THE CAESARIAN OPERATION

"It`s simple," Soren said. "We needed the money―not a sesterx between us―and she offered me ninety for you."

"What for?"

"The arena."

Zander put his head in his hands. "The arena," he said, his voice refulgent with despondency.

"Calm down," Soren told him. "You'll like it―regular meals, lots of exercise, very salubrious."

"The arena," Zander croaked.

"You'll see life a different way."

"From the outside."

"Nonsense―the first bout's always the easy one―couple of krells or a thrap-kwinger. And you'll have a sword, or―or something."

"You know I don't like sharp edges."

"I shouldn't think you'll have much trouble on that score." Soren carried on quickly. "And you could become famous." 

"Rich?"

"Ah, no―they don't allow slaves to own property. But there are compensations―manly comradeship―lots of opportunity to observe interesting animal life―"

"Frod." Zander's head sank again.

"Look―it's nothing to worry about. A couple of weeks and you'll be thanking me for the chances you're getting―and taking. And anyway, I'm the one taking the real risk―I've got to make my way in society honestly until you get―that is, until I can redeem you.”

"There's a flaw in this logic somewhere," Zander muttered.

"Yah, well, you think about it, old son. Look, I'd better go―if I get the chance I'll come back and see you. Take care."

The door of Slaves' Reception clanged shut. There was a sound of keys. Soren was already preoccupied with other matters, specifically the amount of time it would take him, figured at ten per cent of Zander's earnings in the arena, to make enough to afford a second gladiator. The Dominix Julia Contrevina, the lady who had chosen to infiltrate the male-dominated world of gladiator ownership on ν-Castris, would insist on the strict terms of their joint agreement.

(To give credit where it is due, the concept of Zander failing to survive never entered Soren's head, which was very fortunate, as the least suspicion of it would have had his vagus nerve seized up solid. The Nyrond deathblock is at its strongest where other Nyronds are concerned. We can only assume that Soren was possessed either of a supernal faith in his brother Nyrond or of a phenomenal degree of mental control.)

Zander, for his part, had considered and abandoned the idea of clinging to the bars and hollering epithets after Soren. Unproductive. This would require subtlety.

He knew a dozen coups to con the guards out of all that they possessed, and leave them certain the thing had been their idea; but of what use would that be? And since so little attention was paid to the slaves (ν-Castris having a plenitude of them) all of a further twenty intriguing little ploys were ruled out. And so many others needed equipment, or other Nyronds.

Except...

Could he sustain Typhoid Mary unaided?

A figurative disease, but one infinitely worse for the bystanders than the sufferers? A spreading plague of lunacy with him as the innocent cause?

It depended on the calibre of the sufferers. He looked around. Human animals, no minds to speak of left. One slave's skull bore a scarred dent: he was incapable of feeding himself, or indeed of anything much. The others were little better.

Well, he reflected, that just meant that for now he would have to wing it. He mastered the last vestiges of his melancholy, strolled up to one of the guards and conversationally said, "I wonder if you could help me?"

The guard ignored him.

"I'm asking on behalf of my friend there―" he indicated the scarred skull "―who's working out a plan of escape. Is it pairs of guards that patrol the walls on weeknights, or have you changed to threes yet?"

"Nh?" was all the guard uttered.

"Because threes would be much safer, I can tell you," Zander chatted on, standing just out of arm's reach. "You know some of these slaves are quite strong, what with all the fighting I suppose, and they'll be more than a match for two guards when we make our break. Threes would be far safer. I mean you only need to guard the outer wall, don't you? Then when we get out of these silly little cells all we'll be able to do is wander around inside till―"

Zander's back felt as if it had burst into flame. The man with the whip laughed and recoiled it. "Nh," said the guard with satisfaction, and turned away.

*

"Beula, peel me a grape."

Julia Contrevina lounged at ease, half-naked as the customs of Caesaria, the capital and only city of ν-Castris, dictated.

Soren, similarly attired (and finding it a tad draughty), reclined to her right and wondered how long this was going to last.

Taking the proffered grape, he said, "I repeat, Dominix, slaves are human beings like the rest of us."

"But if that were so, Sorenius, why, in Jespater's name, would they be slaves?" Julia countered with just a hint of impatience.

"You yourself know that, Dominix. They were unlucky. Their fortunes foundered, or their enemies triumphed, or they were born to the wrong race or the wrong family."

"But if they had not been destined to be slaves, none of that would have happened. You really are very ignorant, Sorenius." The Dominix refilled her wine cup, and held out the flagon. Soren shook his head. (All the wine on ν-Castris was resinated. ) "And as for their having as much intelligence as us―well, if that were so, they would never have let themselves get into that sort of situation. Look, I'll show you. Beula, pay attention."

The young slave girl looked up, wide-eyed, eager to please. Something in Soren twisted.

"Now, Sorenius, explain to this intelligent young woman exactly what we are trying to do."

"Well―"

"Go on, Sorenius."

Hating himself, Soren
turned to the girl. "Beula, your mistress and I are going into business as gladiator owners. We have each provided one so far. By betting on them and― hopefully―winning, we shall get enough money to buy another one or two, and so on, until we have an entire―well, army of gladiators. Then―" Soren turned on the Dominix. "Look, can't you see it's useless? She doesn't even understand what it means to possess something."

"Exactly my point, SoreniIIus." The patronising diminutive grated. "Thank you, Beula." The girl, comprehending that she had pleased her mistress, smiled heartrendingly and returned to the clipping of Julia's toenails..

"Now, as to what we were talking about..." The woman looked directly at Soren, eyes impenetrable. "The figure of ten per cent was based on a reasonable allowance        of fifty per cent for myself as originator of the scheme, and forty per cent which, as you know, barely covers the Imperial tax on owning a gladiator."

Soren held his peace. It was imperative that she continue to believe that the idea had been hers rather than his.

"And anyway," the Dominix added sweetly, "you have no slaves to care for."

*

Zander's back was getting used to it by now. Scar tissue had formed over the past week which resisted the casual flicks his various transgressions provoked. A reaI flogging, of course, would strip it aII away, and reveal that the flesh beneath it had healed slightly faster than might have been expected: but he hoped not to do anything that serious until he was out of the immediate reach of the whip.

Or at Ieast on the right end of it. He had found, strangely, that a whip did not count as "edged" in his mind. Once let him get hold of that leather handle...

Later. For now he had only "quick tongue and agile brain" as the song said. His clothes had been stripped of everything useful―by Soren, therefore effectively―and were hanging off him anyway. And he needed a bath.

Apropos of which, he walked over to the patch of sunlight which patrolled the edge of his cage from a tiny window high up. Lying down in it, he closed his eyes, stripped off, and began to utter exclamations of pleasure.

As he had expected, this anomaly attracted the guards.

"What are you doing?" demanded one.

"Sunbathing," Zander replied. "It's lovely."

"Nh?" said the other guard.

"Sun, bathing," Zander parsed. "The sun is a great big thing up there that sends the light down through that window so that I, being favoured of the gods, may bathe in its warmth. I believe some other places do get the leftovers from this cell, just so the Hottentot and the heathen Chinee, or whatever the local equivalents are, don't feel left out. Why don't you try it? You could give up wearing those layers of dirt if you had a healthy tan. Then Mr. Nh there could hear me above the buzzing of the flies that hover round him."He stretched. "Mmm, beautiful."

"Fetch the hoses," said the more articulate guard, grinning.

The first shock of the cold water on Zander's body passed quickly, and under cover of the spray he twirled round and rubbed the worst of the stale sweat and filth off. When he judged himself sufficiently clean he burst into an ear-splitting rendition of the popular ditty entitled "Splashing Around In A Methane Sea."

After five verses the guards, realising that he was not in fact screaming, turned off the water.

 "Thank you," said Zander, curtseying prettily. "I do believe that was just what I needed." Hiding himself behind the dry remains of his shirt, he made a moue. "You could at least turn your backs while I dry myself."

"Nh," the guards said in unison. One of them turned his back. The other hit him over the head with the end of the hose. Zander watched the ensuing brawl with interest, drying himself the while.

Supper was late: it consisted, as had breakfast, of two courses, one of grease, one of sludge, in the same bowl. By this time, though, Zander had adjusted his internal expectations and was able to eat it with every appearance of relish.

His début would be tomorrow. The only training a gladiator got was what he could pick up in the arena itself. But Zander was confident, more confident than he could ever have believed. He would get out of here alive. He had an idea already. 

And at least he was free of all obligation to Soren.

*

The day dawned clear and sunny, and the turnout for the weekly games was good. Among the crowd on the northern tiers, Soren and the Dominix Contrevina had two adjacent seats.

"I gather they're giving good odds on your friend," Julia remarked, surveying the arena through small binocs.

"Very tasty," Soren agreed absently, tugging at his toga till the large man on his other side shifted to free the end.

"I couldn't get more than 12-1 on Julius―my ex-husband," the Dominix confided. "He was a professional soldier, after all, and quite a good one. Really, though, the arena's much too good for him, the jealous, unfeeling, parsimonious brute. Can you imagine―"

Soren grunted. He dalled Zander nearby, but a swift scan of the gladiator's entrance failed to reveal anything familiar. Now that it came to the point―that is, now that it was actually happening, he was beginning to have misgivings. Something cold and slimy was creeping down his back: he felt a chill hand on his shoulder, and a small voice said close by his ear:

"'Scuse me, Domne, could I have my ice cream back?"

*

"Let's have a look, then."

Laid out on a table by the entrance to the arena were three swords of different lengths, each one of which if straight might have made a passable woodworker's rule: one spear, upon whose point Zander could have comfortably sat: half a dozen types of dagger, none of which would have cut butter, a large and moth-eaten net with several obviously half-severed strands: and, wonder of wonders, a fairly adequate whip.

"That one," Zander said.

"That?" said the weapon-master. "Get off. Have a shortsword." 

"No," Zander said. "I want the whip. I'll hold my breath till I get the whip."

The weapon-master shrugged. "It's your funeral. Don't get any ideas, though."

"What, me?" Zander grinned. "Last time I had an idea was...oh,
twenty years ago at least. The following day I joined the Senate."

"This isn't a variety show, you know." But the man smiled back.

"We'll see about that," Zander muttered, hefting the whip. The handle was rotten with old sweat, but the lash, though straggly, was sound.

"Domni, Domnices!" the PA blared. "For the first entertainment of these the Third Summer Weekly Games, we present the novice Zander in conflict with a pack of starved wild yellow hill kain . Zander is owned by the Dominix Julia Contrevina Comitatusque, has no previous battle record, and is a rank outsider at CL-l."

"Foof!" Zander put on an outraged expression. "A hundred and fifty to one indeed. I've half a mind to kill something, just for that." He could, if he had to: his deathblock applied, as was typical for a Nyrond, only to sapients. But another idea was forming

"You're welcome to try," a guard sniggered. "Here they come." Standing as high as Zander's chest, bright eggyolk yellow, doglike, red-eyed, slavering. About thirty. Zander winced, Thirty was pushing it. Still...

The gate clanged shut behind him. This was it.

Soren, in the stands, groaned.


"Not dogs," he said. "Not little doggies."

"Why not?" Julia said, frowning.

"Never mind. Just watch."

Zander stood on the hot sand, exerting all his will. The kain slowed, baffled. Nothing was giving out food-signals; however, something was projecting mother very strongly. The kain narrowed it down, by elimination, to the man-shape before them. This, then, was mother. They walked towards it and clustered round, taiIs re-learning how to wag.

This had been one of Zander's specialities: what Soren called the Little-Furry-Animal syndrome. All Nyronds could calm an angry dog or cat, or local equivalent: but Zander had developed his abilities 
to the point where he could transmit and receive
fairly complex messages.

Now a discontented murmur arose from the crowd as he squatted down, telling the kain what he wanted of them. The murmur grew to a rumble as the beasts formed two concentric circles ;and began trotting in opposite directions round Zander, who stood up, waved his 
arms triumphantly, and cracked the whip in the air to signal the kain to reverse direction.

" Sorenius― "

"It shouldn't have been dogs."

"But he isn't fighting!" the Dominix cried. "Do something!"

Whether some sense of Soren's displeasure reached Zander's mind we shall, alas, never, know: but at that precise point he initiated a change in tactics.

Tucking the coiled whip into his loincloth, he leapt nimbly over each circle of kain, turned to face them and clapped his hands.. The dogs at once broke formation and began to chase him. As he darted back and forth, weaving in and out of the throng of yellow bodies, sometimes disappearing under a mass of them, other times getting as far as the other side of the arena before they noticed his absence, the audience subsided uneasily: this was at least spectacle.

Hunger for the moment forgotten, the kain were pups again, romping with their "mother" in bloodless mock-combat. Once Zander leapt spectacularly to snatch a scroll from the hands of the man who sat reading it in the front row. Rolling it tightly, he tossed it across the sand, and when the joyousIy barking kain had "fetched" and fought over it, he handed the chewed, saliva-soaked, sand-crusted scroll back to its owner, said "Thank you" and darted away to continue the romp. That got a laugh, at least. But obedience must be bought, and Zander saw the means. A few rows up a hot-sausage salesman was plying his trade.

A leap took Zander up to the front row again, another to the tradesman's side.

"Excuse me," he said politely. "The Dominix Contrevina will pay." Whereupon he grabbed the man's box of raw sausages and slid down one of the handrails to land on his feet back in the arena.

The kain took sausages from his hands. He gave out two each, then threw the rest in all directions, making a scramble of it. Finally, at his signal, all thirty rolled over, and "died for their country," or in this case their Nyrond.

" Domni, Domnices!" he shouted, his voice carrying on the windless air. "I appeal to you. Have I or have I not conquered these so-called wiId and hungry kain? I will abide by your judgment!"

There was a pause, a few scattered cheers and boos, then a huge wave of confused sound.

"You aren't sure?" Zander yelled when he could be heard. "I am yours to command. I shall wait here till you decide."

The "dead" kain rolled to their feet, clustered round Zander again, this. time facing outwards.

A guard called from the gladiators' entrance.

"Come here!"

"No!" Zander called back.

"We'll come out and get you."

"You just try," Zander called back, and blew a raspberry. The crowd liked that. Sophisticated wit, Zander thought, it never fails.

"But it's time for the next turn!" the guard wailed.

"I'm waiting to know whether I won or not," Zander explained patiently.

"How can you have won? The kain are still alive!"

"Very true. On the other hand, so am I." The crowd roared. 

"We could get some gunners up from the barracks."

"That," Zander said in his loftiest tone," would Hardly be Cricket,"

The PA abruptly crackled. "This is the Emperor's representative, speaking from the imperial box," a calm voice announced. "The contest is declared null and void." That got a loud communal boo. "As our Emperor has decreed, energy weapons shall not be brought into the arena. However, I have crossbowmen with me who will certainly shoot you down unless you dismiss―your dogs, and return to your cage." Paper rustled. "I am informed that the Emperor, who has of course been watching the television broadcast, has granted you an audience tonight at the seventh hour. I will provide you with decent clothing and safe conduct." There was s a calculated pause. "Now, let the games continue!" The crowd cheered, and some began chanting, "Zan-der! Zan-der!"

Zander knelt down to speak to the kain once more, then stood up and began to walk towards the entrance. One kain followed him. He made shooing motions with his hands. The kain continued to follow. The others meekly returned to the animals' entrance.

Zander stopped just outside the gate.

"He won't go away," he said with a feeble smile.

"I'll make him go away," a brawny guard rumbled, drawing his sword.

"Don't," his companion warned. "Those things are fast." 

"But we can't―"

Zander pretended to lose interest and dropped down to stroke the kain, whispering nothings in its ear.

"I know," the second guard said, "what if we put him in the cell next to this one?"

"These are gladiators' quarters," the other protested.

"What's going on 
here?" a commanding voice said. A middle-aged man stepped forward, clad like Zander in a loincloth. Zander studied his craggy face closely. He's about as accustomed to this life as I am. Hmm...I wonder....

"Ah! The clown. Disgraceful performance. Lowered the whole tone of the event."

"Oh, I'm so glad you think so," Zander smiled brilliantly. "I thought it was rather tame myself. Like these wild and hungry kain―you're not wild and hungry, now are you, ickle Poochikins? " he said, returning to his companion. "Well, perhaps hungry a little, still. How would you like a nice fat cuckold for dinner?"

The man purpled. "Who told you that?" he roared.

Thought so. "Guards' gossip," Zander said idly, scratching IckIe Poochikins' ear. "It's all over the city, I gather. But we don't pay no heed to idle tongues, do we Poochikins?"

"Clear the arena, for Jespater's sake," the weapon master said distractedly. "Let the beast go with him if it must."

“I do wish you would resolve your silly arguments and get on with it," Zander said pettishly. "Poochikins and I can't wait here all day―can we, Poochikins?”

"ALL RIGHT! All right," the guard said in more subdued tones. "Put the kain in the next cell. Black sorcery is what I call it," he added as Zander and Ickle Poochikins, as it appears we must now call him, disappeared down the passage. "Mark my words, that one won't be long in the arena."

A mocking laugh drifted back up the passage.

"Disgusting," muttered Julius Contrevinus, selecting a weapon. "Gods in heaven, you call this a sword?"

*

"Imbecile!" shrieked Dominix Julia, hurling an amphora.

Soren ducked. The floor around him was already littered with china. "But―"

"Null and void! Your friend Zander, for whom I paid you ninety whole sesterxe, turns out to be a clown and an animal trainer and and―and what do I get?" She paused, picked up a chair. "NOTHING!!" and threw it.

"Look―"

"Stop interrupting! A sound business venture, you said―oh, Jeno, I must have been mad to―and I paid ninety sesterxe and―"

Dominix Julia, it may be safely surmised, was somewhat disappointed. Even the sight of her husband almost getting strangled by a white ape had failed to improve her spirits.

"We didn't lose anything," Soren pointed out.

"That's not the point, you brainless ass! We won nothing! We―"

The door chimed. Julia spun to answer it. Soren considered jumping out of the window while she spoke with the liveried messenger at the threshold. Unprofitable on the twelfth floor, he decided.

"Tell His Majesty I accept,"
Julia said in a totally different tone. The messenger departed. Julia turned back to Soren.
"Good news, Sorenillus," she said. "Read it―and then get out."

Soren read the note with a vaguely unpleasant feeling of having been checkmated eleven moves too early.

*

Zander, decently dressed in a knee length tunic, cloak, and sandals, and accompanied perforce by Poochikins (who when left behind had simply squeezed through the bars and followed―Zander had smiled at the guards and said "You'll have to feed him up, won't you?") walked up the steps of the Imperial Palace. His papers got him past the guards (with a slight pang―doing it with forgeries was much more fun) and down a huge ornament-strewn corridor. At last he stood before the throne of the Emperor of ν-Castris.

The Emperor stood up.

"You're older than I thought you'd be," he said.

Too right I am, Zander thought. And you're a lot younger.

"My advisors have told me to have you killed," the youth (maybe seventeen or eighteen years local, to Zander's expert eye) went on. "Don't worry, they're not here. And I'm not going to do it. Come, sit down."

A slave brought a chair and placed it by the throne. Zander sat, with a sigh of pleasure: his limbs were stiffening from the afternoon's exercise and his cell was in no way comfortable. The slave returned with a bowl of fruit, a jug of wine and a huge haunch of red meat. For an instant Zander wondered: then he realised that it was for Poochikins. The kain set to with much pleasure.

"Help yourself," the Emperor said. Zander did so. "I sense that the gladiatorial games revolt you as much as they do me. Although, I imagine, were I ever to find myself down in the amphitheatre I should soon be shouting and jumping up and down with all the rest." He leaned closer. "You're an intelligent man, Zander. How did you get into this situation?"

"I chose my friends carelessly, your Majesty."

"All too common a tale. That termagant who part-owns you had her own husband sandbagged and sold to her as a slave when he objected to her vile temper and incessant adultery once too often. It's a pernicious system." He sighed, and Zander noticed the slight susurrus of a mild bronchial condition. "But, unfortunately, one that underpins the planetary economy: so any attempt to get rid of it must go gradually, gradually. Otherwise a very large, very heavy pyramid of people would find itself without a bottom level: and guess who is sitting at the top." He laughed, suppressed a cough, and drank deeply. "But this is morbid speculation. I must decide what to do with you, Zander. Much as I would like to free you, I cannot afford to cross my advisors too blatantly. Too many of them come to council armed as it is. I have, however, sent a messenger to the Contrevina with a hundred sesterxe and a bill of sale for signing; from this night forth you shall be my personal gladiator."

"Er...?"

"You will of course confine yourself to spectacles such as this afternoon's.
If pitted against human fighters you will make fools of them, disarm them bloodlessly. If by some chance you should face an animal you cannot subdue, I'm sure you can bamboozle it just as easily." He placed his hand on Zander's shoulder: Zander could feel a tremor behind the firm grip. "I think you can do it. Between you and me, we can pave the way for a time when―it may be―people on this world go to the amphitheatre only to laugh, and not to howl for blood."

You're passing up a fortune in tourist revenue, Zander thought. Still, it's theatre: I've always wanted a chance like this...

"I'm your man, your Majesty," he said.

"As soon as the slave gets back with the bill of sale you will be," the Emperor said with a grin. "Marcus! Take Zander to his quarters. You didn't have any luggage, I take it?"

Yet another slave led Zander, to a somewhat spartan but by no means uncomfortable room, plainly furnished with a bed, a dressing table, a washbasin and separate privy and even―unheard of in sIave's quarters elsewhere―a writing desk. An unglazed, barred window looked out on a courtyard some thirty feet below. Normally Zander would have baulked at entering such an obvious cell, but five weeks of even less subtle imprisonment had dulled (or heightened) his sensibilities to such an extent that the room seemed Paradise enow.

"I've got to lock this door," the slave said apologetically.

"Well, take Ickle Poochikins outside for a moment, then," Zander returned. The slave looked blank, but dutifully set off with the great kain pacing at his side. Zander, for his part, divested himself of his borrowed clothes, made full use of the sanitary facilities, flung himself on to the beautiful soft springy bugless itchless proper human-being-type bed and was fast asleep in an instant.

*

Soren walked the dark streets, furiously combing his beard and thinking. It had really been most inconsiderate of Zander not to have killed at least one kain. After all, it wasn't as if they were sapient...not really...and it had left him with nothing but what was left of the ninety sesterxe Julia had paid him.

To make matters worse, he had crossed some frog-infested river a while ago (probably the mighty Rebit which watered the whole city) and was not at all sure of where he was. The street signs all referred to ancient heroes with far too similar names, and one row of dismal tenements looked very much like another.

In this ideal situation, and judging by what had gone before, he should scarcely have been surprised when two hefty gentlemen in black placed a large and smelly sack over his head and rapped it deftly with a mallet. He was, though, until the mallet knocked him out, Perhaps unconsciousness is the best response to startling new circumstances.
It may after all be possible to sleep through the end of the world.

Which this, however, was not. Soren re-awakened...and wished he hadn't bothered. The place was depressingly familiar―the Iast time he had been there, he had been on that side of those bars, and Zander had been there―eighteen inches NNW of his own present position.

Soren sat and considered his circumstances. It could have been worse―they would feed him and let him exercise, introduce him to strange, exotic beasts, and let them eat him...

Soren decided that long-term residence (say, longer than absolutely essential) was not such a good idea after all, and turned his attention therefore to ways and means...of escape.

Two days later, with lashings of dissuasion, he had learned to be more discreet. There was, however, a section of the floor of the communal cell less than totally secure, investigation of which might well pay dividends. Especially as his initial idea, that of starting a slave revolt, had met with the problem previously noted by Zander: deficiency of available material.

The hole-in-the-floor idea didn't work too well either, He hid it from the guards by screening it behind the sleeping bodies of the other slaves, but when he got beyond the second dry-cobbled layer he found a soggy substratum that prohibited attempts at further descent. Defeated, Soren put the floor back together and tried to go to sleep.

It was then that he noticed the gap at the top of the walls: an access for fresh air to the ill-ventilated, often foetid, celIs.

All he needed now was rid of the guards. That he achieved the next night by means of the subcoup known as "I've Got A Lovely Bunch Of Coconuts." With the guards retreating in repulsion at this somewhat unsavoury manoeuvre, he formed three of the slaves into a triangle, put a fourth on top (NOTE: this exercise should only be attempted on paper by experienced idiots) and then had himself hauled up and posted through the gap into the ventilators. Then, with a firm "Lie down, go to sleep, if they ask I'll be back    shortly," he crawled along the vent shaft, up the slight slope at the end and out of another, aperture to freedom.

Well, relative freedom at least―no money, although for a Nyrond in good standing that could only be a temporary problem, and no idea of Zander's location or how to find him. And since the keys to the smallship they were currently using, To Celebrate Her Birthday With A Ball, were among the contents of the pouch the slave-catchers had removed from Soren's person, and considering that they were hardly likely to accede to a plain request for its return (indeed, they would probably insist with tedious short-sightedness on the return of Soren himself), in order to get them back he needed Zander. Not, of course, that he would have dreamed of leaving Zan behind, had he still had the keys. Not for too long, anyway. Besides, he had to find out who had bought him for the arena (though he had a fairly strong suspicion as to that) and retrieve from her at least the money he had started with. A Nyrond leave a world with a 
deficit―unthinkable! (Though not, regrettably, unimaginable, at least not at this point.)

Locating Zander proved less of a problem than Soren had anticipated: after all, when every street-corner novae-res-vendor has a placard announcing "Latest News On The Amazing Zander" and "Zander Tops Circus Bill"and "Zander To Perform Daily”...

Soren would have made his way straight to the amphitheatre but something, not entirely unconnected with the fact that slaves went barefoot while guards and their like wore sandals with nailed soles, alerted him to the fact that his escape had been noted:
 in consequence of which Soren deemed it advisable to exit the town for a while and take refuge in the upstream valley of the Rebit, at a discreet distance. Which, thanks to a general relaxation of the guard on the walls following the subdual of the last tribe of nomads from the west, not to mention a convenient storm-drain, he succeeded in doing without too much trouble.

Zander, in the interim, was progressing from speciality act to star. He and Ickle Poochikins were now topping the bill regularly, opposite such highly-rated (and long-lived) performers as The Three Saxe-Numidian Berserkers, Vladimir and his Twenty-Pound War Hammer, The Hopping Heretics of Herculaneia, The Lost Last of the Last Lost Legion and the Amazing Omnivorous Wugga-Beasts (whose name was popularly said to be derived from the common audience reaction as the creatures consumed opponent after opponent with casual voracity: “Oh, wugga this for entertainment.")

In addition, he was, in a manner of speaking, a public hero and lauded as he went, though much of his time was taken up keeping himself in trim: exercise sessions with other gladiators under Imperial beneficence, long runs in the countryside, or, for, that matter, conversations with his patron, who, Zander found, was dangerously perceptive when it came to assessing
Zander's capabilities, both physical and mental. With consternation he watched muscles sprouting unwilled on his torso and limbs. They would limit his repertoire: a skinny Nyrond could appear muscular with very little mental effort, but a muscular Nyrond could not decrease his bulk to half the same extent. His normally pale and nondescript skin was acquiring a healthy and noticeable tan.

And worst of aII, he was starting to enjoy it . The battles in the arena were like coups, in a way: you presented yourself as being open and vulnerable, obtained a grip and applied leverage. He still used only the whip: for shield he relied on his speed and dexterity, and escaped with pinpricks from master swordsmen.

One of the top crowd-pleasing combinations was Zander versus Julius Contrevinus. The ageing ex-Domnus refused to learn or adapt to any of Zander's tricks, and the "fights" were always a success. Zander, like all Nyronds a natural showman, fed on the applause and loved it. In point of fact, he reflected, when you looked at things, life could be a lot worse.

*

Soren stretched, rolled over and woke up. Abruptly. It doesn't help somnolence, having wet water trickling down the back. He opened his eyes and reviewed his situation. Not that that seemed, in any wise, to improve it at all.

Finally he got up and shook the more mobile bits of dampness to less uncomfortable places. The hue and cry should have subsided a bit by now. Time to be getting back and seeing about collecting Zander and getting off this repulsive, anti-social, wet, planet.

As he approached the city he caught sight of some clothes spread out on the roof of a villa to dry. He bent his steps that way and indulged in a little climbing: and, half an hour later, attired in fresh dry clothing, he re-entered the city by the River Gate and set off to find Zander.

*

It was that same night, or rather the night of that same day, when Zander, feeling a slight sting as he got into bed, reached into the bedclothes and pulled out a three-inch-long scarlet snake with vivid blue eyes. He considered a moment, then put the snake back down on the bed and went:

"EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEK!!!!!"

Poochikins, who had been peacefully asleep in a corner, leapt to his feet and set up a ferocious barking. The door burst open, and the guard stationed outside, whose precise alarm-frequency Zander had long ago learned and tuned his EEEEEEEK to, burst in with drawn sword.

"It crawled out of the bedclothes," Zander said from a corner of the room near the window. “I t startled me. Is it dangerous?"

"Dangerous?" the guard ejaculated. "It's a red sinestro, one of the most venomous snakes on the planet. Stand away." Zander was al ready standing well away, but he stiII flinched involuntarily as the massive guard raised his broadsword and brought it down in a tremendous blow that split part of the frame of the bed (and incidentally the snake) into two pieces.

"My hero," Zander breathed meltingly. The guard shot him a suspicious glance from under black brows. "I mean how did it get here?" he added quickly.

The guard took off his helmet and scratched among his square-cut mane of black hair. "I don't know, and that's a fact," he admitted. "I've been guarding this door for the last four hours, and my mate Juma before me, and no-one's come by. The courtyard's sealed off from the street and patrolled regularly. And anyhow, sinestro don't come from round here. They're southern beasts. We'd better speak to the Emperor about this."

He gestured for Zander to precede him out of the door, while he scooped up the two twitching halves of the snake in his helmet. Zander obeyed, started to turn towards the Imperial apartments―

Something leapt out of the shadows in the opposite doorway. Zander hurled himself back, cannoning into the guard, who merely grunted and shouldered him aside. The thing, whatever it was, was hairy and possessed of extremely sharp yellow teeth: it was gathering itself for another spring when an aroused Poochikins barrelled out of the door barking like fury. The thing altered course and set off hell-for-leather down the passage with Poochikins in hot pursuit.

"Are you all right?" the guard said, concern showing in his pale blue eyes.

"Wh-what was that??" Zander gasped. To have heard those teeth, so near, so near...

"Hellrat. They're fairly common in the marshes outside the city. You've got to show 'em steel: that string of yours wouldn't turn a hair on it." The guard was frowning, his eyes smouldered in intense concentration. "They're quite clever, and good watchbeasts: easy to keep, if you train 'em from infancy." Strangely enough, his mind did not seem to be on what he was saying. "Peculiar colour on
that one. Rare. In fact, I think I recognise it. I've seen it before."

"You mean...it isn't a wild one?" Zander's busy mind ran scenarios, clicked through conclusions. "Where did you see it?"

"In the lap," the guard said softly, "of the Dominix Julia Contrevina."

*

It had been a most frustrating day. Soren had indeed found Zander: had seen him, in fact, had been within feet of him. Unfortunately, Soren had been jammed on to a stone bench, surrounded by shouting, gesticulating citizens, while Zander had been in the arena, very elegantly making a squad of trained spear-and-net wielders look like decerebrated apes: and Zan's dall sense seemed to be asleep. Typical, fumed Soren as the crowd-swell carried him out of the amphitheatre.

Now, as darkness exercised its monochrome tyranny over the world, he hung about outside the Imperial Gladiatorium, eyeing the locked gates and spike-topped walls and nerving himself for the attempt.

A noise caused him to turn. Something very peculiar was scrabbling its way down the wall, a small round furry shape. From the Gladiatorium proper Soren could hear a distant, frenzied barking. Click, click, went the wheels in his head.

The thing, having reached ground level, set off at a surprising speed down the street. Soren quickly caught up with it and planted himself in its path. It growled, once, twice, thrice, and bared sharp fangs. Soren noticed that they were very clean.

Cautiously he approached.

"What's the matter?"

"Gr-owl," the thing replied. Soren tried to exert the control he had seen Zander use with such ease.

"Homeless?"

"Gr-owl."

Did it mean yes or no, froddit?

"Lonely?"

“Grrr-owl.”

"Hungry?"

"Prrrrrrrr..." And it came forward and nuzzled at his ankles, gently gnawing through his thick (borrowed) stockings.

Keep off, Soren thought authoritatively. No result. "Stop that," he said. Still it persisted. Reluctantly Soren accepted that action would have to be taken.

Forming his fingers into a pincer he picked the beast up by what passed for its throat and slammed his other hand on to its chin, clamping the jaws shut. Then, locating the tiny red eyes with some difficulty, he stared it into submission and offered a finger.

The creature snapped at it, and was smacked for its pains. After a few more goes at this it contented itself with meditatively sucking the salt from the otherwise forbidden member.

Alliance thus cemented, Soren turned his attention to the wall over which the creature had entered his life. If it could climb it once, after all ...

*

The Emperor, sleepy-eyed yet obviously alert, Iistened in silence to Zander's narrative, backed up with nods and scowls of assent from the muscular, blue-eyed guard.

"Contrevina's hell rat?" he said. "Would you swear to it?"

"If it had stayed around I would have," Zander muttered.

"It was hers all right, Mightiness," the guard broke in. "All hellrats round the city are black or grey. She paid five thousand sesterxe for a brown one with a white underbelly. Also, it's bigger than the average."

"I see," the Emperor said. His brow creased in thought, and he pulled the thin sleeping robe closer around himself. “I would say we can safeIy take it that the snake and the helIrat stem from two different sources. My advisors' hints have been growing more and more blatant lately, to the effect that your circus antics are weakening the moral fibre of the people. And some of the other gladiators have been complaining as well, because having disarmed them and run rings round them you didn't have the decency to skewer  them." A thin smile crossed the young face. "These ν-Castrians are crazy. But you may find it tougher in the arena than before."

"I can handle that end,”
Zander said, flexing his new muscles, "no problem, But can you guard yourself? It seems to me they might go for you as well.”

hI can guard his Mightiness," the soldier averred, one hand on the pommel of his. broadsword.

"Um―no offence meant," Zander said, "but the same way you guarded me?"

The sword actually came half out of its sheath before the guard laughed and shook his head. "A door guard and a body guard are two different things. I should stand closer to his Mightiness than his own toga."

"Really," the Emperor murmured in some alarm. "l think we had best work out some sort of compromise, I had hoped to do without a bodyguard―they were always round my father three deep, even I couldn't get close to him. Zander, you must get back to bed. I need you fit." A spasm of coughing wracked his body. Zander bowed and turned to go. "What's your name, fellow?" the Emperor said to the soldier.

"Some call me Co―" The door, closing behind Zander, cut off the name. The Nyrond walked back to his quarters deep in thought.
If he was not to bring trouble of a deathblock-invoking kind down upon the young Emperor, it was time he dropped out of sight. Permanently.

The only problem, he mused as he stripped the bed, was that of the keys to the smallship. He'd lost his, and it would not be safe to assume that the same had not befallen Soren.

He had, however, a pretty good idea where his had gone. Smallship keys as a rule operated on the principle of coded crystal lattices: their general appearance was of a small cluster of jewels of various colours.

She'd be wearing it. He'd lay odds on it. As a brooch, or a pendant, or something.

A scratching at the door brought him round sharply. He inched it open, and was nearly bowled over by a panting but very affectionate IckIe Poochikins.. The hunt had apparently been unsuccessful―that hellrat was fast.

Zander got back into bed, The next thing to do was to find Soren. Presumably the Dominix had cast him forth; Zander's performance on that first afternoon would not have netted her anything. Where would he have gone?

Poochikins, about to settle for the night, abruptly backed away and set up a grow) that Zander could feel through the bed. He looked in the direction of the window. Upon the sill was perching a very familiar small furry shape. Flanking it on either side were two equally familiar grimyhands. Then, over Soren's head, the hellrat rose into view.

"Well―help me in, then―-it's taken me long enough to get to you. Oh, and you might say hello to this thing―we met today..."

"I've already had the pleasure," Zander replied. "But I think he'd better stay there, Poochikins is the one who really wants to meet him again. Sort of hungry for company, if you get my meaning. How are you, anyway?"

Soren was surveying the room.

"Oh, well enough, thank you. Nice place―designer decor, I take it. Even cold running water―you are going up in the world. Any―ah―any keys?"

"You ask me? You know who's got all my possessions." 

Soren's face fell. "Not the Emperor."

"He just bought me. Doesn't believe in paying over the odds for glossy packaging. What happened to yours, anyway?"

Soren brought Zander up to date. "They obviously aren't too hot on escaped slaves. I sat through yet another great performance from Zander 'Nothing up my loincloth' Nyrond and no-one cried havoc. Want to guess who had me nobbled?"

"The Dominix?”

“The Dominix.”

“So she'll
have both keys. How very unimaginative of her."

There was a knock on the door and the friendly guard poked his head in.

"You've got visitors―I mean, more visitors," he amended, looking at Soren with some disapproval. "I can't turn my back for five minutes, it seems. Well, I don't think they'll wait until you're free."

"Who is it?" Zander inquired.

"A representative committee from the gladiators. How they got past the guards I don't know, any more than I know how this person got in."

"Courtesy of the Emperor's advisers in the first case, I should imagine," Zander said, "and as for the second―well, maybe a closer check should be kept on the owners of hellrats."

"That is Contrevina's pet again, isn't it?" The guard eyed the small furry bundle balefully.

"It was hers?" Soren caught up. "Well, it isn't now, at least I don't think so."

"May I suggest we take this up at a more suitable time?" Zander said with some asperity.

"Would you care to share a very reasonable window?"Soren said. "You do agree, I take it," he went on, addressing the guard, "that the Emperor's investment should be protected?"

For answer the guard turned his back and began to whistle tunelessly. The effect of this was rather spoiled when he had to assist Poochikins out of the aforementioned aperture. Fortunately, the hellrat needed no assistance, as no-one but Soren would go near it. Three minutes later, they were on the street, and the guard was facing half a dozen grim-faced, sword-clutching gladiators with his speech pat and ready.

"I can't find him anywhere, Domni―I think he must have just slipped out for a moment or two."

*

Two men, a kain and a hungry hellrat are, en masse, the sort of thing passers-by tend to notice. Eyes followed them as they tramped through the city but no-one interfered. Indeed, no-one voluntarily got close to them.

"How are we going to get in?"

"Easy―we've come about the advert."

"What advert?"

"Lost: one hellrat."

It was only as they were conducted into the presence of Dominix Julia herself that Zander noticed the subtle flaws in Soren's plan. One, the novae-res-vendores did not run adverts: two,
the easiest way to find a lost heIIrat, in the Dominix' view at least, would be to torture every slave in the city until it was located: three, there were undeniably hefty and well-armed guards on
all sides and the Dominix did not look at all benevolent.

"Well, Sorenius," she purred, gazing at them from beneath lowered eyelids, "and Zander the Great, so-called. What is he doing here? Does the Emperor's patronage not satisfy him?"

"He has come," Soren said, "to collect his possessions. And he has a vested interest in the rat, too."

"Ah, yes," the Dominix said archly. "The Rat."

"It tried," Zander pointed out, "to tear my throat out. And it frodding weII nearly succeeded."    

"That isn't the rat's opinion," Soren remarked.

"Oh, so you can talk to animals as well, Sorenius."

"We have quite a lot in common, Zander and I," Soren said with meaning. "Zander, would you care to demonstrate?"

Zander closed his eyes. “IckIe Poochikins," he said in a conversational tone.

It is documented that a full-grown yellow kain can maintain a speed of one point seven three two miles per minute on the flat. Before Zander had finished speaking, from the entrance hall of the villa where he had been left in the custody of two slaves, Poochikins erupted into the room, sending two guards crashing into the landed with a crunch on the Dominix' couch and, with one soggy lick, washed off half her make-up. The hellrat eased forward and thoughtfully nibbled at the end of her sandal. There was a toe in there, somewhere.

The Dominix attempted to speak. Poochikins proffered a full set of fangs for inspection.

"He can move faster than any of you," Zander said to the other guards. "I suggest you Iay down your weapons and form a small but orderly gathering over there,"

Soren said, "The matter of our possessions..." 

"Slaves can have no possessions," the Dominix replied. 

Zander took a deep breath.

"I am beginning to lose my patience," he said, and Poochikins growled deep in his throat. "Dominix, for everyone in this room, slavery has just been abolished. Now, if you please, your earrings."

She looked at him, hauteur flowing from every pore (along with a slight perspiration: Poochikins was very heavy).

"And after that, then what?" she asked icily.

The implication was obvious, especially in her ethos. Zander opened his mouth, a cruel barb on the tip of his tongue, and out of the corner of his eye saw Soren preparing to do the same: and an instant of objectivity was granted him.

"Sorenius, silence. That will be all, Dominix." He was relieved and gratified (and not a little surprised) when Soren remained silent. He was scratching nervously at his wrist.

"I shall have you killed; you know that."

"You shall have no need," Zander said. An idea had come to him, and he had to develop it before he could realise how siIly it was. "My life is over," he went on. "I have achieved, thanks to Sorenius and yourself, the perfection of my art. I shall consummate it in the arena tomorrow. Perhaps you have read the placards; I am to face the gladiator called Frantalos of Ollacho. None have survived his sword, I hear. Well, so it may be with me: but if not, if by some chance he should fall, then I shall dedicate my death to Jespater Mortifer and swallow one of these earrings. They contain a crystallised poison that acts within seconds. The other," Zander forestalled her question, "is for Sorenius: in reparation for his crimes against you and the state of ν-Castris. This have we sworn by all the gods." He held out his hand. "If it please you."

Dominix Julia reached up languorously to remove the tiny jewelled decorations. Wordlessly she placed them in Zander's palm.

Even at this stage, perhaps, she hoped to have a chance to rebalance events. With a gesture she dismissed the cowering guards, who did not hesitate to obey her wish.

gCome, domni,” she purred. “Surely there is no need for such animosity. I have behaved badly, and I admit it. Come, let us...let us sit down together like...like ocelots, and...sparkle...in our different octaves...”

It seemed to Dominix Julia that a momentary stutter had overcome all her senses, and when it was done not one of the four intruders―not even her beloved (and masterly-trained) hellrat―were there.

*

"Very artistic," Soren said as they 'left the city.

"How did you get us out? I mean, I presume it was you and not just a fortunate fit of the vapours..."

"Aerosol anaesthetic. Single-shot, implanted under my wrist. I'd forgotten it was there, to be honest."

"So, what now?"

"Well,” Soren said, "we've got the keys, and there's nothingwe can usefully do.

"Having wasted our time," Zander said pointedly, "and come out of this without profit. Be honest, with a non-Nyrond you'd have been on a winner but with me it was s a doomed enterprise. A total wash-out."

"I don't know about that. You have a trained kain. I have the rat ... and also," Soren delved into a pouch, "a little extra." His hand came out bedecked with jewels.

Zander frowned. "I was watching you the whole time..."

"But you weren't watching the rat." And that was all that Soren would disclose.

Shortly they came upon a hump in the ground, overgrown with weeds and tangled thorns. Soren stepped forward and extended his key into the mass of greenery. With a shudder, the entire disguise fell away, revealing the lumpen shape of the top half of a Nyrond smallship.

"Voilà," he said. "And away we go."

Zander, about to enter the smallship, stopped dead.

"I can't do it.”

Soren looked up. "Do what?"

"I said I can't do it."

"I know―I didn't mean do what in the sense of I beg your pardon, I meant do what in the sense of do what?"

"Do what?"

Soren gave Zander a look.

"I can't leave this place like this. It's been a botch. I hate botches." Zander turned to regard the city, dreaming in the paling darkness. "Besides, I agreed to that bout with Frantalos. It's the Iast one on my books. I owe it to my public."

"Am I hearing straight?" Soren confronted Zander, hands on hips. "There are people back there who want to kill you, old son!" 

"There are people on―how many planets is it now?"

"Thirty-four thousand, three hundred and seventy-two, since I've known you."

"―planets who want to kill me. I don't hold it against them. We all make mistakes. Besides, I'm―I need to finish this off properIy.”

"This what? This life?" But Soren's mind was starting to turnover. "Look, come inside and let me put up the camouflage at least, and we'll see what we can work out. As a matter of fact―" he began to look interested "―if your professional ethics don't preclude it, we might turn a profit on ν-Castris after all."

*

The arena was packed. Rumour had got around that this was to be the great Zander's final engagement. Rumour also had it that the great Zander was in point of fact dead, dying, missing, gathering a slave army to revolt, and that he had simply (in the colourful phrase of Frantalos of Ollacho, who had instigated this particular canard) "amphora-ed out."

Thus, when the great Zander himself, accompanied by Soren and Poochikins, appeared at the gladiators' gate just two minutes after a feverish search had disclosed no trace of him in the Circus or in the Imperial Gladiatorium, it wiII be readily understood that the weaponmaster and the two guards to whom he was chatting were, to say the least, somewhat startled.

"Zander!!" the weaponmaster gasped.

"Right first time―give the man a blatwurgle. I hope I'm not late. I was just taking the morning air."

"Run and tell the Emperor. Go on, man!”

"Nh," said one guard, and set off at a thunderous gallop down the passage.

 "No, you're not Iate,” the weaponmaster said, eyeing the bulky satchel that Zander had been carrying. He was wearing, instead of the standard loincloth, a pair of black trunks. On his other side hung a coiled whip. "What's in the bag?"

"My sainted grandmother's shrunken head. You should have seen it full size."

"That isn't your usual whip."

"Well, let's face it," Zander said, "this is somewhat of an occasion for me. My last fight..." He heaved a sigh.

"Then it's true? You're―"

"I shall be...passing on to a better place...when the fight is concluded."

"Then may I say―I'm glad to have known you, Zander." The weaponmaster stuck out his hand. "You may have done some things I don't agree with―you may be unblooded―but you've got what it takes, by Jespater."

Overwhelmed by schmaltz, Zander allowed his hand to be pumped.

Then he was walking forward on to the sand, hand toying nervously with his belt, whip slapping lightly against his thigh. Poochikins attempted to follow, but the weaponmaster quickly cranked the gate down. A thought popped into Soren's mind: He could die out there.

The answer came pat. It was his choice.

"Domne, Domnices!" the PA trumpeted. "Today is a great―and yet a sad day. At the blue end, the great Frantalos of Ollacho, voted three times Nastiest Person in the City―"

From the far end of the arena came a hoarse cry of "Where is he? Lemme at him!I'll pulverise him!"The crowd applauded politely.

"And at the red end, the great Zander, fighting his last fight for us. Yes, Zander has sworn―" The rest was drowned in a unanimous howl of execration. For an instant all that was theatre in Zander rose against him.

Then common sense asserted itself. This fight, after all, would be theatrical enough to last ν-Castris the next ten years.

The gate at the other end clanked distantly open. A large figure emerged and started towards Zander. Sunlight gleamed on a sword.

And a dagger.

And a mace, hanging from his belt.

And an enormous leather codpiece. So, one of those, eh?

Zander moved forward, uncoiling his whip. Unobtrusively he thumbed the ON switch, tested the tip and got a very satisfactory tingle. So far so good.

FrantaIos suddenly charged, whirling his huge sword. Zander leapt aside, sent the whip snaking out and missed. Hello to you too.

Impasse. Frantalos leapt, Zander leapt, swish, thwack. Missed. Nice day.

Zander Ieapt, Frantalos leapt, not far enough, thwack. Frantalos howled and slashed downwards, Zander circled round, thwack again. Two red lines on the tanned flesh. Just let me get his sword arm...

It seemed to be affected already. Frantalos rotated his shoulder muscles, looked puzzled, charged again and tried a sneaky one, up from the left. Zander barely ducked in time, and the point of the dagger following through pricked his skin. On a chance he lashed out: the whip coiled itself round Frantalos' arm and clung.

Quickly Zander dragged it free but the arm now hung limp and there were burn marks where the whip had rested. FrantaIos sheathed his dagger, grabbed the mace in his left hand and came up in an all-out attack.

Slowly Zander backed away, blocking as best he could, edging towards the wall. If he could get up on the barrier...

Five burly characters got up from their front row seats, drew their swords and vaulted into the arena. They were too close. The crowd booed.

"Oh, dear," Zander said softly, and suddenly charged FrantaIos, 
who dodged and swung the mace. The whip caught it and whisked it from his hand. With a yell 
FrantaIos flung himself forward.

Zander appealed to the crowd. “I came here to fight Frantalos,” he cried.

gI'm Frantalos,” said one of the burly men, grinning unpleasantly.

“I'm Frantalos,” said another, running a thumb along his blade.

“No, I'm Frantalos,” said a third.

“I'm Frantalos.”

“No, I'm Frantalos.”

“I'm Fra--”

“Yes, all right, let's not flog it to death,” Zander said.

“But I am Frantalos!” the original bellowed.

gProve it,” Zander said. “Otherwise I don't think I shall fight any of you.”

“We'll see about that,” said one of the burly characters. “At him, lads!”

Back in the passage by the gate, the weaponmaster flinched. He had felt a nuzzling at his neck. He turned, and looked into a red, fang-lined mouth. It is to his credit that he did not scream.

He simply fainted.

Soren cranked up the gate, untelescoped his staff and ran out. Poochikins followed, barking joyously.

The crowd was in uproar. This was not according to the programme at all. Still, a fight was a fight.

The five men, obviously gladiators, were spreading out to surround Zander. Soren nudged Poochikins to the left of Frantalos while he passed him on the right. Him he left alone, but concentrated on the pair of extra gladiators to this end. Letting out what he hoped would pass as a battle-howl as he came, he brought the staff into pike-position. One man turned to deal with him and he smacked the end of the staff at his sword-arm, then brought the butt to feint at his head, under-swung the tip to carry the sword-arm high and then centred the staff crosswise to push the man back, before turning at full force and belting the next man with the butt of the staff. His first opponent had recovered a little but his onrush faced Soren's continuing turn as the top of the staff came at his face. He stopped and Soren put the butt under his jaw and laid him out.

Zander was busily engaging two heavies at once: Frantalos had missed him and was apparently being assailed by pins and needles in his arm. The whip was keeping both at bay for the moment: but soon enough they would overcome their apprehension, or his arm would weary, and.

An opportunity. He took it. The whip caught one at the base of the skull: he went stiff and toppled to the sand. For, an instant Zander's muscles locked and his chest spasmed, but then the man groaned and rolled over―he wasn't dead yet, anyway.
Zander jumped past the last one towards the wall, following his original pIan...only to see several more figures racing across from the opposite side. His arm ached: his breath rattled in his throat. Grimly he raised the whip once more.

The hellrat, acting on instructions, had proceeded in furtive fashion to the main spectators' gate. The ticket man was packing up and thinking of his wife and his forthcoming supper. A moment later there was no thought in his mind beyond that of running as fast as possible.

The cash coffer was open, a handy sack nearby. The rat, however, had a less complicated means of transportation.

Zander and Soren were now back-to-back in the centre of the arena, surrounded by senseless bodies and battling for all I they were worth. Butt and point, Soren fought. When his foes were like this they nearly always obstructed each other. Toes and fingers became ready targets.

“What does this tell you,” Zander panted over his shoulder, “about selling your captain into slavery?”

“Bad idea,” Soren answered. “Bad, bad―ow―very bad idea.”

“We learn something―ach, take that―every day, don't we?”

One man sagged as Poochikins leapt on him. Zander had no time to monitor the kain's performance: but Poochikins was not hampered by deathbIock. Soren took the chance and smacked the now-available shoulder of the next man and, as he lost his sword, pressed the attack at waist-height. The pace he took to achieve this also allowed him to kick sand at another one scrabbling for his weapon.

“And what does this tell you,” Soren inquired in like manner, “about coming back for one final performance?”

“Get payment―froddit, that hurt―in advance.”

Zander's whip took victim after victim: though no more were rendered senseless, a sudden plague of rubbery legs and useless arms depleted the front line noticeably. Unfortunately the good citizens of ν-Castris seemed to have decided that it was free-for-all time. The stands were practically empty: everyone was in the arena, or else had fled. Come on, Rat, Soren prayed silently...

Someone on the outer edge of the crowd screamed. Soren, ever aware of possibilities, proceeded to strike out using the staff as a flail, and cleared a space. From the screamer's direction the hellrat appeared, diving over the edge of the arena, landing somewhat heavily, yet still making good speed toward Soren. The gladiators gave back before the savage beast, and it joined the beleaguered Nyronds without let. This sort of charming tableau was what Zander had been waiting for. He raked the whip across three antagonists at once, while his free hand sought the control pads sewn into his trunks.

As he deflected a wildly waving sword, Soren glimpsed a swelling dot in the sky. It grew, developed its own blessedly original shape, and instants later, To Celebrate Her Birthday With A Ball hovered over them and a ladder was descending.

"After you," Zander said, disarming a middle-aged man whom in his haste he never recognised as Julius Contrevinus.

"Don't be stupid, get up there before you hurt someone," Soren retorted in mid-swipe.

Zander grabbed and climbed. Soren had a way of putting things...

"Citizens!!" a voice thundered from the PA. Zander, who recognised it, stopped dead, as did everyone else. "This is your Emperor speaking," the voice continued, "from the Imperial box. I decided to attend this last fight of my Zander in person, to see what I had been missing all these years. I now see all too clearly: riots, hysteria, utter chaos. This from a people who pride themselves on their sophistication and degree of civilisation, on the preservation of ancient traditions of wisdom amid the decay of modernity." There was genuine disgust in the young voice. A spasm of coughing began loud and faded to a whisper: the volume returned after nearly a minute.

"Great gods!" the Emperor continued. "if you could see yourselves down there, grappling and mauling each other like maddened beasts. This is just as I feared when I learned of the gladiatorial games: to experience violence at remove is to foster it in oneself."

One enterprising soul grabbed for the ladder. Soren, hanging from it by one hand, reached out with the bloated rat in one hand and lowered it almost gently on to his head. There was a duII thunk, and the ladder-grabber retired from proceedings. Most of his companions on the ground were starting to look around in some embarrassment:
the
battle-howls had dwindled to almost apologetic murmurs.

"Get a move on," Soren hissed through his teeth.

"in a second," Zander said. "I'm listening."

"But I shall take no action,” the Emperor said. "No, l shall not ban these games that you all love so much. Instead, I shall allow you to continue wallowing in the savagery upon which you appear to dote ... knowing that I shall be watching you, via concealed cameras, at random times. Let us see whether you can maintain your enjoyment of this spectacle in the knowledge of a truly disinterested spectator.

"As for Zander, who I see is on the point of leaving, I freely grant him his liberty, and my friendship should he ever wish to return to this. world. I cannot help feeling, however, that after this demonstration of public feeling he, and the rest of humanity outside this world, wiII have nothing but contempt for us here on ν-Castris, while we still cling to the sordid pleasures of a long-vanished past."

The PA clicked off: Zander felt rattish teeth exploring the hems of his trunks. He climbed. Poochikins was left alone, too heavy to lift, unable to climb: he jumped fruitlessly after the ascending ladder. barking piteously. Zander sent one last command to him, and he barked once more in acknowledgment, leapt through the slowly dissolving crowd, up to the stands, out of the gate and away.

"What did you tell him?" Soren said as Zander helped him into the cargo hold.

"To get out of the city, survive till I get back," Zander said.

"And will you?"

"How the frod should I know?"

Soren noted the emotion in his friend's voice and held his tongue.

Later, on the flight deck, Zander was privy to a peculiar operation. Soren had the hellrat spread out, insofar as an ovoid creature could be spread out, on the table in the corner, and was steadily kneading a spot somewhere on its belly. The rat, for its part, was disgorging money: silver coins, gold coins, copper, coins, even the odd piece of jewellery.

Hellrats have very unusual digestive systems," Soren explained. "And if you think this is fun, you should see their dental framework. It's the only example of cogwheels occurring in nature that I've ever encountered."

Zander seemed lost in thought.

"So, O Great Gladiator," Soren said, "where now?"

" Mmm? "

"Where now?" Soren repeated.

"What? Sorry. Where now? Oh, somewhere with a bar, and music, and food, and another bar. I want to submerge myself in fleshly pleasures."

Soren looked askance.

"Well, after all," Zander explained, "I do have forty pounds of unsightly muscle to get rid of."

