage ignored the male tech, stabbing the comm stud with a vicious gesture.
"For heaven's sake, Armitage, I'm working as fast as I can!" Terrence yelled. The senior Technician's patience seemed to have been stretched to the limit. "You have no idea�"
"Terrence; just hang fire for the moment!" the Administrator screamed into the microphone. "Something is going on, maybe something bad, and I mean to get to the bottom of it!"
Another comm channel bleeped, a red light above the stud showing an emergency call, and Armitage, feeling cold panic seeping through his bones, swung around to the relevant security monitor.
This time, it was a security guard; an officer. A trickle of blood seeped from a cut over his eye, his body armour was smoking and damaged, and his face was red and sweaty.
"Lieutenant Martin here, Sir; all hell's just broken loose in Brown Sector." The man's quivering voice seemed close to sheer panic. "It's like a bloody abattoir here; I've got eight casualties, six of them fatal. Two guys in robes are on the loose, and nothing seems to stop them. My number-two, Grouillard, emptied a full clip into the older one, but he was cut to pieces instead of the target. Another guard turned into dust before our eyes. Some of the others were just blown apart. It looks like they're coming straight for you, Sir. What should we do?"
The Administrator's heart pounded. He had seen what a Mage Illusionist could do, and he now had no doubt that the image of inaction that the security camera in the mage cell was nothing more than a magical illusion; somehow the Questors had escaped!
"Abort the VX run, Terrence; abort, abort, abort!" he screamed into the mike. Security has been compromised!"
Turning back to the image of the wounded security squad commander, Armitage pressed the relevant button and yelled into the microphone, "Stop them at all costs, Lieutenant. I don't care how you do it, just�"
At that moment, the door to the Control Room burst from its hinges, slamming into the chamber with such force that Armitage's ears popped. The battered, flying piece of metal neatly decapitated Santini, who fell to the floor in a spray of blood, and it smashed into a bank of equipment, sending a shower of sparks into the room.
Armitage realised his worst nightmare had come to pass as he saw the two Questors standing in the doorway, and he felt warm liquid trickling down his right leg.
The burly Technician, Muller, seized a length of metal pipe, interposing himself between the Administrator and the two robed figures.
"If you want a fight, you've got one, freaks," he said, narrowing his eyes. "You just�"
The younger mage raised a hand, and shouted a guttural, unintelligible phrase. Muller flew across the room, as if shot from the barrel of a cannon, impacting against the wall with a wet thump. He slid down the suddenly red-stained wall to the floor and lay still.
"Greetings, Armitage," the older magic-user hissed. "You have made the very worst mistake of your life by angering a pair of Guild Questors. Give my regards to He Who Reigns Below; you will be meeting him soon."
Suffused by a sick, cold sense of purest horror, the defeated Administrator covered his eyes with his right arm as the mage raised his hands above his head. He heard the thaumaturge's rising chant and prepared himself for death, but the chant stopped abruptly.
Not daring to think he had been spared by some miracle, Armitage lowered his arm a little, to see the two magic-users measuring their length on the floor. Terrence stood over the older specimen, holding a pipe-wrench, and a blond Technician stood at his side, the steel pipe in his hand.
The Administrator drew a deep, shuddering breath. After a squad of heavily-armed guards had failed to stem the relentless advance of the two Questors, the mighty mages had been defeated by simple blows to the head. A harsh laugh arose from Armitage's throat at the absurdity of the situation, rising in pitch almost into the heights of pure hysteria, and tears rolled from his eyes as he fought to control himself.
"Thank you, Terrence," he gasped, between paroxysms of cackling laughter, as he looked at the two prone figures. "What would I do without you?"
"I'm sure I don't know," the senior Technician said. "Anyway, I guess we ought to�"
His voice faltered, and his eyes dropped to the ten-inch length of steel that seemed to have sprouted from the centre of his chest, transfixing him to the wall.
"I�"
A fountain of blood gushed from Terrence's mouth, and he fell silent, still fixed in place by the piercing metal.
The fair-haired Technician whirled around, and Armitage looked on in renewed panic as the man spiralled to the floor, a dagger sprouting from his right eye. After a couple of twitches, he lay still, as the black-clad elven thief stepped into view.
The lifeless form of Terrence angled forward and fell to the deck as the albino, Tordun, withdrew his blade, wiping the blood from it on the fallen tech's clothes.
"Did you forget us, Armitage?" Tordun growled, whose massive, muscular bulk seemed to fill the vacant doorway. "A reckoning is due, and we are here to collect payment. If the two mages are dead, you will pay double, I assure you; they owe me payment for my participation in their Quest."
Crest knelt to the motionless figure of Grimm, and Tordun tended to Xylox, each of the warriors keeping a wary eye on the Administrator.
Armitage stepped forward, his hands outstretched in supplication. "Listen, fellows, I�"
His voice faltered to a halt as he saw the huge swordsman stepping towards him, his blade raised in a threatening manner.
"Shut up, Armitage," Tordun said. "You are not going to wriggle out of this; you are going to die. That is all there is to it. The only question is just how painful that has to be. It is up to you, my friend."

****

Technician Deeks heard alarms sounding in the distance, and he guessed the cause. This, he thought, is the time to act, while those bloated fools, Armitage and Terrence, are occupied with trying to defeat the two magic-users.
Deeks made his way from his hiding place to Lab Three, where they were holding the girl, Drexelica.
He hoped the two Questors would not make Armitage's demise an easy one. Deeks had been brought up under the thumb of the hated Administrator, and every aspect of his life had been mapped out for him since his birth, with no room for negotiation or free choice. At the age of fourteen, he had been assigned the post of Junior Computer Technician in the Behavioural Sciences department, despite his singular lack of interest or desire in that vocation. On many occasions, he had made his objections clear and unequivocal, always stopping short of outright mutiny, but to no effect.
More than once, Terrence had threatened his rebellious underling with full Pacification, the implanting of a neurotransmitter control transducer in his brain, and Deeks had seen the effects of these devices in other nonconformists; the conversion of an intelligent, feeling human into a happy, compliant zombie. They were not going to do that to him; he would kill himself before he would allow them to cut open his skull and tamper with his very personality. Deeks hoped the thaumaturges would leave Terrence alive: he wanted to oversee the painful demise of the Senior Technician himself.
He felt confident he would now be able to foment an uprising within Haven. The grey imp had given him all the ammunition he needed. Throughout the complex, Deeks knew many people who shared his views, but who had not been subjected to the full Pacification treatment because of special skills that might be lost to the treatment. Deeks knew only his facility with the computers and other lab equipment had spared him from this fate. He had undergone occasional drug treatment, but frequent applications had rendered him all but immune to the drugs' effects.
The tiny monster had wanted Deeks to transmit its message to Test Lab Six; instead, he had broadcast it throughout the entire complex, freeing many grateful slaves who must be now only too keen to join the Technician in the establishment of a new order, with their saviour, Deeks, as its head. With his hands on all the controls, the Tech would have no problem in diverting the loyalties of even the Stage Three converts to his own purposes.
Deeks took care to keep his head down as he passed the numerous security cameras, consulting a clipboard as if deep in analysis, and he reached Lab Three without incident. To be sure, alarm bells were ringing throughout the complex, and he saw groups of armed security guards stationed at several intersections, but he was sure that nobody was concerned with the whereabouts of the lowly, insignificant Technician Deeks at this perilous time.
The Tech swept his security pass through the card slot on the lab door, but he was greeted by a dull buzz, and a flashing red light told him his access had been denied. Frowning, he studied the card, wiped the magnetic strip on his white coat and tried again, with the same outcome.
So that bastard, Terrence, locked me out, did he? Deeks thought. Is he ever going to be surprised when he finds out I know some access codes that he doesn't even know exist!
He had not made a complete waste of his life as a Technician, and he had spent a lot of time delving into mysteries of the security systems.
Still, that was not going to get him through this door, so he pressed the 'Attention' button by the card slot. After a few moments, the door opened, and he felt pleased to see the familiar Technician Redmond standing in the opening. This should make things a little easier.
"Hey, Deeks, what's going on here?" Redmond asked. "First, we had that message over the PA, and now there are all these alarms. What's up?"
"Oh, you know; the usual security SNAFU, Redders," Deeks lied with a fluency born of years of practice. "Pacification didn't take on those two wizards, and they're on the warpath. As far as I know, it's a bit messy, and Terrence wants me to take this girl back to the Security block until things blow over."
Deeks glanced over Redmond's shoulder, and he saw the girl sitting, passive, dull-eyed and beautiful, in the corner of the room. Her long hair flowed in gleaming cascades over her back, and she wore a seductive, clinging dress that left little to the imagination. To the unwillingly celibate Deeks, she represented amatory prospects beyond his most lustful dreams.
Redmond folded his arms across his chest. "Why didn't you just swipe in?" he asked, with a trace of suspicion.
"Ah, you know, Redders. I left my card in this coat when it went for washing," replied Deeks. "Bloody thing doesn't work worth a damn now."
Redmond frowned. "I can't let you take her without written authorisation from Terrence or Armitage," he said. "You know the rules as well as I do, Deeky: if it ain't in writing, it ain't worth a damn."
"Oh, come on Redmond, all hell could be breaking loose out there," the portly Technician whined. "Cut me some bloody slack, won't you? The situation isn't exactly what you might call nominal right now. Believe me, I'd rather be in my bed right now, but I have my orders.
"All I know is that Terrence told me to take the girl. You can check with him if you want."
Deeks gambled that Redmond would not go that far: although a loyal Haven man, he would surely not want to risk the Senior Technician's wrath by interrupting him during a possible emergency situation.
At last, Redmond stepped aside. "Okay, Deeky, take her, then," he said shaking his head in apparent resignation. "To tell you the truth, this little bitch has been more trouble than she's worth; she tried to take my eyes out with a bloody metal comb before the drugs took hold. She bites, too. I had to use a double dose, so you shouldn't have too much trouble with her."
That's just what I wanted to hear, Deeks thought.
He would hack into the central control system and give himself sysop privileges, erasing all traces of his actions from the database; then, he could find himself a nice little love-nest until everything had resolved itself. Sated and satisfied, he would be in good shape to take command when the people of Haven cried out for a new leader.
"Oh, just one last thing, Redders," he said. "Better give me a few ampoules of those meds. I don't want her turning nasty on me."
"Sure thing, Deeks; all I can say is, you're welcome to her," Redmond said.
Deeks suppressed a smile as he led the docile, bleary-eyed girl out of the lab: this was going to be good.
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Chapter 11: Impasse

Grimm sat up and shook his pounding head in an attempt to rectify his blurred vision. That was a mistake; the room seemed to swirl around him, stirring nauseous sensations in his stomach and sending hot waves of pain through his head.
"Welcome back to the world of the living, Questor Grimm," a familiar voice said, and Grimm managed, with some difficulty, to focus on the figure in front of him.
"Oh, hello, Crest," the Questor muttered.
As his vision cleared, he saw a scene of devastation within the Haven Control Room. Shattered equipment sparked and sputtered, illumination flickered fitfully, and dark-red stains covered a large part of the room. With care, he managed to turn his head without causing additional distress, and he saw the mighty albino, Tordun, standing in an empty doorway, brandishing his sword and shouting dire imprecations at an unseen foe. Armitage was cowering under a bank of technological equipment, his ashen face a mask of sheer terror.
To his right, he saw Xylox massaging the back of his neck. The senior mage wore an expression that promised bloody retribution to whoever might oppose him, and Grimm knew his ill-tempered colleague was no forgiving soul.
"What happened, Crest?" the young thaumaturge asked, turning back to the elven thief. "I remember Questor Xylox blowing in the door, and then� nothing. What devilish Technology laid us both low with such consummate ease?"
Despite the pain in his head, he had not forgotten his solemn promise to Xylox to use only formal speech until the Quest was resolved.
"Ah, Questor Grimm, you were a little too unwary of more mundane threats, such as this." The thief lifted a thick rod of metal from the perforated metal floor. "You were hit on the head; nothing more. Just give thanks to your little friend, Thribble. He managed to free Tordun and me in time to save your skins."
The imp's grey, stubbly head popped up from one of Crest's many pockets.
"Yes, it was once again your trusty, quick-thinking friend, Thribble, who saved you, human!" the tiny demon crowed. "I sent the message that freed you from Armitage's rule, I stopped them from shooting noxious vapours at you, and I freed the two warriors; what stories I shall have to tell, when I return to my own kind!"
"Your modesty and humility overwhelm me, Thribble," Grimm said to his netherworld friend, in a deadpan voice. "Nonetheless, I thank you for our deliverance. You are a resourceful fellow, and it is good to have you around. I will not try to leave you behind again; as far as I am concerned, you may accompany me on all my future Quests.
"If any," he muttered: Xylox's threat to have the young Questor dismissed from the Guild still hung over his head like a dark thundercloud.
"Thank you, Questor Grimm," the demon replied. "Humility is one of my besetting virtues; indeed, I believe that I am one of the most modest�"
"A soldier is approaching!" Tordun cried from the doorway, cutting off Thribble's self-indulgent monologue. "He is waving a white flag of truce; what should I do?"
"Is he alone?" Xylox asked.
"So it seems," the mountainous albino rumbled.
"Let him come," Xylox said. "A single man can pose little threat to the four of us."
"Very well, Haven man," Tordun yelled into the corridor. "Approach with your hands in plain sight, and leave any thoughts of deception or misguided heroism at the door. We have Armitage here, a lot of important-looking machinery, and a pair of very angry Questors with sore heads."
After a few minutes, the swordsman stepped away from the vacant doorway, revealing a tall, grey-haired, muscular man whose bulk was enhanced by a heavy cloth jacket like a long tabard, descending almost to the level of his knees. He wore a grey helmet that encompassed his skull, with various appendages and protrusions extending from the bizarre headgear. Although he wore several weapon holsters and bandoliers, these were all empty.
Xylox stepped into the opening, and Tordun covered the cowering Armitage, who still hunched under his console.
"I will accept nothing from you except your unconditional surrender," Xylox said, folding his arms across his chest. "There is little more to say; you should now know what we can do to you if you dare to oppose us"
"That's unacceptable," the security guard growled. "We have all exits from the hub covered and, even if you should manage to fight your way past us, you would not survive in the mountains. We have a stalemate; we're not going anywhere, and neither are you.
"Every man in the squad is willing to die to defend Haven, ready to give his life to save Administrator Armitage. I wish to discuss terms acceptable to all of us.
"We've seen what happens to men who fire guns at you, but simple slug-throwers aren't our only defence. We have other weapons: potent weapons you wouldn't believe. We've held off using them for the moment, but we'll use them if we have to, even if they kill us along with you."
Xylox turned his strong Questor gaze on the guard, but the grey-haired man matched it in intensity without the slightest blink.
"What terms have you in mind?" Xylox asked.
"Our first condition is the immediate cessation of all hostilities," the guard replied.
The Questor gave a non-committal grunt. "Next?"
"Second condition: you agree to release Administrator Armitage unharmed."
"So far, guardian," the senior mage said, "your conditions seem to be to your advantage only. I trust you have something to offer us in return?"
"I'm coming to that," the guard snapped, wiping a grimy bead of sweat from his right eyebrow. "I'd be grateful if you'd let me present all the terms before you come to any decision."
"Very well; what are your other stipulations, if any?"
"We still have the girl who came with you. We will agree to release her unharmed and unmolested if you'll allow us to take a small tissue sample; I'm told a simple swab from the inside of a cheek should be enough. If you refuse, I can't guarantee her safety."
Grimm gaped; he realised he had spared no thought for Drexelica since he had first fallen under Armitage's technological spell. He was moved to speak, but he held his tongue for the moment.
"If we agree, what can you offer in return?" Xylox inquired, as if bored beyond measure.
"We'll give you aerial transport out of here, and down to the plain."
Xylox made an elaborate show of studying his immaculate fingernails. "I presume you will allow us to mull over your terms for a while; shall we say ten minutes? I warn you that I may have counter-proposals of my own, and you may not find them appealing."
"Believe me, wizard� I mean, mage," the guard said, correcting himself as the Questor's expression darkened, "I'm more than happy to accept a little give and take, as long as you accept our basic conditions."
"Ten minutes, then, Haven lackey," the senior mage said.
"You may return to your fellows," he added, as the guard showed no sign of movement. "I prefer that we discuss your proposal without you looking over our shoulders."
The man hesitated. "If you were to exchange me for Administrator Armitage, it would be a sign of good faith on your behalf." The grey-haired guard's voice held more than a trace of hope.
"Unacceptable," the mage replied. "If you are as willing to die for your leader as you have indicated, holding you to ransom might provide little surety. Go, and allow us to deliberate in peace."
The guard backed away slowly, frowning, but he departed in any case. Xylox turned back to face Grimm and the two warriors.
"What is your assessment of the terms offered, Questor Grimm?"
Grimm rubbed his aching temples. The pain in his head was not helped by the intermittent flashing of the overhead illuminations.
"They have Drexelica," he said, shrugging. "There is no telling what they might be prepared to do to her."
"We are engaged in a war with Technology, Questor Grimm," the older thaumaturge intoned. "In a war, there are often unfortunate casualties. I would remind you that our first duty is to our sworn Quest. The fate of one larcenous street waif is of little import, compared to the well-being of our Guild. Have you forgotten your Oath so soon?"
Grimm felt anger at Xylox's callous attitude rising like acrid bile within him, but he forced himself to keep his tone civil and courteous.
"Questor Xylox, I have not forgotten my Oath; I acknowledge my duty to our Quest, even if it be my last. Nonetheless, I also have a duty to this young girl, and I cannot accept that her potential death, torture, ravishment, enslavement or disfigurement is a trifling, insignificant price to pay for our success. I ask your leave to ascertain that she is unharmed before we commit to any course of action."
Xylox shook his head. "At this moment, we seem to have the upper hand. The girl is of little account. If I were to allow you to leave, I would be surrendering a far more potent playing card. I cannot, and will not, allow it."
Grimm's anger boiled over. "You talk of living, breathing human beings as playing cards, insignificant tokens to be gambled at will. You have already told me how you will ensure that I am finished as a Guild Questor; I cannot, therefore, be such a great asset to you. You openly despise and belittle me at every opportunity, even though you only survived our enforced conflict by recourse to the extra reserves of energy you held in your staff."
The older magic-user opened his mouth to speak, his face suffused with red ire, but Grimm stepped closer to him, cutting the mage off with a furious gesture of his hand.
"Xylox the Mighty," he hissed, in a low voice so that the warriors might not overhear what passed between the two Questors. "You have taken evident glee in implying, on many occasions, that you have the very power of life or death over me, but you have already told me that I might as well be dead. I will assist you as best I am able on this Quest, but not at the cost of Drexelica's life; is that clear? I ask your permission as Senior Questor to ensure that the girl is well, and to secure her return, but, if you deny me, I will defy you.
"Are you still so certain that you can defeat me in open magical combat? I think not. I do not wish to oppose you, but I have nothing to lose. I would almost rather die here than be stripped of my hard-earned status as a Guild Mage by some faceless Conclave. I ask your permission, and I would far rather that I had my Senior Questor's approbation for my actions than his refusal. I would sooner fight the minions of Armitage than my brother mage, for I owe you, at least, the respect due to your rank, whilst I owe these slaves of Technology nothing but defiance. Nonetheless, I will not allow a poor, defenceless girl to be abused at the hands of a group of mindless fanatics.
"With this in mind, Xylox the Mighty, do I have your permission to leave while you seek a negotiated settlement to our quandary? When I have returned with or without Drexelica, you may treat me as you will for my insubordination, and I will not resist. Those are my terms, Xylox Ceras, Mage Questor of the Seventh Rank, called 'the Mighty'; take them, or leave them."

****

Deeks bundled the girl along the corridors of Haven, now with little regard for the ever-present security cameras. He had injected such a quantity of sedatives into her that her feet barely supported her, and she trailed behind him like some awkward, numb appendage, her small hand limp and livid in his firm grip. He was almost beginning to agree with Redmond's advice, that the little bitch was more trouble than she was worth.
After several minutes spent in hustling the semi-comatose female through the corridors, he reached his goal: the unoccupied Cell Block One. For as long as Deeks could remember, the unit had been unused; nonetheless, he knew that its various computer terminals in the Admin Area were fully maintained, in case the derelict cell block might ever be needed for potential malcontents.
This made him smile. He, Technician Deeks, the arch-malcontent, would use this place of confinement as his power base.
He let the girl tumble to the floor as he took his security pass from his pocket, sweeping it through the card slot with a practiced gesture. The high-pitched beep and the red light showed him that he was refused entry even from this disregarded area. The Technician frowned. It seemed as if that paranoid bastard, Terrence, had contrived to block his access to even the most remote zones.
"Come on, girl," muttered the tech, grabbing the supine female's hand once more. "It looks like we need a little social engineering here. A little time on a terminal, any terminal, and I'll have everything I want."
He dragged her back down the corridor, muttering under his breath.

****

"Since you appear intent upon this lunacy, Questor Grimm," Xylox muttered, rubbing his beard, "I have decided to allow your request, despite serious misgivings to the contrary."
He paused for a few moments, enunciating his words with care. "With regard to your dismissal from the Guild, I have decided that your magical talents may well be of some little worth, after all. Perhaps your worth as an asset outstrips, on balance, the risk posed by your irreverent attitude. On our return, I offer to recommend that Lord Thorn issue you a severe reprimand for insubordination. I will recommend that no further action be taken against you.
"I make no secret of the fact that I disapprove of your often reckless attitude, Questor Grimm. However, I recognise you as a powerful and capable magic-user, and it seems to me that your dismissal might, perhaps, represent a tangible loss to our Guild."
Xylox's tones were measured and solemn, as if his conclusions had been reached only after deep reflection, but he knew only too well that Prelate Thorn would be unlikely to dismiss one of his three prized Questors to the House scullery because his superior had found him to be defiant and confrontational. Such qualities were almost expected of a Guild Questor. Xylox remembered only too well the heated arguments he had had with his own superior, Questor Olaf, called the Demonscourge, over the unequal partition of booty after his second Quest.
Questor Grimm's mouth fell open, until it seemed as if it might hit the floor.
"I thank you, Questor Xylox," he breathed, "from the bottom of my heart. I wish only to serve the Guild to which I have sworn my allegiance, but I cannot allow myself to ignore the dictates of my conscience. Your consent will allow me to follow both courses. Thank you."
Grimm's dark eyes gleamed, as if he had been reprieved from a death sentence at the very last moment, and Xylox assumed the weary expression of a man who had struggled for many a long hour with his troublesome conscience. The senior mage stepped towards the huddled Armitage.
"You, excrement, are still our prisoner," he hissed. "Warrior Tordun, I ask you to attend. If Armitage moves from this spot, you have my permission to kill him; indeed, I expect you to do so,"
Tordun leered at his cowering captive. "It will be my pleasure, Questor. The only reason the worm still breathes is because I thought his knowledge might be of some use to you. If not, I'll be only too happy to terminate his miserable existence."
Armitage's face was ashen, but he said nothing. All fight seemed to have left him.
Grimm, seeming rejuvenated by his reprieve from banishment, swung around to face the skulking Administrator.
"You: Armitage!" he barked, his face grave. "Where is the girl, Drexelica, being held? Tell me now, or I will make you beg for death. I can do this with less trouble or time than it takes me to blow my nose, and I will do so with pleasure, should you demur."
Armitage staggered to his feet, and his mouth worked to no effect for a few moments, before his voice became audible.
"She� she's in Lab Three, Black Seven, mage. She's not scheduled for surgery until this evening; I'll tell Technician Redmond to cancel the operation, if you like."
The Administrator moved his right hand to a wheel on the panel at his side.
"Keep your hands where I can see them!" the young mage snapped. "You know only too well that I will have no idea whether you are contacting this 'Lab Three', or summoning additional guards. I know how to find my own way to your Black Sector."
Xylox nodded. For the first time since he had met the junior Questor, he wore a smile of approbation on his lips.
This urchin seems to have more presence about him than I thought�

****

Questor Grimm stepped to the empty space where the Control Room door had once been.
"I wish to make an additional demand!" he shouted into the corridor. After a few moments' pause, the guard appeared, still bearing his white flag of truce.
"Are you ready to agree to our terms?" the security man called.
"Not yet," the young mage replied. "You offered to release the girl, Drexelica, unharmed to us, as part of the deal; I demand to see that she is in good health before we commit ourselves to any course of action. This is a point on which I will not move. Armitage will remain here with my comrades as surety against our safe return."
After a long pause, Grimm feared that Drex might already be dead, and that the guard's bluff had been called. However, the grey-helmed man slowly nodded. "Very well, mage. You may go, accompanied by two guards: for your own safety, of course."
Xylox stepped towards Grimm.
"Brother Mage," he said. "I do not think they will cause you any trouble, but I wish to be sure that you will be safe." He held out a red gem on a silver chain, which Grimm recognised as his colleague's prized Charm of Missile Reversal.
"Questor Xylox; I am deeply touched by your solicitude," he whispered, without the least trace of sarcasm in his voice. "I know what this gem means to you, and I thank you."
"I just wanted to ensure the safety of the Guild's investment," the older mage muttered, who did not meet his junior's gaze. "They have already seen that projectile weapons have no effect on me, so I doubt that they will try to use them against me again.
"Remember," Xylox continued, adding a little steel to his voice, "I expect that gem to be returned. This is only a temporary loan."
"I understand, Brother Mage." Grimm suppressed a smile.
Is Xylox's stony facade cracking at last? Could it be that this mighty Questor is displaying signs of humanity?
"I thank you for your consideration, Questor Xylox," he said, keeping his expression respectful.
Grimm stepped into the corridor, striding with confidence and some speed towards the chief security guard, coming to an abrupt halt just in front of him. The guard's face turned pale, but he held his ground.
"Emerson! Tattler!" the muscular man called, and two uniformed men-at-arms appeared. Both stood several inches shorter than Grimm, and their wide eyes betrayed terror.
"Right, you two; take this man to Black Seven, Laboratory Six," the security chief snapped. "He is not your prisoner, and you are not to use any force against him unless he attacks you.
"Well, get on with it, then! Are you waiting for an engraved invitation?"
The guards moved, one to each side of Grimm. The mage looked down at each and frowned.
"I advise you to do as he says," he breathed. "My patience is not inexhaustible."
The mage hurried down the corridor with his two hangers-on in pursuit.

****

Deeks bent over the prone form of Technician Redmond and tossed his bloodstained clipboard to the floor.
"Sorry, Redders," he said. "You should have let me on your terminal when I asked."
Stepping over the equally unresponsive Drexelica, the Technician seated himself at the console, humming as he accessed the central control database. "Don't worry, my love," he crooned, leering at the drugged girl. "In a few moments, a bloody army won't be able to get in here. And then, you and I can have all the time we want together, while the security guards dance to my tune for a change. We can canoodle to our hearts' content while they concentrate on taking out Armitage and your erstwhile friends for me."
His hands danced across the keys as if he were playing a piano concerto, looking forward to the libidinous pleasures in store.
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Chapter 12: Enemies

"Do as I tell you, bitch. Open up to your lord and master. Show me what you can do for me; you know you want to!"
Technician Deeks maintained a constant stream of chatter as his hands fluttered over the terminal keyboard. He had learned all of his hacking skills in a piecemeal fashion over many years. He had rarely been left unsupervised for more than a few minutes, so he now gloried in not having to look over his shoulder every few moments for the approach of a senior Technician.
"Tech subsystem A: protocol settings. Password: 18ACCESSTECH117," he muttered, a smug smile on his face. The passwords were changed on a monthly basis, but Deeks had seen Terrence, in a rare moment of laxity, throwing a small piece of paper in the bin just three days before, instead of incinerating it as the onerous rules required. Retrieving the scrap, Deeks had discovered the Haven hacker's touchstone; a departmental admin password.
"So, Technician Deeks; what is your access rating?" he chanted to himself.
"Level one, read-only? Surely such a lowly status is below the requirements of such a master of Technology? It's level eight for you, my boy, as befits your mighty status."
His monologue went unheard by the unconscious Redmond, who had been further subdued by a massive and possibly lethal dosage of sedatives, and the drug-befuddled object of his deepest desires.
Once he had accessed the Tech Admin area, he was able to open up Terrence's user account, giving him access to the Security subsystem in the case of emergency. There was additional password protection for this area but, unlike the master access code, this was an "operator discretion code"; it was not assigned by computer, but by the user himself, and it was not updated as a matter of routine.
It might take a little while to get in here, Deeks thought, but our anally-retentive, pin-brained friend, Terrence, just lives for his little electronic domain. It shouldn't take too long for a master hacker to find out his access code.

****

An urgent beep sounded in the Control Room, and a red light flashed on a panel. Xylox looked round from his station by the open doorway.
"What is that, Armitage?" he barked.
The nervous Administrator, not looking at the Questor, mumbled "Remote Tech Admin access."
"What does that mean?" the mage demanded.
"Someone's accessing the Technical Administration area on the main computer server from a remote terminal," Armitage replied slowly, as if addressing a stupid question from an insistent child. It seemed as if the Haven chief was regaining a little of his arrogance.
Xylox felt none the wiser after this cryptic response. He hated Technology in all its aspects, but he now began to think that complete denial of this ancient art might not be the best course of action in this den of electronic iniquity.
He paused for a moment, rubbing his chin in uncharacteristic indecision. He did not want to set the evil Administrator loose on his foul devices, but he suspected that somebody might be setting another trap for his team.
"Do you have anything to do with this?" the thaumaturge snapped, his brows hovering like grey birds of prey over his narrowed eyes. "I will know if you lie, and I can make you beg me to kill you, if I so wish."
Armitage hauled himself from under his console, and staggered to his feet. "I swear this is none of my doing, Questor," he stuttered, in an evident attempt to seem frank and honest, but succeeding only in appearing shifty and guilt-ridden.
Nonetheless, Xylox's Sight indicated no deception. "Is this some attempt to take control of this area by Technological means?"
"It could be, although I doubt it," Armitage replied. "It's probably just some Tech accessing the technical database for an unauthorised research project, but I can't tell anything without accessing the system myself. However, I will say that the only person who might normally be expected to employ such access is Senior Technician Terrence."
Armitage folded his arms across his chest as if delivering a defiant ultimatum, casting his eyes at the bloody form of the dead tech.
The mage considered the Administrator's response with care; Armitage did not appear to be lying, and he could always monitor the Haven chief's aura for incipient deception. Although Xylox had strong scruples about using his Sight on fellow mages without their permission, he would not extend this courtesy to a despised scion of Technology.
"Warrior Tordun; be so kind as to resume the watch. I will ensure that this wretch does not attempt to gull us, on his life."
Xylox stepped towards Armitage. "Play us false, and I will make you wish that you had never been born," he threatened. "Find out who is doing this thing, and be quick about it."

****

"So, what do you boys normally do around here, when there are no rampant mages in residence?" Grimm asked of his uncommunicative escorts.
"Maintenance, supplies, store inventory. All the crap jobs," one of the men muttered, his voice dripping with mingled resentment and resignation.
The label on the breast of his uniform read 'Tattler', a singularly inappropriate appellation, in the young thaumaturge's opinion.
"It sounds to me as if you should consider a career change," the mage said, attempting to make conversation. His words fell on stony ground as the escorts held their tongues. Nonetheless, Grimm felt happy, almost ebullient, and he refused to let these two dull individuals spoil it.
He was about to make a further attempt to elicit a little more openness from the guards when they rounded the corner into Black sector, only to be greeted by a metal wall of a form only too familiar to Grimm.
"That's odd," Tattler said, his expression a melange of confusion and concern. "We've got some screens down, but not through here. We came by this way when the alert was raised, and it was open then."
"Open it," the Questor said, all light-heartedness departing his voice.
The guard hurried to comply, tapping a rectangle of numbered keys with his fingers. Grimm guessed that the red flashing light and the low beep from the panel did not indicate success.
"Well, I'll be damned!" Tattler said. "You try, Emmers."
Emerson stepped up to the metal wall and went through similar motions, to the same effect.
"We're locked out," Emerson said to his comrade, his expression troubled.
The mage felt anxiety rising within him like bile, and he took refuge in righteous anger.
"Are you saying you have no inkling of the reason for this blockage?" he demanded.
Grimm's eyes narrowed and his hands flexed as if prepared to emit death at his least word of command.
Emerson's face reddened. "I swear we have nothing to do with this, mage," he stammered, in evident fear of some brutal magical reprisal.
Grimm looked at Tattler, to find the guard's face as blank as his colleague's.
"I suggest that you contact your superior," he said. "I am in no mood to be balked by petty games. You would be well advised to have this barrier lifted."
His tone was low and threatening, and the security guard quickly grabbed the elaborate armband on his wrist.
"Private Tattler here, Lieutenant," he said. "We've got a shield down at the junction of Black and Green Seven. The boy mage wants to know if it's on purpose."
Tattler's eyes turned towards the ceiling, as if consulting some holy oracle.
"He says not; it's meant to be open," he said, his eyes wide and innocent.
"Very well," Grimm said, preparing himself for another series of Disintegration spells. "Redeemer, come to me!"
In a heartbeat, the black rod appeared in his right hand, and the guards gaped in slack-jawed wonder at this display of magical prowess. However, Grimm felt in no mood for showmanship. He unleashed the spell and smashed the white ceramic layer beneath the metal sheath, repeating the sequence until a wide hole had been opened in the obstructing wall. However, a similar wall appeared ten feet away, and Grimm realised with dismay that he would be unable to smash down many more of the barriers.
Turning to the now-quivering guards, Grimm's voice was a stentorian bark. "How many more of these walls lie between here and the laboratory where you are holding Drexelica?"
"No more than five, if they're all down," Emerson replied. "You made this one look so easy, I'm sure you can get through the others. We won't try to stop you, will we, Tatters?"
"I wouldn't dare, Emmers," his comrade-in-arms said, a nervous tremor colouring his voice.
Grimm almost stamped his foot in frustration. He knew he had insufficient strength even to get through another pair of the barriers, let alone a handful. He was, however, unwilling to admit this to his two escorts.
"What about retracing our route, so we enter the Black sector from the opposite direction?" he demanded.
Tattler rubbed his chin and rolled his eyes in an evident attempt to stimulate his thought processes. "If all the barriers are down, there are seven going the other way," he said. "You're a little better off taking it from this side, Sir."
The young thaumaturge could have screamed, although he restrained himself; there seemed to be no solution to this obstacle. He suspected that foul machinations were afoot, and he intended to thwart whoever was opposing him. If he found Drexelica harmed in any way, somebody would be made to regret it for the brief, pain-filled remainder of his miserable life.

****

"Someone's taken control of security," Armitage gasped from his console. "It's nothing to do with me, I swear it!"
"Do something about it," Xylox growled. "I am sure you have sufficient authority to overpower this interloper."
"I've been shut out!" Armitage screamed, his face a picture of affronted fury. "It's a blitz attack. All I have on my profile is the most basic access; Level One. I can't get in. It's a bloody hacker!"
None of this made any sense to the Questor. "It must be your slave guards," he said. "Tell them you will die in a moment if they do not cease this attack."
"You idiot!" the Administrator yelled, his eyes staring. "Chief LeClerc already has that level of access; he doesn't need to steal it. And why would my loyal guards take the additional step of barring me from the system? It's some damned malcontent who's seizing the opportunity your attack gave him!"
Tordun took an ominous step towards the newly invigorated Armitage. "Mind your manners with your betters, scum," he breathed. "You're not out of this yet, by a long chalk."
The enormous albino swordsman raised his gleaming sword to underscore his words, but the leader of Haven seemed no longer cowed by threats.
"This little bastard isn't going to get the better of me, whoever he is" he vowed, attacking the symbol-laden console in front of him with a veritable fury.
Xylox felt moved to prevent him from doing so, but, since it was apparent that the Administrator was on a crusade only against his unseen foe, he let him continue with his arcane duel.

****

Deeks wiped sweat from his brow. It had been far harder than he had thought to gain access to the security subsystem; Terrence's password had been simple enough: 'OSCILLOSCOPE', but this had only given him control over the armoured partitions and the technicians' duty roster. He wanted to get control of the mind control implants for the guards, in order to give him ultimate control of Haven; however, this protocol was protected by a further barrier, and his password guesses had, so far, proved ineffectual.
Despite his lack of success in penetrating the security firewall, he found great pleasure in the fact that he had managed to deprive Armitage of his sysop status; he hoped with all his heart that the Administrator was still alive, so that he could take part in his eventual downfall and execution.
The Tech considered his situation. He had lowered all the security shields in Black Seven, and changed all the access codes; to all intents and purposes, his bastion was impregnable. Deeks turned his mind to more earthly pleasures. Redmond was still out cold, and the girl did little more than to moan from time to time, lost in some narcotic nirvana.
"Well, my dear," he said, turning his attention to the delectable, supine, female form of Drexelica. "I think it's time we got to know each other a little better." The only response was a low groan, but this did not deter the lusty tech.
He walked towards the prone figure of the girl. "I think we're going to get along just fine," he crooned. "You and I will make some sweet music together."
Deeks began to lift her full skirt, and Drex did nothing. The chubby Technician frowned, since he had hoped for a compliant, willing lover, bent to his will by the potions that had been poured into her, but he was in no position to complain.
"This is going to be the best loving you'll ever have, girl," he breathed. "Get ready for sat-is-fac-tion!"
Drex managed a semi-comatose smile, and the Tech smiled, dropping his trousers around his ankles. Even to himself, he could not pretend that he was any vision of teenage lust, but who was she to complain? This lass was drifting in the land of Nod, and she appeared in no shape to resist his advances.
He bent over her with some awkwardness, hampered by his drooping pants, and he began to lower himself for some serious action. A wider, dreamy smile from his intoxicated would-be concubine fuelled the fires within him, and he prepared to give her the ride of her life, but the conflagration of his lust was extinguished by a hot, fulminating, nauseating storm that shot through his loins and lower body like chrome bolts fired from a machine-gun.
The bitch kneed me! he thought, as he tumbled to the ground in agony, bright lights sparkling in his eyes as a metal hand seemed to grab hold of his entrails and twist.
As he cradled his wounded gonads, she stood over him, her eyes no longer dull and unresponsive. She carried a wicked-looking silver comb, with teeth at least four inches long.
"I've met worse than you before, you filthy pervert," she said. "Where I come from, you have to learn to fight just to survive. I've never killed anyone before, but I'd be more than happy to start with you. I can take your eyes out with this comb, and I'll do just that if you try to lay another dirty hand on me."
She waved the lethal-looking implement mere inches from his face for emphasis, and Deeks staggered to his feet, backing away with his hands outstretched in placation. The pain in his nether regions had subsided to a low, dull ache, but it had not left him.
"Take it easy, girl," he gasped, backing away from Drexelica.
She did not follow him, but she maintained a firm grip on the impromptu weapon. In her other hand, she now held a scalpel, which she had grabbed from a tray of implements. She didn't seem at ease with the sharp blade, but the unarmed Deeks didn't want to put it to the test.
In answer to the unspoken question that flickered in the tech's panicked eyes, she said, with more than a trace of pride, "I'm a witch. Normally, I'd need to touch the earth or a tree to cast a spell, but this mountain radiates lots and lots of power; enough to cast a simple spell. My Gramma taught me how to get rid of poisons when I was little, and I pretended those pills affected me worse than they did until my head was clear, and I could cast the spell on myself."
"More bloody magic," Deeks muttered, shaking his head. Aloud, he said "All right, then; you've got me covered, but you can't get out of here, anyway. The whole corridor's blocked with composite armour plate. So what do we do, just stand here watching each other?"
"You keep your peeping eyes to yourself," Drex snapped. "You can watch the wall for all I care, but don't look at me. Grimm will come for me and make you wish you were dead, like I do, so you'd better let me go."
Deeks smiled indulgently. He doubted that even one of these Questors would be able to get through the formidable barriers he had put around the corridor. A plan began to foment inside his head.
"You like this mage a lot, don't you?" he said.
"No," Drexelica said with a sniff and a toss of her head, although the Tech knew she was lying. "But you'd better let me out right now, or there'll be trouble."
Deeks put on an expression of resignation. "Very well, girl, you win. I'll just go and enter the codes. It may take a little time, so be patient."
He stepped to the console and began to tap. He smiled to himself, knowing this simple pauper girl could have no idea whatsoever what he was doing-which was anything but lifting the security barriers. He knew that, of a total of three hundred and fifty people at Haven, seventy-eight had been subjected to Phase Three Pacification, with implants that could be used to control their actions and motivations; this included fifty security guards with lethal weapons. Once he had control of them, he had control of Haven, and he would achieve all his aims.
Armitage would be arrested, awaiting an entertaining trial with Deeks as judge and jury. As for the mages, he sincerely doubted that even they would be able to fight off an army of seventy-eight armed, single-minded, dedicated human automata. If the girl really cared about this young Questor, she might be persuaded to co-operate with the tech's desires just to save Grimm's life. That would be far more entertaining than ravishing a limp, unresponsive mass of flesh. He fought to keep the unpleasant smile from his face as he battled with the security protocols. Just a few more minutes, and he should be in. Then he'd have his fun, one way or another.
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Chapter 13: Closing In

"What's he playing at?" Armitage muttered to himself. Absorbed by his electronic battle against this unseen insurgent, he seemed to have all but forgotten his former terror, frowning at the glowing screen before him.
"What is happening, Armitage?" Xylox asked, standing at his shoulder but understanding nothing of the cybernetic struggle that was under way.
"He's trying to get hold into the main control system," the Administrator replied, perhaps simplifying the technical jargon for the benefit of the technologically ignorant magic-user. "Nothing I do seems to work. I keep getting 'ACCESS DENIED' messages; I think he's disabled my system operator status."
"Perhaps this is just one of your freed slaves, taking his righteous revenge upon you," Xylox suggested, a sneer on his lips. "It would seem that our compact is at an end."
"You ignorant savage!" the irate Administrator exploded, his face a mask of contempt. "Whoever he is, he doesn't need access to the master security protocols to disable my access. This is a hardware interface assault; he's trying to get unrestricted control of every door, alarm, terminal and online system in the complex, you fool!"
"Watch your mouth, scum!" Crest snapped, toying with a wicked-looking dagger in a threatening manner.
Xylox was not one to ignore an overt insult, and he raised a hand to blast the white-coated dictator into oblivion, but something in Armitage's tone warned him that he needed to keep the arch-Technologist alive for at least a little longer. He began to sweat: the air was becoming a little stuffy, despite the gaping hole where the Control Room door had once been. Something unusual and disturbing was afoot here, he realised, and he lowered his hand, dispersing his magical energies within his body.
"So you begin to see the problem!" the Administrator said. "Terrence closed off all the ventilation baffles in this area when he� when you were trapped between the security barriers. We're at the hub of the complex, and it looks like all the barriers around this area are closed as well. We'll run out of air within a couple of hours, and I doubt that even all your mighty magic will help you when that happens, unless it includes the ability to manufacture oxygen. You need me, mage."
Xylox felt unaccustomed, cold fingers of helplessness tickling his spine. He yearned to be back in the world he knew, battling demons and spirits, destroying stone walls� anything that did not involve this cursed, ancient art of Technology. His frustration boiled over into furious anger.
"It seems to me that this marvellous system, of which you are so proud, is nothing more than a flimsy house of cards, vulnerable to the least breeze that should come its way!" he snarled. "You think that Technology holds all the answers to life's problems, and would foist it, willy-nilly, upon all. You think you control your destiny, but you can only do so by holding human beings in foul bondage. You despise me for my ignorance of your evil art, but I revile you for your arrogance and your callous disregard for life and liberty!"
"Be patient, Questor," Armitage pleaded, all defiance gone from his voice. It was evident that he now realised just how tenuous was his position. "I've still got a few tricks left that this moron can't even begin to guess at. We're not finished yet."

****

Grimm balled his fists in sheer frustration. He could be no more than fifty feet from where Drex was being held, but it seemed as if he might just as well be a hundred miles away from her. He pounded his staff on the wall, in a subconscious attempt to stimulate his intellect, and the ringing sound it made struck him; this was not the dull clang he associated with the walls of the armour-plated cell in which he and Xylox had been imprisoned.
Of course!
His mind's eye called up the battered, warped walls of the test laboratory in which he and Xylox had been forced to fight. The thick, unyielding armour plating of the security barriers would never have crumpled in this manner.
Of course! The shield descends as a four-walled unit. Without the armour in place, the walls must all be like these, and not all the corridors are armoured. If there's a route I can take through flimsy inner walls like these, things would be so much easier!
"Tattler, Emerson;" he said to the guards at his side, "is there a way I can reach this laboratory through the thinner walls, bypassing the armoured barriers? I am strong but not omnipotent. I cannot breach many more of those sheets of armour."
Neither of the men-at-arms seemed to be possessed of a dazzling intellect, and their brows furrowed in thought.
"Well, mage," Tattler said, in halting tones, "I guess you could get through the wall here easily enough, and through some of the other rooms, but corridor seven's lined with a whole series of the security barriers. You'll still have at least two more to get through-four walls, that is-but it'd be easier, I guess."
Grimm rubbed his temple. He felt unsure even of his ability to breach even two more of the obdurate walls.
Think, Afelnor, you loathsome toad, he chided himself in the manner of one of his former tutors, Magemaster Kargan, at the Arnor Scholasticate.
"What of the ceiling?" he asked, brightening.
It was the older guard, Emerson, who spoke first. "That doesn't help, I'm afraid. The corridor ceiling's armoured as standard, and then you'd still need to get through the one in front of the door."
"I don't want to get into the bloody corridor!" the Questor shouted, forgetting his formal Mage Speech. "I want to get into the damned laboratory! Can I get into the ceiling here and crawl over to there, and then break in through that ceiling?"
Emerson tweaked his chin. "Well, I don't think the room ceilings are all armoured, so there's a chance, but it'd be a tight fit. You've got ventilation conduits, power and signal cables, not to mention the mechanisms for the shields and the air control baffles."
"So it's tight, but is it possible?" Grimm was almost beside himself with frustration at the two guards' slow mental processes. "Think, man!"
"Well, I don't know; I never tried it," Emerson sniffed, shrugging. "Take a look, if you want. You've got a maintenance access panel right here."
The ceiling was just out of the mage's reach, and he was inches taller than his two chaperones. Regardless of any semblance of dignity, he jumped, arms outstretched, and the panel bobbled, but settled back into position. Crouching down, he leapt upwards once more and, this time, the metal sheet clattered clear of the square opening.
"Don't just stand there," Grimm snapped. "Give me a hand up, one of you!"
Tattler knelt, and clasped his hands like a basket. "Here you go, Questor."
Grimm placed Redeemer on the ground and put one foot into the guard's hands. With an obliging shove, Tattler propelled him towards the ceiling, and Grimm took firm hold of the rim of the aperture. With some effort, he hoisted himself into the ceiling void, curling like a worm in order to scramble inside.
Once safely inside, Grimm summoned Redeemer to his side, and it disappeared from the room.
"How'd you do that?" Tattler asked, his eyes wide in astonishment as the staff disappeared from the room.
"You don't want to find out," Grimm replied. "It wasn't an easy thing to learn, I can assure you."
Emerson's description of the ceiling void as 'cramped' seemed to be an understatement. Everywhere Grimm looked, he saw a snarl of tubes, pipes, boxes and cables, and he could not see a way through.
There's always the roof�
Grimm smothered this thought at birth; he knew this would plunge him into the frigid, thin, debilitating atmosphere of the mountaintop, and he had fallen foul of this hostile environment before. He edged forward with care, seeking an opening.
"Watch what you are doing, human!" came a muffled, indignant squeak from his pocket, and Grimm remembered the small passenger in his pocket; it was often so easy to forget that the tiny demon was concealed in his clothing.
Nonetheless, the resourceful Thribble had, on occasion, proved himself to be a valuable addition to the retinue. He might be of considerable help in his search for a suitable route. The demon could slip through the tiniest aperture.
"Thribble, would you be so good as to try to find a route for me through this metal jungle? I would surely appreciate it."
"Work, work, work!" the imp twittered. "Thribble, kindly do this; Thribble, would you mind doing that?" he grumbled, his stubbly head bursting from Grimm's pocket. "Very well, human, I will see if there is a space sufficient for your gargantuan bulk."
Extricating himself from the folds of Grimm's silk robe, Thribble dropped to the metal floor with a faint thump. He leaned back to look the mage in the eyes, his expression dark.
"I am sorry to sound peremptory to you, Thribble," Grimm said, forcing his voice to calmness. "It's just that I have an awful lot on my mind at this moment. I would very much appreciate your co-operation in this matter."
Thribble snorted. "As you will, human; I expect some good tales from this little adventure, mind you."
"As quickly as you can, demon," Grimm said, his voice almost strangled by his emotions. "If you would be so kind," he added, seeing the netherworld denizen tossing his head in nascent affront.
Thribble opened his mouth to speak, but closed it again without uttering a word. He darted away with surprising speed, hopping and bounding like a rubber ball possessed by some restless spirit.

****

"Ah, now you are mine," muttered Deeks, smiling. "Open up, my darling; submit to your lord and master."
A screen appeared on the monitor, bearing the simple words 'SYSTEM ACCESS GRANTED. ENTER OPTION.'
Deeks, humming to himself, selected the option 'SECURITY', followed by 'MODIFY PARAMETERS'.
I'm in!
The Tech had all but forgotten the scalpel-wielding girl, revelling in the feeling of power his technical prowess gave him.
"Let me out, right now!" Drexelica screamed, bringing Deeks back into the real world. "I'll use this thing if I have to," she added, brandishing the wicked-looking blade.
Deeks eyed the scalpel and swallowed; the girl's eyes were wide, and he could not be sure if she were blustering or not.
"Drexelica, my dear," he cried, waving his hands in growing panic, "don't do anything stupid! The security barriers are still down, and we can't get out just yet."
"Then I'll kill you!" the girl yelled, stepping towards him with a purposeful air. Deeks waved his hands in sudden panic, feeling his heart pounding: he hated blades.
"If you kill me, you'll never get out!" he screamed. "I can do something about it, if you'll let me."
"Very well," the girl said, her eyes hooded. "I'll be watching you, so don't try to trick me."
Deeks suppressed a smile; she would have no idea if he were tricking her or not.
"Here we go," he said, crossing his legs in a casual manner; in fact, he was ensuring his feet were not touching the floor.
He tapped on the keyboard before him. Drexelica stiffened and dropped the silver blade and the comb, shuddering as the high voltage gripped her body. Deeks knew she would not be seriously hurt, since the low-current shock was intended only to kill vermin. Nonetheless, she staggered, disorientated, when he cut off the charge.
"Now, there's no need for all that unpleasantness, darling," he crooned, rising to his feet. "You and I could make such sweet music together."
Deeks ran his hand through his thinning hair, as if this might make him appear more attractive to the girl. With a decisive swing of his right foot, the Tech swept the comb and the scalpel to the far wall, out of her reach.
"I� I h-hate you, you f-fat, ugly, horrible pig," Drexelica spat, reeling a little as she struggled to control her voice. "I'll never lie with you, for as long as I live!"
"That's no way to greet a friend," the red-faced Technician said, with a nasty smile on his face, "especially a friend who cares so much for you. It's so nice to hear that you care so little for Questor Grimm, since he may die very soon. But, of course, you won't care about that, will you?"
"What do you mean?" the girl gasped. "I only want to be free. I don't care about them."
Deeks knew she was lying, since she would no longer meet his gaze.
"In a few keystrokes, I can take control of the whole troop of security guards," he said. "I hold their destinies beneath my very fingers. They'll be like putty in my hands, and they'll do exactly as I command. They have all kinds of unpleasant weapons, and they'll fight until death, if I tell them to. There are over seventy-five people I can control with a single command. They'll all attack at once, and I wouldn't care much even for a magic-user's chance against that sort of massed assault.
"Your mage friends may become thorns in my side at some time in the future, so I'd really rather dispose of them now. Since you care nothing for them, this won't pose any hardship to you. I can do that with a single voice command, which I can give from this microphone before you can move a muscle."
Deeks tapped the microphone stalk at his side. "Just say the word, Drex, and they're dead. Just say the word." He brought his mouth close to the metallic bulb and looked into her eyes.

****

Drexelica had survived for a long time in the roughest regions of Griven, stealing and cozening what she needed to survive, but, in truth, she had had little time to care for anybody or anything. Since her parents had died, five years before, she had lived on her nerves and her will to survive, living from hand to mouth; she had never had any time to spare for others.
Since her whirlwind rescue from the tender mercies of the Griven city guards, she had begun to regard Questor Grimm with something approaching adoration. He appeared so strong and confident, but she could feel the undercurrent of unease he felt with the world and, in particular, with women; she had decided that he needed a woman in his life, whether he knew it or not. More than that, she needed him.
For most of her short life, she had concerned herself only with the problems of day-to-day survival, but now she felt other emotions stirring within her.
For the first time since her parents had died, Drexelica had seen another human acting out of compassion for her. She knew Grimm could have left her in that cold guard-house without a second thought; by the laws of Griven, he had every right to do so. She knew she had lived more as a fearful, suspicious animal than a human being for those long years, but Grimm had opened her eyes to the prospect of a better life.
The young mage might be gruff at times, and distant, but Drex's natural empathy told her this was only due to his lack of familiarity with members of the opposite sex. She considered Grimm's older colleague, Xylox, a sour, crabbed man, and she saw little warmth, or even humanity, in his soul. Although she might not have felt too bothered to see the haughty, disdainful man hurt, but she regarded Grimm in a different light. She yearned to make him react to her, and she could not bear the thought of his untimely death. She no longer saw her relationship with the Questor as an obligation: she loved him with all her heart, and she would do anything she could for him.

****

"Please don't."
A faint, mumbled phrase tumbled from the girl's lips; a soft plea.
"Why is that?" Deeks taunted. "Perhaps poor little Drex doesn't want her darling Grimm hurt. Is that right?"
After a few, uncomfortable moments the girl nodded, all traces of defiance gone from her face and her manner. She looked young, defenceless and quite delectable, and Deeks wanted her to surrender to him. That would make his conquest all the more satisfying.
"Well then," the Technician said, his voice low and lascivious. "What can you do for me to make sure that nothing nasty happens to poor little Grimm?"
"You couldn't hurt him," she said, bluffing. "He'd blow you apart."
"Oh well, in that case you won't mind if I just say those few little words, will you?"
"Don't." Drex's voice emerged little louder than a soft breeze, and she trembled with evident emotion.
This made her appear all the more desirable to the lusty Tech. "We'll just have to see about that," he breathed. "Why don't you try to change my mind?"
Drex did nothing, and Deeks strode towards her, his brows lowered. "Well come on, then; I won't wait forever," he snapped. "Come on!"
At that moment, the ceiling collapsed in a hazy shower of metal, plastic and plaster. Deeks' heard a single word: 'Sh'k'krar'eka'.
His eyes opened wide as he made out the figure of Questor Grimm, standing within a pale fog of particles. It was the last thing he ever saw. Deeks' eyes bulged, and he pressed his hands to his chest, his face purpling. The Tech thrashed for a few moments, his darkening face twisted into a ghastly rictus, and he then fell to the floor like a toppled pencil.
Agony filled Deeks' world, and he found himself drifting towards a distant light. As the blazing circle grew larger, he felt his pain melting away in its fierce heat. Now there was only peace and contentment.
It's lovely, he thought, appreciating true beauty in the abstract sense for the first time in his life. His hatred for Terrence, for Armitage, for everyone who had ever slighted or belittled him faded with the light, and Deeks knew peace at last.

****

"It's over, Drexelica," Grimm said, as the girl rushed into his arms. He stood motionless, awkward and stiff as she hugged and kissed him, tears in her eyes.
"Thank you, Grimm, thank you," she sobbed. "I knew you wouldn't leave me. I knew it. You're stuck with me now, no matter what."
"I imagine so," the mage replied, with just a trace of emotion escaping into his voice, betrayed by an almost subliminal tremor. Drex caught it, but she chose not to embarrass the young mage further by acknowledging it.
As she disengaged herself from the young mage's unresponsive arms, she noticed his red, sweaty face.
"Is it just me, or is it getting stuffy in here?" he asked, perhaps seeking to cover his embarrassment over his enthusiastic reception, but Drex had to acknowledge the feeling of claustrophobia she had begun to feel was getting worse, rather than better. She realised how fast her breathing was, but she felt unable to control it.
"It's not just you," she replied. "It is muggy. Can you get us out of here, Grimm?"
"I am feeling short of breath, too," Thribble chirped, his head peering down from the ragged hole in the ceiling. "It must be because this room is closed off, and there is not much air up here. We need to get back into the main corridor, and back to Questor Xylox."
"That is a good idea," Grimm said, panting and wiping his perspiration-soaked forehead with a trembling hand. "Let's get back where we can breathe."
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Chapter 14: Death and Departure

Fighting for breath and soaked with sweat, Grimm dropped from the access panel to the floor of the corridor, stumbling as his feet impacted the ground. It seemed just as muggy and stifling here in the main passageway as it had in the laboratory. His silk robes were grimy, torn and saturated with perspiration, and he felt a sharp pain in his right ankle, presumably caused by his awkward landing.
Without stopping to consider the ruin of his fine apparel, or the sharp pains now shooting up his leg, the mage extended his arms above his head.
"Lower yourself down and drop to the floor, Drex," he called into the ceiling void. "Have no fear, I will catch you."
He had made a conscious effort to keep his speech formal, as he had promised Xylox he would do until the party had escaped the Technological hell-hole of Haven. Now the threat of being stripped of his Guild status had lessened, he vowed to do nothing more to jeopardise his position.
Without so much as glancing down, the girl slipped over the edge of the opening and dropped into his arms. It was as well that she weighed little, since even her slight impact sent sick, silver waves of anguish through his protesting limb. He felt his face growing even hotter as she clung onto him far longer than was necessary.
Her large, brown eyes seemed to become the whole universe to the thaumaturge, as they gazed into his. He forced himself to stand rigid and unresponsive until she released him.
"Don't you like me, or something, Grimm?" Drex asked, her head on one side, pouting. "You said you do like girls, so it must be me�"
Her carefully coiffed, dark hair tumbled over her shoulders in a silken cascade, somewhat dishevelled, but alluring nonetheless. Her blue dress might be grubby and torn, but it still clung to the curves of her body, causing vague, disturbed feelings within the mage, the like of which he had never felt before. Drexelica had been transformed from a scruffy street urchin into an image of feminine beauty, and Grimm cleared his throat, unsure of how to respond. He wanted to take the lovely girl into his arms and smother her with kisses, but he knew that this could never be; he had been warned that sensual dalliance with a female would lead to the weakening and eventual loss of his powers. How could he tell her this?
"Drexelica; you're beautiful. I like you a lot. I think you're� that is, I�"
He was spared the need to finish his haltering explanation by a sudden cry from the girl.
"What's the matter with them?"
The magic-user turned his head, to follow the direction of Drex's pointing finger, and he saw the cause of her agitation. The two security guards, Emerson and Tattler, were standing just around the corner, motionless and unresponsive. They were still breathing and blinking, and they swayed on occasion, but they stood like marionettes held up by a somnolent puppeteer.
"I have no idea," confessed Grimm, shrugging. Almost everything about this place was beyond his understanding.
"It must have been that fat pig, Deeks," Drex declared. "He said he was going to set all the guards on you, to kill you. Perhaps they're just frozen here, waiting for his command."
"All they seem to be killing is time," the young sorcerer replied. "They do not seem like much of a threat to me now. Look, we must get back to Xylox and the others. They will be worried."
The girl nodded. "Yes, do let's. This place scares me."
They went back down the main corridor to the hub, with Grimm favouring his left leg and trying not to grimace at each step. When they reached the alcove where the rest of the guards had been huddling, he saw they were as immobile and glassy-eyed as Emerson and Tattler, frozen into various uncomfortable positions. Whatever spell Deeks had placed upon his two erstwhile escorts seemed to have affected the rest of the security detail.
They reached the Control Room, their breathing fast and shallow, their faces pink with exertion. Through the ragged hole in the metal door, the giant albino, he saw Tordun sitting with his great sword balanced across his lap. His usual pale complexion was suffused with a delicate shade of cerise, and shadows licked across his face in intermittent waves as the damaged overhead illumination flickered and flashed.
"Ah, Questor Grimm, welcome back," said the swordsman. "I'm glad to see your mission was successful."
"It is becoming stifling in this place," declared Grimm, mopping his dripping brow. "What is happening here, Tordun?"
Tordun shrugged, his discomfort plain on his flushed face. "Better ask your colleague," he suggested in a listless voice.
Inside the shattered Control Room, Armitage sat at his console, his fingers scuttling over the letters and symbols on the panel. Xylox and Crest stood over him. It was the half-elf who reacted first.
"Questor Grimm; It is good to see you and Drexelica back, safe and sound!" he said, flicking his damp hair from his eyes. "I'm surprised the guard chief hasn't come back to pursue his other demands."
"All the guards seem to be standing around like statues," the mage replied. "It is some sort of Technological spell. The person who cast it, a Technician called Deeks, is dead, so I cannot imagine what still holds the poor victims in thrall."
At this pronouncement, Armitage raised his head from the glowing console and addressed the senior Questor, craning his head to meet Xylox's gaze. "I just can't get in through this terminal. Even my back doors aren't responsive; he's not only taken my sysop status, but he seems to have disabled all system access from this terminal."
As with much of the hated Administrator's jargon, this meant nothing to Grimm, and he was confident that it meant no more to Xylox or Crest, but he stayed a demand for explanation as the older magic-user spoke.
"So, Armitage, it seems that, regardless of your earlier protestations of superior skill, you can do nothing. Is that what you are saying; that we will all die, despite your proud boasts?" Xylox's grip tightened on Nemesis.
"Not at all, Questor; not at all." The arch-Technologist's denial was hurried and nervous. "I just can't do anything from here. It sounds as if I could get access from the lab. If you want to live, I suggest that you allow me to go there. I should be able to access all relevant protocols from that terminal, including the ventilation and security systems."
Xylox raised his eyes to the ceiling and tapped the brass head of his staff into his left palm several times.
"Very well, Armitage," he said. "We will all visit this laboratory of yours. I do not trust you in the least, and I wish to stand over you whilst you carry out your work."
Grimm thought of the narrow, snaking path through the ceiling void that Thribble had found for him. The heavily-built senior mage and the titanic swordsman would never be able to navigate through that cramped maze of wires, conduits and stanchions.
"Questor Xylox," the young thaumaturge said, raising his hand to attract his senior's attention. "The path is very constricted and sinuous. Even Drexelica and I found difficulty in squeezing through. I am confident that Crest and Armitage will be able to do so with some difficulty, but you and Tordun are likely to become trapped. I suggest that Crest and I will prove to be an adequate escort and restraint."
Xylox looked at Armitage, who waited by the console, a quizzical expression on his face, and then at Grimm. Long moments passed, and the quality of the air deteriorated by a small but perceptible amount.
"Very well, Questor Grimm," Xylox said, leaning on his staff. "Tordun, the girl and I will remain here while you visit the laboratory. I counsel you to keep Armitage's aura in view at all times, looking for the least trace of deception or intended treachery. Kill him without mercy if he appears to deviate in the slightest from the task at hand: the lowering of these detestable barriers. Be quick."
Grimm gave his superior a respectful nod. "It will be as you command, Questor Xylox. Armitage, Crest; be so good as to accompany me."

****

The air in the laboratory seemed to have taken on an acrid, almost metallic, taint. The temperature within the small room was oppressive, and Grimm had to fight to keep his outward composure.
"To the task, Armitage," he croaked. "Remember: I will sense any deceit within you in a heartbeat, and I will not hesitate to destroy you if I do."
Armitage grunted, saying nothing. He staggered over to the console, beside which lay the contorted corpse of Deeks, whose face was locked into a death mask of agony. Oblivious to the grisly remains of the Technician, he leapt into the green chair and began to batter the cartouches on the panel with something approaching fury, his flushed face running with perspiration.
"That ought to do it," he gasped, snatching his hands from the panel like an organist at the conclusion of the final, triumphant crescendo of a recital. As he did so, there was a perceptible weakening in the awful, oppressive miasma, and Grimm's sensitive ears detected a gentle rumbling noise from the ceiling as a cool, fresh atmosphere began to flood the room. Grimm gasped as a wash of sweet, breathable air flowed all around him, and he almost, but not quite, took his eyes off Armitage.
A sudden surge of colours in the Administrator's aura indicated that treachery was afoot as he grasped the metal stalk at his side and raised it to his mouth. Grimm patterned his mind for a destructive spell, but Crest was quicker. A single throwing-knife flew towards the dictator before Armitage could speak, and he toppled to the floor, the silver blade protruding from his chest.
"Well done, Crest," Grimm gasped, shocked but very impressed by the speed of the elf's reaction.
"Believe me, Questor, it was a pleasure," the thief replied, pulling the blade from Armitage's body. "I'll be only too happy to get out of here."
Grimm stepped to the door and put his hand on the panel to the right of it, as he had seen Armitage do on previous occasions. This time, instead of an admonitory beep, the door slid open to show a corridor free of obstructions, and he breathed a sigh of relief. There was still the matter of the group finding its way down the mountainside, but at least it seemed as if the worst of their troubles were over. As if to mock his confidence, a strident alarm began to blare, and red lights concealed in the ceiling began to flash.
Crest, who had been cleaning the blood from his knife with a rag, glanced at the terminal screen. "Questor Grimm, I think you should take a look at this."
Grimm hurried to the elf's side. The screen was flashing the words 'SYSTEM SHUTDOWN-59 MINUTES. COMMENCE EMERGENCY EVACUATION' in red on a black screen. As he watched, the number changed to '58'.
"Well, that doesn't look right," Crest said, with a wry smile.
"It is almost as if the place is dying with Armitage," the Questor observed. "Let us get back to Questor Xylox."

****

Within a few minutes, the main corridor became a hubbub of activity. People ran back and forth in a state of panic, and the security guards now seemed free of their spell of immobility. Emerson and Tattler stood in the centre of the passageway, their weapons raised as they tried to impose discipline over the lemming-like people, but their expressions looked no calmer than those of their charges.
Grimm tapped one of the guards on the shoulder. "What is going on, Emerson?"
The security man swung round, his face angry. "This is your doing, isn't it, mage? The damn place is shutting down, and if we don't get out within the hour it's going to become our tomb. Thanks a lot!"
Grimm bit off a retort; the guard seemed oblivious of the extent to which he had been under Armitage's control.
"But why is this happening?" he demanded.
"Don't ask me, Questor. It's got to be your fault somehow. Everything has gone crazy since your lot came."
He turned to face a wide-eyed woman with a white coat. "As far as I know, Tech Shenley, they've all congregated in Blue Nine. I'm sure they won't leave without you, but you don't want to hang around. They said they'd wait until there were ten minutes left, but no longer, so hurry!"
As the woman ran down the corridor, Emerson turned back to Grimm.
"Are you satisfied, magic-user?" he snarled, his face twisted in anger. "If there's any other way I can be of help, please don't hesitate to get lost!"
The stream of milling people thinned out as Grimm and Crest approached the hub. Tordun, Xylox and Drexelica were waiting outside as they approached.
"Questor Grimm, what is going on?" Xylox demanded. "What have you done?"
Grimm shrugged, opening his hands wide.
"Armitage is dead," he said. "He was about to commit some act of treachery, but I think the whole place was somehow linked to his life. The moment he died, this alarm went off. We have maybe forty minutes left in which to escape this place, before everything shuts down, or worse."
"What can we do?" Tordun asked, his face showing grave concern. "We won't last long on the mountain."
"Foster," Grimm said. "Somehow, we must contact him, if he's still here."
"I know how to do it," Thribble squeaked, from the depths of Grimm's pocket. His tiny head popped into view. "There is a green tile on the console in there. Deeks showed me where it was."
"Show me, demon," Xylox said, and Thribble leapt onto the hem of the mage's robe, scrabbling up to sit on his shoulder. "Into the Control Room, Questor," the imp piped and, for once, Xylox did not bridle at being told what to do by another.
The group bundled back into the battered room. "Where is this tile, demon?"
"That console, human," Thribble squeaked. "Just push the green cartouche and talk."
Xylox, who hated Technology with every fibre of his being, pressed the glowing stud and spoke into the strange tube. "This is Questor Xylox in the Room of Central Control, requesting help from Pilot Foster, who brought us here. If you can hear me, Foster, please contact me. I repeat: this is Questor Xylox�"

****

The overhead illumination flickered, the alarm blared and the red lights flashed; these seemed to be Haven's death throes. The number on Armitage's former console changed to fourteen as Foster ran into the Control Room, cables and hoses flapping from his green suit.
"What is it?" he demanded. "There's very little time left. I don't know what's gone wrong�"
"We know all about it," Xylox snapped, cutting off the pilot with a cutting gesture of his hand. "Can you take us out of here? We need to reach Glabra."
"Forget it, mage," Foster said, shaking his head. "The weather on that side of the mountains is awful, and I won't risk it. I've been taking people down to the Griven side; much safer�"
"Glabra will be fine," Xylox insisted, his eyes boring into the pilot's, his brows lowered.
"Glabra should be okay, I guess," Foster replied in a dull voice. He shook his head as if to clear some mental fuzziness. "Come on, there's no time to spare."

****

The corridors were bare now; all the inhabitants of Haven seemed to have departed, as Foster escorted them to the helicopter area at a dead run. Grimm felt a flush of relief; much as he despised the whole, vile institution of Haven, he did not wish its hopeless minions any harm. The frigid shock of the thin mountain air and the impact of a thousand tiny needles of ice made him stagger, dressed as he was in thin silk robes, but he made it to the squat machine. The party clambered aboard sliding the door shut. Grimm had a sudden access of disappointment at the realisation that he was leaving behind his expensive silk robes, but he would not dream of going back inside for a moment.
"Okay folks, here we go," Foster said, flipping switches. "I'm not sure if we've got enough fuel on board to reach Glabra or not, but I'll give it all we've got. Hang on, now, this could get bumpy."
At the moment the machine lurched into the air, Grimm saw the lights of Haven finally extinguished. The ancient institution was dead, and Grimm could not bring himself to feel sorrow at its passing.
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Chapter 15: Crash!

"Why on earth did I decide to take this route? I must have been crazy!" Foster said, yelling to make his voice heard over the tumultuous din within the protesting vehicle.
The metal conveyance bucked and trembled in the sky, creaking and groaning like some giant, wounded animal; it seemed as if it might be dashed at any moment into the unforgiving face of the mountain, which appeared far too close for comfort. At times, it would leap into the air as if possessed; at others, it would plummet downwards in just as capricious a manner. The overall effect was terrifying, as if the machine was being shaken in the hands of some angry gargantuan seeking to tear it to shreds.
At Grimm's right side sat Drexelica, her face white and drawn, and her eyes wide with fear. She clutched the young sorcerer's ragged robe in a white-knuckled grip, and her lips moved silently, as if in prayer. Grimm longed to take her in his arms and comfort her, but he was ever-mindful of the baleful presence of Xylox on his left. He was also aware that, should he give in to his emotions, he might well lose his hard-earned magical powers; so the laws and protocols of the Guild told him.
Although he yearned to seek solace from his fear in the girl's arms, he sat ramrod-straight on the bench, driving his thoughts away from his true desires.
Grimm glanced at Xylox. The senior Questor seemed as imperturbable as ever, although he rubbed his temples from time to time, his eyes closed in an expression of extreme discomfort. He displayed, however, not the slightest sign of anxiety.
On the opposite side of the rattling machine sat the two warriors. Tordun seemed to be devoting all his attention to dressing the already razor-sharp edge of his huge sword with a stone. Grimm eyed the massive blade with some trepidation, worried that it might fly from the albino's hand, but Tordun kept the sword pinned across his legs with an iron grip, despite the vehicle's violent jerking.
Beside Tordun, Crest oiled his long, black whip from a small brown bottle, working the oil into the leather with a loving hand. Neither man showed anything on his face but an expression of serene detachment, and Grimm envied his companions their composure.
It did not occur to him that they might just be better actors than he, and that their vitals might be churning just as his own were.
"What is the matter, Questor Xylox?" Grimm called to his senior. "You seem in some discomfort; I may be able to help, for I have some small skill in Healing."
Xylox shook his head, a gesture which caused him to wince.
"I will not imbibe any of your cursed herbs, Questor Grimm," he said. "I have no desire to become some drooling, mindless addict, thank you very much.
"And I do not want any witch magic tainting me, either," he added, glancing at Drex.
Grimm winced a little at the 'drooling, mindless addict' tag. He had become addicted to the potent drugs, Trina and Virion, almost at the cost of his rationality, but he knew that Xylox was only lashing out at his junior in response to his own helplessness.
"I must confess that I have over-extended myself, Brother Mage," Xylox continued, speaking directly into his younger colleague's ear with a conspiratorial air. "The spell I cast on Foster is far more than a simple Geas; I also sent with it a strong Compulsion, so that he would believe that our route was his own idea.
"This is a spell that few other mages could master," he boasted. "It requires a prodigious amount of energy and precision to overcome a man's resistance, whilst giving him the illusion that he maintains free will."
"Armitage managed the same sleight by Technological means," Grimm replied, unimpressed. "It seems that his enslaved minions, once freed from his influence, were quite unaware that their lives had been controlled by him for so long. I believe this was Deeks' downfall; he expected that all the downtrodden serfs of Haven would rise as one to destroy the Administrator once his influence was eliminated, whereas they merely went about their various duties as if nothing had happened."
"What a man may do by means of that bastard discipline is irrelevant," Xylox snapped. Plainly, he did not want his mighty achievement diminished or belittled by comparison to the ancient art; an affront to the mage's mighty ego must pain him more than any headache. "What I did was far beyond the capabilities of the vast majority of mages."
"It was a most impressive display of thaumaturgic mastery," Grimm assured him, as a blazing thought shot through his mind, robbing him of all others.
He had almost convinced himself that his grandfather, Loras, had been ensorcelled into attempting to smother the old Prelate of Arnor House, but Loras' apparent complete acceptance of his own guilt in the matter had seemed an insurmountable obstacle. Now, Grimm had learned that a person could be persuaded by magic that his enforced actions were of his own volition. If so, then it was possible that Loras had been put under such a spell.
"Questor Xylox," he pressed his colleague, "could you persuade a man to kill someone he loved and admired, while making him believe he had done so of his own free will?"
"It is a technical possibility, I suppose," the older man replied, "but it would require a store of energy far beyond even my capabilities. Resistance to such a spell increases in proportion to the unwillingness of its subject to carry out such an act. Foster was opposed to taking this route, but not violently so; I was therefore able to nudge him in the right direction. Even this spell all but drained me."
At that moment, the metallic vehicle gave another precipitous jerk, plunging towards the mountainside. Drex screamed, and stuffed her hand in her mouth. A bizarre, bleating noise blared from the panel in front of the pilot, and Tordun's sword clattered onto the deck.
"Get ready to get out and walk, folks!" Foster yelled. "It looks like we're going down! Hang on to something!"
With an awful tearing noise, the helicopter struck a rock. For a moment, Foster managed to drag the wounded bird back into the air, but it was as quickly thrust back onto the unforgiving face of the mountain. This time, one of the whirling wings on top of the conveyance struck the rock face, and pandemonium broke loose. The yellow lights inside the vehicle flickered and died, and the machine slammed itself against the rocks, again and again, like some great, maddened beast trying to dislodge an irritating tick from its back.
Grimm held on to Drex with his right arm and to a metal stanchion with his left hand. The thin metal cut into his fingers, but he did not relax his grip in the least.
The mechanical conveyance's manic dance came to a screeching halt, and the vehicle heeled over at a crazy angle. It hung motionless for a few moments, seeming to defy gravity, before tumbling over and over, a cacophony of clanging, crashing, and crunching sounds greeting each new impact. Grimm had never felt more helpless in his life; he saw nothing outside the vehicle except a grey blur. He still clung to Drex and the metal pillar, feeling his arm muscles scream with every jolt and crash.
The terrifying, nightmare ride came to an end at last as the machine came to rest with a final, decisive impact. It heeled over again, as if eager to recommence its suicidal descent, but it then settled on a more or less even keel with one last, tortured, metallic groan.
Blessed silence reigned once more.
All Grimm knew was that he was still alive. His arms felt as if they had been ripped from their sockets, and his neck was a flaming epicentre of pain. He felt as if he had been punched in the stomach by an angry giant, and a hundred other aches and twinges fought to take precedence over his attention. Nonetheless, the various discomforts, competing for his attention like over-eager schoolchildren striving to be the first to answer a teacher's question, told him he had survived the awful ordeal.
Pain meant life.
Sudden, hot tears threatened to start from Grimm's eyes; he screwed his face up and took several deep breaths before he felt sure his whirling emotions would not betray him.
Greater awareness trickled into his brain, and he realised he was lying across somebody in the centre aisle. The interior of the wrecked machine was dark, but the young mage could tell from the solid mass of muscle beneath his right hand that he must be sprawled over the mighty Tordun.
He feared the enormous warrior was dead, but he heard a groan that sounded inspired more by relief than by agony. As Grimm's eyes adjusted to the dim conditions, he saw the giant swordsman raise his head, which bore several cuts and contusions. None appeared life-threatening.
"Are you hurt, Tordun? I hope I didn't hurt you by falling on you."
The albino laughed; a deep, bass rumble that served to comfort Grimm, with its easy-going humour. "You are only a lightweight, Questor. I used to fight bare-knuckled in the ring at Gallorley: I promise you, I've been hit a lot harder than that and stayed on my feet."
"I haven't," Crest complained, who lay half-buried under the giant, "and your right armpit isn't the most aromatic bower in the land, Tordun."
The swordsman lifted his massive arm, and the slender elf struggled free. "That's better," the thief said. "I thought I'd survived all that just to suffocate in your sweat, you overstuffed excuse for a warrior."
Tordun's good-natured laugh sounded again, although maybe with just a little too much enthusiasm. Grimm realised that the albino might not be quite as carefree and calm as he pretended.
"I'm all right, too, as if anybody cares," the muffled, irritated voice of Thribble piped from the depths of Grimm's robe, and the thaumaturge suppressed a smile.
"Questor Grimm; not 'didn't'; 'did not'," a familiar, gruff voice snapped; that of Xylox. The young sorcerer might have guessed the senior Questor would remain focused on such trivia, but he felt glad to know his brother mage had also survived.
He was about to issue the older thaumaturge with a half-hearted apology when a panicked thought speared into his brain like lightning: Drex! What about Drexelica?
"Where are you, Drexelica? Are you all right?" His voice echoed through the metal frame of the machine.
He felt a tug at his shoulder; the girl had not surrendered her tight hold on his robe. "My head hurts, but it looks like I'm still in one piece."
Despite the calm delivery of her words, Grimm could sense the dark spectre of hysteria lurking behind them. Twisting himself around within the cramped space, he grabbed Drex and held her to his body. He could feel her trembling within the confines of his arms, and he whispered "It is over, Drex, all over; there is nothing to worry about."
Drex buried her head in his chest and sobbed without restraint as the tension flowed from her body. It seemed natural to comfort her, and this also helped to stem Grimm's own inner turmoil, which threatened to break out at any time. He made soothing sounds and fought to keep tears from his own eyes.
"Disgusting," the misogynistic Xylox muttered.
After a short while, Drex raised her gaze to meet Grimm's. "I'm sorry about that, Questor Grimm," she said, her expression solemn. "I know you don't like girls; it won't happen again." Her tone was resigned and cold as she disengaged herself from his awkward embrace.
Grimm opened his mouth to protest, but he did not know how to explain his warring emotions; he held deep feelings for the girl, but these conflicted with his fear of losing his magic powers. How could he tell her without offending her?
The matter was taken out of his hands by a loud groan from the front of the crumpled helicopter.
"Sorry about the rough landing, people," Foster called from the front of the shattered craft. "The winds on this side of the mountains can be a little unpredictable. Why I didn't take the Griven route, I'll never know. Still, we're here, and they do say any landing you can walk away from is a good one."
Craning his neck, Grimm turned his head towards the front of the vehicle. Foster's white helmet was battered and scuffed, but the strange headgear must have saved the Haven man's life. Various battered, bent stalks and protrusions hung down from the helmet by thin tendrils, and a pattern of scratches and white stars marred the visor covering Foster's eyes. A thin trickle of dark, drying blood extended from the just-visible end of his nose, and numerous small cuts peppered his chin and lower cheeks. The large windows at the front of the front of the machine had been shattered, the apparent cause of his injuries.
"If you're all set, I guess it's time to hit the road," the pilot said. "Unless, of course, you'd rather stay here and chat."

****

They stood on a rough profusion of small stones and gravel near the foot of the Shest Mountains. The machine that had borne them was a battered hulk, its green mass crumpled and streaked with grey and silver, and it nestled between a pair of rocks, either of which would have shattered the vehicle into splinters had it fallen upon them.
The Names must be preserving us for a greater purpose, Grimm thought, shaking his head at the realisation of just how close they had come to disaster.
Beyond the foothills extended a vast expanse of golden wasteland and, far in the distance, Grimm saw a vague black dot shimmering before his eyes. Could this be the party's goal, the demesne of General Quelgrum?
"Forgive me if I'm a little confused after that eventful little flight," Foster said, apparently little the worse for wear after the loss of his craft. "But just why are we here? I must admit that I've forgotten, in all the excitement."
Xylox looked Grimm straight in the eye. "We need to persuade Foster to take us to the General," he muttered. "Much though it pains me to admit it, even I lack the sleight to deliver another spell of Compulsion after such a brief interval. Since the sun is sitting low in the sky, I suggest we rest a while and recoup our energies."
"I must agree, Questor Xylox," the young magic-user replied in a conspiratorial tone. "I am feeling considerable discomfort from a number of minor injuries, and I would relish the prospect of a little rest. I imagine I am not alone in this."
Xylox turned to the pilot. "Pilot Foster, we are all a little confused and overwrought after that calamitous descent. There seems to be a considerable amount of ground yet to cover, so I would ask if your conveyance carries any means of bedding ourselves down for the night. There is a distinct chill in the air, and I know the onset of night in such regions as this can bring frigid temperatures."
Foster shook his head, not in negation, but in an evident attempt to clear his thoughts. His eyes darted from side to side, as if he sought to make some sense of his recent extraordinary actions, but he seemed to give up the effort with a simple shrug.
"I think there may be a few tents, sleeping bags and the like in the helicopter's cargo hold," he offered. "In fact, I'm almost sure of it."
Whistling a cheerful tune, Foster returned to the machine, accompanied by the muscular albino. "Three two-man tents, with integral groundsheets and sleeping bags," he said, as if offering a great treat. "I've also found some full water-bottles; they're likely to be a little tangy from the chlorine disinfectant, but they should be safe to drink, anyway. No food, I'm afraid, but I'm sure we can all handle that."
"Speak for yourself," Crest mumbled, just loud enough for everyone to hear. "I'm famished; I haven't had anything to eat since our banquet with Armitage."
"That cannot be helped," Xylox snapped. "Sleep is what we need now, in order to strengthen us for the journey ahead."
The elf shrugged. "If you say so, Questor; I suppose I can tell my stomach to shut up for another night."
Grimm glanced at Drex, but she avoided his gaze.
The senior mage tried to take charge of the various activities, but Foster, Tordun and Crest all appeared more than familiar with the routine of setting up a night camp. The erection of the tents proceeded with some speed, without his interference. Xylox lost interest and drifted away, as the three men chatted whilst establishing the small base.

****

"Well, there we are," Foster said, his face flushed but happy. "There doesn't seem to be any kindling around, so we'll have to do without a fire."
Grimm saw, from the corner of his eye, that Xylox was approaching at some speed. It was plain that he intended to show this group of yokels what a Questor could do, but his young colleague pre-empted the situation.
"Please; Bother Mage; allow me," Grimm said, struggling to keep an air of smugness from his voice. "K'shugg't."
"That ought to do it," he added, as warming flames began to rise from the bare rocks between the three tents. "The fire should be able to keep us warm all night, without my further attention."
Xylox slowed his approach, and Grimm felt gratified to see the senior mage's expression of dissatisfaction. Nonetheless, the curmudgeonly magic-user had the final word.
"Questor Grimm, you will share a tent with me. I see grievous temptation in your path, and I would protect you from the pernicious presence of that girl. The rest of you may make your own arrangements."
Xylox headed for one of the small tents, and Grimm waited to see what the others would do. Crest declared that he had spent more than long enough pressed to the armpit of Tordun to wish to share a tent with him, and Foster agreed to be his tent-mate. That left Drex and a red-faced Tordun; the girl assumed the expression of a martyr.
"If I must, I must," she declaimed in tragic tones, glancing at Grimm, who feigned a complete disinterest, while his vitals churned within him.
Grimm went to the tent of Xylox, and wormed his way inside what looked like the sloughed skin of a giant green maggot; his resting-place for the night. Xylox was already asleep, and his snoring seemed almost loud enough to drill holes in the rock beneath them. It took Grimm a long time to reach his own repose; when, at last, he did, he dreamed of Drex. The girl was pushing him away and laughing at him.
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Chapter 16: Mind Games

Grimm's sleep did not last for long. His green, hooded bag was warm and comfortable enough, but three things still disturbed him: Drex taunted him in his fitful dreams; Xylox snored with a sound like a metal chair being dragged across a rough stone floor; and the matter of the ignominious banishment of Grimm's grandfather, Loras, the former Mage Questor of the Seventh Rank, called the Firelord, was, once more, foremost in the mage's mind.
Loras never seemed to have denied trying to murder Lord Prelate Geral; nonetheless, his behaviour after being caught in the act by his best friend, Thorn Virias, appeared curious. Doorkeeper had told Grimm that the mighty, iron-willed Loras had broken down and wept in front of the High Conclave standing in judgement over him, whilst admitting to the crime.
When asked if he had carried out the deed, Loras' response, as recorded in the Guild records of the trial, was "I must have done it; may the Names forgive me! It all seems like a ghastly nightmare to me now. What was I thinking?"
Grimm tossed and turned within the confines of the green sack, trying to assess the few facts he knew, trying to marshal them into a coherent argument.
Two motives for the assault were discussed at the trial: either Loras was seeking to hasten his inevitable election as Lord Geral's successor, or he was carrying out an act of mercy to ease the passage of a sick, addled old man he loved and revered. Thorn proposed this second motive to the High Conclave as his argument for sparing Loras from the ultimate penalty.
This argument made little sense; the aged Prelate had been sick and in great pain for many months. From what Doorkeeper had told Grimm, Geral seemed to have drifted into a blissful reverie by the time of the assault, and he was no longer in pain. If pity had been Loras' sole motive, surely it would have been strongest when the old man's suffering was at its height. Doorkeeper had tended the Prelate throughout his long malady, and he had told Grimm how relieved he felt when Geral drifted into the deep anaesthesia of the terminal stage of his sickness.
The idea of an ambitious Loras seeking to speed his accession to the rank of Prelates did not hold water, either. The old man plainly had little time remaining to him, and he died within two weeks of Loras' banishment, leaving Thorn as the almost inevitable choice as his successor. In any case, Loras was a mighty and accomplished Questor, with several decades of experience as a weapon of the Guild; he must have known a hundred ways of terminating the Prelate's life without even entering his room. Grimm had killed the Haven Technician, Deeks, from afar by telekinetic compression of his heart. It had been a new spell-concept for the young Questor, but, then again, Grimm was still finding his feet as a mage; Loras had had many years to stock his lethal magical arsenal with covert and undetectable means of murder.
Was it reasonable that such a man, so gifted in the arcane arts, had chosen to snuff out the life of an old man in such a crude, physical manner? It was not; it made no sense at all, particularly since the old man was already well along the slippery path to his demise at the time of the act. If blind ambition was his grandfather's aim, Loras only needed to wait a little longer, and Questors were noted for their patience and willpower.
The disturbing thoughts clashed and coalesced in Grimm's mind in a frenetic dance, denying him the release of much-needed sleep.
Who else stood to gain from Loras' banishment?
The obvious candidate was Lord Thorn: he had been the only other realistic candidate for the demanding post of Prelate, but he had been reckoned a poor second to his dear friend, Loras. Grimm thought it improbable that Thorn had been behind the plot; the mage had, after all, fought with great vigour for Loras' life to be spared. In addition to this redeeming fact, the powerful Xylox, in the prime of his thaumaturgic career, had all but drained his energies in persuading the secular Haven pilot, Foster, to take the hazardous route down the mountains towards Glabra. A spell of Compulsion that could persuade a Guild Questor to attempt to murder a man he was reputed to revere would have required far greater reserves of thaumaturgic power. Grimm doubted that even Thorn possessed such might.
Could it have been a cabal of mages, acting in concert, who had favoured Thorn's accession rather than Granfer's? he wondered.
However, it would be very hard for even a small, renegade group of powerful magic-users to assemble and cast a Great Spell within the confines of the House without attracting the least attention. In addition to this, unless a vast, unfeasible conspiracy of lesser thaumaturges had been involved, such men would have been ineligible to vote on the issue of Geral's successor, and they could have disposed of Loras' suit without recourse to underhand means.
Grimm now knew there were spells that could compel a man to act in a certain way, whilst maintaining the illusion of unfettered volition. This, at least, seemed to fit with the facts as he understood them. Nonetheless, it also seemed that such an enchantment could not have been raised within the House. He knew also that Loras had been held in great esteem at the highest echelons of High Lodge, and it therefore seemed improbable that the spell had been sanctioned by the Lord Dominie; in any case, if High Lodge had disapproved of the idea of Loras as House Prelate, the Dominie possessed an absolute power of veto over any such appointment within any Guild House. It was used only on the rarest of occasions; but it existed, nonetheless.
Once again, Grimm had set up a structure designed to establish the innocence of his beloved grandfather, beyond a reasonable doubt; once again, it had proved no more substantial than a house of cards.
Grimm felt exhausted after the exertions of the day, and his brainstem engaged in mortal combat with his cerebrum for control of his senses. The end result was a semi-conscious state, in which concepts, facts, numbers and images whirled through his mind in an endless, circuitous cavalcade of meaningless conclusions that demanded his mental attention with ruthless authority. When full awareness returned to him, weak, pallid rays of early morning light were creeping into the tent.

****

"I trust you all slept well?" the ever-cheery Foster said. An access of unreasonable hatred flooded through Grimm at the man's indefatigable good humour, and he fought to dismiss it.
"Quite well, thank you, Foster," he lied, forcing his unwonted hatred back onto himself at this facile falsehood.
"I slept like a newborn babe," Crest declared. "Those green bags of yours are wonderful, Foster. I slept better than if I'd drunk myself into a stupor, and I don't have a hangover to contend with, either."
Tordun looked bleary-eyed and a little unsteady on his feet. The titanic albino's strong reservations at the prospect of sharing a tent with a nubile young girl had been plain to see. A man of such scruples, also possessing high levels of masculine hormones, must have doubted his ability to control his physical desires when asleep, and perhaps he had chosen to remain awake, rather than to risk succumbing to dark, primitive inner drives he feared might overwhelm his sleeping body.
Although the swordsman wore dark rings around his pink eyes, which stood out in stark relief against his translucent skin, Drexelica appeared well-rested and almost cheerful; Grimm noted that she did not cast her gaze in his direction for more than a brief moment.
"Anyway, gentlemen," Foster said. "I admitted to a moment of forgetfulness last night about why we'd chosen this route; I'd really appreciate some enlightenment. It's my fault, I know; that bloody crash must have rubbed the memory from my head. But what are we doing here? Did I mention it before I took the chopper out of Haven?"
The irritatingly fresh-faced Xylox shuffled closer to Grimm and whispered, "I would appreciate it if you would stand by me, in the improbable event that I should require additional thaumaturgic energy, Questor Grimm. I need to convince Foster of a matter contrary to his understanding and awareness; I need to create an entire false history, and this is even more difficult to achieve than a basic Compulsion."
The young thaumaturge knew the previous night's brief rest had done little to replenish his depleted reserves, and that he might be of little use to Xylox in this matter; nonetheless, he had worked hard to build even the most fragile bridge between himself and the curmudgeonly mage, and he deemed it politic to comply with his senior mage's request.
"I am at your disposal, Questor Xylox," Grimm whispered. "I will do my best to fulfil your needs."
The two Questors approached the frowning Foster.
"Do you not remember, Pilot Foster?" the senior mage asked, his voice one of deep concern.
"Not at all, mage," Foster confessed. "I know it was my decision to come this way, and I can only imagine that it's something to do with General Q, but I can't remember a damn' thing about it. I only�"
Fluent gibberish spilled from Xylox's mouth, as the senior Questor's twisted expression told of inner agonies. In counterpoint to this, Foster's visage lost all animation, as if a blackboard had been wiped clean. The spell went on and on, and Grimm could tell the frugal mage was expending his hoarded energies at a phenomenal rate as he babbled.
The mage's face turned ashen, and he grabbed his colleague's right arm, still maintaining the cadence of the spell. Grimm felt much-needed power flowing from him like water cascading from a broken dam; it felt as if his head were being emptied, as if it might crumple and implode at any moment. His vision began to turn grey and hazy, his field of view diminishing in size with each second. The amount of energy Xylox was stripping from him was not the cause of his pain, but the rate at which it was being drained.
Cold panic pulsed through his nerves, and he wanted to scream, "Enough, Xylox; enough!" but he could no longer spare the energy to speak.
Was this what Granfer felt when he was stripped of his powers? he wondered, his fear subsiding to dull resignation. He would die here, a shrivelled, wasted husk, and Xylox would have delivered final adjudication on his despised junior. Just as Grimm's field of vision narrowed to the size of a small coin, Xylox released his arm: the spell must be complete.
For several moments, Xylox gasped like a beached fish, and Grimm sank to his knees. The two warriors and the girl stood by, their expressions uncomprehending and concerned, but the Haven man's face was as blank as a fresh, clean sheet of paper, ready to be filled with new writing: Xylox's fantasy.
Grimm's vision cleared, and he felt power rushing back into him like water flooding into a squeezed sponge that had just been released. His head ached, and needle-like pains pricked him behind his eyeballs, but he knew he still retained at least some of his power. He half-expected Drex to rush to his side in concern, but the girl seemed to look anywhere but at him. He gasped and blinked, trying to regain his composure, as the senior Questor addressed the ensorcelled pilot.
"Foster, we have all been Pacified to Level Three; do you not remember?" Xylox's voice was steady and metronomic, husky yet clear.
"I remember," was the dull, emotionless reply. "I was present when Administrator Armitage ordered it."
"That is correct," Xylox said. "Armitage pacified us and then ordered you to take us to General Quelgrum for induction; we are all unwitting slaves of your Administrator, and we would do anything for him without knowing why. Haven is in good order, and Armitage is alive and well, as are all his acolytes."
The pilot, shorn of his fearsome, Technological armour, nodded with elephantine slowness.
"It was� it was Administrator Armitage's idea," he said in a hesitant monotone. "I must take you to the� the General. Armitage will be pleased."
"You will act at all times as if we possess free will," Xylox said, leaning close to the flyer. "Armitage does not wish us to be aware of our enslavement, and you do not need to ask why."
The mage's brow beaded with perspiration as he sought to drive his will into the pilot's sensorium. Despite the energies he had already expended, it seemed to take additional resources to push home each new concept and instruction.
Foster twisted and groaned, as if caught in a mixture of agony and rapture. "It was Armitage's will," he whined in a childlike treble.
Xylox groaned in a basso counterpoint; he must be reaching his limit of power. Grimm delved into his diminished reserves and sent a spurt of it, all he could afford to give, into his colleague, who tore a rasping, relieved sigh from the cool morning air.
"You must take us to the General and his men," the older sorcerer whispered, his eyes red and dull. "We know nothing except our love for Armitage, and our need to obey the General."
"Love of Armitage," the blank-eyed pilot agreed. Xylox snapped his fingers in the manner of a fairground mesmerist. Foster blinked, showing the first sign of animation since the Questor began his magically-enhanced speech, and his mouth flapped without sound.
"So there we are," the older thaumaturge said. "I am sure you remember now, Foster."
"Er, yes, Questor," Foster mumbled, shaking his head as if to clear some mental blockage.
"That's right," he added in a clearer voice, as false awareness came to him. As far as Grimm could see, Foster was back in full charge of his mind and body after his indoctrination.
"I'll bet you're looking forward to meeting General Q; he's a wonderful man, believe me," Foster said, smiling. "Still, we won't get there any quicker by standing around. Let's get these tents down, and I'll see what other provisions I can find in the chopper. We've got a fair trek before us."
With a cheery whistle, his normal good humour restored, the pilot trudged off to the wreck of the helicopter, as if the group were on some summer picnic rather than stranded and bereft at the foot of a range of mountains at the edge of a burning desert.
Grimm looked at Xylox. The older man was trembling, his face was almost as pale as the albino Tordun's, and the whites of his eyes had turned a delicate shade of red. The young Questor felt under no illusions that he was in any better shape than his colleague.
"Questor Xylox," Grimm said to his fellow mage, urgency implicit in his tone, "I am in no condition to fight an obstreperous infant, let alone take on an army. I wager you are no less drained than I."
"Nonsense," the boastful, proud Questor snapped. "I am Xylox the Mighty; I thrive on adversity, and may woe betide those who dare to oppose me!"
Grimm said nothing, but he felt his expression radiating disbelief. Xylox tried to meet his gaze, but he looked away at the last moment.
"I must admit that I might benefit from a few more hours of restorative sleep," the senior mage confessed, with a noncommittal shrug. "Perhaps even my powers may not be at their optimal level."
"You are drained and exhausted, brother mage; do not seek to deny it. I am willing to confess, without the slightest hesitation, to feeling weaker than any stripling Student." Grimm's tone was firm and confrontational, even contemptuous, but, for once, Xylox did not bristle or remonstrate with his junior.
"How are we to put up an effective magical presence in the face of an army aided by Guild mages?" the young sorcerer continued, remorseless and stern. "There will be few, if any, opportunities for sleep in the desert, and we cannot risk facing the General in our present condition."
Xylox cast his gaze around him in a furtive manner. The two warriors and Drexelica were engaged in dismantling the tents, and Foster was busy within the bowels of the wrecked vehicle. It was plain that Xylox was not about to confess to the least incapacity or weakness within earshot of four Seculars.
"Foster is motivated to move on," the stocky thaumaturge said. "I dare not risk trying to compel him to wait longer; I am ready to admit that I may lack sufficient resources to cast another Compulsion spell, at this juncture."
This, from Xylox, constituted an admission of major weakness. The situation was as serious as Grimm had feared.
"In any case, we have no food, and inanition poses a risk to all of us, not just you and I. We have two competent warriors with us, and we should move while they, at least, retain their strength and agility. What else can we do?"
It seemed a knotty problem, and Grimm considered his colleague's argument with care; the junior Questor disliked the older man with a passion, but he felt unable to refute his logic.
"I concur with your reasoning, Questor Xylox," he sighed, "although I must confess to some trepidation."
Xylox frowned. "I have one stipulation, Questor Grimm: I feel no inclination to treat with an avowed Technologist. Since you seem to have a certain amount of� sympathy for this art, I will trust you to see that the man, Foster, remains true to the spell I have laid upon him, and that he takes us to our goal in good order."
The senior Questor turned his back as Foster returned from the wreck, bearing a few packages and knapsacks, borne on a small, wheeled cart equipped with a yoke. The broken-down tents were loaded onto the cart, and Foster distributed a knapsack to Tordun, Crest and a disdainful Xylox, keeping one for himself. The muscular albino, covering himself as best he could from the destructive rays of the sun, put the yoke around his ample shoulders, and the Haven man donned a pair of dark spectacles.
"If we're all ready, folks, I'd suggest that we start while the sun's low in the sky," Foster said.
Grimm found the pilot's jocularity irritating, but he said nothing, acknowledging the man's words with a silent nod.
"All set? Good; let's get moving, people."
The party began the trek into the unforgiving, burning, golden wasteland that lay ahead.
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Chapter 17: The Heat of the Day

The party had left the margins of the Shest foothills more than two hours before, and the sun hung at an angle of forty degrees or so to the ground. Firm rock had long since given way to deep sand, and progress was slow.
Drex, in particular, seemed to find the going difficult; she wore a long, heavy, velvet dress and thin pumps more suited to a dancehall than a desert.
She was not the only person with problems; although the sun was nowhere near its zenith, Tordun was breathing heavily. He carried a heavy haversack, dragged a well-laden barrow, and he was covered from head to foot to shield his pale, sensitive skin from the vicious rays of the desert sun. In addition to the albino's all-encompassing robes, Grimm knew that Tordun still wore his heavy leather armour underneath.
Only Foster seemed to be wearing clothing suitable for the oppressive terrain. The pilot had fashioned a burnoose from what appeared to be white silk. The sheer material was fastened around his brow with twine, and it hung over the back of his neck. He had stripped off his heavy pilot's outfit, and he had fashioned more of the light material into a flowing robe cinched at the waist. His heavy, durable leather boots also seemed the most suitable footwear for the demanding terrain. With the black spectacles completing his ensemble, Foster appeared almost comfortable in the morning sun.
The Haven man seemed to have given no thought to the plight of the rest of the group, and Grimm felt moved to remonstrate. He knew Xylox would be too proud to admit to any weakness or incapacity, even if it might mean his death.
"Foster, I understood that, in desert regions, it is best to travel at night and rest during the day," he said.
"Well, on a long journey, with no end in sight, that's true enough," the pilot replied. "But we have no more than five days' walk ahead of us, at worst. We have a reasonable amount of water with us, and we need to use the sun to navigate. If you walk at night in the desert, it's easy enough to find yourself walking in circles, since most people have one leg slightly longer than the other. There's always the Pole Star, assuming there's no cloud, but it's not accurate enough in a blank landscape with no reference points.
"The Pole Star is almost half a degree away from true north. If the General's compound were only a few miles away, that wouldn't be a problem, but a positional error of half a degree or so would see us lost in the desert. With the aid of the sun and a couple of sticks, I can ascertain our heading with reasonable accuracy. As long as I check frequently, we should be able to find our way well enough"
"Have you no lodestone?" Grimm queried. What was all this talk about the sun and sticks? Had the Technologists lost the secret of one of the oldest methods of navigation the human race possessed?
Foster looked blank for a moment, but his expression soon brightened. "Oh, you mean a compass. Yes, I've got one here."
The Haven man produced a transparent, rectangular device with what looked like a clock-face at its centre. There were two indicators: one was pale-green, the other, more slender, needle was red. "Which way do you think we're going?"
Grimm knew that a lodestone always orientated itself around a north-south axis. The letters N, S, E and W made the device's operation clear.
"North half East," he said.
Then his brow furrowed in confusion: he realised the rising sun was over his left shoulder, indicating that they were moving in a south-westerly direction.
"You see?" Foster said. "The mountains have a lot of iron in them, so the needle always points towards them, rather than to the north. A compass is useless here."
Grimm found the pilot's perennial cheerfulness irritating, but he swallowed his annoyance. "Can we not use the position of the mountains as a nocturnal referent?"
Foster shook his head. "It's too big, mage; too vague. In a few days, we'll have the General's compound in plain sight, and we'll be able to zero in on that easily enough-if we discipline ourselves. But we won't be able to see it at night.
"Cheer up; it'll be uncomfortable and difficult, but we'll be all right if we all exercise a little discipline!"
The Questor's felt his forbearance stretching to its limits.
"Look at Tordun!" he snapped, indicating the heavily-attired, red-faced albino.
"If he makes it through the day, I will be surprised; look at Drexelica's bleeding feet. You may be comfortable enough, but what of the rest of us?"
"Feel free to ignore me if you want to die, mage," the pilot said. "I've been through survival training, and I know what I'm talking about. If you want to strip off, go ahead, but don't say I never warned you. If you do that, I can guarantee you'll be down from heat prostration in just a few hours. Sweat soaking into clothes evaporates slowly, taking the heat from your body, but it just drips off naked skin. It's gone in an instant, and it's wasted. You can survive far longer in the desert if you're well-covered."
Grimm yearned to grab the self-assured, cocky little man around the throat and throttle him.
"In case you failed to notice, Foster," he snapped, "Tordun is an albino! The least touch of this sun on his skin hurts him, and he looks to be going through hell, even before we have even started our journey. Drexelica's arms are bare, and she only has slippers on her feet to protect her from the sand."
"They haven't complained," the pilot protested.
"Of course they have not!" Grimm snapped. "We Northlanders regard admissions of inability or discomfort as signs of weakness. I declare you to be a selfish, self-possessed, smug bastard, Foster! You are comfortable enough, so you assume everybody else is. Why do you not leave us here and go for help while we protect ourselves from the sun as best we may?"
Foster blinked; an expression of utter confusion on his face. Grimm guessed the pilot had never been in the desert, except in the company of others well-trained in survival techniques.
"I'm sorry you feel that way," the pilot said, his lower lip obtruding a little. "Nonetheless, consider the situation. If I leave you here, it will be five or six days at best before help arrives; five or six days without food, with little protection from the sun except thin tents. In any case, we'd be pretty lucky to find you here at all without some sort of navigational fix; this is a big place. We're better off moving on, believe me."
"You seem to have made yourself pretty comfortable," Grimm said. "I demand we stop here, and that you use your marvellous training to find a way for all of the party to travel with ease. None of us has been trained in desert survival, to my knowledge, so we may all be in danger."
Foster shrugged. "All right, troop, we'll be holding things up for a little while, courtesy of our good friend, Grimm. Let's get the tents up."

****

An hour passed and, even with the tents' welcome shelter, the temperature reached an almost unbearable pitch of severity. Foster grubbed among the various packs in the small cart, and did his best to outfit the members of the party with more suitable attire. At last, he found another pair of the darkened spectacles, which, by unanimous accord, Foster gave to the pink-eyed albino. With some misgivings, Tordun surrendered his leather armour and his sword to the cart, but he now wore similar attire to Foster's: a white burnoose now protected his head and neck, and a flowing, silk serape covered his sensitive skin, without restricting the free flow of air around his body.
Crest's loose, dark clothes seemed suitable enough for the desert, but he added a light hood, cut from the strange packages of silk and string Foster had found within the bowels of the shattered helicopter, and he had fashioned an eyeshade from stiff, thin pieces of white card he found in the packages.
After all the members of the party had been provided more suitable, if makeshift, clothing, Foster addressed the party.
"Since you're all inexperienced in desert survival, I'll make a few recommendations. Firstly, I recommend you to put a button, a stone or a similar object in your mouth to keep the saliva flowing. Secondly, if you're thirsty, drink enough to satisfy your thirst. Don't be tempted to sip and save the water; if you just take a small sip at long intervals, you'll stay thirsty, never reaching the optimal level. We should have enough water to last the trip, but, if we should start to run low, drink as much as you can at one sitting. It'll do you more good than a few small sips, believe me.
"Finally, I advise you to tell me if you start to feel faint, if you suffer incapacitating blisters or burns, or if you become confused. It'll be a little uncomfortable but, if we all pull together, we'll get through the desert in fine shape.
"It's getting on for noon, and it's going to get hotter until the sun sets, but we can cope, as long as we act as a team. Let's go!"

****

Tordun approached Grimm, looking far more comfortable and confident than he had in his heavy, cumbersome armour.
"Thank you, Questor," he muttered, just loud enough for the mage to hear; as Grimm had guessed, the fearsome warrior had been too proud to complain earlier.
"This is much easier. I may end up with a touch of sunburn, I suspect, but at least I'm not broiling in my own juice. I know you saw how uncomfortable I was, and guess that was why you stopped that smug bastard, Foster, in his tracks; I was just about ready to rip his spine out through his stomach. Thank you, Questor Grimm."
"Believe me, Tordun," Grimm replied, his lips dry and cracked. "I am more than happy to see you in such good humour."
"Foster told me that Haven had all sorts of wonderful unguents to save me from the sun; that seems to have slipped his mind. Thank you for reminding him that some of us are not as keen as others on catching a suntan."
Grimm smothered a smile at the welcome return of Tordun's proud combativeness. "He has a lot on his mind right now, Tordun," was all he said.
"Like my bloody fist round his ear," the warrior muttered.
A little while later, Drexelica approached him. In place of her velvet gown, she wore another of Foster's makeshift outfits, and her feet were bound with inelegant but functional strips of cloth.
"Grimm, I want to thank you for talking to that man, Foster; I feel much happier now in this heat. I'm sorry I spoke to you in such a nasty way earlier on," she said. "I don't really mind if you don't like girls; it's all right." She patted him on the shoulder, in the manner of a protective sister.
For some time now, Grimm had felt a slave to events, bouncing from circumstance to circumstance, but surviving the helicopter crash had somehow served to focus his mind. He had felt cowed by Xylox, ever since he had been threatened with dismissal from the Guild, and he had felt determined to placate the senior mage at all costs. However, he had to remind himself that he was no callow youth, but a Mage Questor of the Fifth Rank.
How many times had he been told 'power and presence complete the mage'? In recent days, he had been all power and no presence; he vowed that this would change.
Grimm knew now that, if all should go well, he would remain a Questor on his return from this Quest, and he felt determined to act like one. He felt ashamed at how he had felt so abashed and cowed by Xylox and how he had been so gauche and awkward around Drexelica.
Grimm looked Drex straight in the eye. "Drexelica, I wish to clarify something; I find you very attractive indeed, and I yearn to be closer to you. However, I regret that we must stay at arms' length from each other."
"But why?" the girl asked. "It's that nasty man, Xylox, isn't it? Why can't you just tell him to mind his own business?"
Grimm wiped sweat from his brow. "You must remember that I am still on a Guild Quest, Drex," he said in a soft voice. "I am not my own man until it is over."
The girl's expression brightened. "Perhaps we can get to know each other better when it's over? Then, you can drop that silly mage talk. It makes you sound just like him."
The young magic-user pondered for a moment. He had agreed to use the formal Mage Speech for the remainder of the Quest, but Xylox was out of earshot. How would the senior mage know if he lapsed into vernacular, just for a few moments?
No, he told himself, dismissing the temptation, a mage's word is his bond.
"It is not that simple," he said out loud. "I am nothing if not a Guild Questor. Of my seventeen years, I have spent nine years fighting to reach that goal, to win the right to bear this ring-" he showed her the blue and gold ornament on his wedding finger, "-and to bear this staff. I will not jeopardise that for anything."
"Nobody's asking you to, Grimm." Drexelica stumbled for a moment on the almost liquid sand, but soon found her footing again. "Even if we're together, you can still go on your Quests; I won't stand in your way."
"If only that were all that I had to take into consideration, I should be a happy man." Grimm sighed. "However, Drex, there is a more basic impediment to our ever sharing an intimate relationship; it could deprive me of all my magic. I nearly threw it all away when I was ensorcelled by a girl at High Lodge. Since then, I have sworn to be on my guard at all times."
Drexelica laughed. "Surely you don't believe that fairy-tale? I'll bet your High Lodge only puts that about to keep your mind on the job!"
"I cannot take the risk," Grimm declared. "Can we not just be friends, Drex? I am sure you will find the right boy, given time."
The girl stamped, almost losing her balance again. "I don't want anybody else! You've been the only person who's been kind or good to me since my parents died, and I owe you my life. I want to give that life to you. Don't you see?"
Despite the young sorcerer's intention to re-assert himself, as befitted a mage, he felt a lump growing in his throat. He had forgone any normal semblance of childhood, and he saw a long, lonely road ahead of him; a world bereft of love and passion, a world of cold duty and responsibility.
Will the bluff camaraderie of the Guild be my sole comfort for the rest of my life? He wanted to take the girl in his arms and drink in the sweet, heady wine of her kisses, to run his fingers through her hair, to�
He stopped his thoughts from wandering any further. It was not just for his own sake that he pursued this course; he had sworn to redeem his sullied, reviled family name at all costs, and he could not, must not, forget that.
"I'm� I am so sorry, Drex," he said, in a husky voice. "This is the way it must be between us. I wish it were not so, but I have others to consider: people who are very dear to me. I gave you your freedom, and I beg you to take it. We cannot have any future together. You are young and beautiful, and any number of more suitable young men would give their eye teeth to be yours; as would I, if I were free.
"Unfortunately for both of us, I am wedded to my sworn Oath. It hurts me, more than you can ever imagine, to ignore you this way, but it will become easier in time for both of us, I promise you."
He stopped in his tracks and bent to kiss the top of Drexelica's head, to drink in her perfume for the last time. Then, with a shuddering sigh, he began to walk on, turning his back on the beautiful girl.
It will get easier, Grimm told himself, gritting his teeth, but he did not feel convinced by this facile phrase. For the next ten minutes, Grimm fought tears as he pushed on, until he thought his heart would burst; he heard soft, choked sobs behind him, but he forced himself not to look back, fighting the pain within him.
After a while, the sun reached its zenith, and the unrelenting toll of the journey began to make its mark upon him. The sand had looked so flat and easy to negotiate as the party had begun its trek, but the golden surface was treacherous and strength-sapping. All conversation stopped, and Grimm wondered how he would face even another day of this purgatory.
As the last rays of light faded from the sky, Foster called a halt. "That'll be all for today, people. You see? It wasn't so bad, was it?"
Grimm saw Tordun cast the Haven man a look of pure hatred as he shrugged off his heavy pack. The tents went up in silence and, this time, Grimm was not deterred from sleep by Xylox's snoring.
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Chapter 18: Mutiny!

By noon the next day, Grimm felt almost as if he were sleepwalking. It seemed as if his mind were drifting several feet above his head. The hot sand seemed to suck at his feet, draining his strength and seeking to devour him.
The Questor saw dark shapes circling in the sky above him: carrion-eaters.
Do they sense a meal in the offing?
He had followed Foster's dictum to drink as much as he needed when he was thirsty, but he wondered if the ever-ebullient pilot had made a bad misjudgement as to their supply of the life-giving liquid.
"Foster," Xylox called. "Are you sure we have enough water? It seems to me that we have depleted our reserves by a considerable amount. I accept that you have received desert survival training, but could you have miscalculated?"
Foster's usual cheery expression was absent, replaced by an uncharacteristic frown.
"It was a long time ago," he confessed. "I thought the sand would be easier to walk through than this."
Xylox bristled, breaking his earlier vow of non-communication with the pilot. "So, what would be your invaluable advice to us, Foster? Do we have sufficient water to last the journey, or not?"
"I don't know," the pilot confessed. "It is advisable to drink enough to satisfy your thirst when you can; I'm sure of that. But we might get a little thirsty later on."
"A little thirsty!" Xylox snapped. "We are relying on you to tell us what to do in this arid region. Should we drink, or ration ourselves?"
Foster seemed to vacillate between the two alternatives, his eyes rolling from side to side. "We should drink," he said, but his tone was uncertain. "Yes: we drink. Otherwise, you stay thirsty, your level of hydration keeps slipping, and you never have enough water in your body to satisfy its needs. I'm certain you're more likely to die if you just ration yourself to a sip every now and then; pretty certain, anyway."
"Your Technological insights humble me, Foster," Xylox sneered. His voice trembled with contempt. "I am so pleased to have such an experienced and knowledgeable guide with us."
The day wore on, as the party staggered through the treacherous, burning sand. Already, despite his burnoose and his dark glasses, Grimm saw angry burns on the visible areas of Tordun's face and his unprotected hands.
Tordun dragged the small cart and carried his heavy pack without the least protest, but the junior Questor could tell the pale-skinned titan was suffering, as his head began to loll from side to side in an uncontrolled fashion.
Drex's unprotected calves were blistered and red, and Grimm drifted between painful lucidity and a dream-like state. Xylox stumbled on, uncomplaining, but it was plain that he was no longer the invincible, imperturbable machine he tried to portray. He puffed and winced almost at every other step, and he appeared ever older and more haggard as the unforgiving trail wore on.
Even Foster's face was flushed and mottled, and Grimm heard him mutter "I had no idea it could get so damned hot."
The mage began to suspect that the pilot had received his training from a book, rather than from actual experience.
Crest, with his slender, willowy form, seemed best able to cope with the vicious sun, but even he stumbled from time to time. At first, the half-elf had regaled the group with jaunty songs from distant lands, but his voice had long since fallen silent.
If only the smallest cloud would obscure this punishing sun for a minute or two! Grimm thought, things would be so much easier.
Nonetheless, his wish was not granted. The sky showed an unbroken vista of pale blue, except for the hateful, vicious orb of the sun, and Grimm stumbled from foot to clumsy foot like a drunken man.
They had been walking for nearly two days and, already, the members of the party were all but dead on their feet. Grimm endured the inferno in silence, no longer aware of why he was walking, or of his destination, but just existing in an unremitting hell.

****

The third day dawned. It seemed to Grimm as if he had laid his head down only moments before, and Foster's normal morning halloo was but a shadow of its former, cheery self.
"It's time we started walking," the pilot said. His lips were blistered and flecked with white, and he was unsteady on his feet, despite the cool morning air. "C'mon, people, let's move as if we mean it."
Tordun stepped up to the Haven man, towering over him. "Bugger you, Haven man," he groaned. "I quit. We aren't going to last another day. The water's almost gone, and we look like something a sewer rat would reject as food. Face facts for once; we aren't going to get through this. I refuse to drag that bloody cart another inch."
Drex had refused to move from her sleeping bag, and Grimm understood just how she felt: his unsteady legs felt no more substantial than straw. The mage no longer knew what motivated him, but something ordered him to carry on, regardless. However, another, contrary part of his brain yearned for somebody, anybody, to give him the least excuse to stop.
Xylox spoke next, through chapped and blistered lips. "Tordun is right. We have been drinking water at a prodigious rate, Foster, on your advice, and we are not even half-way through this journey. What does it profit us to struggle on for another two or three days, when it is plain that we will not survive? Of what use now is your marvellous training, and your beloved Technology? I will wager that in seven hours' time we will have exhausted the last vestiges of our drinking supply, and that we will be all but incapable of moving further.
"We must start rationing the water, Foster, regardless of what you say. I will oversee the issue of the fluid myself, and I will rule its distribution with an iron hand. Water will be rationed according to size. I will assume the role of supervisor of this expedition from now on!"
The blistered Tordun nodded. "I say that any port is acceptable in a storm. This moron irks me."
Crest chimed in: "I agree, Lord Mage; take charge, for the Names' sakes! We can't do any worse."
Foster opened his mouth in what looked like a series of convulsions, but no sound came out.
"We wait here," Xylox said, "for at least another day. This is not surrender; it is a healing period of rest from the ravages of the sun's damaging rays. We will wait here, and we will refrain from drinking more than is necessary."
Grimm did not like Xylox, but he knew the acerbic thaumaturge would be as good as his word; he would deny himself as much as anybody else. The senior Questor had issued his imprimatur, and given Grimm his excuse to quit. Only a single day after the young mage's proud self-declaration, he felt only a little disgust at finding that he now felt so willing to listen to anybody who would grant him an honourable reason for forgoing another day of the punishing trek. He excoriated himself for this weakness, even if it were only known to him, but he could not deny it.
He vowed not to submit to his weak, base drives; his deep introspection was his constant guide and his goad. Left to his own devices, he would still never have been the one to suggest stopping. However, after a brutal, honest assessment of his motives, he had to acknowledge that the giant and the slight girl were not coping well with the harsh desert conditions.
"I concur, Questor Xylox," the young mage said. "Tordun and Drexelica are in no condition to continue."
Foster's shoulders sagged for a few moments at this concerted mutiny, but he soon raised his head. His eyes were glittering and intense, but he seemed to be just on the right side of mania.
"So we just lie down here, do we?" His voice sounded like dry leaves underfoot, but it was still strong enough to carry throughout the group. "Do we just wait here, in the vain hope that someone will have some kind of magical premonition, and find us? Or do we fight? I can assure you that people have survived far longer than a day in the desert without water. I told you it'd be uncomfortable, but we're actually in very good shape."
"I beg to differ," Tordun said, in a frosty tone. If his words had been water, everybody would have felt much more comfortable. "My skin is very sensitive to the sun, and it is badly burnt wherever it has been exposed."
Foster clapped a hand to his mouth. "Oh, yes, I said I'd try to get you some cream, didn't I? Sorry, it must have slipped my mind." The pilot wore a grin of embarrassment, and he emitted a short, nervous giggle, which seemed not to amuse the sunburnt albino.
"I'm sorry I didn't rip your bloody spine out, Foster; only joking, of course."
The swordsman's expression was anything but humorous.
The pilot waited for a moment, as if assessing just how serious Tordun was, before he apologised.
"I'm sorry, Tordun," Foster said, bowing his head. "I really didn't mean to make fun of your problem with the sun. I know I run off at the mouth a bit sometimes, and I'll try to watch that as best I can."
The ruddy-faced giant looked hard and straight into Foster's pleading eyes, and he seemed to relent a little. "I must accept your apology, I suppose."
The pilot held out his hand in the universal gesture of amity, but Tordun just emitted a low growl from the depths of his throat, causing the Haven man to withdraw the proffered extremity as if he had passed it over a flame.
"Do not presume too much, bird-man," the white-haired giant grunted. "I am still trying to get used to the idea of you being human, instead of just a bite-sized snack. I am a big man, and I have an appetite to match."
Tordun grinned, but maybe just a little too widely for Foster's comfort.
"Look, everybody, I'm just as tired and hungry as you are," the smaller man said, a hint of desperation creeping into his voice. "But that'll just get worse. Don't you see? If we stay here a day to recoup our strength, we'll still have to drink, and we'll be left with another three days' journey to go, with less than a day's water. It'll also mean another day without food, which will weaken us all.
"Tordun: you don't like pulling the cart, but most of the weight is in water, and that's two-thirds gone. The tents don't weigh much, and the packs have next to nothing left in them but bits of parachute silk."
"If that cart's so damn' light, why don't you pull it, Foster?" Crest demanded.
"Fellows, fellows!" the pilot cried, his arms outspread in a placating gesture. "Let's be reasonable about this; I don't like the situation any more than you do, but we must be realistic here. We aren't going to die, any of us, after another couple of days' walk. But, if we wait here for a day, some of you will want to wait a little bit longer, and then a little bit longer still. In the end, we'll just become stacks of whitened bones in the desert. We have to keep moving!"
Foster swept his hands across the top of his head, as if he were a mage, summoning a mighty spell to sway the minds of the recalcitrant mutineers.
"As for rationing the water, it doesn't work!" he went on. "Proportional shares? That doesn't work, either; small people require relatively more water than large people, even though they handle the heat better."
Tordun frowned and readied a retort, but Foster spoke first cutting him off.
"Let me give you a little science lecture, gentlemen," he snarled, all traces of humility gone. "I know you don't want to hear it, but it might just save our lives. Are you willing to listen, or would you rather just lie down and surrender to the desert?"
The Haven man's hands were on his hips, and his tone had switched from pleading to confrontational. If nothing else, he appeared sincere in his convictions.
Tordun and Crest shrugged. Grimm knew little more about science than the other members of the group, but he knew that great wisdom, as well as great folly, lay within the discipline; he nodded. Xylox, arch-enemy of the art, surprised the junior mage by signalling assent.
"Very well, Foster; we will listen without prejudice."
The pilot stepped back, as if he had been pulling a great load that had vanished in an instant; it was plain that he had been expecting greater resistance. He took a few moments to compose himself, and he shot out his right arm, pointing at Xylox.
"Questor Xylox! Who requires more water in the course of a day: Crest, or Tordun?"
"Tordun," was the mage's prompt reply. "He is larger than Crest, and so he needs more water to fill his frame."
"That may prove to be incorrect; kindly consider before you answer!" Foster snapped, putting in Grimm's mind the image of his former tutor, Magemaster Crohn, lecturing a class of obtuse Students.
"Let us assume that each man has a full load of water within his body," the pilot continued, sounding even more like the irascible Magemaster. It even seemed as if the Haven man had adopted the old mage's rigid, formal Mage Speech.
"The job of sweat is to cool the body. Perspiration takes place over the entire area of the skin, whereas water storage is within the volume of the body. Are we agreed on that?"
Foster seemed to take the group's lack of response as acquiescence. "Crest loses a greater percentage of his body water through perspiration than does the estimable Tordun."
Expressions of disbelief bloomed like desert flowers among the rebellious group, but Foster did not waver. "Imagine a cubic block of human flesh, a yard on each side," he said. "There are six square faces measuring one square yard each. The volume is one cubic yard."
"Granted," Xylox said, his eyes hooded, wary, and not admitting anything.
"The total surface area is six square yards; one square yard for each face."
Grimm began to see where the argument was heading.
"The ratio of the area of sweating skin is six square yards, so its ratio to the bulk of the water-retaining body, one cubic yard, is six to one."
Seeing no overt opposition, Foster continued, "Imagine that this block of flesh represents Crest."
Seeing puzzled looks on the faces of his audience, he rushed on, without waiting for verbal objections, "I know he doesn't look like that, and that he's bigger than that, but let's just suppose for a moment; all right? This is just pretending."
Xylox twisted his face into an elaborate yawn. "If it amuses you, Foster, I am prepared to pretend that Crest is a gelatinous cube." His tone was acerbic, but the pilot seemed to choose to take this as acceptance.
"Now, let us imagine a second such cube of the same size and dimensions, joined to the first," he said.
"Oh, yes, let's," Crest said in a bored voice, but the flyer ignored him.
"The volume is now two cubic yards. Would anybody care to tell me the surface area; that is, the sweating area, and the ratio between that area and the volume?"
"No, I wouldn't!" Tordun snapped. "I've just about had enough of your fairy tales! What good does all this stupid pretending do?"
Grimm felt as if as if a lightning bolt had seared through his brain; he remembered his Scholasticate classes in logic, and he now saw the gist of Foster's argument.
"Excuse me, Tordun, but I think that I can see what Foster is driving at," the young magic-user said. "He is not playing some silly game; I understand what he is saying, and it is true."
Foster shot a look of sheer gratitude at the mage. "Questor Grimm, would you be as good as to explain this simple concept to everybody?" Despite the desperate, pleading tone in the pilot's voice, the thaumaturge still heard the echo of the didactic Crohn's classroom voice.
"The area of the shape's surface is ten square yards," the mage said. "The volume is two cubic yards, so the ratio is now five to one."
"Exactly!" Foster said, clapping his hands.
"Outstanding," was Crest's languid, sarcastic remark. "So what does this have to do with how much water everybody drinks?"
"Is it not plain?" Grimm cried. "Bigger people have proportionately greater volume, which stores the water, than surface area, which sweats it off, as compared to smaller people! Crest needs less water than Tordun to drink his fill, but he loses water at a much faster rate than the larger man, so he needs to drink more often."
"So how do we choose suitable quantities of water for all?" Xylox asked, who still bore a dubious expression after this arcane manipulation of numbers.
"We cannot," Grimm replied, who was now persuaded. "Foster has been right, all along. We should all drink what our bodies demand. Tordun will require more water than Crest when he drinks, but our estimable, whip-wielding friend will need to drink more often.
"We cannot say which man will need to drink more, so it is better to drink to satisfy our thirsts. I hate to say it, but I agree with Foster in all regards. If we wait here, we waste water without progress, and we lose strength through lack of food. If we continue now, we may spend a day or two without water, but we should survive. We must continue!"
A long time passed while Xylox, Tordun and Crest considered Grimm's words. In the end, it was Tordun who spoke first.
"Ah, forget it, Foster. I'm not going on any further."
"Oh, well, let us just lie here and talk over old times, shall we?" the young mage snapped. "I assure you I was as ready as any of you to stay here, but I am now convinced that we must move on. If you wish to die, I will join you. Should you desire life, I suggest that you make the effort to continue. It is up to you."
"In any case," Foster said, "Armitage wants us to go to the General, and who are we to argue?" He spoke as if offering a rare treat.
Tordun opened his twisted mouth, as if to offer a sour rebuke, but Grimm felt as if a sharp, cold spear had run through his head, and he could see that the two warriors had received a similar mental rebuke.
"Very well, Foster," Xylox said. "If Armitage wishes it so, we must go. Questor Grimm; kindly inform the girl that we will leave with her or without her. We will adopt Foster's plan, in furtherance of our beloved Administrator's wishes."
"I understand, Brother Mage," the younger magic-user replied. "Who are we to ignore Armitage's wishes?"
For the sake of the Quest, it seemed better to simulate a fanatical adherence to the dead Administrator's commands than to show complete independence of mind. Grimm understood the reason for Xylox's volte-face, and he knew the warriors had been shown the same truth.
"Break camp!" Foster shouted, with new confidence, and the painful routine started anew.
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Chapter 19: Confrontation and Deliverance
Foster forged ahead, as he had on the previous two days, and Crest approached Xylox, who was trudging along near his fellow Questor.
"What was that little barb you sent me?" the thief demanded, stopping the mages in their tracks. His chin jutted in an aggressive manner.
"I have convinced Foster that we have been pacified by Armitage; that we are his happy, willing slaves," the senior mage declared. "It would not look right if we exhibited too much initiative and opposition. I therefore expect you and Tordun to control your tempers."
"Oh, you expect it, do you, magic-user?" Crest snarled, bridling in an instant. He raised his fist as if to strike, but Xylox, quick as thought, interposed his staff, Nemesis, between them.
Crest pulled his punch, but his knuckles brushed the ebon rod, and he yelped, jerking his hand back in sudden pain. He stuffed the offending extremity into his mouth, as if it had been burnt, regardless of the indignity of the pose.
"Do not even think of attacking a Mage Questor, elf!" Xylox snapped. "A Mage Staff is a powerful weapon; do not forget that. Your actions only reinforce my point. You and Tordun are charged with hormones of aggression. I feel the pull of my own, just as strongly as you; however, the discipline of a Guild Mage keeps them well in check.
"I am willing to dismiss your aborted attempt upon me as an act of desperation, born of discomfort, hunger and worry. However, I will tolerate no more of these displays of naked aggression. I suggest you inform your brother-in-arms of this and remind him that both of you have taken an oath to serve on this Quest for as long as it may take. Do I make myself clear, or do I have to dissolve our agreement and regard you as our enemy?"
The fulminating shock Crest had received from his brief contact with the ebon surface of Nemesis appeared to dull the thief's anger.
"I'm� sorry, Questor Xylox," he said in a quiet voice. "What I did was inexcusable. I haven't forgotten my oath, and I stand by it now. I am still your man, and I'll see if I can't persuade that oversized sack of pink meat to cool things a little, even in this heat."
"I accept your apology," was Xylox's curt response. "Now, we are falling behind. Let us move on."
Grimm felt a grudging respect for Xylox's ability to remain as cold and unbending as ever, despite his flushed, burnt and sweaty face. The young sorcerer's own, once-splendid silk robes were in tatters, stained and stiff with salt, but the senior mage's simple black habit seemed little the worse for wear.
Grimm knew his hair and beard were untidy and streaked with white salt-stains, whereas Xylox's white mane and facial hair looked little different. He did not find it difficult to feel admiration for the way in which Xylox now held the group together, despite the growing friction, and the junior mage decided to offer his fellow Questor his support.
"Questor Xylox," he said. "I know we have not always seen eye-to-eye on many occasions. I also know you often find fault with my comportment."
"Granted," the older mage replied, without so much as looking at Grimm or slowing his steady march through the sand. He seemed determined not to make things easy for his junior, and the young thaumaturge drew a deep breath through the white silk mask over his nose and mouth.
"Nonetheless, I just wanted to say how much I have admired your handling of the team in these difficult times," he said. "I swear to support you in this Quest, no matter what happens."
"How gratifying that is," was the cool response. "One never knows when an understudy may come in useful."
That did it. Grimm had offered sincere feelings of respect, and they had been thrown straight back into his face by the cold, snide Questor.
"Oh, well, let's just forget the whole bloody thing, shall we?"
"Not 'let's'; 'Let us'," Xylox corrected.
"You are impossible, Questor Xylox, do you know that?" Grimm said. "You never miss an opportunity to belittle me, to insult me in either a covert or overt manner, or to otherwise denigrate me. I might remind you that, in Armitage's test facility, I had you beaten. You only survived because you had the trick of storing extra energy in your staff, and I did not."
"Nonsense," the senior mage replied, but at least Grimm's last remark stopped him in his tracks. "I was merely deciding the best course of action to take against your mediocre tricks."
"Mediocre!" the young mage exploded. "I had you beaten, Xylox the Mighty, fair and square, and only a liar would deny it!"
"Are you daring to call me a liar?" Xylox snapped, his brows lowering.
"If the cap fits, wear it, Brother Mage," Grimm sneered.
The other members of the group halted. Even the ever-eager Foster had stopped walking. For the first time, it seemed as if two members of the party were about to come to blows, and, this time, neither Tordun nor Crest was involved. Those two worthies both wore cool smiles on their faces after Xylox's earlier, censorious words.
Drex stood with her small right fist pushed into her mouth, in evident trepidation over what might happen.
Grimm felt as if his blood had started to boil, and the early morning desert heat was not the only reason. He felt seized by a desire to trounce the pompous, overbearing prig standing before him into the ground. He raised his staff, Redeemer, into the air, watching Xylox respond in kind.
"Do you recant your ridiculous claims of supremacy?" Xylox demanded.
"I do not," was Grimm's hot reply. "Indeed, I stand by them. I am a stronger mage than you will ever be, Questor Xylox, and I defy you."
"You are nothing but a preening popinjay," the older man sneered. "You're all presence and no power."
Xylox is not quite so cool and collected now, Grimm thought, suppressing a smile.
"Not 'you're'; 'you are'," he said with immense pleasure.
Xylox seemed about to bring his staff down on Grimm's head, when Foster emitted a great cry. "It's a plane! It's a bloody plane!" The pilot was bouncing up and down, as if to emphasise the seriousness of his words, and he was stabbing his right index finger towards the sky.
"What do you mean by a 'plane', Technologist?" Xylox queried, pausing in his apparent personal quest to crush his colleague's head, and Grimm stayed his own assault.
The young mage looked up to where Foster's finger was pointing. At first, he thought the thing in the sky must be just another wheeling vulture, but he saw that its wings were stiff, and he heard a clattering, moaning sound growing louder by the moment.
"An aircraft; a flying machine!" the pilot yelled. "We've got to attract their attention, somehow." He threw down the pack from his back, muttering "Perhaps there's a flare gun in here."
As Foster rummaged through the canvas bag, his frustrated expression implied that he had not found what he sought.
"What about magic?" the young mage asked.
"You cannot have any more power left within you than I do," Xylox snorted.
"That is not quite true," his junior replied. "I may not have enough energy to blast a door to fragments, but I am confident I still possess enough to produce a few fireworks."
"Please do try, Questor Grimm!" Foster urged. "That plane has to have come from the General's compound."
Grimm shut his eyes and drew the few, slender tendrils of power remaining within him into a tight, golden knot. He did not require a vast release of energy, but it must be an accurate one.
The machine appeared to proceed across the sky at a lazy pace, but Grimm guessed it might be very high up; it could be moving at a rate of two hundred miles per hour, or even more.
He would have to estimate the height and speed of the vehicle to a nicety, and he knew he lacked the ability. Keeping his spell cocked, he turned to the pilot.
"Foster, how high and how fast would you say that the machine is flying?" He had forgotten his enmity with Xylox in the excitement of the prospect of their potential deliverance from this mundane hell. "You know these machines better than I."
Foster cocked his head to one side, squinting in the bright rays of morning sun.
"I'd say two hundred to two hundred fifty miles per hour, maybe twenty thousand feet, Questor."
"Close enough," Grimm said. "Ch'teeerye sk'k'kaa!"
From his upraised right hand flew a small sphere of green light. It lofted into the sky at a tremendous pace, but it remained visible. A part of Grimm travelled with it, seeing through it, as if the ball of luminescence were some third eye, guiding it, correcting its course as if flew towards the clattering vehicle.

****

"What the hell's that?" Flying Officer Strume cried, extending his arm. His pilot, Flight Lieutenant Moore, knew the red-haired young man could be a little excitable at times, but he was a good observer, and he looked to where the younger officer was pointing.
Moore saw a small, green ball outside the cockpit window. It seemed to be following them, hovering inches from the glass. He could have sworn he saw a human eye embedded within the luminescent globe, and that it was looking straight at him.
"I see it, but I don't believe it!" Moore replied, shaking his head, just as the green light disappeared from view.
"Could it've been a flare?" Strume asked, his voice crackling in the intercom.
"If it is," the pilot said, "It's like no flare I've ever seen. Perhaps I'd better take her down for a look-see, anyway."
Selecting ten degrees of flap and throttling back, Moore brought the plane around in a lazy, descending arc until it was no more than a hundred feet or so off the deck.
"Keep your eyes peeled," he advised Strume.
The young man pressed his face to the glass. "I can't see anything, Sir," he said.
Long moments passed. "Just a minute; I think I've got something. Hold her steady, Sir."
The pilot found it hard to hold the vehicle steady, since it was getting into ground effect now, but Moore fought the bucking joystick and kept the machine on a more or less even keel.
"Got 'em!" the Flying Officer crowed. "Seven bodies; looks like they're alive. Yes, they're waving."
Moore keyed the radio. "Control, this is Observer Four; seven stragglers, grid ref, one-one-eight, two-six-niner. I'm dropping a beacon." Grasping a lever, Moore pulled it to release a radio tag.
"Observer Four, Control," the voice in the pilot's headset crackled. "Roger that; one-one-eight, two-six-niner. Will dispatch vehicle soonest. Get back to base this time."
"Roger, Control; Observer Four, returning to base, this time."

****

"Did he see us?" Crest asked Foster.
"I don't know� oh!"
At that moment, a strange object, like a metal bottle with a very long, thin neck, thumped into the sand perhaps fifty feet away.
"It's a radio tag," he said, with immense relief. "We're found! Let's get the tents up so we can get out of this damn sun. A vehicle should be on its way within a couple of hours. We're saved!"
Grimm and Xylox looked at each other, each with embarrassment written on his face. Both had almost lost control, their common Quest forgotten.
"I am sorry, Questor Xylox," Grimm muttered. "I do not know what came over me."
For once, the older mage failed to respond with a sarcastic or cutting rejoinder. "We will say no more on the matter," was all he said.
The senior mage must also have stared into the deep, red pit of anger, and it appeared that the incident had scared him more than any fearsome beast or demon.
"Oh, there is one more thing, Questor Grimm," the older man said.
"Yes, Brother Mage?" Grimm's tone was wary.
"I will trouble you for the return of the bauble I lent you when we were in Haven."
Grimm started. He had almost forgotten the potent charm of Missile Reversal hanging around his neck. With a feeling of deep regret, he returned it to its owner, who donned it with a rare half-smile of gratitude.
"Now we have resolved that issue, I advise that we hide from the sun's rays," Xylox said. "It looks as if our prey may be coming to us; that is most gratifying."
"How do you suggest we face General Q in our current condition?" Grimm asked.
The two mages stood together whilst Drexelica, Tordun, Crest and Foster busied themselves with the erection of the tents.
"We will deal with that problem when we come to it," the older mage intoned. "I hope the General will wish us to be well fed and rested before he tests us. If so, may the Names help him!"
"I hope you are right, Questor Xylox." Grimm sighed. "Otherwise, things might get rather messy for us."
The young mage had not forgotten what he had heard in Haven; that Armitage had been planning to dissect the loser of the battle between Grimm and Xylox. He just hoped that the General was rather more cautious with his prizes.
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Chapter 20: Reconciliation

Now that rescue seemed at hand, every member of the party took his fill of what remained of the water. Thribble popped out from Grimm's pocket, having been overlooked, as he often was, and said that he was a little thirsty. The minuscule demon gulped down a thimbleful of water and declared himself sated.
"What of your theory of cubes of flesh, Questor Grimm?" Crest asked. "Surely the imp must have been losing water at a far greater rate than any of us. I would've expected him to be a shrivelled husk by now, even if he was hiding in your pocket, out of the direct sun."
"Cubes of flesh?" the underworld creature said, his tiny brow furrowed. "What are you talking about, human? I have been asleep for most of the past two days."
Grimm reprised his earlier speech concerning the ratio of a body's surface area to its volume, and admitted that he, too, felt puzzled by Thribble's healthy, grey complexion.
"Oh, you are talking about the square-cube ratio," Thribble declared, his expression brightening. "I understand this well, and I comprehend your bafflement,"
"Just remember, man, that we are not all disgusting bags of mortal goo. We minor demons do not lose heat through vulgar perspiration but by direct radiation; the surface area to volume ratio allows us to do this. We must eat and keep active to warm ourselves in frigid temperatures, such as those in which you humans seem to thrive. In climates such as this, we bask and are somnolent; this is a pleasant temperature for me."
"But you admit to thirst, demon," the half-elf continued, "so even you must have been losing water, somehow."
"Even I need to drink sometimes, whip-master," Thribble said. "I last tasted water in Grimm's chamber at Arnor, before this Quest began. I would have said something before now, but the warm sun made me sleepy."
"I am glad you are happy," Grimm said, "but I wish to seek shelter from this merciless solar onslaught."
Thribble possessed little that might be termed a neck, but he contrived, somehow, to shrug. "If you wish, Questor Grimm," he squeaked. "Good day to you, Master Crest." He hopped back into Grimm's pocket, his home away from home.

****

Grimm sat opposite Xylox in their tent, and each mage avoided the other's eyes. Xylox spoke first, in a halting voice.
"I am prepared to put your earlier outburst down to temporary insanity induced by solar radiation," he said. "In a spirit of reconciliation, and in the interests of amicable relations, I am prepared to say nothing of the affair in my eventual report to Lord Prelate Thorn. The inevitable reprimand for your earlier conduct should suffice as discipline."
Grimm rubbed his burgeoning, unkempt beard. He knew his earlier reaction had been exacerbated by the merciless rays of the sun, but he still felt that the pompous Xylox was long overdue for a rebuke.
"Questor Xylox," Grimm said, "If any attempt at reconciliation was made, it was on my part, when I attempted to congratulate you for your handling of the growing tensions within the group. I still stand by that.
"However, you chose to throw that back in my face by belittling and denigrating my abilities as a Questor. I admit that my reactions were extreme, but I feel that some reaction was justified. I would remind you that I was not the first to raise his staff: you were."
"I was justified in seeking to chastise you; your vile posturing offended me," the older mage declared, rising to his feet. "As junior Questor, you owed me humility and respect, not bluster and braggadocio."
Grimm remained seated and silent, his eyes burning, and Xylox sat back down.
"You are the senior mage here; I cannot, and will not, deny that," the slender sorcerer said in a low, but intense, voice. "However, humility and respect run both ways. Whether you approve of it or no, I am a Mage Questor of the Fifth Rank, not some fumbling, helpless Neophyte, still wet behind the ears."
The middle-aged thaumaturge opened his mouth to speak, and Grimm stemmed his words with a sharp gesture of his hand; his red-rimmed eyes seeming to burn within his haggard face like burning coals.
"I will speak, Xylox!" he cried, choosing to omit the polite prefix of 'Questor'. "I, too, hold a Guild rank worthy of respect; respect that you have been studious, even gleeful, to deny at every opportunity. You do not mock me out of concern for our Quest, but because you enjoy mockery of what you regard as your inferiors, and because you mourn a lost youth; do not seek to deny it."
The older magic-user leapt to his feet, his impressive brows lowered over his eyes like grey thunderclouds hovering over a pair of blue lakes.
"Spying on another mage's aura is the height of impertinence!" Xylox cried. "How dare you commit such an abominable act on your superior?"
"I did not do so, Xylox," Grimm said, now feeling calm as he rose to stand, "although I must admit to severe temptation to do so, at times. However, you have amply confirmed my strong suspicions by that accusation. Had your motives been pure, you would have known that your aura would have been proof positive of the fact. In accusing me of training my Sight on your psyche, you have only proved what I already suspected."
Xylox's mouth opened again, but no words came from the older mage.
"You may tell Lord Prelate Thorn whatever you wish about me, Xylox," he said, "and I feel sure he will believe you. However, you are sorely deluded if you believe Lord Thorn will dismiss one of his few, precious Questors, a hard-won weapon, a bargaining tool, on the basis of a negative report from you.
"I give you a choice, Questor Xylox. Either accept me for my true worth as a mage, or know that I, your junior, will despise you as a bigot, a braggart and a sadistic tyrant: a man who attempts to prove his mastery, not through cool logic and powerful magic, but through mockery and petty slights towards those who are ill-able to defend themselves. I respect you as a powerful Guild Mage, Xylox but, as a human being, you leave much to be desired."
His words hung in the air, seeming to wheel around and around, like the vultures drifting overhead.
"There; I've said all I have to say, and bugger your precious bloody Mage Speech, for once," Grimm said, crossing his arms across his chest. "If you want to tear into me, and put a few more defamatory words into your diligent, impartial report to Lord Thorn, feel free to do so; you'll only reinforce my opinion of you. I just don't care anymore, Xylox: do what you want, as you always do."
The young mage stood with legs apart and arms akimbo, defiant and angry, as silence descended on the tent. He overtopped his senior by at least three inches, and he felt ill-disposed to show the least trace of humility or placation to the infuriating older mage. Long moments passed, and Xylox's expression passed through stages of anger, contemplation, and genuine worry.
Grimm knew he had shot his bolt; he had said all he intended, or wanted, to say; his anger had been expiated. His threat to Xylox might be puny, compared to what a bad report from the older mage could do to him, but he felt satisfied.
"Well, I'm in your hands, Xylox the Mighty," he said, in a mild voice, smoothing his ragged hair with his hands as best he could. "I still stand by my Oath, and I swear again to give my utmost for the success of this Quest. Whether you accept that in the spirit in which it is given, or not; it's up to you."

****

Xylox's staff, Nemesis, received its seventh and final ring before its owner reached twenty-eight years of age. He had held this coveted rank for twenty years, and he regarded it with fierce pride, although he tried to imply that such mundane concerns were beneath his lofty notice. Most of his early Quests were under the supervision of older Questors or alone, and he had to admit, even to himself, that he revelled in being the senior mage in a Guild Quest.
He had never had many, if any, true friends, and even he recognised that he had subsumed his loneliness by trying to be the most powerful, the most successful, Questor in the Guild. His considerable wealth brought him little pleasure, compared to the good opinion of his Prelate and the awe of his juniors.
He had hoped, without success, to tame this wayward, recalcitrant stripling, Questor Grimm, through displays of puissant abilities and his stern, sorcerous mien; but he had to admit that the skinny whelp had proved a reasonable asset towards the success of the Quest, even without such inducements. In addition to this, the young upstart had shown a surprising level of skill and thaumaturgic strength, before Xylox had defeated him in their enforced battle in Armitage's laboratory-or so he persuaded himself.
Xylox the Mighty recognised that something had gone wrong between the two mages from the start; he had convinced himself that the tall youth must have been to blame, but he could not put his finger on anything that Questor Grimm had ever done to give him such a poor opinion of him.
Perhaps I have been a little too hard on this youthful tyro; the young are so soft and intolerant of criticism these days, he thought. They seem incapable of handling the least rebuke.
Nonetheless, the senior magic-user felt hot embarrassment at how Grimm's forceful opposition had managed to goad him into violence, destroying the cool, dispassionate, rational air he had cultivated for so long. This fact alone showed that the youth did possess remarkable willpower, a prime attribute for a Guild Questor. The grizzled sorcerer also had to acknowledge, at least to himself, Questor Grimm's assertion that, without the energy that Xylox had stored in Nemesis, their battle might well have become difficult for him. He could not countenance the idea that he would have been defeated by the young Questor, but he had to admit that even his most powerful spells had failed to crush the youth. Yes; Grimm Afelnor would bear watching, but he might be a useful ally and a troublesome enemy.
"Questor Grimm," Xylox said, "this is not easy for me to say, but I acknowledge you as a mage of considerable power and resourcefulness. I admit that I must accept some of the blame for our failure to communicate, and that, on occasion, I may have allowed my zeal for the Quest to cloud my sense of fair play and justice."
Grimm's eyes widened and his hands dropped to his sides, softening his confrontational pose.
"I do not wish for us to be enemies," the older man continued, his face flushed; it was not just the desert heat that was to blame for this, as he struggled with words that were difficult for him to utter. "It is not good for morale, or for discipline. I accept that, at certain times, I may have appeared to you to be overbearing or arbitrary in my dealings with you, and for this, I� I apologise, without reserve, if this is so."
Xylox swept a hand through his hair, feeling a sense of deep embarrassment, even desperation, but the young mage remained silent, merciless; it was plain that Grimm expected more.
"I recognise also a trace of envy within myself at your rapid accession to the Fifth Rank, and that this may also have coloured my opinion of you from time to time. It is essential for the smooth running of this Quest that we mages present a united front, and so, in the interest of harmony between us, I promise to restrict my assessment of your character to your deeds in the furtherance of this enterprise."
"You have made similar, short-lived compacts to the same effect in the past," Questor Grimm said, his tone cool and dubious. Those black eyes seemed to burn into Xylox's soul, challenging and condemning him. "They did not last long, and I refuse to acknowledge that this has been due only to impertinence or rash behaviour on my part. You seem to glory in belittling me, exerting your authority through arbitrary and unjust demands, rebukes, strictures and downright insults. I have always been focused on this Quest, and I regard my status as a Guild Questor with no less pride than you; I am not about to jeopardise it by some brief, meaningless dalliance with a young girl, even if you think I do. I ransomed Drexelica only because I detest slavery in all its forms, not because I was thinking of sating my adolescent passions. This is the single act that you hold against me, because you cannot conceive that any but the baser instincts could reside within me. I have never given you any reason to believe this. It is pure prejudice: nothing more, nothing less."
Xylox was unused to being addressed in this manner, but even he had to admit that there was an uncomfortable ring of truth in his junior's words. He mulled over Grimm's actions during the Quest; other than rescuing the girl from the threat of slavery and debasement, had he really done anything to cause Xylox's low opinion of him?
The youth had been recalcitrant and impertinent at times, Xylox thought, but only when he was rebuked and pressured by his senior. It might be very bad for discipline to dress down the young Questor so many times in the presence of Seculars. And he could not deny the pleasure he had felt in exerting his superior rank over the youngster.
Xylox was a Questor of the old school, loyal to his House and his Guild unto death, but he had always prided himself as an even-handed and fair man. Had he been fair to Questor Grimm? On the very first occasion the two mages had met, Xylox had taken one look at the young Questor's gaudy, expensive attire, and he had taken an instant dislike to the boy. He had considered Grimm a dilettante; a primping fop.
Xylox fingers caressed an angry, red weal on his right cheek, a legacy of the unwilling battle Armitage had forced the two mages to fight.
The boy is indeed powerful, and I was untruthful when I implied that he had not hurt me in our fight, the Questor thought, feeling a cold, queasy unease at the knowledge that he had lied to a fellow mage.
Why have I felt such disregard for the boy? I have been excoriating him for his ease with Seculars, his taste in clothes and a freely-admitted interest in Technology. With the possible exception of inviting the thief-girl into our midst, he has acquitted himself well in this Quest. It would be to the detriment of our House if I were to allow my personal prejudices to taint the career of such a promising addition to the fold.
"Questor Grimm; I am sorry," Xylox whispered, after a very long pause. "Let us not dwell on the past. We may have a difficult road ahead of us, and I would rather travel it in a spirit of co-operation and mutual respect. I swear it, on my name, and on my reputation as a Mage Questor.
"From now on, I will seek to rebuke you only where your acts and attitudes impact on the conduct of the Quest. Let us start again, in the interests of amity and good relations. Should you proffer me advice, I promise to give it a fair, even-handed assessment, and I will take it in the spirit in which it is given."
The older mage extended his right arm, and, for the first time, the two mages clasped hands; if not in friendship, then in a closer understanding between them.
"I also apologise, Questor Xylox," Grimm said. "I, too, may have been blinded on occasion by false pride, and I commit myself to the successful conclusion of this Quest as your loyal aide, advisor and fellow mage."
It seemed like a new beginning, and the Questors' hands remained entwined for a few moments, before they disengaged and sat opposite each other. A few moments of contemplative silence passed before Xylox spoke again.
"Have you any concerns to relate to me, or any advice, at this time, Questor Grimm?"
Grimm seemed to relax, as if all tension had been released from his body. "I do have one concern, Brother Mage," the youth admitted. "You have persuaded Foster that all is well at Haven, and that we are all happy, deluded slaves of Armitage. I imagine the General will arrange transport for him back to the mountains, once he has delivered us. What do you think will happen when he arrives to find Haven desolate and deserted? These people seem to have Technological means of communicating over long distances in an instant, and it might not go well with us if this deception were uncovered."
Xylox bent his mind to the issue; the youth had raised a valid and worrying point. "You would perhaps recommend some sort of� accident for our Technological friend?" he hazarded.
The young sorcerer shook his head. "Foster is our passport into the General's demesnes; we need him. After our exertions, we both lack the strength to persuade him to delay his departure by magical means. I suggest we find more mundane means to compel him to put off his return to Haven. Have you noticed how he seems a little unsteady on his feet, and, perhaps, a trifle confused? Dehydration must be the cause; he is in no condition to travel."
Xylox found a rare smile creeping across his face; this Questor was more resourceful than he had at first thought.
"I must admit to some concern at Brother Foster's infirmity, Questor Grimm. Perhaps he is in need of a� spell of convalescence. I will brief the other members of the team to this effect; I am sure that we can reach a consensus on this issue."
"Foster said that a vehicle would be despatched to us in short order; I suggest that we work together on this. One of us also needs to convince Foster of his infirmity; I think that Tordun might be an excellent choice."
"Tordun?" Xylox exploded, a frown on his face. "He despises Foster with a passion, as do I!"
Grimm essayed a faint smile, his lips cracked and bleeding. "Just so: he can say that he realises now how ill the flier has been, because he had been so diligent in carrying out his mission. I do not think Tordun will enjoy expressing tender concern for Foster, but he is, nonetheless, intelligent, and I am sure that he is a reasonable actor. Words of pity from our white-haired colleague might work better than an impassioned plea from either of us."
"Very well; you may tackle Tordun, and I will ensure that the other members of the team are alert, on their guard, and of a like mind by the time the conveyance arrives here. I admit, still, to some misgivings as to how we will defeat the General, but we will cross that bridge when we reach it. Let's get started!"
Xylox realised he had lapsed from his usual, formal, Mage Speech for a heartbeat, but he no longer cared.
Yes; even this inexperienced Questor is worth more than a disparate group of Seculars, he thought.
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Chapter 21: Rescue!

"I feel perfectly all right, Tordun!"
Tordun shook his head, his lips pursed and his eyebrows raised. "That is the trouble with the sun's rays, Foster," he said. "They can affect a man without his knowledge. I recommend that you try not to over-exert yourself for a couple of days, at least; we have all suffered much, and I think we owe it to Armitage to be in the best condition if we're to serve the General well."
Foster looked around him. The other members of the group all stood outside the open flap of the tent, wearing similar expressions of concern and worry.
"Well, I don't really know what you're talking about," the pilot grumbled, "but I suppose I might have caught a touch of sunburn without knowing it."
Xylox nodded. "Better that you stay out of the sun until the General's men arrive to rescue us, Foster. Do you know how they are to locate us, or how long it may be before they appear?"
Foster shrugged. "That umbrella-shaped device is a radio beacon. They can home onto that through triangulation, they and should have no trouble finding us once they lock on. Those beauties have a transmission range of over a hundred miles in the desert on a clear day; you just bounce the signal off the Heaviside Layer and there you are. There was one of those things in the helicopter, but it was trashed when we hit the mountain."
The two mages, the warriors and the girl looked blank at the pilot's stranger words.
"It'd take too long to explain, I'm afraid, folks," Foster said, shrugging. "Don't worry, they'll find us, sure enough."
"As for how long it'll take, I'd guess that we're about forty miles out; if they're coming by ground transport, I'd guess an hour, hour and a half."
"I can't wait," Crest said. "I thought the mountains were bad enough, but I'd sooner be up in that snow and ice than down here."

****

Two hours or so passed before a small, hazy cloud appeared in the distance. As Grimm watched, it seemed to grow bigger and closer with every minute.
"Oh, yes! That'll be them, all right," Foster said, with a look of immense relief. His old, ebullient self seemed to be coming back to the fore. "I guess they must have been held up for some reason; it's not easy to keep some of these old vehicles going in these desert conditions."
"Or perhaps we are just further away than you thought, Foster," Grimm said, sensing an opening. It seemed quite probable that the pilot's crude desert navigation techniques had resulted in a considerable error in location, but the flier had seemed so confident in his abilities that this could be used to further convince him of his infirmity.
"It would not be surprising if you were a little confused, with the condition that you are in."
Foster gave a slow, contemplative nod. "Perhaps you're right, mage," he sighed. "Perhaps I have been pushing myself a little too hard recently. Yes, that's quite possible."
Grimm, who had always considered Mage Speech verbose and clumsy, began to appreciate that its weight and gravitas could serve to sway an argument on occasions.
The yellow cloud grew closer, until a dark shape began to emerge in its centre, shimmering and wavering. It seemed to be hovering above the surface of the desert, but Foster explained that this was just an illusion caused by the heat of the sand. It approached ever nearer over the next ten minutes, revealing itself as a bizarre creation. It had two, black-shod wheels at the front, and a line of smaller wheels towards the rear, surrounded by some sort of belt or chain. As the vehicle came to a halt, belching black smoke from its rear end, Grimm saw that the machine's battered structure bore many rough-and-ready repairs, patches and amendments.
This thing must date back to around the time of the Final Devastation, he thought, shaking his head in wonder. It was almost incredible that such a mechanical monster had survived through all these centuries, and it was a fine tribute to the machine's sturdy construction. Although the young mage recognized only too well the destruction that Technology had wrought on the world, he did not regard it with the same rabid loathing that his colleague, Xylox, did; it did hold a certain fascination, speaking of the intelligence and ingenuity of its long-dead creators.
Foster stepped forward, as a green-garbed man climbed out of the front of the battered conveyance and strode towards the Haven pilot.
He was tall and spare, and all Grimm could see of the hair under his green cap was a layer of dark fuzz, like sandy-coloured baize. The man's steps were measured and confident, and he flicked a hand to his right temple in a smooth, formal gesture.
"I'm Major Fremd: at your service. You seem in need of some help."
"I'm Pilot Foster from Haven, Major. Are we ever glad to see you!"
"I presume it's a delivery for the General; what happened, Foster?" the Major demanded. "This isn't the normal delivery route, and there doesn't seem to have been any advance notification."
Foster's brow furrowed; Grimm knew Xylox's reconstruction of the pilot's memories had been, of necessity, sketchy at best. The young mage hoped that the confusion this engendered would give further credence to the assertion that the flier had become disoriented by the desert heat.
"Um, I can't quite seem to remember, Major," Foster confessed, rubbing his sweaty, sunburnt forehead. "Administrator Armitage had a couple of magic-users to deliver to the General. I do know there was some urgency about it for some reason, so I took a helicopter out. We got caught in some vicious cross-winds, and we crashed in the mountains. This is our third day in the desert, but I must have caught a little too much sun. The memories are a little hazy."
Grimm suppressed a smile. The deception seemed to be working well.
"Major Fremd, I am Questor Xylox," the senior mage said, stepping forward. "Administrator Armitage asked us to aid the General in his struggle. We were only too happy to comply, of course."
"Questor?" The major raised an eyebrow. "What sort of designation is that? Are you one of those damned magic-users?"
Xylox drew himself to his full height. "Not just any magic-user, Major; we Questors can cast any kind of magic to which we put our minds, and Armitage thought the General might be interested in acquiring our talents. Senior Technician Terrence told us that the communication equipment was damaged in the storm, so Haven was unable to contact you.
"Needless to say, we are more than happy to put ourselves at the disposition of such a distinguished friend of the Administrator. Questor Grimm, here, and I wish only to carry out our friend Armitage's wishes."
Fremd turned back to Foster. "Fully Pacified, of course?"
"Of course, Major," the pilot replied, as if affronted. "Level Two; the Administrator didn't want to mess with these guys' brains too much, but they do seem to be loyal enough."
"They don't all look like magic-users," the soldier said, looking suspicious. "The big guy, the skinny one in black and the girl: what about them? I understood Armitage needed all the women he could get, and we're hardly short of trained fighters."
Foster's mouth opened and closed, and he bore a look of complete confusion. "I can't remember, Major. There was some good reason for sending them, but I don't recall it."
"If I might explain," Xylox said, his voice as smooth as oiled silk. "The girl is sterile, with no useful skills, and so of little use to Haven. She is also the slave and body-servant of our large friend, Tordun, who begged Armitage to send her along with him."
Drexelica's look shot daggers at the senior Questor, but she seemed to have the good sense to keep her mouth shut.
"The Administrator thought Tordun might be a useful addition to your forces. He is immensely strong, and he is accustomed to discipline; he wishes only to serve."
"I am more than happy to be of service in any capacity required of me," Tordun rumbled, "as long as I have my sweet little concubine with me. I have big appetites, as do my colleagues. We share the girl around from time to time."
Grimm put a controlling hand on Drex's tense shoulder, which trembled with suppressed fury. "Take it easy, Drexelica," he muttered. "This is just make-believe. Tordun has always behaved like a gentleman towards you, and you know it."
The girl relaxed a little, although the continuing tremors in her body made it plain that a measure of anger remained within her.
"And the little, skinny guy?" the major said. "He doesn't look like much of an asset to this man's army, or anybody else's. The kid looks like a wet streak of nothing, if you ask me. I can't see him lasting five minutes on the parade ground. The big fellow might be useful, but I don't think that little guy'll be worth a wet fart."
Crest maintained a calm expression, but Grimm's Mage Sight showed him the rage boiling within the thief.
"Do not be swayed by appearances, Major. Our friend, Crest, is a tactical genius," Xylox said, as self-assured and calm as ever; it was obvious to Grimm that he had rehearsed this speech well in advance. "He has the ability to assess the most complex tactical situations at a glance. There is not much call for that sort of ability at Haven, but Armitage thought he might make a valuable officer in the General's force."
Fremd pressed his right hand to his furrowed forehead, pushing up his sweat-stained cap and then pulling it back over his brow to its exact, original position with a determined motion.
"Very well," he said, his expression easing back to a neutral state. "We can't hang around here in the heat forever, I guess. If Armitage wants to hand you guys over to the General, I won't argue. Climb on the truck and we'll get going. General Q can sort you out."
The rear of the vehicle was covered with canvas, and the officer pulled aside a flap to let Grimm and his colleagues climb aboard. The interior of the conveyance was dirty and musty, but it looked inviting to Grimm; he felt eager to clamber into the strange, metal machine, if it represented the group's deliverance from the sapping inferno of the desert.
"All aboard?" the major called, climbing into the right front of the truck, next to another green-clad man. "Okay, Corporal, let's get back to base."
"I just need to get my sword from the cart," Tordun said.
The major snorted. "A sword? You won't need that where you're going, meatball-we have somewhat more sophisticated equipment at our disposal. Just leave the cutlery behind; the spell-caster said you could follow orders, so why don't you prove it? Just get in the wagon."
Tordun looked at Xylox, who gave his head an almost imperceptible shake. Tordun rolled his eyes, adopting the attitude of a martyr, and turned his back on his beloved blade.

****

The first sign of the General's base Grimm saw was an enormous, sheer, bowed wall, almost the same colour as the sand. Looking as if it had grown from the very desert, it cast a long, long shadow to the east; a mighty fortification indeed. It had various square openings that Grimm took to be either arrow-slits or openings for boiling oil or the like.
The vehicle took a slender, climbing path to the left of the vast wall, until they were on a level with the lofty parapet of the structure. A high barricade constructed of knotty wire extended as far as the eye could see, with various inner walls dividing the outside world from a more robust construction that looked as large as a fair-sized, walled town. Grimm saw a gate in the wire fence, beside which stood a tall box, like a tiny house, from which a soldier emerged, a Technological weapon at the ready.
On seeing Fremd, the soldier snapped into a position of attention and saluted. "Ident, please, Major," the man said, in a respectful tone.
The officer produced a small booklet from the breast pocket of his uniform. The sentry inspected it, handed it back and again gave his stylised salute, which the major returned with crisp efficiency. The man stepped back into his little hut, and the gate opened to admit the vehicle. A similar routine took place at each of three further gates, until the truck, at last, gained access to the central enclosure.
"Now we are inside, Questor Grimm, how would you suggest that we proceed from here?" Xylox muttered, his mouth close to the young mage's ear.
"That all depends on how the General treats us," Grimm responded, as the metal wagon rumbled and clattered through the last gate. "With any luck, he will allow us an opportunity to recuperate before he tries to interrogate us or put us to whatever use he has in mind for us."
The main compound was enormous; an open, rectangular area, perhaps three hundred by three hundred and fifty yards, surrounded on all sides by tall, boxy buildings.
A huge group of identically-dressed men, wearing large, heavy-looking backpacks and carrying Technological weapons, marched and wheeled in unison within the quadrangle, following the commands of a short, stout, stubble-headed instructor who delivered his orders at a phenomenal volume and at a bewildering rate.
The rattling vehicle moved around the perimeter of the noisy courtyard, the din of its motive unit almost inaudible over the metronomic crunch of the booted feet moving in unison, and the bawled orders of the instructor. It stopped at an archway between two of the buildings; across this opening was a horizontal red-and-white striped pole, like a barber's sign. At the approach of the vehicle, another green-uniformed man approached and gave a salute to the driver, his heels clicking together.
The officer sitting next to the driver returned the salute, and said, "Major Fremd, Hawk Patrol; new intake for GHQ." His voice was clipped, and the consonants rattled from his lips as if he were spitting out pips.
"ID, please, Major," the guard replied, in a similar voice; it seemed to Grimm that pronouns and articles were at a premium within this organisation. The staccato, stylised vocal delivery must be the military equivalent of Xylox's beloved Mage Speech, intended to keep the speaker at arm's length from the person he was addressing.
Fremd took the card from his breast pocket and presented it to the sentry, whose eyes flicked from the small rectangular piece of pasteboard, then to the major, and back again.
"ID accepted, Major," the guard said, returning the card and snapping into a salute. The watchman stepped to the side of the archway and lifted the striped barrier.
The vehicle rolled smoothly through the opening into another, smaller, courtyard, stopping next to a metal and glass doorway. In front of the twin doors stood a pair of armed guards, weapons slanted across their chests. The same routine of salute-present-salute took place, and the two guards stepped aside from the door, clicking their heels together in unison. Fremd exited the vehicle and opened the flap at the back.
"Time to get out and walk, people," the Major said, leading them into the main building. The doors hissed and slid aside as he slid his card through a slot. The interior of the building was clean and spacious, but Grimm felt far more impressed by the encompassing feeling of wonderful, icy, coolness. He stripped off his stained silk burnoose and dropped it to the floor, drinking in the glorious, fresh air, his eyes shut in ecstasy and his head thrown back. Opening them again, he saw all the others standing in similar postures, even including the imperturbable Xylox.
The chamber was carpeted in dark blue, and the walls of the room bore framed pictures of men and women in green uniforms. Fremd stood by a semi-circular desk, at which sat a young woman in the same attire. Her hair was not cropped like the major's, but it was screwed back in a severe bun. She wore a pair of small round spectacles, and she looked a little like Grimm's schoolteacher grandmother, but without the laughter lines that garlanded Gramma Drima's face. She wore a strange black headdress which looped over the top of her head. The right side of the headgear extended over her ear, and a slender stalk curved over her cheek, hovering at the right margin of her lips. She tapped her left ear and spoke, although she seemed to be staring into space rather than addressing anyone in the room.
When the woman had finished talking, she and Major Fremd exchanged salutes, and the major, nodding to the party, exited the room. For a moment, the clamour of the parade ground rang again through the hall, to be cut off by the hiss of the glass doors. The woman stood up and surveyed the group with a critical eye. As she stepped from behind her desk, Grimm tried not to stare at the fact that her green skirt came down only to her knees, revealing a pair of shapely calves; he had never seen a woman dressed in such a revealing manner before. It might have been his imagination, but he thought he could feel Drexelica's eyes boring into him.
"I am Lieutenant Harman," said the woman, sweeping a rather disparaging gaze around the dishevelled group. "If you would be so kind as to pick up your belongings, General Quelgrum will see you now. Please follow me."
"Lieutenant; we have come a long way, and we are very tired," Xylox said. "If we are to give the General our best impression, it might be best if we were able to wash, eat and rest for a while before we are introduced."
"Impossible," the severe-looking woman said. "General Quelgrum has expressed a desire to see you at this time. It is my duty to take you. Please come with me; the General is a busy man, and he doesn't like to be kept waiting."
The senior mage opened his mouth as if to speak, and then shut it again. Grimm also could see little point in arguing if they were to keep up the pretence of being Armitage's willing slaves.
Grimm shot Xylox a troubled glance. After all their tribulations in Griven, in the mountains, in Haven and in the desert, they were, at last, about to meet the man whose actions were behind their Quest, a powerful man they had sworn to defeat at all costs; but they were as defenceless as newborn babes.
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Chapter 22: An Audience with the General
Lieutenant Harman led the party down a long corridor. Sentries stood at various points along the passageway, and they seemed alert and ready for action.
A male sentry led the men into one room, while Lieutenant Harman took Drexelica into another. The guard subjected each of his charges to a dispassionate, but very thorough, search, causing Grimm, for one, severe embarrassment at the soldier's intimate inspection of his various orifices.
With evident chagrin, Crest surrendered his daggers and whip, while Tordun gave up a knuckleduster and a knife concealed in his right boot. The sentry placed the confiscated weapons in a sturdy, metal-walled locker, which he locked.
Grimm rued his temporary lack of power; with his magic, he would have found it a simple matter to convince the soldier that he had already searched them.
The guard eyed the two Questors' staves, Nemesis and Redeemer, and Xylox advised the soldier that these rods were mere badges of rank.
The soldier eyed the slender staves for a few moments, but he seemed unaware of the deadly potential they contained, since he nodded in assent.
I'm glad he didn't object to Xylox's magic pendant of Missile Reversal, Grimm thought. He must think it's just a gaudy adornment.
Seeming satisfied that his proteges had been stripped of all offensive weapons, the guard went to another locker, scanned the men with a critical eye and produced five green uniforms similar to his own, handing one to each. Grimm felt more than happy to surrender his stiff, stained, tattered robes, and he found the green uniform surprisingly comfortable. Stout, black leather boots completed the ensemble; they felt heavy and clumsy on his feet, but they fit well enough.
It seemed strange to wear clothes which conformed so well to the outline of his body, but he felt less embarrassed when he saw Xylox and Crest attired in a similar manner. Xylox, in particular, seemed unhappy, and Grimm could see why; the mage carried a considerable pot-belly before him, which was well hidden by his habitual, shapeless robes.
Foster's expression suggested that there was nothing unusual about these procedures, and Grimm guessed the pilot had visited the compound before.
As Grimm expected, Tordun posed rather more of a problem to clothe; it seemed that even the largest uniform in the locker was too small for him. The guard eyed the huge albino and shrugged. While the white-haired man stood naked, without apparent shame, showing a muscular body with many scars, the soldier took the albino's robes and inspected them in great detail. After feeling along each seam and fold, the man appeared satisfied, and he handed the robes back to the pale-skinned giant without a word. However, he retained Tordun's battle armour.
The guard appraised his charges once more and nodded.
Grimm wondered for a moment if the man was mute, but the sentry then said, "You'll do."
He led them back into the corridor, where Lieutenant Harman was waiting with Drex, who now wore a green outfit like her stern duenna's. The Grivense girl's hair was tied back in a long queue, and her lower legs were now on display beneath the knee-length skirt. Although red and blistered, Grimm saw that they were well-proportioned, and of a pleasing form. He tried not to stare, despite the fact that Drexelica did not appear in the least ashamed to have her lower legs on display.
The male guard and the female officer exchanged their ritual salutes, and the lieutenant turned to her charges.
"The General is only to be addressed by his rank, or by the honorific, 'Sir'," she said, as if reciting a familiar litany. "Keep your mouths shut unless you are asked a direct question or otherwise given explicit permission to speak. Maintain a respectful distance from the General at all times. Is that understood?"
"Understood!" Foster snapped, and Grimm and his companions either nodded or otherwise acknowledged Harman's terse instructions.
"This way, please," the female officer said, despite the fact that there was only one obvious route. She led the group to the end of the corridor, where Grimm saw a metal door with a panel of illuminated, numbered cartouches, like those he had seen at Haven.
"Please turn around," the lieutenant said, and her charges complied. Grimm heard a series of strange bleeps, and the now-familiar hiss of a sliding door.
"Go in."
Lieutenant Harman would benefit from a series of Magemaster Faffel's lessons in Courtly Graces, thought Grimm. Even she'd crumble after a few sessions with that crabbed old bastard.
The party walked into a tiny room with a single entrance, and Grimm wondered if they were to be imprisoned in this metal cell, but the stern woman followed them into the small chamber, as the door slid closed.
He saw another of the glowing panels on the far wall, and Harman pushed a number at the top of it. Grimm felt a brief moment of vertiginous panic as his stomach seemed to fall to the level of his feet, and he realised that the whole room must be accelerating upwards. From the shocked expressions of all his companions except Xylox, the young mage knew they felt no more sanguine than he about the alien experience.
As the chamber rose, the numbers on the panel turned red in numeric sequence until the top cartouche was lit, and Grimm's stomach returned to its customary position. The door hissed open, and the Questor felt no surprise to see a pair of sentries waiting outside, weapons at the ready; the General seemed to treat his personal security with the utmost seriousness. Harman stepped from the small room, and the guards stood aside.
"This way." The lieutenant strode down a short corridor and the group followed her. Grimm did not need to turn around to know that the armed sentries' eyes and weapons were trained on them at every step.
To Grimm's surprise, the door at the end of the passageway was an ordinary, if ornate, wooden portal with heavy hinges, and Harman gave it a firm rap with her balled fist.
"Enter." The voice was deep and rich; the green-clad woman opened the door in a fluid movement.
The General's chamber was opulent, oak-panelled and fitted with a heavy, deep-blue carpet. Polished brass sconces threw a warm, golden glow onto the high ceiling, and Grimm, ever the bibliophile, gaped at the impressive collection of books arrayed around the panelled walls. A mahogany desk, the size of a small boat, commanded the centre of the room, behind which sat an imposing-looking man.
The General had a lined, leathery face, a map of a human life made flesh, and an ugly scar marred his right cheek. He was bald, and his uniform seemed little more ornate than those of the sentries outside the door; despite the officer's impressive, forbidding appearance, Grimm felt surprised to see lines betokening humour around the margins of the military man's ice-blue eyes and his mouth.
Harman clicked her heels, standing ramrod-straight. She presented a crisp salute, which the General returned in a languid, almost bored, manner.
"New intake from Haven, Sir!" the female officer said.
"Thank you, Lieutenant," Quelgrum said. "That will be all for now."
Harman clicked her heels again and exited the room.
"Please excuse Lieutenant Harman's manner," the General said in a surprisingly warm manner. "She's a very efficient officer, and I don't know what I'd do without her; she has a most retentive memory for facts and faces. However, she can be a little overbearing at times, I know.
"Mr. Foster; I believe we've met before," the soldier said in an amicable tone, rising to his feet and extending his hand. He was not a tall man, but his presence seemed to fill the room.
"That's right, Sir," the pilot said, his eyes aglow, taking the General's hand and pumping it in with enthusiasm. "That was three years ago, when I took you on a tour of Haven."
"So it was. How is Administrator Armitage, these days? I'm rather surprised he didn't tell me you were coming."
Foster looked a little confused, but the little fiction that had been constructed for him by Xylox soon took hold.
"Comms were out, General," Foster said. "We had a very bad storm, I'm afraid. The Administrator thought you'd be very interested in these two magic-users and their companions. We found them in the mountains, suffering from altitude sickness, and we took them in. Don't worry, Sir, they've all been Pacified."
"A regrettable necessity," Quelgrum said, with a slight sigh. "I'd rather have a man with his mind intact, a man who served because he wanted to, but I guess that desperate times call for desperate measures. Which ones are the spell-casters?"
"This is Questor Xylox," Foster replied, indicating the older mage, "and this is Questor Grimm."
The General stepped forward, inspecting the mages with a keen eye. "I'm not familiar with your nomenclature, Questor Xylox. What makes you guys so special that Armitage would send you to me in the middle of a fierce snowstorm?"
"If my understanding is correct, General," Xylox said, "you have been concentrating your efforts on acquiring the skills of Mentalists and Illusionists. However, such mages are limited in their talents, as are most Specialists. My colleague, Questor Grimm, and I have the ability to cast any kind of magic, without resorting to scrolls or spell-books. We mature at a far younger age than do mages of other classifications, so we may have an active career of several decades."
Quelgrum rubbed his chin. "Interesting; yes, very interesting. Would you care to demonstrate some of this magic for me, Questor Xylox?"
"I regret that I am quite unable to do so, General," Xylox replied. "Administrator Armitage and Senior Technician Terrence put us through a rigorous series of magical tests before we left Haven. Foster's vehicle crashed in the mountains, and we have spent the last three days making our way through the desert. My colleague and I are all but exhausted, and we will require several days of rest before we are able to demonstrate our full capabilities."
Quelgrum slapped his right hand against his domed forehead. "Of course, my dear fellows; how remiss of me! You must feel quite drained and shattered after your ordeal; please accept my apologies for my callousness, and accept my hospitality for as long as is needed to restore you to full health.
"Pilot Foster; I can have a transport available for you by tonight. I imagine you'll want to get back to Haven as soon as possible."
The flier looked uncertain. "I'm sorry, Sir," he said. "My memory seems a little hazy after our trek through the desert, and I don't feel quite right. Perhaps I'd be better off for a couple of days' rest, too."
"No problem, Foster," the General replied, his voice reassuring and amicable. "I'll get in touch with Haven and tell them you're all right, but you may be a little late."
Xylox shot a sharp glance at Grimm, who gave a slight shrug. With any luck, failure to communicate with the mountain complex might be attributed to the continuing storm; in any case, the two Questors could do little in their current state. They had little choice but to try to brazen out any suspicion that might arise from any complications that arose.
"I trust you'll all have dinner with me tonight?" Quelgrum said.
"Dinner!" Tordun cried. "That is the sweetest word I have heard in the last three days!"
Grimm expected the General to rebuke the titanic albino for speaking out of turn, but the soldier's leathery face crinkled into a warm smile, instead.
"Then that's agreed," he said. "I'm sure the ever-efficient Lieutenant Harman can find suitable quarters for you. I understand you'd like to be domiciled with Miss�" He consulted a piece of paper on his desk. "Miss Drexelica, is that right?"
Drex stood rigid, her face as expressionless as stone, but she said nothing. Tordun looked little happier, but he nodded.
"If it's convenient, General," the sunburnt albino said, shuffling from foot to foot. Grimm was sure that only the ruddy burns on Tordun's face hid a hot, embarrassed flush.
"I'm sure I can get you a billet together," the officer said. "I'll wager a man of your size has appetites to match; am I right?"
"So I've always said," Tordun replied, with a rather queasy-looking smile.
"And you, Miss Drexelica? Are you happy with the arrangement? We don't tolerate slavery here."
Grimm thought this sounded odd from a man who was abducting Guild Mages and subjecting them to his will. Despite himself, he found himself beginning to warm to this charismatic tyrant. Drex cast her eyes towards Grimm for an instant, and the mage managed a slight nod as he met her gaze.
"Tordun is my protector," the girl said. "I will only feel safe with him."
"Then that's arranged," the General said. "Whatever else you may have heard, Miss Drexelica, we don't make war on young ladies."
Drex's face flushed, and she dropped her eyes. Grimm was sure she had never before been called a 'young lady' in her whole life.
The warlord stepped back to his desk and pushed a button. "Lieutenant Harman?"
A buzz arose from the bureau, just recognisable as a human voice. "General?"
"Our guests will need some accommodation for the night; I think we'll keep them out of the general barracks for the moment. One room for four?" he said, eying the two mages, Crest and Foster, who nodded.
"Yes, a room for four and one of the married couples' quarters."
Tordun looked anywhere but at Drex's blazing eyes, but neither of them uttered a word of dissension concerning the arrangement.
The General sat down behind his desk as a soldier entered the room. "If you good people will be so kind as to excuse me, I have a battle to win with an army of paper. I'll see you this evening, after you've had a good rest; good day to you."
The audience seemed at an end, as Quelgrum rose to his feet and walked away, after offering a polite bow.
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Chapter 23: In Quelgrum's Lair

The room bore few decorations or luxuries, but it was comfortable enough. In an alcove at one end, with translucent curtains, Grimm found a shallow tub, far too shallow to allow an adult to lie down. Since he saw water in the bottom of the pan, the mage guessed it was some kind of washing facility. At one end of the enclosure, he saw a shining, segmented hose, leading to a strange appliance looking like a silver hairbrush with fine holes in place of bristles, and a pair of gleaming, knurled knobs.
The adventurers looked at each other, without speaking. The fastidious Grimm inspected the white-tiled installation for only a few seconds before stripping off his borrowed, green clothes and stepping into the cubicle.
One of the silver knobs bore a red escutcheon in its centre, and the other carried a similar mark in blue. Grimm guessed the blue symbol indicated 'cold' and its red counterpart, 'hot'. He gave the blue knob a twist to the right, pulled it and pushed it; it did not move. With the curtains open, and under the cynosure of his colleagues' eyes, he twisted the handle to the left, to find himself standing under an invigorating shower of wonderful, ice-cold water. The further he twisted the knob, the greater the flow. Twisting the other protuberance produced a warmer, and still stronger, stream.
By a process of trial and error, he managed to adjust the water to a comfortable temperature. Basking in the jet of water, he noted one thing he recognised in this strange abode; a cake of soap. Luxuriating in the warm, fast-flowing stream, he washed the grime and encrusted sweat of the trail from his body and his hair, revelling in the growing sensation of cleanliness. When Grimm felt as if he had scrubbed every particle of dirt from his sore body, he turned the knobs to their former positions, and the flow of water stopped.
He saw a large, white towel hanging on a rail just outside the cubicle. Grabbing it, he rubbed the residual moisture from his body, ignoring the complaints of his scorched skin. Grimm felt whole again; tired beyond measure, but clean after three days of desert torture.
He grabbed his green clothes and dressed, feeling as if he had been returned to a state resembling humanity. Crest had already stripped off his clothes in preparation for his own cleansing, and Grimm showed him the working of the water controls.
"If you feel quite ready, Questor Grimm," Xylox said, with a shadow of his earlier, acerbic manner, "perhaps we may now discuss some kind of plan of action."
Grimm flicked his eyes at Foster, and back at the senior mage.
Is Xylox stupid enough to discuss underhand matters in front of Foster? Grimm wondered.
"I mean of course, with regard to this evening's dinner with the esteemed General," the older thaumaturge continued. The young mage relaxed a little.
Somehow, they must persuade Foster to leave them at some point so that they could converse with freedom. For the moment, the man seemed only to have eyes for the blessed, cleansing stream of water, under which Crest was now gyrating; or perhaps it was the slender body of the half-elf the pilot found alluring. Grimm had never been able to empathise with such predilections, but he found them more baffling than repulsive.
"Perhaps the General will introduce us, as former Guild Mages, to his retinue of Illusionists and Mentalists," he said. "It would be good to know that they are well."
Glancing at the distracted pilot himself, Xylox muttered, "Perhaps it would be a good idea to set free your demon friend, to scout the lie of the land." Grimm's hand flew to his mouth.
"Is there a problem with that, Brother Mage?" Xylox asked. Grimm shook his head, dumbstruck for a moment. Then he found his voice.
Casting another swift look at Foster, who was still eying the cleansing facility, he leaned closer to Xylox.
"He's still in my old robes!" he muttered, his tone urgent and worried. "I'd forgotten all about him." For once, the senior Questor did not upbraid Grimm for not using the cold, formal Mage Speech.
"In that case, the plan may need amendment," the grizzled magic-user muttered. "I must confess that the little imp might well have been of use to us. I will think further on what information we may glean at the dinner.
"Foster," he called, raising his voice. "I will use the facility next, if you do not object."
Grimm paid little attention to the brief argument that ensued. What would happen to his demonic friend, if he were found?

****

Thribble awoke to turmoil. He was still in Questor Grimm's robe pocket, but the familiar warmth of his human friend was absent, and he shivered. He felt himself flying through the air, and he came to rest with a significant impact; it was only his small mass that saved him from injury. Thrusting his head from the garment, he found himself smothered by a sweaty, malodorous mound of clothing that landed atop him; Thribble's sensitive nose told him that the noisome vestments belonged to Questor Xylox.
He was in an open-topped box of some sort, and he heard a pair of human mortals conversing above him.
"What are we goin' to do with all this junk?" The voice was high-pitched and whining, laden with boredom.
"'S all goin' in the furnace, what d'you think?" came the gruff reply. "We got to burn it all. Looey Harman's orders: she reckons they're all diseased, or summat."
"I reckon she's diseased 'erself; she's sex-starved, she is. She needs a good man to put 'er right, I reckon."
Long moments passed as the two men discussed just what they would like to do to Lieutenant Harman in order to 'cure' her supposed malady. Thribble fought waves of sheer panic at the very thought of being plunged into a furnace; contrary to common human conceptions, although demons enjoyed hot, torrid conditions, not all could thrive amidst flames for more than a few seconds. He was one of those few who could not.
As the humans' fantasies grew ever more bizarre and perverted, the demon sought to bring his inner, animal brain under the control of his cerebral cortex. He feared fire above all, and he could almost feel his flesh crisping and flaming at the thought; his panic threatened to blot out his rational mind. He tried to flip into his extra-dimensional cubby-hole; a move he had perfected during the party's imprisonment at Haven. Nonetheless, his crowding fears prevented him from marshalling his thoughts. The walls of the container were too high for him to reach, and he began to feel a claustrophobic, crushing panic closing in upon him.
As the lurid, and increasingly improbable, dialogue reached its end, Thribble sensed motion, as one of the two menials began to push the malodorous box in which the grey imp lay.
This must be some kind of cart, the wheels emitting awful, discordant harmonics, some above the normal range of human hearing. The vile screeching caused the netherworld creature's sensitive ears considerable anguish, adding to his mental confusion.
You have prided yourself that you have a brain finer than any mortal's, the imp chided himself. Use it!
Nonetheless, Thribble's normal, clear thoughts were swamped by the burgeoning, all-consuming panic that filled his brain.
The cart's wheels emitted a disharmonious continuo as the imp was wheeled towards his fiery doom.

****

"So, Colonel Perfuco; what can you tell me about these Questors?" General Quelgrum sat at ease in a deep, leather armchair and puffed on an opulent cigar. A balloon of brandy nestled in his left hand, and he raised it to his nose, swilling it with an appreciative expression before he allowed some of the liquor to trickle down his throat.
A saturnine, wrinkled man sat opposite the General, with sparse, grey hair hanging over a greasy pate. He wore clothes just like Quelgrum's, but his left hand bore an ornate, blue-and-gold ring, and a black, brass-shod staff lay at his feet, like an obedient dog awaiting its master's command.
"Questors are commonly known as 'Weapons of the Guild', Sir," Perfuco said. "A pair of these, if Pacified and under your control, could be of great use to our cause. However, I doubt it. Their willpower and self-control is remarkable, even amongst the rolls of Guild Mages; I suspect that Level Two Pacification might be insufficient to control them in the long run."
"What of these particular pair of Questors?"
"The older one, Xylox the Mighty, is known to me," the mage said. "He hails from Arnor House, one of the oldest and most prestigious Houses in the Guild. He is reckoned one of the most potent Questors that we� that is, they, have at their disposal. The younger one bears five rings on his staff; he is very young to have attained such status, and he must also be reckoned as a powerful magic-user."
The General took another luxurious swig of brandy. "What is your advice, Perfuco?"
"Kill them now, General," Perfuco advised, his voice curt and intense. "You could find they are far more trouble than they are worth. The risk is not worth taking; you have no idea of the destruction a pair of Questors could cause if not fully restrained."
The General yawned and stretched. "Destruction is my business, my friend; I don't like it, but I have a destiny to fulfil. This place is dying, and I need to lead my loyal followers to some kind of viable future. I live for them, and only for them; a pair of human weapons sounds ideal for my purpose.
"From what you've told me, your High Lodge is bloated and decadent, with few strong mages of its own. My army might or might not win the day for us on its own, so we have concentrated on recruiting Mentalists and Illusionists to aid us. It seems to me that a pair of magical weapons, as you call them, could sway the balance.
"I'll risk anything for the sake of my beloved command, Perfuco; anything at all. They rely on me, and we have centuries of tradition and honour to uphold. If we need a little insurance to ensure the loyalty of these guys, I want you and your friends to provide it."
Perfuco snorted. "General, I am far older than you. I am a Seventh Level Mentalist, and I have borne my staff with pride for more than thirty years. My skill can beguile and befuddle any Secular, and I have a level of willpower that can overcome any normal man's. Nonetheless, my mental drive is as that of an ailing child's compared to a Questor's will. They are dangerous, Sir; I urge you to reconsider!"
Quelgrum looked his Chief Magical Adviser straight in the eyes, putting down his liquor glass. "It's just envy, isn't it, Perfuco? Are you worried that I'll throw you over for this Xylox character and cast you into the desert?"
The Mentalist threw his hands into the air. "I trust you more than any man alive, General. I speak from a position of pure reason, and I beg you to destroy these loose cannons, for the sake of your security."
The General chuckled, in the manner of a father comforting a frightened child.
"I've been handling cannons since I was a youth, Perfuco," he said. "Cannons and men; both need to be treated with care and caution, and I'd be a fool to think these two guys were any different. That's why I want you to be present at the dinner tonight; look at them with your magic sight, and tell me if they're on the level or not.
"I can't imagine Armitage has sent me a pair of wildcards, my friend, but, just in case, keep an eye on them, will you? Don't worry, I'm not about to replace you with some newcomer: I trust you."
Perfuco sighed. "As you wish, General," he said. "I imagine they are quite drained after three days in the desert, so it may be some time before they are able to exert their full power. I will give you a fair and unbiased assessment of their conditioning tonight, and I trust you to act accordingly."
Quelgrum smiled, and consulted his ancient wristwatch. "We have five hours or so before dinner, Perfuco; I advise you to rest for a while, so you can be at your best tonight."

****

The cart rumbled and squeaked on and on, while Thribble tried to marshal tendrils of reason into coherent thought. The wagon stopped several times, and the grey imp heard hissing, banging sounds that sounded as if the gates of Hades were being opened for him. He knew of the human superstition, and the fear of eternal fire bloomed as strongly within the underworld as it did on the plane of mortals.
The demon's stupefied, irrational state was not helped by the strong smell of human perspiration and the low temperature within the cart. Thribble's journey through the air ducts of Haven had cooled his body even more than this, but he had not had to contend then with mortal body odour and all-consuming terror. His senses were exceptional in comparison to those of a mere human, and he felt swamped by all manner of unpleasant sensations, sapping him of the capacity of logical thought.
A simple solution must be at hand. There must be some way to outwit these simple, soggy, gooey, mortal morons, if only I could think of it!

****

Grimm lay on the simple bed, dead to the world. Even in sleep, a Questor could manipulate the processes of his mind. Instead of surrendering to the dreamless impassivity born of exhaustion, the mage gathered and arranged his innate power as best he was able in the few hours available to him. He knew a battle lay ahead, and he vowed that he, a full Guild Questor, would not be found wanting when the storm broke.
A wayward part of his mind screamed that he would not be ready, that he would be discovered as a mage free of compulsion, and that he would be destroyed by the General's powerful allies whilst still weak. He crushed the treacherous fear with the adamantine will born of years of rigorous training, pushing himself to the limit, even in the welcome arms of restorative sleep.
Tremble, Quelgrum; I am coming! Tremble, Quelgrum�
The repetitive mantra ran through Grimm's active mind as he slept.
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Chapter 24: A Convivial Meal

"So who d'you reckon for the boxing next week, Cooper?" the deeper-voiced human said, as the cart rattled and bounced the minuscule sprite in his wheeled prison.
"I've got a bundle on Mulambe," Cooper replied. "That guy's got a left hook like a bloody wrecking ball."
"And a jaw like a plate-glass window, from what I hear. Naah, all my money's on Gomez; he's a scrapper, a real street fighter."
Each mortal argued the merits of his champion and the failings of the opposing pugilist with vigour. Their loud voices hurt Thribble's ears, and the soldiers did not slow their progress in the least as they bickered.
Surrender seemed the only option; however, the demon remembered only too well how Administrator Armitage had seemed so interested in the live dissection of the underworld creature. Thribble could not believe the feared General Q would be any softer-hearted than the Haven chief, and the tiny demon, terrified of fire as he was, preferred even that option to having his entrails opened and inspected while he still breathed.
There must be something I can do, short of alerting the soldiers to my presence! the imp thought, cudgelling his brain as he fought to stem the destructive, disorientating panic threatening to swamp him. His only talents were very short-range teleportation, and mimicry. Swathed in malodorous cloth as he was, Thribble knew his voice would never reach the clumsy, insensitive ears of the soldiers, and the metal walls of the cart seemed somehow to prevent his translocation abilities, or at least to pose severe limits on them; he had already tried to pass through the iron partitions and failed.
As the humans' vociferous argument raged above him, Thribble thought he might be approaching the problem in the wrong manner, but it seemed as if the processes of his mind were flowing like cold treacle. The cart rolled on with slow but inexorable progress towards his doom, as he struggled to marshal his reeling thoughts into rationality.

****

Colonel Perfuco regarded his beloved General, unease causing his stomach to gripe. Having at first asked the mage to attend the dinner meeting with the Questors and their retinue, Quelgrum had now changed his mind, saying that he preferred not to 'show his hand' too early. Perfuco did his best to convince his superior of just how severe a threat a pair of Questors could pose.
The Mentalist had taken part in three House Quests, and one of these had involved an attack by a group of armed, trained renegades. On this occasion, he had seen for himself the terrifying power of a lone Guild Questor; the attacking force of some twenty experienced men had been routed in an instant, as if the mage had swatted a fly. A handful of blinded, burning, shattered men survived to flee the field, disorientated and maddened by pain, and the single mage had pursued them with ruthless efficiency, blasting each of the attackers into a spray of wet, bloody fragments.
The Questor spared a single warrior from the carnage, a grizzled, muscular, battle-scarred veteran of some forty summers. Perfuco remembered how the burly axe-man had trembled and pleaded for his life as the willow-thin mage had stood over his scorched and bleeding foe, his eyes like shards of flint.
"You have witnessed the penalty for attempting to assault a Guild Questor," the slender thaumaturge told the hapless man in a cold, emotionless voice. "I spare you your miserable, cowardly existence, so you may spread the word to others of your wretched kind; only death awaits those who would oppose us. Get out of my sight, you crawling slug, and remember that you only live because I chose to spare you."
Perfuco still shivered at the memory of the remorseless, brutal execution of nineteen humans by a single Questor.
"General Quelgrum," the nervous Mentalist said, "I urge you to allow me to interview and assess these mages before you meet them; the risk is too great for you to face them alone. I am particularly worried that you still cannot contact Haven." The mage had visions of the mountaintop complex razed to the ground, its broken corridors heaped high with frozen corpses.
The warlord laughed. "Risk is, and always has been, my life, Perfuco," he said. "I built an army out of stragglers and malcontents, and I moulded them into a disciplined, effective fighting force, any of whom will fight to the death at my least word of command. I managed this by assessing the abilities and qualities of men and women, and encouraging them to develop self-respect and pride. I fear no man; not even you, Perfuco, Pacified or not. And don't forget that you'll be there, too, as well as an armed guard."
Perfuco sighed, running his fingers through his thin, greasy hair. How could he convince his superior of the danger posed by a pair of Questors? Perhaps a cold, logical argument would work better than an emotional appeal; the General seemed to thrive on risk and danger, regarding any warning as an enjoyable challenge.
"Sir, I cannot understand why you have changed your mind about me being present at the meal," he said. "It is quite beyond me that you do not wish me to be there; I can access my Mage Sight in an instant and tell you if they are under full control, before they can do any mischief. For the Names' sakes! I see that each mage still has his Mage Staff!"
Quelgrum drained the dregs of his glass, and smacked his lips in an appreciative gesture before he answered.
"From what you told me when you joined us, Perfuco," he drawled, putting down the empty glass, "I couldn't have taken those sticks from them anyway. I'm not losing my mind, old friend; I'm not sure I buy this tale about Haven's comms being knocked out by snowstorms, either. Tomorrow, I'm going to send an expedition to find out. There's a video link to the room, so you can keep an eye on them through one of the monitors."
"General, be reasonable," Perfuco pleaded. "Mage Sight does not work over your video cameras. I would be of no more use to you than an ordinary private soldier."
"The main reason I don't want them to see you for the moment," Quelgrum said, "is that they were almost certainly sent to bring you and your friends back; I doubt they'll do much without proof that you're here. You forget, Colonel, that I've already been alone with these people. They've had ample opportunity to kill me already, and they didn't do so. If they see you, they'll know you for a mage straight away; if they're not Pacified, they'll be on the defensive at once; if they are, then I've gained nothing.
"I want to see them in the raw, as it were; it's a challenge to me to see how you folks tick. I've taken on street hoodlums, thugs, drunkards and berserkers, and I've turned them into loyal, disciplined soldiers with the force of my mind alone. From what you've told me, these guys are just pawns in High Lodge's game; virtual prisoners and slaves to their House Prelate, or the High Dominie. I almost hope they have slipped their conditioning somehow, so I can persuade them to join me of their own free will!"
Perfuco noted the broad smile on Quelgrum's face; he knew the General could not be deterred when he had made his mind up about anything. The Mentalist gave his head a resigned, rueful shake.
"Very well, General; as you wish. But I insist that you allow me to put your personal guard unit on maximum alert-will you at least let me do that?"
Quelgrum smiled.
"If that will make you happy, Colonel," he said, "then feel free. However, I find it hard to believe that these guys want to strike me down in cold blood. I don't want you setting foot in the room unless I'm in obvious danger; is that clear, Perfuco?"
"Yes, Sir: your orders are quite clear."
The Mentalist had tried to convince his superior of the danger posed by the Questors, and he had failed. As a full, Guild-trained mage, he was not one to give up without a fight.
If the General wanted to play games with these two mages, then so be it; however, he, Perfuco would make sure that, if anything happened to Quelgrum, then the mages and their friends would never leave the complex alive.

****

At last, Thribble managed to catch hold of the fugitive thought that had been flitting around his mind like a frightened bird; all of his cogitation up to this point had involved trying to move outside the cart, and he had been unable to do so. However, the answer now seemed so obvious!
With a smile on his small, grey face, he blinked out of the world. After a few moments, he reappeared in the mortal world and fell several inches to the ground. In front of him, he saw a pair of green-garbed humans pushing a cart and arguing as they receded into the distance.
Instead of trying to move himself, Thribble had done the exact opposite; he had just hopped into his extra-dimensional alcove and waited, maintaining the same position in space relative to the mortal world. The imprisoning cart had just moved through him. He was free!
The demon eyed the stark, anonymous corridor, with no idea of where he was in respect to his human friends, or anywhere else in the strange complex. However, at least now his mind was free from the numbing terror of immolation that had sapped his strength of purpose earlier.

****

It seemed to Grimm that his head had only just touched the pillow when he started awake to the sound of a sharp rap on the door. In an instant, he was alert and sitting upright, as a pair of soldiers entered the room. One was short and thin, with shoulder insignia that marked him as an officer; the other was of average height, with a pair of chevrons on each sleeve. Both men bore Technological weapons.
"Gentlemen," the officer said. "I am Captain Van Geld, and I am to escort you to dinner with General Quelgrum; my colleague is Corporal Schmidt."
The Corporal nodded, but Grimm saw little respect in the gesture. The man had a small, slit-like mouth and an expression which hinted at depths of cruelty and ruthlessness lying just behind his scarred face. The captain had a more cultured air, but Grimm did not need to resort to his Sight to sense the cold, steely core beneath the polite veneer.
Grimm stood, and pulled his uniform as straight as possible, and his three companions made similar attempts to improve their appearances. The Captain nodded his approval.
"The General is a great man," Van Geld said, in a voice that told of heartfelt dedication and admiration, as well as a hint of envy. "You are privileged indeed to be invited as dinner guests on your first day here."
"Believe me, Captain," Xylox responded, in the smooth, diplomatic tones he seemed able to assume and discard at will, "we all appreciate the honour you have bestowed upon us. The General has done a splendid job of maintaining such an impressive and well-disciplined operation in a hostile and forbidding environment like this. He must be a master administrator."
Van Geld gave a curt nod, as if such praise were the only possible reaction when one was confronted by Quelgrum's meticulous, efficient force.
"Indeed he is, magic-user," he said. "We are all in his debt, and we would all deem it an honour and a privilege to give our lives for him; every one of us."
The officer's eyes bored into Xylox's, as if daring the Questor to challenge his assertion.
Grimm unfocused his physical eyes and engaged his Mage Sight. He saw no sign of coercion or external control in the man's aura: the captain's sentiments appeared genuine and deep-seated. A swift glance at Schwartz told the same story, although the Corporal's aura was streaked with colours betokening viciousness and spite.
The mage had hoped that all at this facility had all been 'Pacified', to use Administrator Armitage's innocuous terminology. This might have given the two Questors some kind of edge, since a man accustomed to having his thoughts controlled by another might be more susceptible to magical beguilement. However, it seemed that Quelgrum was charismatic enough to motivate people to work for him of their own free will; Grimm found this more than a little worrisome.
"So, gentlemen, if you'd be so good as to accompany us, I'll take you right to the General."
Grimm's eyes met those of Xylox; the senior mage's expression showed that he must have carried out a similar assay and reached the same depressing conclusions. The young sorcerer had managed to recoup some of his magical energies during his brief, restorative sleep, but he knew his power was still far from its potent, destructive peak.
He might be able to stop one of the two soldiers in his tracks, and he felt confident that Xylox could do the same to the other, but the two magic-users might then be as helpless and impotent as they had been on their arrival. The only realistic option was to play for time, blessed time that would allow the two human weapons to reach their full potential.
"We are ready, Captain," Xylox declared.

****

"So, Questor Grimm, what do you think of my establishment?" the General asked.
The young mage gulped down his mouthful of food; Xylox had given him a secret signal that he detected no untoward adulterants in the meal, and the young Questor had attacked it with gusto.
"Well, Sir," he said, improvising, "I must say how impressed I am with your domicile. The bowed fortification I saw as we were brought here is a magnificent structure."
Quelgrum laughed; an easy, pleasant sound. "That, my dear magic-user, is no fortification, and we didn't construct it. It's an ancient hydroelectric dam."
Grimm blinked; the term meant nothing to him.
"It's a dam, a structure for holding back water, you know?"
Grimm had seen a dam in his home town of Lower Frunstock, a simple earth and rock embankment. It was as nothing compared to the curved, towering structure he had admired on his arrival at the facility.
"A dam in the middle of the desert, General?" Tordun said, his fork frozen halfway to his mouth. "This makes little sense to me."
The soldier smiled. "This wasn't always a desert, my large friend. The dam dates back to before the Last War, and this complex is based on the original water processing plant. I discovered this place some fifteen years ago, and it has been ideal for my purposes until now."
Warming to his theme, the General continued. "We have our own petroleum rig and refinery, and this gives us light, heat and power. Needless to say, however, we have to import food and clothes from outside. Where possible, I try to pay for goods in kind, by helping out on farms and construction projects, but, regrettably, I sometimes need to requisition goods and services. I don't like it, but I have the needs of my people to consider. We have over fifteen hundred mouths to feed here, you know."
"Your new home is most impressive, General," Xylox said. "It will be a pleasure to serve you."
"I'm sure it will, Questor Xylox," the soldier said, leaning forward on his elbows, his hands clasped beneath his chin. "Except that you have no intention of working for me or with me, do you?"
"I do not know what you mean, General," Xylox said, his face as impassive as ever.
Grimm also tried to keep his expression calm, but he felt a frigid, electric impulse running through his spine. Foster looked surprised, but at least Tordun, Crest and Drexelica maintained the pretence of being Pacified.
The General smiled. "At least, not until you have a good meal and a good night's sleep, anyway, eh, mage? Do have another glass of wine."
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Chapter 25: Quelgrum's Plan

Grimm almost sighed with relief; the General's apparent discovery of the group's un-Pacified state had turned out to be nothing more than badinage. He took a healthy swig from the wineglass at his right hand, before it occurred to him that there might be drugs or other adulterants in the ruby-red liquid; for a moment, his head spun, and he feared that he might have been poisoned by some subtle adulterant that Xylox's gem could not detect.
He clutched Redeemer, and the feeling passed. He realised that the exhaustion and dehydration of the desert trek must have rendered him more susceptible to alcohol than usual; the staff's magic had nullified the effects of the wine, leaving him with his accustomed equanimity.
The General smiled. "It's a pleasant vintage, isn't it, Questor Grimm?"
"Indeed, Sir," the mage said. "I must confess that it hit me a little harder than I expected."
A few moments of silence passed, as the famished adventurers and the Haven pilot consumed the hearty meals before them. When the plates were empty, the soldier clapped his hands, and an orderly arrived to clear the table.
"I would offer you dessert, if we had any," Quelgrum said, with a regretful, apologetic air. "However, we try to restrict our fare to staples and essentials; it's not fair to requisition more than we need from the hard-working folk of Griven, Smar, and the other towns in the area. There's no sense in strangling geese that lay golden eggs, eh?"
Grimm found the officer a complex and charismatic man. He engaged his Mage Sight for an instant, and saw that the General words had been sincere, at least as far as the soldier believed. Undercurrents of amusement, mild suspicion and enthusiasm ran through Quelgrum's aura. Malice, meanness and treachery seemed all but absent from the man's psyche. There was evidence of ruthless determination in his makeup, but Grimm's overall assessment was positive. What was this pleasant, easy-going military man's motive in assembling a vast, threatening army in this remote, desolate location? Why had he felt the need to enslave Guild Mages as part of his retinue, when he had so many other loyal souls at his disposal, all with deadly Technological weapons?
"General," Crest said, articulating Grimm's first concern. "I'm puzzled as to why you've assembled an army like this. Why do you need it, when you're obviously coping so well?"
The officer, who seemed to have a hard head for liquor, poured himself another glass of wine. He spent a little while turning the glass from side to side and inspecting it before he allowed the beverage to enter his mouth; only then did he answer the thief's inquiry.
"That's a good question, Master Crest, and I'll do my best to give you an honest answer," he said, cupping his right hand on his chin and shutting his eyes for a few moments.
"I grew up as a serf on a farm in Garley Province," he said at last, opening his eyes. "My life was worth less than one of the sheep I tended.
"Things came to a head one day when the foreman beat me for complaining about the food; it was worse than pig-slop, and they'd just reduced our rations yet again after a poor harvest. I was fourteen years old at the time.
"I'd been beaten almost every day of my life, but for some reason I'd had enough; I grabbed his stick from him and beat him half to death. The overseers beat me bloody, and hauled me in front of the serf-master. I expected death, but instead I was sentenced to the ore-mines for a period of ten years. It might as well have been life: the conditions were atrocious, and dead bodies were taken out every day. I was damned if I'd let them break me, but I felt my will to live slipping further away from me after each ten-hour shift."
Quelgrum shivered, as if the memories still haunted him, but he stiffened his spine as he continued.
"For three years, I only survived by learning to fight, stealing food from other, weaker men so that I might live. It's not something I'm proud of, but it was them or me."
The soldier took a deep draught of wine, but the alcohol did not seem to affect him in the least.
"Then there was a war between Lord Thurel, who ruled Garley Province, and Lord Gamel, his cousin, who held the town of Juriat to the north. Garley had a small militia; just enough to stop insurgency and rioting within the province, but Gamel had a fully-trained army at his command.
"At first, there were just a few raids, but they soon escalated in frequency and violence. Thurel started to look for volunteers from among the serfs to fight for him. I was still in good shape and, although I owed the old bastard nothing, I would have done anything to get out of those bloody mines. I volunteered, and I was taken out into the sun for the first time in thirty-six months."
The General drained his glass, and refilled it, his eyes distant and troubled.
"I was trained in the use of the sword. Twelve hours a day, rain or shine, without remission, for eight weeks. Sergeant Hurul was in charge of my group, and we were ruthlessly chastised for the least mistake. I wanted to break in the drill-sergeant's head with my bare hands, but we were always watched for the least hint of mutiny. One of the other training groups tried to go over to the other side, but they were caught, tortured and dismembered right in front of us."
Grimm saw the haunted look in Quelgrum's eyes and knew that it was no act. He yearned to speak some words of comfort, but he knew that they would be worthless.
"We fought; we killed; we died. Gamel's men were good, but there were far more of us, because Gamel didn't trust his serfs to fight. Thurel bought another plot of land with the blood of his subjects, and I thought he would be grateful to us. When the war was over, I expected to be freed.
"Instead, the reward for my faithful service was that my sentence was reduced from ten years to eight. I was to be sent back to the mines. The other volunteers were rewarded no better than I.
"My blood boiled, and I saw red. I wasn't alone in this; several other volunteers shouted insults and imprecations, and we rioted. Gamel's mistake was that the serf 'volunteers' now outnumbered the depleted ranks of the lord's loyal subjects, and we had all been trained in the use of weapons.
"It was butchery, pure and simple. A lot of us died, but we won the battle; Garley was ours. Lord Gamel had been happy to condemn countless serfs to agonising death for the most trifling offences, but he squealed like a pig when we took him to the scaffold; his death was a lot easier than he would have given us if we'd lost."
Grimm saw nascent tears flickering at Drex's eyelids, and the admiring look in Tordun's eyes was undeniable. Even the formidable Xylox seemed affected by the General's speech.
"I'd thought that it would all be over; no more fighting, no more serfdom. Sure, after the end of the battle, we formed a democratic commune where every adult got to vote on important issues. For a while, it was great, but then we came on hard times. Garley had survived for a hundred and fifty years on the ruthless oppression of a large serf population, but we were too small to be a viable, self-governing, self-sufficient society; most of us had no idea what to do unless ordered. That meant that we had to fight again, to take what we needed.
"We ended up as an army of nomads, putting down roots for brief periods of time, but homeless. Children were trained from birth in the use of the sword, the spear and the bow. From time to time, groups would split off and make their way in the world, but the fighting never stopped.
"I rose up the ranks over the years, until I took charge of my own marauding force and tried to find a home for it. We fared ill at first, struggling to find a home in the wasteland, but we could only ever find work as mercenaries for barons and dukes, who disavowed us as soon as they no longer needed our aid. We existed as outcasts, regrettable necessities to be forgotten when no longer required, but growing all the time in size and strength until we ended up at this ancient, desolate station in the desert. I was determined to make a home for my people, and I fought for many years to make it so. I fought so hard, not for thanks and plaudits, but for the sake of good people who relied on me for sustenance, guidance and leadership�" Quelgrum's voice petered out, and his eyes became misty and haunted.
Xylox cleared his throat, and leaned forward to address the soldier, who seemed lost in a morass of disturbing memories.
"You seem to have done very well for yourself in this establishment, General," he said. "This seems to be a mighty fortress, and your people appear well-fed and clothed. Can you not rest now?"
The military man shook his head, and his morbid expression became fierce, almost manic. "I have a force of dedicated, devoted people under my command. I have engineers, strategists, a stock of technological weapons and a secure stronghold. It does look impressive, doesn't it?"
Xylox opened his mouth, but Quelgrum interrupted him, his wistful expression replaced by one of fierce determination. "We are dying, Questor Xylox: we are stagnating and decaying. We take all, and we make nothing. Fifteen-hundred people look to me for security and safety, and I've given until I can't give any more. The water's running dry, and our attempts at agriculture and independence are failing. It's time for us to fight one more time; once more, so that we can be recognised as human beings, with a right to our own existence.
"I'm tired, Questor Xylox; sick and tired of being used as hired muscle for some bloated nobleman, to be cast aside as soon as another worthless piece of paper is signed. Some of them have joined forces with their new allies in an attempt to destroy what they see as a serious threat.
"Fighting is all I've ever known: fighting for survival; fighting for food; fighting for the very right to live. I'm tired of it all, tired down to my bones, I tell you. After just one more successful, climactic fight, I'll be happy. All I want is a strong fortress where we can stay free from those who would use or destroy us; a chance to rest after many years of painful struggle. I don't want to have to fight, but I owe my people more than leaving them to make their way in an ungrateful world that would sooner see them dead."
Grimm noted the soldier's morose, resigned tone, and he felt the faint stirrings of misgiving in his full stomach.
What is the General planning?
"Where will this final fight be, Sir?" he asked, suspecting that he already knew the answer.
Quelgrum took another draught of his wine, although he did not seem to notice its passing.
"I have my mind on one particular fortress," he said. "It's very defensible, and it's surrounded by lush, arable land where we could grow our own crops, so we wouldn't be dependent on the charity or fear of others. The only problem is that I doubt the current incumbents will feel like leaving."
"Where, General?" Grimm asked.
"Why, I want to take your High Lodge," the soldier replied.
Despite Quelgrum's broad smile, he did not seem to be joking, and Grimm's mouth dropped open as a cold wave ran down his spine.

****

Thribble hid in shadows, hopping from one dark area to another, clinging to the wainscoting of the military complex. Humans scuttled like worker ants from area to area, to the sound of more or less strident, peremptory orders from others. The demon found the whole operation confusing, as the soldiers moved boxes from one place to another, made pencil marks on clipboards or sat cleaning piles of black metal tubes, all seemingly synchronised to some unheard, metronomic master beat.
He had no plan except to find his way back to Questor Grimm and the others, but he had not the slightest idea of where to find them. The long, convoluted trip in the cart had disorientated him more than a little, but he reasoned that the mages would, most likely, be being entertained or interrogated by the General. All he needed to do was to stay alert and keep his eyes and ears open for or any indication of Quelgrum's whereabouts.
Thribble secreted himself in the shadows of one of the numerous checkpoints within the huge complex, in the hope that somebody would have some urgent delivery or message for Quelgrum; he would then follow the messenger's scent trail until he reached his goal. Twenty or thirty minutes passed without incident, but, at last, the imp was rewarded by the sight of a man pushing a trolley up to the checkpoint.
The human wore crisp, immaculate white overalls, in sharp contrast to the shapeless green garb of the other menials.
He may be some kind of senior body-servant or the like, Thribble thought. At the very least, he must surely be some functionary on the General's personal staff.
His hopes were confirmed by the man's words to the guard.
"Coming through-coffee and liqueurs for the General's party," he said in a sing-song voice.
"He's already taken on enough bloody liquor to sink a galleon," the guard said, his grumbling tone tinged with undeniable admiration, which the demon presumed was for Quelgrum's capacity for alcohol.
The sentry probed the white-clad man with intimate but dispassionate hands, patting all over the functionary's body, while the servant waited with his arms outstretched and his legs slightly apart. The guard moved to the trolley, first lifting the drapes covering it to inspect the underside, and then taking a sample from each container.
"Okay, you're clean," the sentry said, nodding. "Off you go."
As the cart rattled past Thribble, the demon took the opportunity to scramble under the decorative flounce and onto the bottom shelf of the trolley. Now he could ride in comfort and ease, straight to his goal!
You are a clever one, Thribble, letting these lumpen mortals do all the work for you! the stubble-headed imp thought. He settled down on the rattling shelf, helping himself to just a little of the liquor from one of the containers.

****

Xylox did a creditable job of keeping emotion from his face and his voice.
"General; High Lodge is all but impregnable. I doubt that even a force of fifteen hundred armed men could take it, impressive as your army is."
"I'm sure you're right, Questor Xylox," the officer said, in a smooth, calm voice. "It would be madness for such a group to attempt to storm such a mighty fortress, wouldn't it? However, an advance guard of five mages, skilled in the arts of beguilement and mental domination, each allowed free access to the citadel by virtue of his ring and staff, could surely open the gates for us after a few hours working their insidious mischief.
"Once inside, we would sweep through the castle almost unopposed, and, I hope, without bloodshed. We will show mercy to all who surrender, but every one of us is prepared to die, if necessary, to achieve our aim. I imagine your fancy Lord Dominie and his cohorts have not had to work a spell in anger for many years, if ever."
Grimm realised that what Quelgrum had said was quite plausible: High Lodge might possess a vast retinue of mages of all disciplines, but they were soft and pampered compared to working magic-users from the various Guild Houses. An avant-garde of Illusionists and Mentalists, unsuspected and unheralded, could wreak havoc.
However, as long as he and Xylox could maintain the pretence of being under the General's control, they might be able to quell the magical assault and alert the authorities to the attack before it happened. All depended upon the Questors buying enough time so that each could build up his power to its devastating peak Grimm was certain that the senior mage appreciated this as much as he.
Xylox's next words confirmed this: "Sir, your plan has merit. We are, of course, delighted to aid you in such a noble enterprise; with a pair of powerful Questors at your command, your ascendancy is all but confirmed. After a few days, to allow us to build up our strength, we will be ready to give our all for your noble endeavour."
The General clenched his hands under his chin. "I am glad to hear it, Questor Xylox; I had feared that you'd be out of action for a week or more."
Despite the amicable tone, Grimm detected a note of misgiving or suspicion in the man's voice.
A polite but audible rap sounded at the door.
"Ah; this must be the coffee and liqueurs," Quelgrum said "Enter!"
At the officer's command, a white-coated flunky entered the room, pushing a decorated cart. However, as the servant entered the room, a soldier barged past him, nearly upsetting the trolley.
"General, these men are not telling the truth!" the red-faced man screamed. "All except Foster are un-Pacified; I saw it as soon as the door was opened; I could not help it. They seek to defeat you, despite their honeyed words!"
The man's arms were outstretched in warning, and Grimm saw the unmistakable blue-and-gold glint of a Guild ring; the image shot through him like a galvanic impulse. They were discovered in their deceit, beyond any denial or bluster.
"Thank you so much, Perfuco," the General said, his voice acidic and annoyed. "Why not tell me something I don't know?" He seemed peeved, as if an enjoyable game had been denied him.
The officer sighed. "I presume you've still got your men on standby?"
The mage nodded. "As you commanded, Sir."
"Excellent," Quelgrum replied in a sarcastic voice. "Very well; bring them in here and keep your eyes on these people. If they show the least sign of impending violence or spellcasting, have them all shot. I get the impression that the younger Questor cares for the girl; she dies first."
Perfuco snapped his fingers, and a dozen armed men crowded into the chamber. They were fierce-faced and their weapons were at the ready.
The General turned to his captive audience. "I'm sorry it had to end like this; you've been good company, and I'd hoped I could persuade you to shake off your chains and join me. If Perfuco, here, hadn't upped the ante by barging into the room like that, I like to think that I might have persuaded you to aid me to carry out my mission, of your own free will. However, thanks to the loyal but over-cautious colonel, I can see that I'll have to change tactics. I'd guess you've taken Haven out of commission somehow, so I regret that I won't be able to let you leave with your minds intact.
"I'm sorry," he continued. "I'd really rather not kill you; but I will, if I have to."
Grimm believed each of the old soldier's statements
With a sigh, Quelgrum thumbed an illuminated stud. "Send in the Professor, please."
A few moments passed, as silence reigned in the small chamber until the door opened. The General smiled. "I'd like to introduce you to a good friend of mine."
A white-coated man of middle years entered the room. Grimm's jaw dropped as he registered a familiar countenance. It was a face he had never expected to see again: the face of Armitage.
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Chapter 26: Attack!

Grimm gaped for a moment at the white-coated apparition before him. The last time he had seen Armitage, a mere three days before, the man had been lying in a spreading pool of his own blood, thanks to one of Crest's throwing knives. This could not possibly be the same man. Looking closer, Grimm saw that this man sported a pale, long-healed scar on his right cheek, where Armitage had had none. His hair was longer than could be accounted for by three days' growth. The man had more and deeper lines on his forehead, and he had a pronounced stoop that gave him an almost hunchbacked appearance. Grimm's rejected his first thought; that Armitage must have an identical twin. This man, although bearing an uncanny resemblance to the Administrator, was too old to be the Haven chief's twin brother.
On the other hand, he seemed also too similar to that man to be even his father.
The Haven pilot, Foster, broke the silence.
"Administrator!" he cried, bounding to his feet. "What brings you�?"
Foster's voice tailed off; the same confusion Grimm had felt must have seized him.
The white-coated figure turned to General Quelgrum, who wore an expression of cool amusement at the baffled looks on the faces of the young Questor and his companions.
"Am I right that these people have met the new Administrator, Sir?" the older Armitage asked.
Quelgrum nodded. "They've just come from Haven, so I'd guess they're feeling a little puzzled right now," he drawled. "Why don't you enlighten them, Professor?"
"My name is Robert Armitage," the Professor said, in an exact replica of his near-doppelganger's voice. "My kinship with the Administrator is, as you have guessed, very close: as close as possible, in fact. We are as one in our heredity."
"You are too old to be a twin of Armitage," Tordun declared. "You must be twenty years his senior."
The older Armitage smiled. "I'll take that as a compliment," he said. "The actual figure is more like forty years, but certain drugs can do wonders for a man."
Grimm suppressed a shiver at the word 'drugs', remembering his own recent addiction to the herbs Trina and Virion, but he said nothing. Further revelations must be forthcoming.
"The original Administrator of the Haven Correctional Facility was George Armitage," the Professor said. "When I say 'original', I mean that he was the Administrator before the Final War.
"As I understand it, he was a fine, pragmatic scientist of the first order; a capable, dedicated man, who inspired all around him to give their utmost in the struggle to uncover the essential inmost workings of the human mind. Haven had a fine team of people working for him, with a number of scientific disciplines at their disposal. One of these was genetic engineering."
Grimm's brows furrowed. He had read these last two words once before in an ancient book in the Arnor Scholasticate Library, but they had meant nothing to him.
"Is any of you familiar with the word 'clone'?" Robert Armitage asked.
During his long, lonely hours in the Library, Grimm had cultivated an interest in the study of horticulture, which had stood him in good stead in his basic training in Herbalism.
"That is when a plant is grown from a cutting, so as to preserve the unique properties of an interesting or rare mutant," he said, not understanding the bearing that this might have on the issue.
Armitage clapped his hands. "That's almost a textbook answer, my young friend. Do you know anything of genetics?"
Grimm nodded. "A little; genetics is the study of heredity, allowing desired traits of animals and plants to be selectively bred and enhanced, with a known, statistical chance of success."
"You are correct, as far as your definition goes," the scientist said. "However, in the decades before the Last War, the science became almost an art. We learned the very mechanisms of genetic transference and became able to manipulate them, almost at will. Each living thing contains within each of its cells the information required to build that man; that tree; that fish; that fungus.
"During sexual reproduction, the parents' units of genetic information, the genes, become mixed and shuffled before being passed on to the offspring, ensuring a unique genetic identity for each child, with the exception of identical twins, who are split from a single fertilised egg. The complete genetic information of an individual is called a genome."
The man's bearing was that of a teacher lecturing a group of rapt students. Indeed, he had a captive audience, since Grimm and his companions were surrounded by armed guards, with belligerent expressions which quelled any thought of rebellion.
Nonetheless, Grimm found himself engrossed by this new-old-Armitage's monologue, and he leaned forward, ignoring a sour look from Xylox.
"At the peak of human scientific achievement, we became capable of separating an individual's unique genetic information from almost any cell of his, her or its body, placing it into an evacuated egg cell and stimulating it to act as if newly fertilised. At first, the success rate was low, and individuals so produced died young, since they had been born from a genome that was already old. However, it became possible to rejuvenate the genome, to reset the clock, so to speak, and it became feasible to recreate a human being who was an exact copy of his genetic donor."
Armitage's gaze locked upon each of his 'students' in turn, as if the force of his will alone could lock his arcane learning into their brains. Grimm almost expected the man to add, "I shall be testing you on your retention of this knowledge later," in the manner of Magemaster Crohn, although he did not.
"Any creature formed from the complete genome of another, by whatever means," continued Armitage, "is called a 'clone'. When the Final Destruction came, no more individuals came to Haven. The decision was made to sterilise all personnel to prevent inbreeding, and its concomitant problems of the proliferation of undesirable genes and mutations."
Tordun's pale face reddened. "How do you decide which genes are 'undesirable'?" he snapped. "Those of people like me, perhaps?"
The white titan shivered with apparent rage, but he kept his huge fists lowered.
"Not at all," Armitage replied, apparently unfazed. "A normal breeding population has good and bad genes, which are shuffled at each new generation. When a limited population interbreeds, such genes begin to proliferate, and the population dwindles and dies out.
"The decision was made to reproduce the population only by means of the cloning of selected, valuable individuals, until such time as new genetic information became available."
Drex began to stand, but she was pushed back into her chair by an impartial but firm prod from a guard's black-nosed weapon.
"Who decided who was important?" she cried. "Who decided whose line would live on, and whose would die out?"
Armitage shrugged. "It must have been a difficult decision, and I don't doubt there were many heated debates on the subject. However, you must remember that I played no part in it. George Armitage and his colleagues are long dead, and there has been a long, long succession of their clones, of which I am just one example."
The white-clad man shivered, as if some dark power had been conferred on him by his hereditary legacy.
"I was brought up in a similar manner to George Armitage and educated in the same disciplines as him, as were countless others before me, to ensure my personality would be similar to his. I am not him, and there are differences between us. However, I'm proud to share the same genome of that long-dead, admirable man, who sustained a community of people through difficult times, just as General Quelgrum does.
"I was the Administrator of Haven for many decades, but I grew tired of a life in such a restrictive, claustrophobic regimen. I was permitted to resign my post only on the provision of an heir; a man of the true Armitage line. One such clone remained, and I dedicated many years to his training and conditioning. By the time the next clone had attained maturity, we looked identical, and we were able to operate as one individual. Nobody except a few confidants suspected that I was training a clone to replace me when the time came. After a few more years, even those to whom I had entrusted the knowledge, the last clones of the original Haven officials, died, and we didn't have the means of producing more."
Armitage reached out for a glass of wine at Xylox's left shoulder, and he sampled it with an appreciative lifting of his eyebrows. If the senior Questor's expression could have killed, then the Professor would have been a cooling cadaver, but the white-clad man seemed, or pretended, not to notice. Resuming his lecturer's stance, Armitage resumed his monologue.
"On a lone scouting mission, I discovered this site, just after the General's party arrived. I showed him how to use the machinery and advanced weapons we found here, how to maintain them, and how to manufacture more. Much of the ancient equipment here was all but decayed, but a lot of it was crated, greased and in remarkable condition for such an ancient site. Some of the weapons here are new, but many are thousands of years old, and as good as new, a tribute to their long-dead manufacturers."
"Most of the ammunition was unusable," the General chipped in, "but Armitage soon showed us how to make gunpowder, lead azide, fulminating mercuric chloride, TNT and lots of other useful substances. We threw away our bows and spears and embraced this new, fantastic bounty. I think it's safe to say that I wouldn't have such a well-equipped militia under my command if not for Armitage. He also started to offload his undesirables-suitably Pacified, of course-and my force grew. Now I've got fifteen hundred people, all ready to kill or die for me, and most of them have been conditioned only by solid discipline and the brotherhood of an unstoppable army with a righteous goal: freedom."
Xylox took up his wine glass, inspected it with a critical eye, and downed its contents at a single gulp. Grimm could not help but admire his fellow mage's icy calm under adversity.
"And what of poor benighted fools like Mentalist Perfuno, here? What of their freedom?" asked the elder Questor, in a cold voice.
The green-clothed Mentalist bristled. "My name is 'Perfuco', Questor, and I am quite happy where I am, thank you very much."
"My apologies, Brother Mage," Xylox hissed. "You seem very happy to have forgotten your sworn oath; an oath that should have been sacred to you. You are nothing but a puppet to this megalomaniac, who worships only at the altar of cursed Technology. You have chosen betray your brethren and your blood oath at the word of a manic, power-crazed lunatic. I spurn you."
Grimm winced at his senior mage's words; the older magic-user might be protected from Technological projectiles, thanks to his magic gem of Missile Reversal, but the rest of the party remained at risk from the guards' metal weapons, which the grim-faced soldiers seemed only too happy to employ at the least word of command from Quelgrum.
Is Xylox trying to make the General angry? wondered Grimm. If so, he's making a splendid start.
Far from seeming enraged, the General chortled. "I'm not in my dotage yet, Questor Xylox," he said. "We're all slaves of something or other; you to your beloved Guild, and I to my army of lost souls."
Xylox slammed the empty glass onto the table. "The Guild enslaves nobody!" he shouted, oblivious of the weapon now almost pressed against his temple by a man whose bared teeth and narrowed eyes implied he was only to ready to use it.
"I might have given my oath as a child," he said, "but I did so with a free mind; I have never once regretted it: regardless of how you perceive the situation, I am my own man, sworn to a noble purpose."
Quelgrum, who seemed to have an endless capacity for alcohol, filled his glass yet again and took a healthy draught of wine.
"You see? We agree in our sentiments!" he said, in evident good humour. "However, one or both of us must be wrong. It's self-evident that the man with the power prevails in any given situation; I have the power here, and so I must be in the right. I regret to deprive any man of his freedom, but I have a duty that transcends individuality. The Professor will help you to disregard your former scruples, and you'll become happy to serve my cause: all of you."
As if a signal flag had been raised, the party flashed into sudden, concerted action as if they had been trained from birth to act as a team. Tordun leapt to his feet, seizing the weapon-bearing arm of his guard and twisting it with a savage motion that snapped it with a sickening sound; Grimm swung Redeemer, hidden below the table, at his own warder's skull, breaking it with a single, shattering blow; Crest, stripped of his accustomed daggers and whip, but possessed of remarkable reflexes, grabbed a knife from the table and plunged it to up to the hilt in his guardian's breastbone in a single, fluid motion; Xylox raised his own staff, Nemesis, and drove it straight through a sentry's sternum, to emerge through his back in a bloody spray. Drex grabbed her own watcher's ankle, causing him to stumble and drop his weapon, which she snatched up and used to club the man into unconsciousness. Tordun sunk a meaty right fist into the face of another soldier, leaving him senseless and bleeding and, at the same time, he hammered his left elbow into the gut of a further man, who collapsed like a sundered house of cards.
A single alert guard reacted in time to release a leaden hail of projectiles at Xylox, but he fell in a spray of blood as the Questor's magical gem did its work. Another soldier, standing a little too close to his comrade, was felled by the same vicious, stuttering fusillade.
Foster's face was ashen and stunned, and he sunk below the level of the table-top as the three remaining militiamen struggled to bring their firearms to bear, in the cramped space available to them. The close presence of Armitage, Perfuco and their beloved commander slowed their reactions: the mages' magically perdurable staves and the albino's clubbing fists took them down before they could orient their weapons. In the space of maybe ten heartbeats, a potent force of twelve armed men had been reduced to nothing, without the casting of a single spell.

****

Quelgrum smiled at the swift, efficient demolition of his armed guard. It pained him that a dozen of his flock had been so easily defeated, but he felt unafraid.
Yes, these people will form a valuable addition to my army.
"Perfuco!" the General cried, above the noise in the small room.
As the last man fell, and Tordun scrambled over the fallen bodies to reach the Mentalist, the mage assumed a splay-legged stance and screamed a rapid series of crisp, perfect runic phrases.
All resistance ceased.
Perfuco wiped cold sweat from his brow: the pale giant was frozen just in front of him, his face contorted in an ugly expression of rage.
Armitage crouched behind the ample frame of the senior officer, and the terrified servant cowered behind the inadequate cover of his toppled cart, along with Foster, who seemed no less traumatised at the swift series of events.
Quelgrum got to his feet and studied the fascinating tableau before him; five figures, frozen in positions of defiance and attack. He stepped over to Xylox, whose staff was poised before him, ready to strike again. The General flicked the magic-user's nose with his right index finger, without the least reaction from the motionless sorcerer.
Turning to Perfuco, the General said, "Well done, Colonel. You were right; I should have had you here from the start. How long does this spell last?"
The Mentalist rubbed his brow. "As long as I can maintain it, Sir," he said. "It is a considerable drain on my magical resources, not least because I am having to control the willpower of a pair of Questors; had their attention been focused upon me, I doubt I could have succeeded with such ease, if at all. I was lucky to catch them when they were distracted."
Armitage stood up and produced an object like a thick pen from the breast pocket of his white coat. "Don't worry, Colonel; I have enough Thorazine in here to knock out a herd of rogue elephants."
The Technologist stepped up to the albino. "Hmm; two doses for him, I think," he muttered.
Pressing the device against Tordun's neck, Armitage pressed the top of the pen twice; the giant swayed and fell.
"At least two doses for the mages as well," Perfuco called. "What they lack in bulk, they make up for in willpower."
Armitage looked the Mentalist in the eye and held his gaze; a feat beyond most men, when dealing with a class of thaumaturge in which strength of will was paramount. "That's far too much for the young one; we'll be risking brain damage or heart failure."
The Colonel turned to his commander; "You saw what they did with their staves, General; any Guild Mage could do the same, if in rude health. If they had had time to access their bloody Questor magic, this room would now resemble a charnel house, and I could not have hoped to stand against them for a moment. In fact, I would advise you to have their lives terminated right now, Sir. I can't hold them much longer, even with Armitage's drugs sapping their strength."
Quelgrum's attention turned to a large, rusty stain on his jacket; he dabbed at it with a table napkin that came away stained with red. Quelgrum sighed: this was his best dress uniform.
"General; Sir; I urge restraint!" Armitage implored. "I can have these human weapons swearing undying duty and admiration to you inside three days, but not if they're brain-damaged. If they're as good as Colonel Perfuco says, you can't afford to waste them."
"Idiot!" the mage snapped. "You have no idea what you are dealing with!"
"Enough, gentlemen; enough!" Quelgrum waved his hands across his chest in a scissor-like motion. He had more than enough to deal with, without the added complications of bickering between his underlings, and he mourned that the two Questors and their spirited companions would soon lose much of their personalities.
"Colonel Perfuco; I will not have these two men killed, is that clear? They're too valuable to me."
The soldier's voice commanded instant respect; he would be obeyed.
The mage gave a curt, sullen nod. "Yes, Sir; I understand."
"Good. Armitage, I want them conditioned, but don't mess with the wiring in their heads; I want their minds and powers intact and at my disposal. Use further sedation as you see fit, at your discretion."
"Understood, Sir," the Professor said.
"Very well, Colonel, get a team in here to clear this mess up. Get the two injured guards to sickbay and send the others to the morgue. I want them buried with full military honours.
"Take our new friends to Armitage's lab and put an armed guard on the door, with bayonets on their rifles, and tell them to hold off from opening fire on the mages." The orders rattled from the General's mouth like machine-gun fire.
"Now piss off; I want to finish my dinner in peace. Foster, won't you join me?"
The Haven pilot seemed in shock, but he scrambled into his seat, his face pale and blank.

****

With ruthless efficiency, the room was cleared in minutes, and Thribble watched, worried, from a dark corner of the room, as his human friends were carried out, limp and unresponsive. What could a tiny netherworld imp do against such a potent force?
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Chapter 27: Armitage Gets To Work

"My friends, it's a lovely evening; let's start," Armitage said in a cheerful tone.
"Do we have to, Sir?" a whining, female voice replied. "Can't it wait until tomorrow?"
The white-coated man sighed and surveyed his lab assistants; two female, and three male. All had been recruited from among the disparate ranks of Quelgrum's army, but, after intensive education, they had proved capable Technicians, if rather lacking in initiative or insight.
However, one thing Armitage could not instil into his charges was his boundless enthusiasm for science.
"It could, Tech Varia," the Professor said, sighing. "But we're going to start tonight. I want to be able to give the General some positive results by tomorrow morning. I'm not having some damned mountebank conjurer calling all the shots around here, and we're going to spend as long as it takes tonight to make at least some initial progress."
The scientist made brief eye contact with each of his aides in turn, to drive his point home. One by one, the Technicians looked away, and Armitage suppressed a smile. Although he was an old man, he could still face down his younger, fitter, stronger underlings with ease.
"Very well; now we've settled that little issue, let's address ourselves to the matter at hand."
Armitage rolled up his sleeves. He relished a technical challenge, and this promised to be an interesting one. The General's resources were far greater even than those he had enjoyed during his long life at Haven; what couldn't be manufactured, bought or refurbished was 'requisitioned', and the Professor had no scruples about that. To him, the human mind was an intricate puzzle, each one different and fascinating in its unique complexity; anything that could aid him in his quest to unlock the deepest mystery of the psyche was welcome, however it might have been maintained.
On his defection to the ranks of Quelgrum's army, Armitage had found the level of technological ignorance inherent in the General's minions astonishing. He had been brought up in an establishment with considerable manufacturing resources and expertise, and most of the Haven people had understood at least the basics of technology. Nonetheless, a lot of the infrastructure in the hydroelectric complex was still in remarkable condition, considering its age, and Armitage had been able to exploit his wide range of scientific and administrative capabilities to the full, instead of shuffling papers and overseeing the conversion of suspected minor rebels into happy morons.
"Take notes, please, Technician Shemmur," Armitage said to one of his male assistants, who was holding a pad of paper and a pencil: the attempt to manufacture ballpoint pens had been a frustrating failure.
"The subject is male, aged between sixteen and twenty; height, approximately six-two; weight, approximately one hundred sixty pounds. Subject is in good health and well-nourished. No tattoos or other distinguishing marks."
The assistant's pencil scratched on his pad. "I've got it, Professor."
"The procedure is Stage Two Pacification; drug treatment and post-hypnotic suggestion. The name and face of General Quelgrum will be the primary triggers, with secondary concepts such as chain of command and duty overlaid on the core construct," Armitage continued, as Shemmur scribbled down his notes with a laborious hand.
The male subject, clad only in a white, backless hospital robe, gave a soft groan and lifted his eyelids, revealing glassy, unfocused eyes.
"Note that the patient has recovered partial consciousness, despite the medication he has been given," the Professor said. Turning to the subject, he asked "What is your name?"
"G-grimm. Ah, Grimm, Af� Af� something�"
The subject's eyelids flickered and closed over his dark eyes. The scientist slapped the young specimen's right cheek several times; not hard, but with sufficient firmness to cause him to reopen his eyes.
"You must stay awake for a little while, Grimm," he shouted.
"Wan' sleep�"
The mage was in the perfect state for conditioning: the grey twilight between consciousness and sleep Armitage smiled.
"In a little while, Grimm, you may sleep, I promise. I just want to ask you a few questions first."
The magic-user said nothing, but his eyes remained at least half-open.
Armitage knelt beside the gurney, his mouth inches from Grimm's right ear.
"Grimm; to whom do you owe your loyalty?" There was no response, and the technologist raised his voice a little, repeating the question.
"Guild," was the slurred reply. "Wan' sleep."
"Soon, Grimm; soon I will let you sleep. Do you not realise how the Guild has enslaved you? The Guild controls your every action and expects instant and utter obedience from you. You are nothing but a slave."
The young man's eyes opened to their full extent. "No!" he said, in a stronger and clearer voice. "I owe the Guild everything. 'S why I'm a Questor. Not a slave! Lemme go!"
Despite labouring under a heavy dose of sedative, the subject struggled against his restraining straps with some vigour.
"Note that the subject is showing remarkable resistance to the medication," the Professor said to his scribe. "I am administering a further five cc's of Thorazine."
He took up a subcutaneous injector, twisted the top and pressed it against the subject's neck, pressing the button once. After a while, the struggling subject became subdued. He fell back onto the gurney, although his eyes were still open, and even a little defiant.
Armitage felt impressed: Colonel Perfuco had said that this type of magic-user would be possessed of unusual force of will, and it seemed he had been correct.
"Now, Grimm, there's no need to get angry. Everyone here is your friend. Do you understand?"
"Frien'," the mage slurred. "All righ'."
"Now, let's start again, shall we, Grimm?" Armitage said. "To whom do you owe your loyalty?"
"The Guild," the young man whispered, his eyelids fluttering.
"Not the Guild! The Guild is your enemy!" the scientist shouted, knowing that it would be difficult to attract the sedated youth's attention. "Just say 'the Guild is my enemy', and you may sleep."
"No!" came the hoarse, instant response. "Not en'my!"
With that, the youth slipped into unconsciousness.
Armitage sighed. This was going to be harder than he'd thought. His current facility might have more equipment than he had had at Haven, but he lacked the mountain retreat's extensive subliminal audio-visual implantation gear.
Under normal circumstances, this wasn't a problem, since it was more usual for hard cases to be subjected to Level Three Pacification, which required brain surgery and implants, but an abortive attempt to carry out such a technique on one of the Mage Illusionists at Haven had rendered the sorcerer incapable of casting magic. Perfuco and his acolytes had been subjected to the Level Two procedure by his younger clone, but this was a more difficult procedure when one lacked the necessary resources.
The hydroelectric complex had been well stocked with computers, weapons and vehicles, and it had been relatively easy to restore them to working order, but Robert Armitage had been incapable of manufacturing the intricate psychoactive equipment he required. Drugs and post-hypnotic suggestion were a poor substitute; although, the Professor had no doubt that he would have more success with the two warriors and the girl.
Struggling to his feet, Armitage groaned as his protesting bones and tendons emitted a fusillade of cracks and pops. "We'll leave this subject for the moment," he said to his assistants.
"What's the matter, Professor?" a callow, gangly, red-haired boy said, with an arch lilt to his voice. "Is he too much for you?"
Armitage wheeled on the gawky adolescent. "No man is too much for me, if I am allowed a free hand, Gaju! Under normal circumstances, I'd have this boy prepped for surgery and swearing undying love for the General inside six hours. However, I've been given orders to leave his brain structure alone. Therefore, I'm constrained to stick to hypnotic, drug-assisted suggestion; words and images only."
The technologist's eyes narrowed. "I do not labour under the same restrictions when it comes to you, my lad. Talk to me in that manner again, and you won't even think of blowing your nose without asking my permission! Is that quite clear, Gaju?"
The ginger-haired youth's face blanched. "Quite clear, Sir," he said, in a more subdued tone.
Armitage addressed his team. "Now we have that out of the way, I want it understood that I am in charge here. I will tolerate no more snide little remarks, no more whispered asides and no more slacking. We have a job to do here, and every one of you will play his, or her, part with a sense of duty and responsibility, or it'll be you on the gurney next! Is that understood?"
"Understood, Sir," the cowed chorused group of adolescents, their faces ashen.
"Excellent!" the Professor cried, in an exasperated voice. "Now, you; Allia, isn't it? Yes, Allia, wheel this one away to the secure ward and put an IV into him, point-five percent Thorazine in saline; I don't want him waking up before I'm ready to try again. Can you do that? Good. We'll take a look at his older colleague now."

****

As the General and the all-but-comatose Foster sat down to their long-delayed final course, the team of Technicians arrived to take away the corpses, the injured and the remaining members of Grimm's party on metal carriers. The tops of the carts were covered with sheets that hung down the sides of the conveyances, and Thribble scuttled up one of the legs of Grimm's trolley, hiding under the white canopy. He clung tight as the vehicle trundled through the endless, confusing series of corridors of the complex, clinging to the stanchion as if his life depended on it.
He had known Grimm for only a few months, but the young mage had already become a cornerstone of his life: he had a store of tales with which to regale his netherworld fellows, but he lacked the means by which to return to his homeworld.
More than that, he had begun to regard the awkward, angst-laden mortal as a true friend. He also knew he could never return home without the aid of at least one of the Questors, and he harboured severe doubts that Questor Xylox would so much as piss in the imp's ear if his brains were on fire, let alone expend the energy to send Thribble back to the demon-realm.
The older Armitage had said something about putting ivy into Grimm, which puzzled the demon no end, but he was at least relieved to hear that his mortal companion's brain would be left undamaged; he had seen the effects of Level Two Pacification at Haven, and he had managed to counter it by using the complex's marvellous equipment to broadcast his precise imitation of Armitage's voice throughout the facility.
However, Thribble had only achieved that by enlisting the aid of a rebellious Technician worried that he would be the next to be Pacified; it seemed vanishingly improbable that he would be so fortuitous on this occasion. Yet, once again, it seemed up to the resourceful imp to save his human companions by some means.
As he rode along, hiding under the trolley's caparison, Thribble began to consider the possible alternatives.
It seemed improbable that Armitage laboured under any kind of mental conditioning; the General could surely not be under any such restraint. The imp could try to whisper in Grimm's ear while he remained in his comatose state, but he doubted the comatose mage would hear or comprehend much, and it was also probable that the thaumaturge would be under continuous, armed scrutiny.
What alternative was there? Thribble cudgelled his brain, and was beginning to feel the icy tendrils of worry creeping along his spine when it struck him.
The old mage, Perfuco, had been subjected to Second Level Pacification! More than that, he was a Mentalist; one who could toy with the thoughts and memories of ordinary mortals. Thribble decided to locate Perfuco's sleeping quarters and whisper into the mage's ear while he slept, using Quelgrum's voice. The details might still be sketchy in his mind, but a definite plan was taking form.
The demon dropped free from the gurney and began to make his way back in the direction of the General's dining-hall, in the hope of finding Perfuco. He should then be able to shadow the mage back to his sleeping-chamber.

****

Armitage found his earlier good humour evaporating at an escalating rate; the older mage had been as obdurate as his colleague, and the Professor had been obliged again to drug his subject into unconsciousness, without having made significant inroads into his psyche. To make matters worse, the albino had proved quite uncooperative on being roused, and his muscular arms and legs had threatened to break the tough leather straps that held him until the warrior had been subdued by a triple dose of Thorazine.
The scientist felt the amused, sarcastic gazes of his Technicians burning into his back as he dispatched the white-haired warrior to the secure ward. He drew several deep breaths, but he rationalised his lack of success as the result of severe fatigue: it had been a long day.
He drummed his fingers on the table at his side for a few moments, considering pressing on out of sheer vindictiveness at the bad faith of his acolytes. However, he had had enough of this day. He clapped his hands.
"Right, everybody; get the rest of the subjects tucked away, clear up the lab and we'll call it a night," he said. This time, he did not look into his assistants' eyes.

****

"I'm still stunned, General," Foster said, sipping his coffee. As I remember it, Armitage himself told me the group had been Pacified before we left."
"Are you sure Armitage was all right last time you saw him, Pilot Foster?" Quelgrum asked.
Foster's brow furrowed. The fact of the memory was clear enough, but the mental imagery seemed dim and formless.
"Yes, I'm� quite sure, General," he said, though his dull tone indicated anything but certainty. The pilot rubbed his brow. "I guess it might be a bit clearer after a good night's sleep."
"Perfuco?" Quelgrum muttered to the magic-user at his right elbow.
"He is labouring under some sort of Geas, General," the mage whispered, leaning close to the General. "We cannot rely on Foster's memories, but he is not attempting to deceive us; we cannot trust his recollections, but we can trust him. His Level Three Pacification is, at least, intact. It seems that even a Mage Questor cannot break that."
"Well, with any luck we'll soon have a pair of Questors at our beck and call," Quelgrum said. "That ought to make getting into High Lodge even easier."
"I just want to be sure that we�" the mage said, continuing in a fully audible voice, "�what was that?"
"What was what?" Foster demanded, craning his neck.
"I could swear the door opened a crack for a moment," the thaumaturge said, shrugging after a few moments. "Oh, I guess we are all just a little tired, Sir. With your permission, I would like to get some rest."
The General yawned and stretched. "That's a good idea, Perfuco. I'm about ready to hit the sack myself. Good night, Foster, Perfuco."
"Good night, Sir."
Perfuco strode off to his room, but he was too tired to notice the grey figure hiding in the shadows just behind him.
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Chapter 28: Perfuco's Revenge

Magemaster Perfuco Starm, Mage Mentalist of the Seventh Rank, awoke early; refreshed, alert, and ready for the challenges of the new day. He looked back on his dingy existence as a Guild Mage, back at Fendurk House, and he smiled. His life had changed so much since he had been contacted by the General's emissary and persuaded to work for this great cause. Instead of endless hours of rote-learning and practice, so he could try to drive the tenets of his art into the thick heads of ungrateful Students, he now enjoyed a pivotal role in the planning of a noble venture. Every day was different and interesting; he now undertook his duties with the same determination and enthusiasm he had once felt for his craft.
The only fly in his ointment was that damned Technologist, Armitage. Perfuco could not blame General Q for making use of the tools of the ancient art, but he knew that, for the soldier, this was born of dire necessity and the love of his people. Armitage revelled in the subject; he revered it, worshipped it above all else. His only loyalty to the cause stemmed from the fact that the General kept him supplied with his glass and metal toys.
The mage felt uncomfortable that such a man should be given such a high status in Quelgrum's inner cadre, and Perfuco felt sure his beloved leader had been tricked or misled by the Scientist; it should be magic, and magic alone, that led the army to victory and security. Had not thaumaturgy proved itself by surviving where Technology had faltered?
Still, it seemed as if the wily soldier had, at last, become wise to the blandishments of the arch-Technologist, and Perfuco felt delighted to have been selected as the instrument of his enemy's downfall.
The old mage took his time over his morning shower, relishing the sting of the fresh, cold water on his body, scrubbing his skin until it glowed with health. The Mentalist knew in some dim corner of his mind that only the once-hated Technology provided this water in the middle of the desert and provided his room with light and heat, but this seemed somehow unconnected to his hatred for Armitage.
As the mage donned his crisp, green uniform-so much more utilitarian and comfortable than those baggy old mage's robes!�� he felt a warm glow of pride that the General had chosen to confide in him on the previous night. He still felt a frisson of angst that Quelgrum had decided to keep them alive, but he could not refuse a direct order.
He frowned: he could not quite remember receiving the command to take over the Questors' retraining in person, but it blazed in his head as if he had just been given it. He needed to tread with care, since the General had told him there might be several unwitting traitors under the Professor's command, and Perfuco was not even to report on his success to his commander, lest treacherous, Technological ears were listening. That Perfuco's meritorious deeds might go unheralded was a disappointment, but this was washed away by the joy he felt at the potential frustration of his evil foe.
A polite rap at the door announced that his breakfast had arrived. Opening the door, he gave perfunctory thanks to the young private, and took the meal back into his chamber, wolfing it down with unaccustomed gusto.
Today would be a good day.

****

Thribble crouched in Perfuco's briefcase, nervous and racked with uncertainty. He had spent the night whispering the same order, over and over again, into the mage's ear in a perfect imitation of Quelgrum's voice. He could tell the order had been received from the Mentalist's cheery good humour; nonetheless, Thribble felt uncertain as to whether his plan would succeed or fail.
It had been a complicated order, repeated perhaps a thousand times throughout the night, and much depended on the effectiveness of the mage's rushed mental conditioning. The least request for clarification from the General would ruin the demon's whole plan in an instant.
Another important factor was the speed with which Perfuco could bring his magic to bear; the old Technologist might have scientific means at his disposal to destroy the magic-user, long before a lengthy spell was even half-cast. The imp would be on hand when the thaumaturge confronted the scientist, since part of the spurious order had warned the mage to carry his case with him at all times, to prevent the depredations of hidden spies. However, whether Thribble could do anything to sway the situation, once contact had been made, was doubtful. All depended on speed and secrecy.
The demon felt a jerk as the bag was taken up; for good or ill, the plan was underway!

****

Perfuco strode with a spring in his step, determination etched on his face. He reached the laboratory without attracting any undue attention, and he opened the door without knocking. Six white-coated figures spun round at the sudden intrusion, and Armitage said "What the hell do you want, wizard?"
Perfuco bristled at the term. "A 'wizard' is a circus performer, a mountebank, a charlatan, Armitage. The correct term for a true Guild magic-user is 'mage', and my rank is that of Colonel."
"That doesn't answer my question, Colonel Perfuco, Sir," Armitage snarled. "I have important work to do for the General, and I'd get along faster without interruptions on your part!"
"On the General's personal orders, Armitage," Perfuco said, suppressing a smug smile, "I am taking over this operation. You are to surrender the subjects to me, forthwith. I will be taking over their training, in view of your singular lack of success in that regard."
The Professor slammed his clipboard down on a nearby table, as the young assistants goggled at the argument; they seemed to relish every moment of it.
"I've received no orders on this!" the scientist snapped. "I want confirmation from the General himself." Armitage strode towards the intercom terminal.
"I am afraid I cannot allow that," the Mentalist said, raising his hands above his head. He spat out a rapid, painfully-memorised sequence of syllables in a loud, high-pitched voice, and all movement in the room ceased, except for his own.
"Twenty years as a mage, without a single miscast," he muttered, satisfied at the outcome of the spell. The casting of this same spell on the previous night had cost him a considerable amount of energy, thanks to the presence of the two Questors; against six mere Seculars, it had proved easy.
Now came the more complex part. Perfuco lowered his voice to a deep, rumbling basso profundissimo, to enhance its effectiveness. "You may return to full awareness when I clap my hands twice," he began.
You have been told by the General to surrender the mages to me; all of you were present when this order was given. You are happy to do this," he said, adding with a smile, "due to your extreme, execrable incompetence."
Perfuco might have been Pacified, but he was not bereft of all initiative, since Quelgrum had not dared to tamper with the structure of his brain.
"You will not discuss this order with anybody, including the General himself, on pain of death. You will remember that the General has given you these orders in person; you will not question them, and you will not consider them at all unusual.
"You will take this subject back to the secure ward and sedate him," he said, indicating the comatose Questor lying on the gurney. "You will then return here, and remember only that you acted on General Quelgrum's direct, secret order. You will take no further action against the subjects, and you will say only that the conditioning is progressing well if anybody, including the General, asks you for details of the Pacification process; vile traitors may be listening."
Perfuco's brow furrowed. Now he had spoken them aloud, the General's orders no longer seemed as reasonable as they had. If Armitage really was a traitor, Quelgrum would have arrested him at gunpoint.
Why all this elaborate deception? he wondered.
His mind searched for a reasonable explanation for the bizarre orders, but his thinking was coloured by his enforced faith in the senior officer, and he supplied his own answer.
Of course! The General must be worried that Armitage has a coterie of spies and traitors at his command, and he wishes to flush them out by his own means. It would not do for the Professor to give away the game by acting in an odd manner. General Quelgrum is indeed a wise man, and it is not for me to guess his motives.
"You all trust me implicitly, as the General's faithful advisor," the magic-user said, now ad-libbing to his own advantage, "and you owe me homage only second to that which you owe him. You will report knowledge of any and all traitors within this compound to me in person, and you may do this whilst you are in this trance state, although you will remember nothing of having done so afterwards."
Perfuco felt a glow of pride at his initiative, and he waited for details of Armitage's beguiled agents to fall into his lap without any extra effort on his part, but only silence greeted him. Long moments passed, as the Professor and his acolytes stood mute and motionless.
This damned Technologist must have blocked such knowledge from his mind by some cursed, scientific means; no wonder the General is so suspicious of the man! The mage felt new respect at his employer's insight and ingenuity.
Realising that, with traitors to hunt, he could ill afford further magical expenditure on his mighty spell of Compulsion, Perfuco acknowledged partial defeat and clapped twice, after adding one, final remark.
"If you ever call me 'wizard' again, Armitage, you will suffer agonising pains in your entrails, which you will ascribe to your gluttonous diet. It will depart when you accord me my correct title of 'mage', or you address me as 'Colonel'."
After the mage clapped his hands, Armitage and his assistants blinked and shook their heads. Perfuco knew he had to fill the void in order to activate the Compulsion.
"So, if you would be so kind as to take this Questor back to the secure ward, Armitage, I will take charge of the prisoners," he said, as if making an arrangement with an old and trusted friend.
"Er, yes, that's right, wizard� OW!" Armitage doubled up, clutching his ample gut. His assistants appeared amused, rather than concerned, as awareness flooded into them.
"My title is 'Colonel', or 'mage', as I have told you, Professor Armitage," Perfuco said, in a soft voice. "Forget it at your peril."
With his sweaty face contorted in agony, Armitage gasped, "I'm sorry, mage."
In an instant, his face cleared, and he drew himself erect, puffing his cheeks out as he did so.
The Professor blinked, shook his head and cleared his throat. "I'm sorry about that, Colonel. Must have been something I ate; I must go on a diet, someday soon! Yes, that's quite in order. I've really lost my touch with these guys, so I'm only too happy to let a man of your competence take over."
He turned to one of his assistants. "Shemmur," he barked, "take the subject back to the secure ward, and get an IV into him; point-five percent Thorazine in saline; as usual."
"I heard the order well enough, Sir," the tech whined, grabbing the handles of the gurney. "I'm not deaf!"
"That's enough of your lip, sonny," Armitage snapped. "This is Colonel Perfuco, a senior officer. Try to show him you're some kind of soldier, even if you're not."
The boy let go of the trolley, and snapped into a pose of attention worthy of any parade ground, and he gave a perfect salute.
"Yes, Sir!" he shouted, looking straight at the mage. "I apologise for my insubordination, Sir!"
"Carry on, Private," Perfuco said, returning the salute and suppressing a smile. The boy stiffened even further under the Mentalist's stern gaze.
"Yes, Sir!" he cried, giving another flawless salute and clicking his heels. He even managed to make pushing the gurney look like a regulation parade-ground exercise, and the thaumaturge had to fight to keep his expression neutral.
It was nice to be in charge for a change!
Still, the mage had an important task to fulfil; he had traitors and renegades to unmask.
"Remember, Professor; not a word to anybody," he said, as he picked up his precious case. Noting a red gem on a silver chain on one of the tables, from which he sensed a heavy magical exudation, he picked it up, unopposed. His Mage Sight fastened onto the jewel, and he analysed it.
"Hmm� this is a gem of Missile Reversal, if I am not much mistaken," he said. "If you do not mind, Professor, I will take it with me."
"I don't mind at all, Colonel," Armitage said. "Feel free; it's no good to me."

****

Swift as a frightened rat, Thribble scuttled from the bag and regained the relative safety of the underside of the gurney.
After the trolley was wheeled into a white room, after a long journey, the imp noticed several occupied beds arrayed along the back wall, and no obvious exit; this must be his goal. As the private hoisted Grimm onto a bed with little ceremony, Thribble scuttled underneath. Agonising moments passed while the junior soldier fussed and fiddled around with straps and machines. The grey demon hunkered down, careful to avoid notice.
After what seemed like an age, the gangly youth finished his administrations, and he sauntered out of the room, swinging the empty gurney from side to side as if it were a dancing partner. Thribble was alone with a group of five drugged humans, with no idea of how to proceed. Once he was certain that no intrusion was likely, and that there were no guards present, he clambered up onto Grimm's bed, searching for the 'ivy' of which he had heard.
There was no horticulture in evidence, but the demon saw a clear, flexible tube that seemed to be inserted into Grimm's elbow, just after a leather strap. The tube ran up to a bottle held on a rack. The flask was full of what looked like water, but Thribble guessed that this must be the 'Thor scene', of which he had heard Armitage speak. He had no idea of what this substance might be, but he guessed it was the cause of Grimm's continuing torpor.
The demon drew the tube from the young mage's arm, revealing a shining, silver needle. The tube came free with a slight plop, releasing a little blood, and fell to the floor. Thribble knew he would not have long to act. He waited until the young Questor's eyelids began to flicker, and then he began to speak, not knowing if his human friend would hear him or not.
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Chapter 29: Awareness

"Wake up, Questor Grimm!" Thribble shouted. He had been slapping the unconscious mage's cheek, but the impact of his tiny hands made no impression or mark on the flesh. Whatever this 'Thor's Scene' substance was, it seemed to be powerful stuff.
Worried that at any moment the door would open and he would be discovered, the demon scuttled onto each bed, removing the 'ivy' from each occupant's left arm, in the hope that someone would awake and help him resuscitate the rest.
The imp bounced with frustration on Xylox's bed, muttering "come on, come on!" but the Questor ignored his impassioned entreaties.
Thribble descended to the floor and scrambled onto the next bed, which held the giant albino, Tordun.
Fearing discovery at any moment, the imp sank his sharp fangs into Tordun's earlobe again and again. At last, the warrior groaned and showed signs of nascent, if vague, consciousness. Thribble screamed right in Tordun's ear.
"Swordsman, open your eyes; it is I, Thribble! Fight, human: fight!"
Long minutes passed as the imp yelled at the supine albino, before Tordun's eyes flickered, and a vague smile drifted across his face, but the swordsman then drifted back into the arms of Lethe. The demon redoubled his efforts, but time was ticking away.

****

Perfuco strode through the corridors, using his Mage Sight on everyone he saw, searching for the slightest sign of treachery or secrecy. He questioned a number of personnel, asking the names of their squad leaders, where they were going and why. One hot-headed corporal was impertinent enough to ask why the Colonel wished to know these things, but he soon divulged the required answers when Perfuco threatened him with the loss of his stripes. The mage felt sure his actions had aroused no suspicion, since such questioning was well within his purview.
The Mentalist relished his duties at the compound. Until the attack on High Lodge, which it was to be his honour to lead, he was in charge of security, despite having been in residence for only a month. The General had liked the idea of a man under his command who could tell a lie at sight, and Perfuco had not failed to note the yellow streaks of envy suffusing the aura of the previous long-standing Chief of Security, Colonel Schwartz, when he was supplanted by this newcomer.
Still, a man of General Quelgrum's stature could not expect to entrust his safety to a mere Secular, when a Mage of the Seventh Rank was available to fill the position! It was only natural that the swift accession of the thaumaturge to his present, lofty rank irked Schwartz more than a little, and there was therefore bad blood between the two Colonels, but Perfuco knew the erstwhile holder of his position feared him as almost as much as he hated him. This was as it should be.
The Mentalist felt no puzzlement at the mist suffusing his mind: since he had been Pacified, he had become used to such sensations, and he now accepted them as a normal part of his life where vital orders were concerned. He knew the effect the General's 'command' voice had on him was due only to his prior conditioning at Haven, but he understood the necessity for this. It was only reasonable that a sworn Guild Mage could not be trusted as a member of the commanding officer's close cadre without precautions being taken.
Perfuco strode through the complex with a grim determination to root out the traitors at the heart of Armitage's evil plot.

****

"H'lo, Th'bble."
The words might be slurred and dull, but the imp felt delighted to see that Questor Grimm's eyes were now fully open, even if they were pointing in different directions. By this time, Tordun, Xylox and Drex were in varying stages of drugged consciousness, but Thribble had suspected that the younger mage, having overcome a devastating addiction to narcotics, might be the first to regain his senses.
"Friend Grimm!" he squeaked. "You are in great danger! Armitage, or rather his older twin, intends to Pacify you. Do you remember what that means?"
"Passss-iff-y," muttered the mage, an inane smile on his face; he seemed only to be savouring the feel of the word without understanding its import.
Thribble felt his worry and fear beginning to overwhelm him. What would get through to the intoxicated Questor? He knew much about the young man's harsh life; brought up in a smithy by his grandparents, the boy had been sent to Arnor House, and he had been put through the vicious, gruelling Ordeal every potential Questor had to undergo. During that time, during which Grimm had all but surrendered his sanity, he had been given conflicting and peremptory commands, which he had been expected to obey without question, at any time, day or night, even when half-dead with exhaustion.
Who was Grimm's harsh, unremitting taskmaster during those dark days and months? Thribble racked his brain for the name, trying to see the man. He knew he had laid eyes on the man whilst ensconced at Arnor House after Grimm's first Quest. What was that Magemaster's name, and how did his voice sound?
The drugged Grimm provided half of the answer.
"I'm sorry, Mage� master C�Crohn," the young Questor mumbled, in seeming response to some waking dream. "I will work� harder�"
Crohn! That is the name!
In an instant, Thribble recalled the man's saturnine feature, and the sound of his voice. The only trouble was that he could not ever remember the Magemaster excoriating Grimm, and that was the intonation he needed�
Yes, he could! He had been hiding in the Questor's pocket one day, when the Magemaster had entered the Arnor Refectory, and had spied a Student larking in the corner with his friends.
"Turiat! Smarten yourself up! Take that inane grin of your face, or I will wipe it off for you. At your age, you should be setting an example to the other Students, not lollygagging like some street urchin!"
Filling his lungs, the demon screamed into Grimm's ear.
"Afelnor! Yes, you, boy! You are not here to sleep, you are here to work, or had you forgotten? Stand up when a Magemaster enters the room, boy! What is the matter with you, you worthless ingrate?"
It was as if the young mage had been struck by lightning. His eyes bulged, he swung off the bed, and he jerked himself to his feet. The mage still seemed in another world, but at least he was upright and semi-conscious.
"I'm sorry, Magemaster Crohn," the Questor said. His voice was still blurred, but much clearer than it had been.
"I am sorry!" the tiny demon snapped, hopping onto Grimm's shoulder to maximise the effect of his limited vocal volume. "We use Mage Speech here, or had you forgotten that?"
This was an easy lever to use; Thribble had heard Xylox berating Grimm on the same subject on many occasions.
"I apologise, Lord Mage. I will try to do better."
"You will do more than apologise, boy," the demon screamed, in what he hoped was a good imitation of the Magemaster's tone and delivery, "You will march the length of this room, from one end to the other and back again, until I am satisfied with your behaviour and comportment. March, boy!"
Grimm made jerky and uncertain progress at first, and the imp had to hold tight to the human's white, open-backed robe, his hair or his beard, to stay perched on his shoulder.
"Straighten up, boy!" Thribble screamed. "Try to look like a Guild Neophyte, even if you are a poor excuse for one. March, I said!"
He forgot his earlier angst, his enthusiasm growing as Grimm's steps became ever more sure and co-ordinated. The demon had no idea of how long he spent cajoling, commanding and castigating his friend, but the human became ever more alert with each step, as he flushed the drugs from his system.
Just a little longer, Thribble thought, and he must wake up!
It happened in the space of a heartbeat. Grimm stopped marching and shook his head, nearly dislodging the demon. Thribble hung on, breathless, as the Questor swivelled his head to and fro for a few moments.
"What is going on?" the mage muttered. "What in the world am I doing here?"

****

General Quelgrum strode down the corridor to a fusillade of clicked heels and crisp salutes. He responded in the proper manner, but he had begun to tire of the minutiae of office: supply provision; manpower allocation; and duty rosters. He decided to pay Professor Armitage a call, to see how the scientist's Pacification of the two Questors had progressed.
A pair of such lethal mages under Quelgrum's complete control might form a devastating vanguard for his assault on High Lodge. He knew Perfuco wouldn't like it, but, then again, the Mentalist had little choice but to obey his commands.
As he rounded the next turn, he saw the mage questioning a Quartermaster-Sergeant and a Captain, both of whom the General knew as loyal soldiers. He waited until the Colonel had finished, since it would not do to question a senior officer's motives within the hearing of juniors, and Perfuco, at last, dismissed the men with a peremptory command.
"What's up, Colonel?" the General asked, after the two soldiers had doubled away.
"You know, Sir," the mage replied, clutching his staff close to his body. "Walls have ears." He tapped the side of his nose with his index finger and winked.
Quelgrum frowned.
What is Perfuco talking about?
Before the General could react, the Colonel snapped off a smart salute, clicked his heels and strode down the corridor at considerable speed for a man of his age. In the years he had spent behind his desk, Quelgrum's middle section had softened and spread a little. His reactions were not as swift as they had been in his youth, so he made no attempt to catch up with the mage.
Nonetheless, he felt puzzled. Perfuco's gesture implied that he was engaged on some secret exercise to which the two officers were privy, but the General could not recall discussing any such arrangement with his security chief.
Of course, Perfuco had standing orders to keep an eye out for any sign of disloyalty or incipient mutiny, but he seemed to be interpreting those orders in a particularly zealous manner this morning.
Oh, well, he thought, I can hardly complain if the guy's decided to have a blitz on security-after all, that's what I took him on for!
Dismissing his puzzlement from his mind, the officer strode on towards Armitage's lab.

****

Grimm struggled with his befuddled brain, but he felt his condition improving with every moment.
Thribble had explained the situation to him, and he knew he needed his companions awake and alert as soon as possible.
What could he do? He knew a Questor could cast any spell he could visualise, but how could he envisage the magic needed to wake up a group of comatose people? This was not a normal situation.
"Do something, Questor Grimm!" the demon squeaked. "Armed interlopers may storm the room at any moment!"
"Don't push me, Thribble," the Questor said, eschewing Mage Speech in favour of a less restrictive vocabulary. "I'm trying to think of what sensation I need to impart in them."
"Those drugs you took; Trina and Virion," the demon said. "Did you not say that Virion is a powerful stimulant? You know the effects of that herb only too well."
Grimm opened his mouth to remonstrate, but he shut it again before speaking.
Thribble's right! he realised. That's just the effect I'm looking for!
The Questor had laboured under the slavery of addiction to that herb and its companion, and it was as familiar to him as breathing. This would be a simple enough spell, and one that should not draw too much of his precious reserve of energy: he might need that to aid in the group's escape, if escape were at all possible from this fortress.
"Redeemer-come to me!" he called, and his Mage Staff appeared in his outstretched right hand. He had no idea where it had been kept, but no wall or barrier could keep a Guild thaumaturge from his staff. He closed his eyes, not in intoxication, but in meditation, as he recalled the sensations the Virion fumes had invoked within him.
Ah, now I have it!
With ease born of long practice, he gathered his inner power and let the meaningless words of his personal spell-language build within him, shaping the energy into the form in which it was required.
The nonsense words, of no use to any other mage alive, burst from him like an eructation after a heavy meal: "Akk'ka sh'yet rya shya'tan'ye!"
Grimm only hoped the spell did not prove as addictive as the herbal fumes which had provided the inspiration for the spell.
A few moments passed, during which the Questor feared the incantation had failed, but his worries faded as four pairs of eyes sprung wide open in an instant. Relief flooded through him at the evidence of his success.
He was a Guild Questor; no one and nothing could stand against him-Heaven help the General and his minions now!

****

General Quelgrum entered Armitage's lab without knocking, expecting to see the two mages lashed to gurneys, undergoing mental conditioning. Instead of this, he felt a shock of unwelcome surprise to see the Professor lecturing his acolytes, who were arranged in a semicircle before him. No magic-users or other test subjects were in evidence.
At the sudden, unannounced appearance of the commanding officer, the Professor's five assistants lurched to their feet and saluted. The General ignored them and addressed Armitage directly.
"What the hell's going on here, Professor? Where are the wizards?"
Armitage smiled, his eyes soft and distant, his gaze seeming to pass straight through Quelgrum. "It's all going very well, General," he said.
The General was confused. "Do you mean they're already Pacified, Armitage?" he demanded. "If so, why haven't you sent them to me? If not, why aren't you still working on them?"
The Professor's expression implied complete incomprehension; the man appeared as an imbecile.
"It's all going very well, General; don't worry."
His expression was beatific, and he appeared quite unconcerned at his commander's agitation.
Quelgrum stared at the man. Had he gone insane? Had he been drinking?
"Didn't I make myself clear, Professor?" he snarled. "Why have you not got the two Questors in here, at this very moment? Where are they?"
The scientist tapped his nose, in a similar gesture to that which Perfuco had employed earlier, in the corridor.
"I can't say too much, Sir. But it's all going really well. No need to worry, I assure you."
Despite the Professor's dreamy assurances, Quelgrum was worried. Something was afoot here, and he feared that magic must be at its core.
"Professor," he said, controlling his burgeoning emotions, "where are the bloody magic-users?"
"Oh, they're all right, Sir," Armitage replied, cheery and bright-eyed. "Everything's going really well."
Quelgrum surveyed six pairs of blank, unseeing eyes, and he swore. He spun on his heel and gave the guard outside the door the order to summon Perfuco. He would get to the bottom of this bizarre situation, and in double-quick time!
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Chapter 30: Submission

"What would you recommend as a course of action, Brother Mage?" Grimm asked. "We seem at a considerable disadvantage. I doubt even a pair of Questors could thwart an army of fifteen hundred men and five mind-mages."
Xylox stood with his back to the wall; Grimm guessed the older mage felt as embarrassed as he by the brief, open-backed robe he wore.
"Divide and conquer, Questor Grimm," Xylox said. "They should be our watchwords. If we can ensorcel small groups of men without arousing suspicion, we may gain an armed force to aid our escape."
Grimm, who felt no more comfortable with his revealing attire than his fellow Questor, demurred.
"The mere sight of us," he said, "dressed in this fashion, will be enough to cause the alarm to be raised. We could be cut down in an instant."
Xylox's hand flew to his neck, and his eyes widened in near-panic. "My prized magic gem; it is gone!"
The young mage suspected Xylox had borne his amulet of Missile Reversal for so long that he felt almost helpless without it. The mage's only automatic defence against the Technological projectile weapons of Quelgrum's army had been snatched away.
"There is another problem, Questor Xylox," he said, shaking his head. "Questor spells powerful enough to bend a man's will to one's own purpose, and to maintain such control for a long period, carry a high cost in thaumaturgic energy. Each of us might be able to cast four or five such spells, and to hold them for thirty minutes or so.
"For a dedicated Specialist, such as Perfuco, such spells come at a trifling cost. We would be overwhelmed long before we could assemble a force strong enough to procure our escape."
Grimm had hit upon the major disadvantage a Questor faced when confronting another Guild Specialist: a Questor's spells were limited in scope only by his imagination, but forged by the marshalling of tremendous energies. A Specialist's rote-learned, runic spells were more limited in scope, but they were invariable and practiced endlessly until perfect.
The very patterning of a spell cost a Questor dear, whilst a Specialist's patterning was ready-made, by means of a standard chant providing the spell's structure within its carefully-crafted, well-researched, standardised syllables. Although the result of a brief one-on-one battle between a Questor and any other kind of Guild Mage was a foregone conclusion, a Seventh Rank Mentalist aided by four mage companions and fifteen hundred armed Seculars could surely defeat a pair of Questors with ease, if at considerable cost in life.
Tordun lounged on his bed, seemingly unbothered by his scanty attire; his pale body was muscular and impressive, as if sculpted from the finest alabaster, and he did not appear ashamed to display it.
"You are not alone, mage," the swordsman growled. "I am worth ten of those skinny louts, whether I am using a weapon or bare-handed."
"Excellent," Xylox said, his tone sour. "With the ten men we might ensorcel, we might account for� one-and-one third of a percent of the General's troops. That leaves the vast majority of his army intact.
"What of Master Crest? He has neither a whip nor a dagger, and I would guess that hand-to-hand combat is not his forte.
"And the female urchin; what of her?"
"I have a name: Drexelica," the girl muttered in a sullen tone, but Xylox ignored her. She slumped onto one of the beds, her eyes blazing.
It seemed to cost the senior mage considerable effort, but he turned back to face his junior. "Questor Grimm; do you have any constructive advice to offer?"
"We could replace the fluid in these bottles with water, get back on these beds and reinsert the needles," the younger mage suggested. "We could then feign continued intoxication and convince Armitage that we are duly Pacified servants of the General. During the initial assault on High Lodge, we raise the alarm, assuming that our deception has not been detected� of course, we would need to keep our bedazzled friend, Perfuco, and his fellow mages, well away from us; they would surely detect such a sham in an instant."
Xylox crossed his arms across his chest. "Your suggestion lacks appeal," he drawled. "Do you have any other suggestions?"
Grimm shrugged. "We could pool our resources and forge a spell of Translocation to send one of us back to Arnor House or to High Lodge, to give advance warning of the attack. This would, of course, leave the other members of the expedition at the tender mercies of Quelgrum, Armitage and Perfuco. I also imagine that neither of us has a very firm concept of the bearing of either High Lodge or Arnor House from this location."
"Neither of these options sounds very enticing, good mages," the wiry Crest said. "I can see an awful lot of 'ifs' and 'buts' in both plans."
"There is a third alternative," Grimm said in a soft voice, as new inspiration came to him. "We negotiate. Somehow, we convince the General that his cause is hopeless, and we persuade him to give it up. We Questors are dangerous, and I do not think General Quelgrum would relish a blood-bath."
Tordun guffawed, his laughter so loud that Grimm had to slash his hand through the air to remind the swordsman there might be guards outside the room.
In a more subdued voice, the albino said "Oh, I can just see that, Questor Grimm. We waltz up to Quelgrum and tell him that he's surrounded. I'm sure he'll just fold up and surrender immediately!"
"I haven't finished, Tordun!" Grimm snapped, his tone harsher than he intended. For once, Xylox did not reproach him for his breach of protocol in slipping out of the starchy, formal Mage Speech.
"I beg your pardon, Lord Mage," the albino replied in an acidic tone. "Pray continue."
"We convince him that High Lodge is already prepared for such an attack," Grimm said, clamping down on his fulminating emotions, "and that victory will only come through the payment of a very, very heavy butcher's bill. Quelgrum may be misguided, but he does not seem insane."
"Perfuco may know High Lodge as well as, or better than, either of us," Xylox said, rolling his eyes in ridicule. "Seculars move in and out all the time, and the mages of High Lodge are soft and weak, through years of self-indulgence and easy living. Perfuco will know that."
Grimm clasped his hands behind his head and stretched. His frequent reaction to worry was to yawn, and he found himself doing so now. He was aware that such a gesture might make him appear blase and cocksure, but he thought it might not be a bad impression to give.
"We do not have to expect the General to take our word for it," he said. "I understand that you have mastered the sleight of Telepathy, and that you could contact Lord Thorn by such means."
"I would already have done so, were I able!" the older mage replied, growing red in the face. "At our present distance from the House, the energy requirements would be beyond even our combined resources. The idea is risible!"
"We will tell Quelgrum how we communicated with the Lodge while we were imprisoned at Haven," was Grimm's smooth response. "Do you not remember, Brother Mage? After all, why would we have dared to approach this complex with such confidence, unless we felt sure of backup?"
Xylox snorted. "Quelgrum will not believe us. To send such a message from within that metal rabbit-warren would have been impossible. No telepathic signal could have passed in or out of there."
"We know that," Grimm said, his tone deepening as confidence in his idea began to grow, "but I doubt the General does. He was brought up as a farm hand, and I cannot believe his understanding of Technology is much better than ours, if at all. He uses it with aplomb, but I cannot imagine he is a master of the art."
"Armitage will know," the older Questor said. "Perfuco may understand it almost as well; he was conditioned at Haven for some time, and he may have attempted to send a Telepathic plea for help when he was first immured there."
Grimm smiled. "Armitage may well understand Technology in all its aspects," he said, his voice like oil flowing over wet ice, "but what does he know of magic? Next to nothing, I feel sure. How would he know that our skills were blunted by those metal walls?
"As for Perfuco, he knows how we Questors make our own magic; as a Seventh Rank Mentalist, he will be familiar with his own rigid, standard, runic magic, but I will wager anything you like that he knows next to nothing of what a Questor can do in that regard.
"I have noticed how Perfuco looks at us. He is scared of us, Questor Xylox; scared witless, as he should be!"
Xylox put his hands on his hips, lowered his brows and opened his mouth, as if he was about to utter a stinging rebuke at what he regarded as a facile argument, but it seemed as if his caustic words become entangled on his tongue.
"It is our only realistic chance," Grimm said, remorseless, forgetting his ridiculous, revealing garb as he moved to stand directly in front of the pompous, bigoted, but powerful thaumaturge. Since he stood a full six inches shorter than his junior, Xylox was forced to look up to meet Grimm's piercing gaze.
Long moments passed, and neither magic-user looked away; this was a true meeting of the minds. At last, Xylox spoke, as the girl and the two warriors looked on in fascination.
"Do you think it will be as simple as that?" His tone was incredulous, but no longer scathing.
Grimm stepped back and sat on the end of one of the beds, surrendering his psychological advantage of superior height.
"No, Brother Mage," he said, "I do not expect it to be simple at all. Unless we are remarkably fortunate, we will have to fight our way to the General and cause the sort of devastation that only Questors can. We will have to gamble every resource at our command on the success of the plan, and then brazen it out with a ruthless, skilled commander of armed men.
"We may all end up dead, or as Quelgrum's helpless playthings. The assault on High Lodge may yet go ahead. In the space of a few days, all we have sworn to defend may lie in ruins. Civilisation as we know it may come to an end: but we can't just ignore the danger, hoping it will go away."
Grimm let the words hang. He felt by no means confident in the success of his plan, but he had come a long way from his past incarnation as a frightened, insecure Student.
I am a Mage Questor, Grimm told himself, building his confidence. I am a true Weapon of the Guild; may woe betide those who dare to stand in my way!
He was prepared to fight, or to die in the attempt, rather than submit to the subjugation of his precious will.
Grimm decided that he had raised the tension in the room to sufficient intensity. He stood and looked each of his companions in the eye in turn as he spoke.
"I, for one, do not intend to lie down like a lamb awaiting slaughter. Will you join with me?"
Tordun was the first to speak. He took down a bottle from the metal structure by one of the beds and wrenched the various cross-members free from the main upright of the stand. The result of this destruction was a rough, but workable, spear.
"Death before dishonour, eh, sorcerer? That's a song I know well. I'm with you."
Crest picked up the scattered pieces of metal from the floor and hefted them. "I suppose I could use these as throwing knives, or something. The balance is a little off, and the points are non-existent, but I'm game; anything's better than waiting to be killed or turned into a vapid moron. Some of these glass shards could be useful, too. Count me in."
Drex shrugged, and Grimm tried to ignore her shapely, exposed legs. "I'll join you," she said, enthusiastically beaming. "I owe you a life, after all, Questor Grimm, so I'm more than happy to watch your back." She moved to his side, so close that he felt the heat emanating from her small body.
Grimm felt his face growing hot, remembering the revealing robe he wore. However, the burgeoning feelings gave him strength, gave him vitality, and he drew his shoulders back. A battle was coming, and he would not be found wanting!
Energy bloomed within him, threatening to explode from the fleshy confines of his body, but he held it in check with control born of years of denial and self-discipline. He was acutely aware of the girl at his side, but he found her now a fount of strength rather than a source of awkwardness.
"Will you join us, Questor Xylox?" he intoned in a dispassionate voice. "If not, we will do this without you; however, I would far rather have a mage of your power and ability on our side."
As the young thaumaturge spoke, he no longer cared if the task was feasible or not; he was strength; he was power!
He almost laughed, half-drunk with the heady knowledge of his deadly potency. Fifteen hundred Seculars, and five superannuated Specialists-at that moment, they seemed as nothing to him. His long-denied emotions gave him wings, and his spirit soared.

****

Xylox's eyes slid back and forth between the people in the small room. Tordun's face was rapt; his teeth bared, his eyes wide, his expression one of barely-concealed blood-lust. Crest stood, his expression unreadable, but his manner resolute. The girl, whatever her name was, stood at Questor Grimm's shoulder, her face a mask of determination.
And then there was Questor Grimm. Even in his brief, revealing attire, the young mage looked every inch the commanding, decisive Questor, his staff poised in his hand as if seeking a target. This was no cavalier, jejune stripling, Xylox realised.
Something had changed. This boy-this man-was dangerous and determined, and the intensity in his gaze would surely cause any unseasoned Secular to drop his weapon and run at the very sight of those black, fathomless eyes. He was a true Weapon of the Guild.
All his life, Xylox had sought that same effortless poise; that stare, that presence. He had chosen a life of stark asceticism, in the hope that it might make him appear more austere, more formidable, to his foes and his fellow mages. Nonetheless, he had to admit to himself that this skinny, gangling youth, dressed in a revealing, ludicrous shift, was not just impressive: he looked almost frightening in his intensity.
He, Xylox, Mage Questor of the Seventh Rank, called 'the Mighty', knew he could never hope to match such lambent power and presence: 'Power and presence complete the mage-'how many times had that been drummed into him as a callow Student?
Power and presence do complete the mage, Xylox realised, almost as if understanding the old cliche's import for the first time.
This youth had both, in abundance! How could he, Xylox the Mighty have been so wrong, so hidebound in his prejudices? He had been prepared to throw this powerful youth, this valuable Guild resource, on the scrapheap in order to validate his own sense of self-worth.
Xylox was unaccustomed to self-analysis; he had held his Mage Staff and his Guild Ring for more than half of his life, and he knew, or thought he knew, how to act as a leader.
Nonetheless, at this moment, he mentally surrendered his notional command of the Quest. His own staff might bear seven rings, and Questor Grimm's only five, but he remembered his Oath and his duty; the slender youth might hold the only key to the success of the Quest.
Aware that all eyes were upon him, he considered his words with care. He was still the Senior Questor but, at this moment, the other members of the team seemed bonded to Grimm Afelnor and his desperate, if heroic, plan. If he were to be of any use at all, Xylox would have to support his junior as best he could.
"Questor Grimm," he said, in a low, hesitant voice. "Since this reckless assault is your plan, I feel it only fair that you should carry it through. For good or for ill, until the conclusion of this attempt, I cede control of our activities to you."
A long pause followed, and Xylox gathered his courage into a tight ball within him. "Questor Grimm; until this battle is at an end, I surrender myself to your authority. May the Names guide us and help us!"
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Chapter 31: Fulfilment

Quelgrum felt the cold, slimy worm of worry gnawing at his heart. Armitage's behaviour when questioned had been bizarre in the extreme. The General knew the Professor had never been subjected to the mental conditioning known as Pacification, but he had acted as if he had been. The only sensible explanation seemed to be that Colonel Perfuco, the Mage Mentalist, had brought about Armitage's change in personality.
The soldier knew there was little love lost between his Chief Scientist and his new Head of Security, but this had, so far, been limited to a simmering resentment that filled the air when the two were in close proximity. Quelgrum had found this rivalry amusing, but never before had he thought that it would ever go as far as direct confrontation.
Where the Hell was that damned mage? Many soldiers reported that they had been questioned by the Colonel, but Quelgrum could see little pattern in the Mentalist's meanderings; he seemed to be scurrying through the rabbit-warren of the complex's corridors almost at random.
Had the conflict between Perfuco's Guild Oath and his chemically-reinforced change of loyalties driven the thaumaturge over the edge? Quelgrum knew nothing of magic or Technology, except how to use both to his own ends, and he began to worry that he might have sown the seeds of his own downfall by trying to shackle two such powerful, antagonistic, capricious disciplines together.
Quelgrum looked down at his crisp, ornate uniform. He might well have melded a disparate group of loners and misfits into a mighty, disciplined army, but the shade of the frightened, insecure farm slave lurked behind the polished facade of the confident, commanding military man at all times. Pride born of astonishing success had pushed the hapless, helpless serf into the background of the General's complex psyche for many years; he had begun almost to believe in his own invulnerability and infallibility. Now, however, Quelgrum found himself assaulted by uncertainty and anxiety. He had never managed fully to shake off the twin demons of peasant superstition and self-doubt, and they now seemed to return to castigate him without mercy.
The General, however, was no snivelling coward. Despite the roiling emotions threatening to overwhelm him, he took a deep breath, closed his eyes and crushed his worries into a small, crumpled ball in the pit of his stomach. He smashed his meaty right fist into his left palm three times and drove himself to focus on the issue at hand. Why was he bouncing from pillar to post in an attempt to track down a possible renegade, when he had fifteen-hundred loyal men and women at his command to do it for him?
With new determination in his stride, he made his way back to his office. Although he lacked any real comprehension of Technology, he had faith in its efficacy as a tool, and he would use it to track down this seemingly unhinged officer. The crisp salutes he received on his way gladdened his heart, and he returned each in the professional manner in which it had been presented. If there were two things he really understood and trusted with all his heart, they were the human spirit and the power of discipline
These were good people, and they would give their all for him.

****

"How do you feel, Questor Xylox?" Grimm asked, a cool smile on his face.
"Powerful and dangerous, Brother Mage," Xylox replied, "and ready for the fray." The senior Questor seemed to have forgotten his earlier embarrassment at his incongruous, revealing attire.
With ruthless efficiency, Tordun stripped the metal stands that had held the bottles of insidious drugs, converting them into effective, if makeshift, weapons. Crest smashed all the bottles, muffling the sound of their destruction with sheets and blankets. He converted the beds' leather straps into bandoliers, into which he forced numerous glass shards for use as impromptu throwing knives.
Grimm knew that, as a fighting force, the group appeared woefully inadequate, but he also knew the team's morale was high; that had to be considered a powerful factor in its favour.
For the first time in his life, Grimm Afelnor felt in full control of his own destiny-he felt replete, fulfilled, and downright happy! Drexelica stood at his side, beaming, and the Questor wondered for a moment if she were using her earth magic upon him, forcing him to feel this way, but he realised he did not care. Granfer Loras would be so proud of him at this moment, he thought�
Granfer Loras! The reviled Oathbreaker, the Outcast, disgraced Questor, the renegade� a man who had been betrayed, reviled and beguiled. In Grimm's current, ebullient state, the thought of his beloved relative toiling in his forge just to make ends meet only added to his determination.
I will survive, Grandfather, he vowed to himself, renewing his own, personal oath. I will live to see you exonerated and returned to your former status. I do this for you!
"Brother Mage," Xylox said, interrupting his fellow Questor's reverie, "should we attack now or wait for an alarm to be raised?" His tone was deferent, even reverent, but it carried an unmistakable undercurrent of urgency.
Brought back to the present with an abrupt jerk, Grimm turned to his colleague. It gratified and astonished him to see the change in the former overbearing, self-important martinet's bearing.
Xylox has asked me, the despised blacksmith's boy for advice! the young mage thought. This is like a religious conversion!
He knew this feeling of invincibility could not last forever. He must act now!
A tinny but recognisable voice boomed from the corridor. "This is the General. Colonel Perfuco, Professor Armitage, report immediately to my office. I repeat: report immediately to my office!"
Although the message was crackling and distorted, the urgent tone in Quelgrum's voice rang through.
"The decision seems to have been taken out of our hands. We attack," Grimm said, in a resonant, commanding voice that seemed as if it came from someone else.
Tordun tried the door. "It's locked, Questor, and there doesn't seem to be any way of opening it from this side."
"We do not need to worry about that, Tordun," Xylox replied. "There must be guards outside; if we make enough noise, they will surely open it for us. I suggest that you make the commotion, while Questor Grimm and I stand on either side of the doorway. Our staves should make short work of any luckless Secular who enters; that way, we retain our magical energy for more desperate engagements."
The change in Xylox's attitude was remarkable. The word 'suggest' had hitherto seemed all but absent from his vocabulary.
"I concur," Grimm said, taking up position at the left of the door, with Redeemer at the ready.
Xylox muttered a single word: "Nemesis". His staff shimmered into solidity in his outstretched hand, summoned from wherever it had been stored.
"Right, Tordun," Grimm said. "It might be better if you were to lie on the bed opposite the door, so the guards' attention is directed towards you, with Crest and Drexelica flanking you. Try to sound confused and befuddled; we do not want the guards to be too suspicious when they enter."
"They'll notice that the stands and bottles are gone, for sure," Crest said.
Grimm tapped Redeemer's brass head. "It will all be over by then," he said, with a wry smile.
It was done as Grimm had suggested, and the young mage hoped there were not too many armed guards waiting in the passage; otherwise, it might get messy.
Tordun proved to be a good actor as he began to moan and thrash on the bed. "Lemme out of 'ere! Lemme go!" he bawled, slurring his voice.
As no response was immediately apparent-these guards seem singularly inefficient, thought Grimm-the warrior began to raise his voice, adding imprecations and obscenities at an ever-increasing volume.
At last, the door swung open, and a pair of green-clad men rushed into the room: their expressions belligerent and wary, their weapons at the ready.
"What's all this?" one cried. "What-"
Two staves crashed down in unison. No common lump of wood could ever compare to the effect of a well-wielded Mage Staff; the two men crumpled to the floor in an instant and lay there, immobile.
Tordun, Crest and Drexelica leapt from the beds, clutching their improvised spears.
"Tordun, Crest, take the guards' weapons," Grimm directed.
"Countenancing the use of such blasphemous Technological tools is hardly proper for a Guild Mage!" Xylox snapped, some of his old fire returning.
"It is better than trying to oppose them with crude metal poles," Grimm riposted. "Despite the Guild's animosity towards the unchecked use of Technology, the Oath contains no clauses prohibiting its use in times of peril."
"Very well," the older man said after a long pause. "Since our situation is far from optimal, I will permit it."
"Do you think their uniforms will fit you?" Grimm asked the fighters. "If we appear to be under armed escort, we may make better progress without attracting undue attention."
"This fellow's clothes should fit me," Crest declared, stepping over to the prone form of the smaller guard.
Tordun looked at the larger of the two men. "He is well-built, but a little on the short side," he said. "However, I am prepared to wear anything other than this skimpy shift."
In a trice, the two guards were stripped to their undergarments, without ceremony. Crest and Tordun seemed to have more regard for their own modesty in the presence of a young girl, as each slipped on the uniform trousers before doffing his white robe.
When they were dressed, Grimm regarded the two fighters with a critical eye. Crest's uniform was a reasonable, if spare, fit. On the other hand, Tordun's was stretched tight over his massive frame, challenging the seams and buttons of the clothes to the limit. The taut jacket arms left six inches of pale skin visible at the wrists, and the trousers were no better-fitting, sufficing only to preserve the albino's modesty in an uneasy truce between burgeoning muscle and the strength of the garment's needlework. The effect was almost ludicrous, but it would have to do.
"How does this work?" Crest said, inspecting his firearm with a dubious eye. It was similar to the one Tordun held, although far cruder in finish and form. The weapon must be a more recent attempt to duplicate the smooth, shining article in the albino's hands.
"You saw this type of weapon used at Haven," Grimm reminded him. "The pellets emerge from the open end of the machine, and they are activated by pressing that lever."
Grimm saw other knobs and levers on the side of the firearm, and he hoped its use was as simple as he had said, but he dare not risk testing the article, for fear of attracting attention.
Tordun trussed and gagged the unconscious guards, using sheets from the beds. The speed and efficacy of his movements implied that he had done this before on several occasions.
Crest moved with caution to the open door and scanned the corridor.
"The coast's clear," he declared.
The desperate escape attempt was on!

****

"Colonel Perfuco, reporting as ordered, Sir!"
Quelgrum thought the salute a little sloppy, but, then again, the mage was only a relative newcomer to army ways.
"What's going on between you and Armitage, Perfuco?" he demanded.
"I am sure I do not know what you mean, Sir," the Mentalist replied, swivelling his eyes from side to side and raising and lowering his eyebrows in a rapid sequence. Quelgrum guessed that this was intended as some kind of signal, but its significance escaped him.
The door opened, and Armitage entered the office, clutching a wad of paper to his chest.
"Ah, Armitage, thank you for gracing us with your presence at last," the General said, his tone acidic.
"I'm sorry, General," the scientist replied. "I was very busy."
Quelgrum's anger and frustration seemed to wash over and through him in a hot flood. He sighed, rubbing his aching brow with a weary gesture.
"Gentlemen; let me make it as plain as I can. What in HELL'S NAME is going on around here?" he screamed, at the end of his tether. "If it's some sort of game, then I'd be ever so grateful if you'd be kind enough to let me in on the damn rules!"
"I'm sorry, General; I really do not know what you mean," Perfuco said, repeating his bizarre facial ritual with even more urgency.
"Everything's just fine," Armitage said, smiling like some sort of imbecile.
"Oh, for heaven's sake," Quelgrum hissed, clasping his forehead. "Just�"
He was interrupted by a beep from the intercom, which flashed red, indicating urgency. The General stabbed his thumb down on the relevant button as if he was trying to push it through the table.
"Yes?"
"Lieutenant Harman here, Sir! There's some sort of disturbance in Corridor D-6, and gunfire is being exchanged. I've got garbled reports of men down, and we have a fire alert in the corridor."
"We'll be right there, Lieutenant," the General snapped, almost glad that there was something concrete on which he could fasten his attention. "Perfuco, Armitage, this can wait."
Quelgrum took a holstered pistol from a desk drawer. After checking that the weapon was loaded, he strapped it on.
"Sound General Quarters, Lieutenant!" he barked into the intercom. "Call out the guard!
"Come with me, gentlemen," the old soldier said, smiling. "We seem to be at war."
War was something Quelgrum knew only too well, and he almost felt relieved.

****

Grimm loosed another withering burst of green fire down the corridor, and he heard Xylox, at the rear of the group, scream another incantation in his own spell-language. Cries of agony and dismay rang out before being snuffed out in an instant.
Occasional bangs came from Crest's firearm, felling soldiers twenty feet away and more. Although Tordun's own machine did not appear to function, he hurled shattered lumps of masonry at his foes with deadly accuracy and force.
There seemed no end to the stream of soldiers pouring into the passageway, and Grimm felt his confidence beginning to ebb.
He still had some power left in reserve, but he was expending it at a prodigious rate. The group had the advantage of being able to counter assaults from either end of each corridor, but it seemed that the restrictive warren of tunnels acted against them. Only a few men opposed then at each juncture, requiring the expenditure of more energy for each small group of attackers.
At each new branch in the route, more soldiers appeared, ready to spit Technological death at the adventurers. Grimm had a fresh spell ready on his lips at each juncture, but he knew each assault was costing him too much.
I may have bitten off a little more than I can chew here�
Another corridor, a few steps closer to Quelgrum's chamber. Another volley of fire, barely countered. The end could not be far.
As Grimm readied himself for what might prove the last assault, a familiar, deep, commanding voice surged into the void.
"Cease fire! Cease fire, you men!"
Grimm stayed his next spell, although he kept his remaining thaumaturgic energy in an ordered form, ready to unleash at a moment's notice. He had used the same, simple Fire spell so many times now that he no longer required a chant to unleash it. He saw a white flag, a handkerchief attached to a rod, waving from the next corridor junction, and the young mage knew what that universal symbol meant: a request to parlay.
"All right, General," he said, in a hoarse, scratchy voice. "Come into the corridor, alone, where we can see you. You have my word as a Guild Mage that we will not harm you, if you do not break the compact. We will talk."
The General strode into the corridor with a confident air. "By my count, magic-user," he said, "you have killed or incapacitated fifty or so of my men. I have many, many more at my disposal; you cannot win.
"Give it up, mage. You have done well to get this far, but you are finished, I'm afraid. Surrender, and I'll let you live; otherwise, you'll be cut down, sooner or later. For your sake, and that of my men, I'd prefer the former."
Grimm felt cold tendrils of despair writhe within the pit of his stomach, but he refused to let them overwhelm him.
"I offer a counter-proposal, General," he said, surprised at the calmness in his voice. "Release us, free Perfuco and the other mages from your enslavement, and swear to leave the Guild demesnes untouched, and we will stop the attacking force of mages that is converging even now on this facility. It is you and your army who are defeated."
Quelgrum's eyes narrowed. "I don't believe you, magic-user. You've had no opportunity to send any message to your Guild. You're lying."
Grimm laughed and, to his surprise, it sounded unforced and natural. "We Questors have means at our disposal no mere Secular or Specialist Mage can hope to comprehend," he said. "You have guessed that we destroyed Haven, and you are correct. A mere brace of Questors destroyed it: just imagine the destruction ten of us could do. Now, every single Questor in the Guild lands is descending on your army.
"Before we left Haven in ruins, Questor Xylox sent a telepathic message to Lord Thorn, our Prelate, apprising him of your plans. You are discovered."
"Why didn't you say this before, mage?" Quelgrum asked, his suspicion and disbelief plain to see. "You've had ample time to do so."
"I needed to buy time for our own army to assemble, General." The lie slipped from Grimm's tongue with surprising ease. "Your clumsy, Technological attempts to enslave us were no more successful than were Armitage's at Haven, as you have seen; they posed no terrors for us. We were content to wait until the moment was ripe."
The General looked deep into Grimm's impenetrable, dark eyes, and he rubbed a hand over his chin.
"Colonel Perfuco; front and centre!" he snapped. Grimm's heart sank; the Mentalist would be able to detect any lie with ease. The Questor could not hope to conceal his deceit from the enslaved sorcerer's penetrating Mage Sight. Nonetheless, he stood his ground, for what it was worth, as the mind-manipulator hurried into view and stood before Quelgrum.
"Questor Grimm: kindly tell the Colonel what you told me." The General's tone was smooth and confident.
Grimm suppressed his emotions as best he could and said, "High Lodge knows about your impending attack, and an army of Questors is on its way to attack you."
Long moments passed as the Mentalist scanned the Questor.
"Well, Colonel? Is he telling the truth?"
"I� I do not know, General. Somehow, he is hiding his aura from me. I suspect he is lying, but I cannot be sure." Perfuco's brow was furrowed, and he looked uneasy, as if a power on which he had been able to rely all his life had just betrayed him. Grimm suppressed an expression of astonishment, keeping his face neutral.
"Is it possible, Perfuco? Could they have contacted the Guild?"
"I do not understand Questors, Sir," the Mentalist admitted. "Perhaps it is possible, but I doubt it. However, I did tell you they were dangerous, General."
"We seem to have reached an impasse, General," Grimm said, smiling. "Are you prepared to take the risk?"
Quelgrum's expression was sphinx-like, unreadable, and Grimm held his breath. Long moments passed.
"What do I get out of this if you're telling the truth?"
Grimm guessed that the General had not believed his desperate, improvised tale; perhaps he was just testing the water. It was as if he were playing the ancient game of poker, of which Grimm had read in the Scholasticate Library, deciding whether to call the Questor's bluff or fold.
"You have said several times that all you want is a home for your men, General," he offered. "If that is true, I can offer you such a home." The mage kept his tone, his face like stone.
"What sort of home, magic-user?"
"I am the Baron of Crar," Grimm declared, crossing his arms over his chest. He found himself enjoying the game. "It is a large, wealthy city to the north-west of here, and it was under the spell of an evil demon for many years.
"Crar is a tempting target for any hot-headed warlord; all we have to protect us is a small force of hastily-trained militia. I want to ensure that Crar may never again be invaded by anyone. I would not use you to attack, but to protect. You and your men would have a permanent home, for as long as you want it.
"On the other hand, if you seek power, you face only ignominious death. The choice is yours."
No Secular should be able to hold the iron gaze of a Mage Questor, but Quelgrum's eyes stayed locked on Grimm's.
"No," the soldier said. "I don't believe you. Perfuco�"
As the General turned to his Chief of Security, and Grimm resigned himself to a fight to the death, he heard an urgent, female voice from a side corridor.
"Lieutenant Harman reporting, Sir! There's a mage outside. He just blasted his way through the gates, and nobody could stop him. He says he wants to discuss terms of surrender. He says his name's Questor Dalquist, and he says he has an army of sorcerers awaiting his command in the desert! I can see at least thirty of them, all young men, and they don't look happy. Illusionist Stepan confirms that this is no Illusion. He says his Mage Sight tells him that this Dalquist is a very potent mage."
Hiding his astonishment as best he could, Grimm retained his defiant pose. "I believe an ace-high straight flush beats a full house, General," he intoned.
Quelgrum held Grimm's gaze for a few more moments and then he looked away, at last.
"It does indeed," he muttered, nodding, "every time, mage.
"Very well; you win."
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Chapter 32: Truth at Last

Grimm found the anticlimax almost as satisfying as a climatic victory might have been. He administered an oath to the General, scrutinising his aura with his Mage Sight, finding only signs of relief at a long struggle ended. It was evident that the young mage's offer of a permanent home for his men had been accepted with gratitude by the old soldier, who said he would make immediate plans for the departure of his army to Crar. The Questor knew, beyond doubt, that Quelgrum's oath was good.
In the presence of Grimm's group, the General gave strict orders to Perfuco and his four fellow slaves that their primary loyalty was to the Guild alone, completing his instructions with the word "persimmon". This, the soldier avowed, was a post-hypnotic word that released the men from their Technological ensorcelment.
From the confused, lost expressions on the mages' faces, and after scanning the mages' auras, Grimm could see Quelgrum had been as good as his word. The thaumaturges seemed free from their former influence.
Noting a familiar pendant around Perfuco's neck, Xylox held his hand out to the Mentalist.
"I think you are wearing something that belongs to me, Mentalist Perfuco," he growled. "I would be grateful for its return."
Perfuco seemed baffled, but he looked down to see the red gem hanging over his chest. The mage removed the pendant and surrendered it to Xylox, an apologetic expression suffusing his face.
"Forgive me, Questor Xylox. I was not responsible for my actions when I took this."
Replacing his prized amulet, which had the power to repel a speeding projectile back to its sender, around his neck, Xylox grunted.
"No apology is necessary, Brother Mage. Welcome back to our beloved Guild."
The Mentalist bowed. "Questor Xylox; if you would be so kind as to excuse me, I would like to exchange this green garb for something better befitting a Guild Mage."
Perfuco's acolytes found their voices, and they echoed his sentiments.
Grimm realised he knew none of their names and nothing about them. This was quickly remedied, as the Mentalist introduced Grimm and his companions to the other mages.
As they made to leave, Xylox called out to Perfuco. "Mage Mentalist! My companions and I are without suitable apparel, having left our effects in the Shest Mountains. I would take it as a singular favour if any of you could rectify our current lack; I should hate to present myself before my House Prelate in my current state of dress."
Grimm had all but forgotten his revealing, embarrassing robe, but he echoed the senior mage's concern, as did Drexelica, who now stood with her back to the wall.
One of the Illusionists, a tall man named Mattas, nodded. "I brought several changes of clothes with me from Haven, and I would be happy to help-you have delivered us from dire enslavement, and such a token of gratitude would be the least I could do for my rescuers."
Within ten minutes, Grimm was wearing a simple brown robe, which, at least, left him decently covered. Mattas offered Xylox a similar robe that swamped the Questor, but he was able to cut it down to size with a pair of shears from his pack. Drexelica opted for a blue cloak, which covered her back despite leaving the lower parts of her legs exposed to view.
Hands were shaken, and vows of eternal friendship exchanged, but it was all a blur to Grimm. Questions whirled within the Questor's brain: how had his deception been concealed from Perfuco? How had Dalquist latched onto Quelgrum's plot? How had Grimm maintained his preternatural confidence in his eventual success when faced with such insurmountable odds? These questions demanded an answer, but the young mage waited until Perfuco and his companions left the room.
Dalquist beamed at Grimm, and the two Questors embraced as brothers while the other adventurers looked on. All appeared bemused, except for Crest, who offered the thaumaturge a hearty greeting. This was returned with equal enthusiasm. When the junior mage was sure that no ears outside the room were listening, he addressed his brother Questor.
"Dalquist, it is so good to see you!" he crowed. "How on earth did High Lodge become aware of the General's plans?"
His friend laughed long and loud. "It didn't, Grimm!"
Xylox shot a hard look at the mage, perhaps for Dalquist's omission of Mage Speech, but it seemed he felt powerless to criticise a fellow Questor who bore as many rings on his staff as he.
"Lord Thorn has a few Secular spies in Griven, Grimm," Dalquist continued. "They reported that you had departed for the mountains, and they guessed your eventual destination. When the town was flooded with refugees from that mountain complex-Haven, is it?�� he dispatched me to Griven to gather information. It didn't take too long to guess what had happened. The rest, as they say, is history."
"What about this mage army of yours, Questor Dalquist?" Xylox demanded. "Where are they?"
"I don't have one," Dalquist admitted. "I assembled a small group of warriors and misfits and pretended they were the avant-garde of a mighty force. It seems your attack was just in time to convince these people that they were besieged, and that your attack must be of a diversionary nature."
"How did Illusionist Stepan fail to see through this illusion?" Grimm demanded, frowning. "You must surely have known that Quelgrum had mages under his command."
Dalquist chuckled. "Of course I did, Grimm, but I also knew they were all Specialists skilled in the beguilement of the mind; once they encountered a verifiable Guild Mage, I knew they would be on their guard for a magical deception. I gambled that such men would rely on their Sight to tell them of any Glamour or Illusion, to the exclusion of all other considerations. My companions' staves were simple lengths of wood, stained and painted, and their fine robes were supplied from my wardrobe and the Grivense tailors. There was no magical illusion.
"I know Mage Sight cannot distinguish the details of auras beyond a few yards, so I kept the men at a good distance. This Stepan spent all his effort on seeking a magical deception that was not there, so I only had to work to conceal my own deceit. It cost me a fair amount of energy, but it worked."
The normally saturnine Xylox grinned and clapped his hands. "Well done, Questor Dalquist! That was an ingenious stratagem!"
Seeming to remember the dour image he had cultivated at such length, he cleared his throat and nodded. "Yes, Brother Mage; you have done well," he added, in a more restrained tone.
Grimm suppressed a smile.
Our impenetrable super-mage seems to become more human with every hour! Grimm thought.
Xylox turned to face his junior. "Are you not nurturing a viper in your bosom, Questor Grimm? This man, Quelgrum, should not be allowed to live; he has enslaved Guild Mages, and he threatened High Lodge!"
"I think I can best answer that, Questor Xylox," Dalquist said, inspecting his fingernails. "I Saw the General's aura as he assembled his cadre: he radiated relief and happiness, and he is no mage. I would have been able to See any external spell cast on him, and I didn't.
"I Saw some chagrin, to be sure, but not the slightest hint of treachery or deceit. I think Grimm's fiefdom will be well protected, and that the Guild may well have an army on which it can call in times of dire need. Isn't that so, Grimm?"
Grimm smoothed his hair over his pate. "I have not� I haven't even thought about it, Dalquist," he confessed, daring to discard the irksome, formal Mage Speech in the manner of his friend, despite Xylox's disapproving glare.
"I'm just tired, and happy that we've succeeded on this difficult Quest. I think� I know we can trust Quelgrum to carry out his duties to the letter. His men will follow him. If they don't, they'll have to answer to my demon Seneschal, Shakkar. If Shakkar had been here with us, I don't think Quelgrum's soldiers would have stood a chance."
"You seem to have amassed an interesting collection of friends, Grimm," Xylox said, for the first time failing to keep the young Questor at arms' length by the use of a formal title.
"What do you think, Questor Xylox?" Dalquist asked. "Has the boy done well?"
Xylox snorted. "He was an impertinent, insolent renegade. I was ready to have the whelp sent back to the scullery at one stage," he said, his face dark and threatening.
"And now, Brother Mage?" Dalquist's tone was as smooth as wet ice. "Are you still as determined to condemn him to eternal servitude?"
Xylox cast a critical eye at Grimm. "I had already decided to limit my recommendation to a simple rebuke, but Questor Grimm is still impertinent and insubordinate. He lacks discipline, and I cannot be expected to ignore that."
"I served under Questor Olaf, on his last Quest," Dalquist said, and Xylox blinked. "He regaled me with tales of how a young Fourth Level Questor once defied him during a Quest. The same Questor negotiated a trade deal with rebellious Therian merchants who had threatened to blockade all Guild shipments, despite Olaf's explicit veto on any such agreement.
"Questor Olaf told me how that young mage defied him and even swore at him, yet I understand he recommended to Lord Thorn and High Lodge that this callow, insubordinate mage be elevated to a higher rank. That Questor was rebellious, and yet he succeeded-I believe the appropriate term is 'lucky'. Is this Questor not lucky?"
"Perhaps� perhaps he is, at that." His discomfiture was plain to see, but even Grimm admired how the proud mage fought to retain his dignity in spite of Dalquist's baiting.
"Perhaps?" Dalquist said. "Perhaps I could discourse with you at length later, Questor Xylox? I heard many interesting tales from Questor Olaf that I would gladly share with you. Do you care to hear them? Some are quite amusing; even graphic. The dear man can be so garrulous when in his cups."
The older mage sighed, and his eyes blazed. "Questor Dalquist; I would gladly exchange reminiscences with you, but perhaps it should wait until we are safely back at Arnor."
Grimm affected a fit of coughing to cover the broad smile he felt spreading across his face. He knew the senior mage would prefer some of these memories and perhaps Dalquist, too, to be dead and buried.
"We have more urgent matters to discuss, such as the completion of our Quest," Xylox said, resuming his arrogant, overbearing role as Senior Questor.
"My first duty is to return to High Lodge with Perfuco and his fellows, in order to requite our obligations to the Guild. Questor Grimm, I suggest that you accompany Quelgrum and his army to Crar and deliver a solemn oath of fealty to each man, binding him to the defence of your Barony and the greater needs of our beloved Guild; I trust you to inspect each man's aura, and to dismiss or destroy any whose motive is not true."
Grimm felt gratified that Xylox had modified his opinion of his junior Questor to the extent that he would trust him to carry out such an onerous and responsible duty. Nonetheless, one thing remained to settle.
Drawing the older mage to one side, the young thaumaturge whispered, "Your report to Lord Thorn, Questor Xylox, have you decided what you will say in it?"
Several seconds of silence crawled past.
"I still consider you a disrespectful, impetuous whelp, Questor Grimm," Xylox growled, "but I acknowledge that you are a resourceful and powerful mage, and that our Quest might have been less successful without your aid."
Grimm fought to keep the astonishment from his face; from Xylox, this was high praise, indeed!
"After deep consideration, I find that your contributions to this enterprise have been of some value to the aims of the Guild," the mage continued, in a conspiratorial tone, almost as if discussing treason. "I feel duty bound to declare your many shortcomings in comportment, but my report with regard to your performance will be, on balance, favourable. You need fear no longer for your continuance as a Guild Questor; I feel now that our House would be the poorer for your loss. I shall report that you are injured and exhausted after your efforts on behalf of the Guild. I will recommend that you remain in Crar for a period of at least two months. You have my implicit trust, and I assure you that I have sufficient honours heaped on my name not to exaggerate my own role in our victory. I will also recommend Questor Dalquist for his resourcefulness."
It felt as if a ton weight had been removed from Grimm's shoulders, and the young Questor fought welling tears.
"Thank you, Questor Xylox," he whispered.
"Well met, Questor Grimm," the senior mage drawled. "Now we must arrange our transport. I have no intention of travelling to High Lodge in one of these cursed, Technological vehicles, and so I trust to Questor Dalquist to provide a more suitable conveyance. I leave you to your own conscience in this regard."
"I shall accompany the General and his men in their metal contraptions," Grimm declared. "They will need direction, and I do not propose to walk to Crar"
"What of these Technological weapons and machines?" Xylox demanded. "What will you do with them?"
"I have decided to retain them," Grimm said, meeting Xylox's stern gaze with equal intensity, "but only to be used in the case of direct assault on the Barony of Crar, or on the Guild. I will fulfil my sworn Oath in all regards; these men and their resources are at the disposal of the Guild whenever they may be required."
"Very well, Questor Grimm," Xylox growled, shaking his head. "Much though I loathe all ramifications of this ancient art, I would rather it were used in our service than in the hands of a renegade. I offer you a free hand in this regard. However, I will deal with the detestable Armitage myself; he will die at my hands, but I shall be merciful."
An automatic reaction arose within Grimm to reject this proposal, but he quashed it. Armitage was too dangerous to live; he did not care what he did to any being, so long as it advanced his knowledge. The man was evil, and Grimm could not find any objection to the prospect of Armitage's death.
"Good hunting, Brother Mage," he said. "Armitage may be considered dead already, and I will not weep for him."
Although Grimm had left far behind the insecure boy he had once been, a small segment of his conscience nagged him over his rapid acceptance of the cool murder of a fellow human, no matter how callous.

****

The large train of vehicles stopped short of Crar, at Grimm's command, and the Questor walked the last quarter-mile to the formidable city gates alone.
"Who goes there?" came the challenge from the bastion.
"I am Baron Grimm," the mage replied. "I have brought an army with me. I bring Crar security and safety against any foe. Starmor is dead, and this force will preclude invasion from any other of his ilk. I request free passage for our protective force, which is under my complete command. Send the Mayor; he should vouch for me."
The suspicious face at the ramparts disappeared, to be replaced in due course by that of Mayor Chod.
The Mayor peered at Grimm from the high walls and commanded that the gates be flung wide, without delay.
The Questor breathed a deep sigh of relief. At least he had not been forgotten!

****

Grimm felt irritable and befuddled. All he wanted was a soft bed and surcease, after five exhausting days of interviews at the side of his trusty demon Seneschal, Shakkar. Crar was safe, and the mage wanted nothing more than a comfortable bed, content in his successes. He wanted to be alone.
However, when he finally climbed the winding, softly singing staircase to his chamber, he saw Drexelica standing just inside the open door.
"It's all right," she whispered to him.
Grimm blinked, fighting torpor. What did she mean?
"We all need somebody else in our lives, boy-mage," she said, her voice as beguiling and as entrancing as any Mentalist's.
He recognised the power her voice had over him, even though he knew she was using no magic on him. This did not feel like the frantic, desperate passion he had felt when the witch-nun, Madeleine, had attempted to control him at High Lodge.
Grimm's feelings were as strong now as they had been then, but he knew that his confused emotions were at least his own, and very different from those he had felt just before the reckless battle against Quelgrum's forces.
"You masked my aura from Perfuco, didn't you, Drex?" he said, without a trace of condemnation.
Drex shrugged. "I can't deny it, Grimm," she said, smiling. "I tweaked your self-confidence, too, but just a little. I did use witch magic, but does that make it bad? I did it for you, not for me."
Her arms were open, and Grimm found himself unable to resist. He said nothing, launching himself into her embrace and kissing her with a fierce passion, born of the release of tension after a long, hard struggle. The kiss seemed to last forever, but it came to an end at last, and he looked at the beautiful girl, a nervous expression distorting his features.
"It's all right," she whispered, as Grimm trembled, his breath rapid and shallow. "It's all right, my baby."
Grimm reached for her again, as warm waves of long-pent, physical need washed through him, but he stopped short, groaning in frustration.
"I can't, Drex," he moaned, although he wanted her more than anything he had ever wanted. "I can't. It'll destroy my magic. I have a vow not only to my House, but to redeem the Afelnor name in the eyes of the Guild, for my grandfather's sake. I want you, more than anything else, ever, but I can't have you."
"Is that what they tell you, Grimm?" she snorted, stamping her foot. "I don't believe it. I think they just say that to make you put all your energy into their bloody Quests. They think your having someone more important than them weakens their hold over you. I don't believe this fairy tale at all."
Grimm screwed up his eyes in agony. "I� I can't take the risk, Drex. This ring means so much to me." The words were strong, but he knew his voice was weak and uncertain.
"More than me?" she asked, dropping her blue gown to the floor.
The voices of passion screamed ever louder in his head, overwhelming everything else: his oath, his duty, his very name. He fought as only a Questor could, but this new magic seemed more powerful than any spell he could cast.
The girl lay on the bed; open, inviting, infinitely desirable, and he surrendered. Damn Thorn! Damn the Guild! Damn this lonely, monastic life!
Grimm growled and approached her, his heart pounding like a steam-hammer.

****

In his passion, Grimm reached his hot, sticky climax in only a few minutes. Drex bit her lip and closed her eyes. Grimm knew she had found little physical pleasure in their frenzied, animalistic coupling, but the burgeoning needs of his body took him beyond all care and reason. A detached part of the mage's brain reeled in horror at this unaccustomed loss of control, but it was unable to restrain him.
When his lust abated and rationality returned to him, Grimm saw blood on the sheets, and he recoiled.
"Drex, Drex, I'm so sorry!" he blurted, horrified. "I hurt you! How can you ever forgive me?"
"That was my first time, too, Grimm Afelnor," Drex replied, her face calm. "I was told the first time would hurt a little, and that a little blood is normal. But you did nothing to me against my will; I wanted you and nobody else. I'm happy."
"It was worth it; losing my power, I mean," the young Questor said, trying to be gallant, but he felt a vague unease rising within him, growing stronger by the minute, belying his brave words.
I'm no longer a mage! his mind screamed. I've lost everything, everything! I'm a forsworn Oathbreaker, just like they called Granfer Loras! Only this is my fault!
Post-coital tears prickled at the margins of his eyes as the gravity of his offence began to hit home. Cold panic welled up as Grimm realised he was naked inside as well as out.
Hoping against hope, he tried to summon his power, but his efforts resulted in a confused tangle of magical skeins. Trembling, he tried again and again, but his inner force was no longer under his command.
"It's all true, Drex!" he cried, shaking with horror. "I can't do it anymore. I'm no longer a mage!"
"I meant what I told you," Drexelica said, her tone level but urgent. "I'm a witch; not a very strong one, but a witch, anyway. Sometimes, we can see things ordinary people can't, just like you mages can. You're as powerful as you ever were."
Grimm tried to meet her gaze, but he could not do so.
"I don't think you'll be able to cast spells as long as you tell yourself you can't," she continued, "but I don't believe for a moment that our love will take your strength from you, or I wouldn't have done it, I swear!"
"It's all true!" Grimm repeated, hearing the note of rising hysteria in his trembling voice. That frightened him almost as much as the loss of his power, and he fought to control his emotions.
"Look at me, Grimm Afelnor."
Drex's words were sharp and harsh, striking home with the force of a hard slap to the face, and Grimm complied with her command.
The girl lifted the Questor's left hand and touched the blue-and-gold Guild ring on his third finger. She rolled it around his finger; it revolved with ease. Still looking into his eyes, she took firm hold and pulled it. In an instant, the ring closed on the mage's finger, making it impossible to remove.
"Does that happen to-what do you call them-Seculars?" she demanded. "Even mages who've lost their powers?"
Grimm shook his head, listless. "It doesn't work that way, Drex," he sighed. "A Guild Ring has its own magic, and it doesn't depend on whether you still have powers. This is my Granfer's ring, and even the Conclave that destroyed his powers couldn't take it from him."
"Well, then, try something else," Drex said with a snort. "What about your staff? Doesn't it come whenever you call it?"
"Redeemer," he muttered, expecting no response, but the staff leapt to his outstretched right hand, as it always did when summoned. So swift was Redeemer in its progress that it might have brained his lover if he had held out his left hand.
I'm pretty sure you have to be a mage to do that, he thought, his heart pounding with hope. Could Drex be right and the Guild wrong, after all?
The girl said nothing, but she raised a quizzical eyebrow, challenging him.
Grimm looked into his psyche, gathering the tangled threads of power, arranging them into orderly rows. He felt sweat dripping from his chin as he carried out what had once been an operation as simple to him as breathing, but he succeeded.
Drawing a deep breath, he drew the pale tendrils together and compressed them into a tight, golden sphere. Breathing out, he released a tiny amount of inner energy and uttered three syllables: "Sh'k'kesh!"
For a moment, he feared the spell would fail, damned by his attack of animal passion, but an obedient, blue flame flickered into life at the end of his left index finger without burning him.
Willing the flame to die, he gathered his powers again, this time with his accustomed ease. He did not cast his spell for a few moments, contenting himself with the feeling of strength that now coursed through him.
A different burst of nonsense from his lips brought the flame back, and he willed it higher and higher, until it almost reached the ceiling.
Grimm laughed for the first time since he had embarked on his last Quest, a month before.
"You see?" Drex crowed, her eyes moist and glittering. "You see, Grimm? You haven't lost anything. You're still a Questor; my Questor, if you'll have me."
"They lied!" Grimm whispered, staring in disbelief at the cold flame dancing on his fingertip. "The Guild lied to me."
The young sorcerer knew the life of a Questor often involved subterfuge and deceit, but he took it as an article of faith that openness and honesty within the ranks of the Guild were sacrosanct.
'Women are dirty and feral, seeking only to steal a mage's power. Stay away from them.'
'A single kiss, a single careless moment of passion will destroy all you have worked for. Keep your distance from the temptresses and harlots.'
'A passionate woman is a poisoned chalice, seeking to steal your strength and your manhood.'
How many times have I been warned about the pernicious effects of women? Grimm wondered. Is Drex some scheming whore or a manipulative trollop? Was she only trying to destroy me as a mage?
No! She had worked to convince him of the falsity of these beliefs, which were pounded into every single Student, Neophyte, Adept and Mage from the age of seven onwards.
What other lies had the Magemasters pounded into him during his painful conversion from a sensitive, introverted boy to a mighty Mage Questor? From what he had learned from the demon, Starmor, and the cryptic note he had once found in the Scholasticate Library, Grimm began to suspect that Lord Thorn knew far more about Loras' disgrace than he had admitted, and he vowed to get to the bottom of the matter, sooner or later.
However, it could wait, for tonight, at least. Drex's eyes were warm and inviting, and Grimm felt invigorated; joyful; powerful. He vowed to learn the truth about his grandfather's disgrace, but later.
As Grimm Afelnor, Mage Questor of the Fifth Rank, Weapon of the Guild, pressed his open lips against Drexelica's and lost himself in her warm gaze, he forgot all the lies.
He now knew a magical truth that transcended all others.
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