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Deathstalker Honor by Simon
R. Green

They were, after all, official heroes of the great rebellion.

Owen Deathstalker; outlawed aristocrat and reluctant warrior.

Hazel d'Ark; ex-clonelegger and ex-pirate.

Jack Random; the legendary professional rebel.

Ruby Journey; the infamous female bounty hunter.

Together, they fought impossible odds in the name of freedom and justice, and triumphed time and time
again. They gathered an army of the bold and the valiant, the downtrodden and the desperate, and led
them to victory. And in the great steel and brass Palace of the homeworld Golgotha, they threw down the

Empress Lionstone XIV and destroyed the Iron Throne of Empire forever.

They should have been feted and honored, raised to the heights and celebrated throughout the civilized
worlds.

They should have lived happily ever after.

Unfortunately, life isn't like that.

CHAPTER ONE
Charnel House

On the good shipSunstrider I1;

"Bounty hunters!" said Hazel d'Ark disgustedly. "After all we've done, after all we've been through, we
end up as nothing more than glorified bounty hunters!"

"Beats our previous occupation," Owen said mildly. Tall and rangy, with dark hair and darker eyes, he
lounged bonelessly in the lounge's most comfortable chair. "Chasing down war criminals is important
work. I don't know about you, but I find being the hunter rather than the hunted much easier on the
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nerves. Besides, must be a nice change for you, being legitimate."

"It's the principle of the thing!" snapped Hazel. "We used to be somebody! We led armies! We
overthrew the Empire! Risked getting our asses shot off time after time, and all so we could end up doing
Parliament's dirty work. Makes me want to puke."

Owen was thrown for a moment. He would have been prepared to bet good money Hazel wouldn't
recognize a principle if she fell over it on her way back from the toilet. But he rallied gamely and closed
the discussion with an accurate if not entirely tactful point of order.

"As I recall, this was all your idea anyway."

Hazel glared at him, and then turned away to glower at the nearest bulkhead. She was in one of her
moods again, and not about to be swayed by mere logic. Owen sighed, but had the sense to do it very
quietly. Truth be told, he found bounty hunting something of a comedown too, but all the alternatives had
been worse. When he was fighting the rebellion, he'd never really thought about what he'd do when it
was all over. Mostly because he was usually too busy trying to keep himself from being killed, but also
because he'd never seriously expected to see an end to the rebellion in his lifetime. Most people who
stood up to oppose the Empress Lionstone XIV, also known as the Iron Bitch, tended to end up in early
graves. Often with bits missing. But then, nothing in his life had ever turned out the way he expected.

Looking back, he seemed to have spent most of his time stumbling from one crisis to another, acted
upon as often as acting from his own plans and wishes. There had been schemes and conspiracies all
around him, most of which he knew only by the brief shadows they cast across his life in passing. And in
the end it seemed to him that for all his intentions and bold companions, and the mysterious powers he'd
acquired from the Madness Maze, he had finally come to stand defiantly before the Iron Throne through
his own sheer stubbornness, and a refusal to be beaten by odds that would have frightened off a more
sensible man.

He'd ended up a hero and a savior of Humanity, and no one had been more surprised than him.

He'd expected to fail. Expected to die, and die horribly. Instead, he'd overthrown an empire that had
lasted well over a millennium, deposed its ruler and destroyed her throne, and seen the end of practically
every social and political structure he believed in. And that was when the problems had really begun.

Lionstone's body was barely cold before the vultures began descending. Even while the last battles were
being fought, the various parts of the rebel force had begun arguing fiercely with each other over what
exactly should replace the old system. Even those few who'd been there at the end couldn't bring
themselves to agree. Owen had wanted things to stay much as they were, with some political reforms and
injustices punished. Hazel had wanted it all torn down, with war trials for all the Families, for crimes
against Humanity. Jack Random insisted on democracy for all, including all clones and espers and other
unpeople. Ruby Journey wanted the loot she'd been promised.

They were soon joined in the Court by representatives of the clone and esper undergrounds, fringe
political groups of all shapes and shades, and more religious factions than you could shake a stick at. All
of them intent on having their own way. Luckily, they were all too tired to start another war just yet. The
argument became a deadlock, and everyone stamped off in different directions to plot and plan anew.
For the moment Parliament was running the day-to-day business of Empire, on the grounds that
somebody had to, and they at least had some experience in the area. No one trusted them an inch, but
there was nothing new there.
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Men and women who had once been allies, sworn to defend each other to the death and beyond, now
fought each other viciously over points of dogma and precedence. Owen supposed he shouldn't have
been surprised. He was a historian, after all. All the various rebel factions had ever really had in common
was a shared enemy. And though they all bandied around words like justice and liberty, they meant very
different things to different people.

And then there was the deal Random had made, in the midst of the most desperate fighting, to depose
but not destroy the aristocratic Families. Faced with an increasingly victorious army calling for their
collective blood, the great Houses had banded together and offered to step down from power and
privilege, in return for being allowed to survive as purely economic forces. That was the carrot. The stick
was their threat to destroy the economic base of the whole Empire, and crash every civilized world back
to barbarism. No one doubted they were quite capable of doing it. And so Random had made the deal,
to save the lives of billions, but no one thanked him for it. The man in the street was cheated of his
revenge, the rebels accused their beloved hero of selling out his political convictions, and the Families
hated him for the loss of their precious nobility. Afterward, Random had to hire a secretary just to deal
with all the hate mail and death threats.

As if the situation wasn't complicated enough, Blue Block had emerged from the shadows to unite and
control the Families and scare the crap out of everyone else. Blue Block had been the Families' secret
weapon, a last-ditch defense to be used against the Empress if she ever seriously threatened the Clans'
power and status. The youngest sons and daughters of each House were given to Blue Block, trained
and conditioned to be loyal to the Families to the death and beyond. Unfortunately, Blue Block turned
out to have an agenda of its own.

In their hidden schools, faceless and nameless instructors taught the younger sons and daughters, none of
whom would have inherited title or wealth anyway, that the Families as a class were far more important
than any one House. And that loyalty to Blue Block therefore superceded any loyalty to individual Clans.
They taught their charges other things too, some of them unspeakable, but that still remained a secret. For
the moment.

They were the ones who had come up with the deal to put to Jack Random, and now that they had
emerged unblinking into the harsh light of public view, they were the ones who enforced it. The Clans
saw what they had unknowingly created and were afraid. And so they all bowed down to Blue Block,
and kept their rage and plans for bloody revenge to themselves.

Owen, Hazel, Jack, and Ruby were united in their horror of the Pandora's box of troubles they'd
opened, but couldn't decide what to do about it. Random rushed from one meeting to another,
desperately trying to keep a lid on things. It helped that most people were at least willing to listen to him.
Everyone respected the legendary Jack Random. Even if they hated his guts. He spent the rest of his time
trying to rebuild the very armed forces he'd just finished fighting, in case of attacks by the Empire's many
enemies. The rogue Als of Shub, the reborn Hadenmen, and any number of potential alien threats were
all quite capable of launching an attack upon an Empire distracted by internal divisions.

Ruby Journey meanwhile took every opportunity to loot anyone weaker than her, including several
corporations, and lost no time in setting herself up in the kind of luxury she'd always wanted to become
accustomed to. She had no interest in politics. If you couldn't hit or rob something, Ruby was mostly lost
for an alternative. So she stayed out of the ongoing negotiations, and everyone else heaved a great sigh of
relief.

And Owen and Hazel had become bounty hunters, tracking down escaped war criminals. Officially, they
were supposed to bring the villains back to face public trial, but privately it had been agreed on all sides it
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would be better if certain parties were killed while trying to escape. Owen and Hazel had nodded
solemnly when this was explained to them, and decided they'd make up their own minds on the subject,
as and when necessary. If there was ever to be any hope of stability in the new order Jack was trying to
hammer together, the truly evil had to be punished, and seen to be punished. People like Valentine
Wolfe, for example, despised right hand of the Empress and butcher of Virimonde. You couldn't send
just anybody after a dangerous and subtle villain like the Wolfe, so that was where Owen Deathstalker
and Hazel d'Ark came in. They were, after all, the most dangerous people the Empire had ever seen.

All Owen had ever really wanted was his old life back, but almost from the moment the rebellion was
officially declared triumphant, it seemed to him that everyone and his brother had begun fighting for a
chance to grab a piece of the legendary Deathstalker hero. Every political party wanted him as its
figurehead. Every cause sent representatives requiring he attach his name and his blade to their demands.
Sometimes they even fought duels outside his quarters over who got to speak to him first.

Then there were the holo news networks wanting endless interviews, and agents wanting to buy
exclusive rights to his life story. They all wanted pictures and quotes and answers to increasingly personal
questions. Not to mention product endorsements and book deals and merchandising rights. Hell, one
company even wanted to manufacture a line of action figures based on him and Hazel and Jack and
Ruby. Owen just wanted to be left alone, and said so increasingly loudly, but no one listened. So in the
end he had fled Golgotha on theSunstrider II , on what turned out to be the first of many missions as a
glorified bounty hunter, licensed and paid by Parliament to clear up the Empire's more dangerous messes.

Hazel was there too. She said she had just come along to get a little action to keep herself from getting
soft, but Owen liked to think she was just bored spitless without an enemy to fight. Though it had to be
said she'd never been one to sit around and contemplate the lilies of the field, and settling down to a
peaceful and productive life was exactly what she'd become an outlaw to avoid. She couldn't even get
drunk and start fights in bars anymore. Everyone knew who she was, and was scared witless to say
anything that might upset her. So when Random had offered her a commission to track down and
possibly execute missing war criminals, she'd jumped at the chance, and wasted no time in persuading
Owen to join her. Even if she seemed to remember it the other way around. But then, that was Hazel for
you. Never happier than when she could lay the blame on someone else.

"We just dropped out of hyperspace over Virimonde," murmured the ATl Ozymandius in Owen's ear.
"Currently maintaining high orbit and all shields. I really don't know why you wanted to come back here,
Owen. I mean, it's not as if you have any friends here anymore. In fact, I would have to say that the
likelihood of our all ending up riddled with holes increases geometrically with every second we are dumb
enough to stay here."

"Nag, nag, nag," said Owen, subvocalizing so Hazel wouldn't hear. She didn't approve of him talking to
an Al that was supposed to be dead and no one else could hear. "You never want to go anywhere fun,
Oz. This is where our current quarry has gone to ground, so here we are too. Right now Valentine Wolfe
is down there somewhere, along with certain aristocratic cronies, all of whom the current authorities
would dearly like to see standing in a dock or hanging from a rope. And preferably both. Besides... I
always said that one day I'd come home to Virimonde."

There had been a time when Owen Deathstalker had been Lord of the whole planet of Virimonde. And
then the Empress Lionstone had outlawed him and taken it all away. His own security people had tried to
kill him for the reward on his head, and he'd had to flee for his life. He nearly hadn't made it. But Hazel
had arrived at just the right moment to save his aristocratic ass, as she never tired of reminding him, and
they'd been together ever since. He fell in love with her. He still wasn't sure how she felt about him. His
cousin David had been made Lord in his absence, but he died not long after, trying to defend the planet
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from Lionstone's troops, led by Valentine Wolfe. The Wolfe had overseen the murder of millions of
defenseless people, and the utter destruction of what had been a beautiful rural paradise.

And now Valentine had returned, like a criminal to the scene of his crime, or a dog to its own droppings,
and Owen had come back too, to bring belated justice to the destroyer of Virimonde. One way or
another.

He sighed quietly to himself. Through all his rebel wanderings, he'd always clung to the secret hope that
someday he would be able to return home and take up his old life again as a minor historian of no real
importance to anyone but himself. But he'd changed so much, in so many ways, till he wasn't sure, he
recognized himself anymore. And given the reports he'd seen of the utter devastation awaiting him below,
he wasn't even sure there was a home left to return to.

"Run sensor scan," he subvocalized to his Al "Locate my old Standing and see what kind of force
they've got protecting it."

"Way ahead of you as usual," sniffed the AL "There's a fair-sized army surrounding the castle, which
according to the comm traftic I'm picking up, Valentine and his associates are currently occupying.
Typical. Nothing but the best for dear Valentine. And according to the information we were given before
we left Golgotha, which I'll wager good money you haven't even looked at, there's also a hell of a lot of
scientific equipment down there, along with scientists to run it. Though no one seems to know what or
why."

"Don't get uppity, Oz. Just tell me what I need to know."
"Bl,]]_ly."

Owen wasn't quite sure where he stood with Oz. The original Ozymandius had been the Family Al,
handed down to Owen from his deceased father. It turned out to contain hidden Empire programming,
and had acted as a spy for Lionstone before finally turning on Owen and trying to enslave him with
control words it had placed in his subconscious. Owen had had no choice but to use his Maze-given
powers to destroy the Al. Only sometime later Oz came back. Or a voice in his head that only he could
hear, claiming to be the Al Ozymandius. Certainly it was just as knowledgeable and irritating as the
original. Owen had accepted the situation for the time being, for as long as the Al remained useful. And
because he hadn't the faintest idea how to get rid of the voice anyway.

Besides, he'd missed Oz.

"So, do I start the descent or not?" said Oz briskly. "We're fully cloaked, but there's no telling how long
even Hadenman shields will hold up against the security systems Valentine's installed here. What used to
be standard weather-control satellites have been upgraded with really heavy-duty sensors and more
weaponry than your average Fleet cruiser. When the Wolfe says Do Not Disturb, he means it."

"Maintain orbit," Owen said firmly. "I want a really good idea of what to expect dirtside before I commit
us to a landing. Scan the area surrounding the Standing, ten-mile radius, and report on the local
population's situation."

"Owen... ['ve already done that. There is no local population anymore."

"What?"
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"T've scanned the surrounding areas to the limit of my sensors. There isn't a single living soul outside of
the Standing for hundreds of miles. I'm sorry, Owen."

Owen shook his head slowly. He'd read the reports on Valentine's destruction of Virimonde, watched
Toby Shreck's filmed coverage, seen interviews with the few survivors to get off-planet, but he'd always
assumed they were exaggerated. No one could oversee the murder of a whole planet's population just
for the fun of it. Not even Valentine Wolfe. Deep down, part of him had desperately wanted to return
home to the cheers of his people, overjoyed to have their rightful Lord back at last. He'd wanted to
apologize for not being there to protect them. Wanted to promise them that things would be different now
he was back. He'd keep them safe, protect them, guard them from all harm. They'd never be hurt again
because he was off somewhere else being a hero of the rebellion. There was so much he'd wanted,
needed, to say. He hadn't wanted to believe that all his people were dead.

"What's the matter?" said Hazel. "Is there a problem?"
"No," said Owen. "I was just thinking. About the way things used to be here."
"Don't," said Hazel. "That's always been your problem, Deathstalker. Always living in the past."

"I understand the past," said Owen. "Things were simpler then. I understood my world and my Empire
and my place in it. Or I thought I did. Since then I've seen the destruction of everything I ever believed in,
lost everything I ever cared for, and now to top it all, I find I can't go home again. Because Valentine
Wolfe burned it all down and pissed on the ashes. Virimonde is dead."

"We can't know that for sure till we get down there and check for ourselves," said Hazel. "Reports can
be exaggerated; sensors can be mistaken. It's a big world, Owen. He can't have killed everything."

"And if he has? If he's done everything he's supposed to have done?"

"Then we cut his black heart out, throw it on the ground, and stamp on it. And the same for everyone
with him."

Owen had to smile slightly. "Life's always been so simple for you, hasn't it. Hazel? Good guys and bad
guys, and a direct, forceful answer to every problem. But you heard the man at the briefing. There are still
powers that be who want Valentine brought back alive for a show trial. If only because they could sell
holo rights for a small fortune."

"I keep up with things," said Hazel. "And for every faction that wants the Wolfe brought back alive, I'll
bet I can name ten who'd very much rather he came back with flies buzzing around him. Not least the
clone and esper undergrounds. If word ever gets out that Valentine Wolfe had once been an active part
and supporter of the undergrounds, they'd lose what little public support and popularity they have. And
on top of that, there are any number of people who struck questionable deals with him in the past, and
don't want it coming out now they've re-created themselves as pure-hearted supporters of the rebellion."

"And that's why we're going to bring the bastard back alive," Owen said firmly. "Not necessarily in one
piece, but definitely alive. I'm no man's puppet, and no organization's either. I need to send a signal that
no one pressures me. And I won't kill him just because I want to."

"You and your damned conscience," said Hazel. "All right, so we try to take him alive. What about his
supporters?"
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"Massacre the lot, for all I care."
"Now you're talking," said Hazel.

Owen leaned back in his chair, interlocked his fingers before him, and stared at them thoughtfully. "He
wasn't always a monster, you know. Valentine. We were children together, moved in the same circles,
went to the same parties. He seemed quite. .. normal then. Nothing out of the ordinary. No sign then of
the psychopath he became. Just another kid, perhaps a little quieter than most. Much like me. We were
never actually friends, but I can remember good times we had together. And then we went our different
ways, to be trained as a Wolfe and a Deathstalker, and I didn't see him again for years. And sometimes I
find myself wondering how two such similar children became such different adults."

"People change," said Hazel. "Whether they want to or not. Life writes our scripts, and we just get to ad
lib now and again."

Owen looked at her. "Why, Hazel, that was almost profound."

"Don't you patronize me, Deathstalker. I have a mind. I have read the occasional book in my time.
When there was nothing else to do. I just meant that even while we're busy changing the universe, it's
busy changing us. Look at you; you're not the person you used to be, even a few years ago. Thank God.
The Owen Deathstalker I saved from certain death down below is a very different man from the official
hero who toppled an empire."

"I know," said Owen. "That bothers me."

"Don't worry about it," said Hazel. "He really was a stuck-up little prig."

Owen raised an eyebrow. "Then why did you stick with him?"

Hazel smiled. "I thought I saw potential in him."

Owen's mouth twitched. "I thought much the same about you." And then he frowned again.

"Oh, hell, Owen, now what? I swear, you know more ways to depress yourself than anyone I've ever
met."

"I was just thinking about Finlay Campbell. We should have included him on this trip."

"We've been through this, Owen. The man is obsessed. He's sworn a vendetta against Valentine. Sworn
to kill the man, on his blood and on his honor. If we're to keep our options open down there, we can't
afford to have the Campbell anywhere near us. He's always been. .. erratic. They tried using him as a
bounty hunter, but he always brought them back dead. Sometimes in pieces. Last I heard, his girlfriend,
Evangeline, was trying to get him interested in politics. God help Parliament, that's all I have to say."

"He fought beside us. He was a hero of the rebellion, just like us. And Valentine wiped out his whole
Family. It doesn't feel right, keeping this from him."

"Owen, we hardly know the man. You're the one who wants to bring Valentine in alive. If the Campbell
were here..."

"Yes, | know. But if we're keeping secrets from people who are supposed to be our comrades, what
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might they be keeping from us?"
"Hell," said Hazel lightly. "Everyone's got secrets."

She realized how that sounded only after she'd said it, and she held her breath a moment before Owen
grunted and turned away to study the sensor readings on the main display screen. Hazel let her breath out
slowly, so Owen wouldn't hear it, and tried to relax. There were still things she was keeping from Owen,
partly because she didn't want him getting upset, and partly because she still believed in keeping her own
business to herself. Ever since she'd first passed through the Madness Maze on the Wolfling World and
been changed forever, she'd been having problems with dreams. To begin with, they had been just
disturbing images, but more and more these days the dreams persisted into her waking world, and she
couldn't push aside the thought that they meant something. Something important. She was dreaming every
night now, clear and distinct, and she couldn't tell if she was seeing the past or the future. It was as though
Time was unraveling in her head, in the darkest hours of the night, when her defenses were at their
weakest. Something in her mind was showing her things, and wouldn't let her look away.

While on Mistworld, she'd dreamed of the Empire invasion hours before it actually happened.

Last night there had been three dreams, one after the other. First she dreamed of the Blood Runners, the
evil inhabitants of the dark Obeah worlds, far out on the Rim where no one ever went, who'd once tried
to kidnap her for their never ending experiments into the nature of suffering and existence. Owen had
saved her then, reaching out with his mind across countless light-years to strike down their leader. In her
dream, they looked at her with knowing, cruel eyes, watching and waiting with horrid patience. They held
something in their hands. Something sharp.

Then she dreamed of Owen's Family Standing, on Virimonde. She'd walked the empty stone corridors
with easy familiarity, though she'd never been there before. It was bitter cold, the cold of the grave, and
blood trickled down the walls, staining the ancient tapestries and exquisite carpets. There was someone
waiting around the next corner, and far down below, something awful.

And finally she dreamed she stood alone on the bridge ofSunstrider II while all hell broke out around
her. There were ships attacking from every side, ships beyond counting, overwhelming her defenses even
as she fought frantically to hold them back. All the alarms were sounding, and theSunstrider II's guns
fired again and again. There was no sign of Owen anywhere.

Past, present, and future. Maybe. But were they predictions or just warnings? Did they mean she had a
chance to change things, rewrite history, defy destiny? Or was she just going crazy, like everyone else
around her?

There had been a time when the forbidden drug Blood had helped her cope with many things, including
the dreams, but she'd moved beyond that. She'd been so physically transformed from what she used to
be she doubted Blood would even be able to make a dent in her body chemistry these days.

Besides, Blood was heavily addictive, and she was damned if anything or anyone was ever going to have
control over her again, including her own weaknesses.

"What do you suppose Valentine and his cronies are up to down there?" she said suddenly, determined
to distract herself.

"Beats the hell out of me," said Owen, still studying the data scrolling past him on the viewscreen. The
data was moving far too fast for normal eyes to follow, but neither of them mentioned it. They were used
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to small changes like that. "He's reinforced the Standing's shields. I'm not picking up anything useful.
Which is in itself significant. He shouldn't have access to anything strong enough to keep out
Hadenman-designed sensors. So who's been supplying him with tech?"

"We'll have to ask him," said Hazel. "When we get down there."

"Too many questions," said Owen, finally shutting down the viewscreen. "Too many unknowns. Why did
he return here? Why did he take over my old home? What did he hope to achieve here that was so
important he was willing to risk me coming after him?"

"He's here for a specific purpose," said Hazel. "Has to be, or he couldn't have persuaded so many
people to come here with him. And somebody must have paid for all that fancy equipment he's supposed

to have with him. If you ask me, it's something to do with drugs. Everything with Valentine turns out to be
something to do with drugs."

"Or revenge. He's a Wolfe, after all. And Oz says his security systems are advanced far beyond anything
he should have access to."

Hazel looked at him sharply. "You're still hearing voices, aren't you?"
"I do wish you wouldn't put it like that. And it's only one voice."

"[s that supposed to reassure me? At this rate you'll be saying you only overthrew the Empire because
the Devil told you to. That's going to go down really well with the general populace.”

"It's just my old AI!"

"Then why can't I hear it on my comm system? Why can't anyone else hear it? And you were very
definite you'd killed the bloody thing after it betrayed us on the Wolfling World."

"I thought it was dead. But I'm not as sure about a lot of things as I used to be. After all, you and I have
been through a lot of things that should have killed us. Haven't we?"

Hazel had no quick answer to that. So they stared at each other in an uncomfortable silence for a long
moment, until they were suddenly interrupted by all the yacht's warning sirens going off at once, the floor
rocking under their feet as something really powerful hit the ship like a hammer.

"Oz!" yelled Owen. "What the hell's going on?"

"You can't say I didn't warn you," said the Al calmly. "Valentine's security systems have finally broken
through our cloaking shields, and the armed satellites are currently throwing everything they've got at us.
Which is actually quite considerable. Main shields are holding. For the moment. Do I have your

permission to return fire?"

"Of course you bloody do! Blow the nearest satellites out of the sky and then get us dirtside as fast as
you can."

"Landing coordinates?"

"Not too far from the Standing. Walking distance."
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"About time you got some healthy exercise," said the Al approvingly. ""You've been putting on weight."
"Well?" said Hazel. "What's happening?"

"Valentine knows we're here. And the voice in my head now thinks it's my mother. I'm bringing the ship
down fast. Grab onto something and pray for a soft landing."

"Hell with that," said Hazel. "I want to get some shots of my own in first."
"Why bother? The ship's fire computers are perfectly capable—"
"God, you're a wimp sometimes, Deathstalker. It's the principle of the thing."

And off she went, up to the bridge to plug herself into the fire systems. Owen let her go. That was Hazel
for you. Never happier than with a gun of some kind in her hand, causing destruction and devastation and
ruining someone's day. He strapped himself into his chair and waited patiently. At least theSunstrider 11
had decent guns. The originalSunstrider had spent most of its short life being chased from one world to
another, often shot up and on fire, until it finally crash-landed in the deadly jungles of Shandrakor. When
Owen had the new yacht built around the salvaged engines of the old, he had insisted the Hadenmen
install as many state-of-the-art weapon systems as the craft could hold. He didn't like having to run. It
wasn't in his nature.

And then the ship lurched again, as something really nasty slammed through the energy shields and
impacted on the reinforced hull. The lights flickered briefly, and Owen tensed, waiting for the shrill
warning of a hull breach. It didn't come, but Owen decided his proper place was on the bridge, after all.
Defense computers could do only so much. He ran all the way, but still had enough breath left when he
got there to demand of Hazel what the hell was going on.

"Damned if I know, Deathstalker," said Hazel briskly, eyes fixed on the control panels before her. "I've
never encountered firepower like this. At least, not from any human tech."

Owen dropped into the seat beside her and quickly studied the tactical displays. Main shields were still
holding, but they were taking a hell of a battering. There was some damage to the outer hull, mostly
superficial. The Hadenmen knew how to build a ship. "This shouldn't be happening,” he said finally. "The
Hadenmen assured me we could stand oft everything up to and including an Empire starcruiser."

"Should have got it in writing, stud," said Hazel, smiling briefly as one of Valentine's satellites exploded
under her guns. "Maybe Valentine made a deal with the Hadenmen too. Or he's been talking to Shub. Or
even the aliens. Selling out all Humanity for simple personal gain is exactly the kind of thing you'd expect
from Valentine Wolfe. Either way, we are in over our heads and sinking fast. Suggestions of a practical
nature are urgently invited. Also prayers."

"To hell with trying to fight it out," said Owen. "Throw as much power as you can into the shields and get
us down fast, Oz. Hopefully the satellites are only programmed to hit things in a predetermined area.
Once we've dropped below their response level, they should leave us alone. And then let us all hope
Valentine hasn't also invested in some ground defenses."

"Sounds like a plan to me," said Hazel. "Can I make the landing?"

"No," said Owen firmly. "Let Oz do it. I've seen your landings, Hazel."
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"Spoilsport.”

TheSunstrider II plunged screaming through the atmosphere, wreathed in flames, until finally it fell out of
range of the satellites, and the attack cut off. Owen and Hazel braced themselves for ground responses,
but there were none. Apparently Valentine had expected his souped-up satellites to be all that was
needed to discourage visitors. With any other ship he'd probably have been right. Oz finally eased off the
steep descent and searched out a landing spot not too far from the Standing. Owen allowed himself to
relax a little.

"It would seem Valentine has powerful new allies," he said thoughtfully. "I wonder what other surprises
he has in store for us."

"Something nasty, no doubt," said Hazel. "Knowing Valentine. But we can handle it."

"Don't get cocky," said Owen. "Valentine hasn't survived this long by leaving anything to chance. He
must have known I'd be coming after him once he set up shop here. He must have made...
preparations."

"There's nothing he can throw at us that we can't throw right back at him," said Hazel calmly. "I could
have handled those satellites eventually, if you hadn't chickened out. Nothing can harm us anymore,
Owen. Not after all we've been through."

"Cocky," said Owen. "Definitely cocky. It'll all end in tears—"

He would have said more, but navigation chimed discreetly, alerting him that theSunstrider 11 was
coming in for a touch down. Owen and Hazel studied the short- and long-range sensor displays carefully,
but the ship landed without incident. Oz made them wait while he ran through his landing checklist.

"Air quality, tolerable. Cold for the time of year, but within acceptable limits. No life signs. All right, it's
now officially safe to disembark. For old times' sake, I've put down at the exact spot where Hazel first
encountered you, Owen. Just call me a silly old sentimentalist."

"Shut up, Oz."

They made their way down to the airlock, and then Owen waited patiently while Hazel weighed herself
down with a few more guns and ammunition belts. For all her claims of invulnerability, she still never felt
really comfortable about going out in public unless she was carrying more guns than the average armed
patrol group. Owen leaned against the steel bulkhead and remembered how things had been the first time
he'd met Hazel d'Ark.

He'd been on the run from his own security guards, badly wounded, fleeing desperately in a damaged

flyer. They'd shot him down only a few miles from his Standing. He'd staggered away from the burning
wreckage, bleeding profusely, and set his back against a nearby tree, to hold him up while he made his
last stand.

And then Hazel had appeared out of nowhere to save him from his enemies, cutting them down like a
glorious if somewhat shop-soiled valkyrie, and together they'd fled Virimonde in the firstSunstrider .
Owen had never been back since. He'd always meant to, but the rebellion never gave him time. He'd
spent his childhood on a dozen different planets, as his father darted around the Empire pursuing his
endless intrigues. But Virimonde had been his and his alone, his haven from a Family and a warrior's
destiny he'd never wanted. The only place he'd ever thought of as home.
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"Come on, stud, let's get this show on the road. I haven't killed anyone in hours, and I'm starting to get
twitchy."

And then there was Hazel, large as life and twice as dangerous, carrying enough guns to start her own
war. Owen had to smile.

"What's so funny?" she said suspiciously.

"Oh, nothing. It's just that according to Oz, we've touched down at the exact spot where you and I first
met."

"You always were too nostalgic for your own good, Deathstalker. Crack that airlock and let's get our
feet dirty. I didn't come all this way just to stand around."

"You don't have a single sentimental bone in your body, do you. Hazel?"
"For which I thank the good Lord daily. Sentiment just gets in the way of getting the job done."

Owen sighed and opened the airlock. The planet's air wafted in, and he took a deep breath, expecting
the old, familiar scents of grass and earth and growing things. Instead he coughed harshly as his lungs
were filled with hot, dry air choked with dust. Owen and Hazel looked at each other, and then Owen
stepped cautiously out onto the planet he had once owned. The sky was dark and overcast, the light gray
and lifeless. Where once there had been green fields and the rich foliage of rambling woods, now there
was only churned-up mud for as far as he could see in any direction. No fields or crops or low stone
boundary walls, just the mud, dark and gritty with trodden-in ashes.

For a moment Owen thought he must have come to the wrong planet. Nowhere on the pastoral world of
Virimonde had ever looked like this. But of course it did, now. Just as he'd always known it would, deep
down.

"Damn," said Hazel quietly. "I'm sorry, Owen."

"I think the trees were over there," said Owen. He tried to point, but his arm seemed very heavy. "Right
over there. But they're gone now. It's all gone. Everything. Nothing to show they or we were ever here.
They even took my past away from me. And it's all my fault."

"How the hell do you work that out?" said Hazel.

"I was Lord of this world. This planet and everyone on it were given to me, and put under my
protection. But I went away and left them defenseless when the Empire's wolves came. I wasn't here
when they needed me."

"Now, that is bullshit," said Hazel. "They threw you out! Your own security people turned against you.
You were outlawed. And you can be damned sure there wasn't a man or a woman here who wouldn't
have cheerfully sold you out in a moment for the price on your head. Your cousin David was Lord here
after you, and he couldn't even save himself when the Empire forces came. Hell, he was one of them, and
they killed him anyway."

"You're right," said Owen. "But it doesn't help. I should have been here."
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"Then you'd be dead too. Is that what you want?"

"Sometimes. The old me is dead. I lost him somewhere along the long rebel trail that led to Lionstone's
Court. I miss him. I liked him a lot better than the killing machine I've become."

"Don't start that again. Change isn't death."

"It was for Virimonde. This used to be a food planet. The crops and livestock we raised here fed people
all across the Empire. Who'll feed them now? Look at it, Hazel. They killed this world."

"You could start over. Pump enough microorganisms into the soil, plant the right seeds, and this world
could bloom again. In time."

"Maybe. But it wouldn't be the same. It wouldn't be the world I knew."

Hazel shook her head exasperatedly. "It always comes back to you, doesn't it, Deathstalker? Typical
aristo, seeing everything in terms of himself. Virimonde isn't the only world to get trashed by the
Empress's whims. That's the kind of thing we fought the rebellion over. Remember?"

Owen tried to smile for her. "I know. I'm just feeling sorry for myself. I don't really have the right, I
suppose. My people lost everything. But I can at least avenge them. Valentine will pay for what he did
here. I'll see him die, and die hard, and to hell with the consequences."

Hazel clapped him hard on the shoulder. "That's more like it. When all else fails, there's always revenge."

"You're a woman of simple pleasures. Hazel."

"That's what you think, stud." She grinned at Owen, and he had to grin back.

They stood together for a while, sharing the moment. The world was very quiet, not even a murmur of
breeze to disturb the dead silence. Owen and Hazel looked slowly around them, and nothing looked
back. Hazel frowned suddenly.

"What?" said Owen.

"T hate to sound morbid... but shouldn't there be a hell of a lot of bodies lying around? Or bits of bodies,
or... something? All I can see is miles and miles of mud."

"You've got a point," said Owen slowly. "It is a bit... tidy, isn't it? I wasn't aware anyone had sent in a
clean-up crew yet. Hang on a minute." He accessed his Al. "Oz, where are all the bodies?"

"Damned if I know, Owen. According to the records, there was a major battle right here, between the
incumbent peasants and the invading forces."

"Scan the area, Oz. Find me some bodies."

"Scanning. Now, that is interesting. I'm picking up some decayed animal remains mixed in with the mud,
but absolutely no trace anywhere of human remains, in any form. I have no explanation for this."

"So what the hell happened to the bodies? Could Shub have paid a visit here, looking for raw materials
for their Ghost Warriors?"
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"Unlikely," said the Al "Even allowing for the current scattered state of the Imperial Fleet, such a visit
would hardly have gone unreported. And you can forget about a clean-up crew. There isn't enough
manpower available to deal with the needs of the living right now, never mind the dead. Unless...
Valentine had them removed."

"Why would he do a thing like that?"
"To show he's sorry, and make amends?"

Hazel cut in, demanding to know what Oz was saying. Owen told her, and she snorted dismissively.
"You can forget that. Valentine never apologized for anything in his life."

"But I'll bet he does know what happened," said Owen. "It's the kind of thing he'd want to know. So I
guess we'll just have to slog our way through the mud to my old Standing, haul him out by the scruft of
the neck, and ask him."

"Sounds like a plan to me," said Hazel. "Is it okay if I stick my gun in his ear while you question him?"
"Be my guest."

Owen started out across the sea of churned mud in the direction he thought his old Standing lay. The
distance was concealed behind a gray haze, grimly enigmatic. According to Oz, his old home was just
over two miles away, so he and Hazel were just out of range of the castle's sensors. Unless Valentine had
souped them up too. Owen smiled humorlessly. It didn't matter a damn if Valentine had. Let him know
his death was coming. There might only be the two of them, against an unknown number of enemies, but
Owen didn't care. Even an army couldn't stop him now. The thought pulled him up short, and he
scowled. More and more these days he found himself thinking things that scared him. He wondered what
he was becoming. The changes the Madness Maze had worked in him seemed to be accelerating, if
anything. At first he'd just been a man with an edge, and then a man with unfamiliar esp abilities, but he
hadn't been merely human in a long time. He was leaving his humanity behind, and he knew it, and it
scared him. Which was perhaps why he clung so desperately to his old, human, beliefs in honor and
Justice.

He sighed tiredly. He'd come a long way from the simple minor historian he'd been the last time he was
here. But he'd lost everything when he was outlawed, and had no choice but to become the warrior his
Clan had always wanted. Become what he despised most, or die. He'd achieved a great deal, righted
wrongs and meted out justice high and low, but at the end of the day there was just so much blood on his
hands. .. Most of it from people who deserved to die, but not all. For every clear villain who'd died at his
hand, there'd been a hundred men who were just soldiers following orders, doing what they thought was
right. Protecting a corrupt Empire because all the other alternatives seemed worse. Brave fighters who'd
died because they were unfortunate enough to stand between Owen Deathstalker and his destiny. So
many faceless dead. He dreamed of them sometimes.

There was a child he'd crippled and killed in the grimy back streets of Mistport. It had been an accident.
And she had been trying to kill him at the time. But none of that mattered. He'd struck out blindly, in the
rage of battle, and the result was a young girl lying in the blood-spattered snow. He'd never forgiven
himself for that, and never would. If there was any purpose to the warrior he'd become, it was to put an
end to a system that produced children like that. And perhaps to protect people like that from people like
him.
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That was what it meant to be a Deathstalker.

He glanced across at Hazel, striding determinedly beside him. Her long, ratty red hair fell down around a
sharp and pointed face. Not conventionally pretty perhaps, but then Hazel d'Ark didn't believe in being
conventional in anything if she could help it. Owen thought she was beautiful, but then, he was biased. He
loved her, quietly, secretly. She wasn't at all the kind of woman he'd thought he'd fall in love with, and
certainly not the kind of woman he was supposed to marry, to continue the centuries-old Deathstalker
line, but he loved her nonetheless. Despite all the reasons, or maybe even because of them. Hazel was
bright and funny, honest when it suited her, and the bravest woman he'd ever known. Not to mention hell
on wheels with any weapon you could name. He admired her immensely, but was careful to keep it to
himself. She'd only take advantage. She was confident when he was not, cautious when he forgot to be,
and she never forgot what they were fighting for. And he knew that if he ever mentioned the word love,
she'd leave him flat. Hazel had made it clear, on more than one occasion, that she didn't believe in things
like love. They tied you down, made you vulnerable, and led to subjects like commitment and trust and
openness, none of which had any place in Hazel's life. So he accepted what warmth and friendship she
offered on her own terms, and hoped. They were together, and if that was all he could have, it was more
than he'd ever had before.

"Why are we walking?" said Hazel suddenly. "I made sure they loaded gravity sleds on board before we
left."

"Sleds would show up on the Standing's scanners," Owen said patiently. "We, on the other hand, have
proved invisible to most scanners ever since we passed through the Maze. Just another useful side effect
that no one understands. So we walk, and hopefully slip through Valentine's defenses unnoticed."

"Hate walking," said Hazel, scowling. "Makes my back ache. If God had meant us to walk, he wouldn't
have given us antigrav."

"Admire the scenery," suggested Owen.
"Ha bloody ha. Last time I walked through anything like this, all the field toilets had failed at once."
"Walking is supposed to be very good for you."

"So is eating sensibly and abstinence, and I hate them too. I'm warning you right now, Deathstalker: I'd
better get to kill a hell of a lot of people at your Standing, or there's going to be trouble."

"Oh, I think I can guarantee that," said Owen. "The one thing you can be sure of is that we have
absolutely no friends at all at the Deathstalker Standing."

The Deathstalker Standing was a great stone castle set on top of a hill, its pale gray stone marked here
and there by damage and burns from energy weapons from when the Empire had laid seige to the castle
to capture its then Lord, David Deathstalker. Now it suffered the occupation of Lord Valentine Wolfe
and his cronies. The Wolfe had come to Virimonde for his own purposes, and the others had followed
because they had no choice. He was their only hope of unseating the rebellion and putting them back in
power again. Not for them the lesser glories of trade and influence. They wanted, needed, to be lords
and masters.

They were also there because he held their lives in the palm of his hand, though they tried not to think
about that unless they were forced to. But nothing else could have persuaded such aristocratic movers
and shakers to ally themselves so closely with the notorious Valentine Wolfe. He was mad, bad, and
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dangerous to know, but he had something, a weapon of such potential power that they couldn't risk
losing it. So they allied themselves with the despised Wolfe and bet their lives they could outmaneuver
him at some future point. Which was a sign of how desperate they were.

Valentine sat at his ease in the Lord's chair in the great dining hall of what had been the Deathstalker's
Standing, and watched tolerantly as his cronies wrecked the place. They were partly drunk, from too
many bottles of wine with a good dinner, and now they were laughing as they threw food around and
overturned the furniture. The Lord Silvestri was throwing his knives at the Family portraits hanging on the
walls, showing Deathstalkers down the ages. He was aiming for the eyes, and hitting them more often
than not. The Lord Romanov had pulled down a precious tapestry and was wearing it like a shawl as he
drank brandy straight from the bottle. The Lord Kartakis was stamping back and forth on top of the
table, fondly believing he was dancing to the ribald song he was singing defiantly off key. Valentine smiled
on them as errant children and allowed them their fun. There wasn't much for them to do, and they had
been cooped up in the castle for a long time. And Valentine did so like to see the Deathstalker's precious
things being violated, as he would someday destroy the man himself.

Valentine Wolfe sat in a chair far too large for him, one long leg slung over an arm of the chair, his other
foot up on the table. Dressed as always all in black, his pale white face surrounded by long dark ringlets
of oiled and scented hair, his mouth a scarlet slash, and his eyes heavy with mascara, he looked the very
picture of the utter villain he strove to be. And the drugs, the glorious drugs, ran riot in his system as they
always had. It had been truly said of Valentine that he'd never met a chemical he didn't like, and if you
could smoke it, swallow it, inject it, or stick it where the sun doesn't shine, Valentine was right there at
the front of the line, ready to give it a try. He saw his chemically enhanced mind as an ongoing work of
art, and was constantly striving to perfect it. The ultimate high was still out there somewhere, and
Valentine pursued it tirelessly.

To that end he'd taken the rare and immediately addictive esper drug, even though he knew it killed a
small but significant percentage of those who took it. Valentine had survived, of course. Probably
because you couldn't affect his radically transmuted body chemistry with anything less than fuming nitric
acid. The drug had given him minor telepathic powers, along with complete control of his autonomic
nervous system, and his thoughts moved along strange and unfamiliar tracks. He threw one drug on top
of another, maintaining a complex balance through sheer effort of will. Valentine thought of himself as the
first in a new breed of Humanity, like the Hadenmen—an alchemical step forward, or perhaps sideways,
on the evolutionary ladder.

He watched Carlos Silvestri throw his knives again and again, tearing the eyes out of great men just
because he could, to prove to everyone that he wasn't afraid of the mighty Owen Deathstalker. Silvestri
was a tall, thin man, all long limbs and sudden angles. He dressed in shades of red, the traditional color of
his Clan. It didn't suit him. His face was round and puffy, as though it hadn't yet decided what it wanted
to be when it grew up, though the man had to be at least forty. He shaved his head bald and plucked his
other hairs. He was good with a knife and better with a sword. He would have made a great swordsman
and duelist if only he'd had the courage of his convictions. But the Silvestri had always been a very
cautious man who preferred to watch from the sidelines and work through underlings, and never, ever,
get his hands dirty himself. He'd never forgiven Finlay Campbell for the assassination of his good friend
William St. John, and had spent much time and money on plans to have the Campbell killed, but none of
them had succeeded. Now with Finlay a man of power and substance once again, and the Silvestri's
powers drastically reduced by Random's deal and the emergence of Blue Block, Carlos Silvestri had
been forced to turn to Valentine as his only possible savior. And if that had turned out very differently
from what he'd intended, it just put a little more emphasis into the throw of his knives.

Valentine smiled and turned his attention to Pieter Romanov, that fat and ruddy man wrapped in a torn
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masterpiece. Pieter believed a man should be recognized by the breadth and achievement of his
appetites, and indulged each sense till they groaned under the weight of his will. There was in him a
hunger that would not be satisfied, no matter how he tried. His people obeyed his every whim, or he had
them killed and replaced with those who would. Pieter was an aristocrat's aristocrat, and he had taken
Random's deal hard. Not for him the lesser power and rewards of mere business. So he went looking for
an ally, a great man of power and influence, who would put things back the way they once were, the way
they should be. A man of vision and destiny. Unfortunately, all he could find was Valentine. But the
Wolfe at least had a plan, which was more than most, and Pieter couldn't help but admire a man whose
taste for indulgence actually surpassed his. So Pieter and Valentine had made a pact, and if the Romanov
found the source of their power base to be somewhat distressing, there was always another meal and
another bottle from the Deathstalker's excellent wine cellar to help distract him.

And finally there was Athos Kartakis. A short and swarthy man with a flashing smile and a temperament
that could change in a moment from brightest day to darkest night. He collected insults and saw dueling
as a sport. He never accepted first blood, and always went for the kill. People tended to be very careful
what they said around the young Lord Kartakis. His Clan had never been more than a fairly minor
House, and generations had been spending money faster than it came in. Kartakis had inherited many
debts, and wasted no time in adding many of his own. Creditors preferred to forget their bills rather than
risk fighting a duel over them, but even so, everyone knew the true state of affairs, and Kartakis knew
they knew. The deal Blue Block had brokered with Random had been the last straw. Take away his
lordship, and Kartakis had nothing left. He'd never survive as a businessman. If only because he'd made
so many enemies in trade. And so he had pawned what was left of his soul with Valentine.

Valentine watched his people at their play, and thought pleasantly on the day he wouldn't need their
support anymore and could have them all killed in slow and interesting ways. He'd just begun to number
the ways and select his very favorite when the viewscreen on the wall chimed politely. Valentine raised a
painted eyebrow. He'd given the servants to understand that he wasn't to be interrupted at his dinner for
anything less than a major emergency, and after he'd had that footman flayed from the waist down, they'd
learned to follow his instructions to the letter. So he accepted the call and directed his cronies to hush
themselves. The screen cleared to show that sinister butterball of a man, the ex-Lord Gregor Shreck. The
Shreck sat behind an ugly but functional wooden table, covered with papers and reports. He nodded
curtly to Valentine, the nearest he ever got to polite behavior, and plunged right in without bothering with
any more amenities:

"You're in trouble, Wolfe. Parliament's sent a force to investigate what you're up to on Virimonde."

"Really?" said Valentine, unperturbed as always. "And just how large an army are they sending?"

"It's worse than an army. They've sent Deathstalker and d'Ark."

The three aristocrats looked quickly at one another and began to babble unhappily. Valentine waved for
them to be quiet, and they were. The Wolfe smiled slowly at the Shreck's image on the viewscreen, his
great scarlet smile spreading across his deathlike face. "Dear Owen. I have so been looking forward to
meeting him. I can't wait to see what he thinks of what I've done with his old place. When can I expect

the illustrious hero and his warlike companion?"

"Hell, he and the bitch have probably already landed by now. I'm not as well connected as I used to be.
Word takes longer to reach me these days."

"The Deathstalker can't be here," said the Kartakis. "The security systems would have taken out his ship.
Or the sensors would have warned us—"
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"Don't be silly," said Valentine. "This is Owen Deathstalker we're talking about." He looked back at the
Shreck. "You are still otherwise on top of things at your end?"

"Of course. You supply the product, I've got people set up to move it." Gregor scowled unhappily.
"Never thought I'd end up a drug runner at my time of life."

"I'd have thought it was an occupation you were ideally suited for," said the Silvestri, idly paring his
fingernails with the edge of one of his knives. "But then, everyone rises to their true level eventually."

"At least I'm not a fugitive from what passes for justice these days," snapped Gregor. "I still have my
Tower and my people.”

"But you're not a Lord anymore," said the Romanov, in between sucking chicken grease off his fingers.
"We haven't allowed Blue Block and that traitor Random to strip our rightful heritage from us."

"And we will be Lords again," said the Kartakis flatly. "Even if we have to kill everyone else in the
Empire who says otherwise."

"Big talk from a little man," said Gregor, secure in the knowledge that the Kartakis was light-years away.
"We tried fighting. We lost. Our only hope now is the Wolfe's plan. And God help us all if it goes wrong."

"If it goes right, I'll make gods of you all," said Valentine calmly. "We will return in glory and know
power beyond that even Lionstone wielded. But that's the future. Tell me of the present, Gregor. How
goes the cabal?"

"Growing all the time," said Gregor. "No one's willing to come out in public, but more and more
aristocrats and politicians are supplying people and money to help expedite your plan. No telling how
many of them will actually stand up and fight when the time comes, but I'll settle for them just abstaining at
the right moment. The rebels and their pet Parliament may think they're running things, but their precious
new regime is built on sand."

"And the sands of time are running out for all of them," said Valentine. "How I do love a good metaphor.
Now, be a good boy, Gregor, and make yourself scarce. I must think. I have to prepare a suitable

welcome for dear Owen and the redoubtable Hazel d'Ark."

"Watch yourself," said Gregor. "They aren't human anymore. If they ever were. They'll take a lot of
killing"

"If it was easy," said Valentine, "there'd be no fun in it, would there? Goodbye, Gregor." He shut down
the viewscreen.

"Let them come," said the Silvestri. "We can handle them."
"We can," said the Kartakis. "I'm not so sure about you."
Carlos Silvestri flushed pinkly, a knife in each hand. "I can hold up my end."

"Relax," said the Romanov, rooting through the remains of his dinner in case he'd missed anything. "With
all the guards and security we've set up here, we could hold off an entire army till they starved to death."
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"Anyone else maybe," said the Silvestri. "But this is the Deathstalker and the d'Ark woman. I've heard
stories about them, of the things they did during the street fighting on Golgotha. Someone said they died
and brought themselves back to life."

"Stories," said Athos Kartakis. "There are always stories."

"In this case they might just be true," said Valentine. "But not to worry, dear comrades. Let them come
how they will. They'll find nothing here but death." He laughed softly at his little joke. The others didn't
look too appreciative of his humor, but then, they rarely did. Valentine's sense of humor had changed and
evolved along with his alchemical transformation, and wasn't to everyone's taste anymore. He sighed, and
got to his feet, the signal that dinner was officially over. He dabbed daintily at his scarlet lips with a napkin
and started toward the door. The three aristocrats made varying sounds of alarm despite themselves.
Valentine took his time turning back to face them.

"Yes, dear friends? Was there something else?"
"The drug," said the Kartakis stonily. "We need the drug."

"Of course," said Valentine. "What was I thinking? It's time for your daily dose, isn't it? How very
forgetful of me."

He strolled back to the table and took a small phial of pills from his pocket. The three men who had
once been Lords and masters of their destiny looked at the phial and tried not to appear too desperate.
Valentine was quite capable of dragging out his little game for ages if he felt like it. He could make them
do anything, anything at all, at this time of the day, and they all knew it.

The esper drug had originally been discovered by a small group of scientists looking for something else.
To their surprise, they found they had created a drug that could give everyone who took it regularly a
small but real gift for telepathy. The original Lord High Dram, the Widowmaker, had seized control of the
drug and the scientists, and put it to his own use, but his plans, like his imagination, were somewhat
limited. After his death Valentine took control of the drug and the single laboratory that produced it.
There was of course a catch or two. First, the drug was highly addictive. Once you'd started taking it,
you had to continue for the rest of your life, or die horribly. And second, a small percentage of the people
who took it died immediately. Valentine had weighed the pros and cons, but not for long. It was only a
drug, after all, and Valentine had never believed in letting a chemical get the better of him.

The three ex-Lords had also taken the drug and survived. It had been the Wolfe's condition for allowing
them to join him in mass-producing the drug. A drug that could be used as a weapon to undermine and
then control first the Parliament and then the rest of the civilized worlds. For whoever owned and
controlled production of such an endlessly addictive drug would have complete and utter control over
everyone who took it, for as long as they lived. And for those few who might try to hold out against it, it
would be easy enough to slip them the drug unnoticed. Everyone has to eat and drink, and one dose was
all it would take.

Valentine had always believed the simplest plans were the best.

So he handed out the precious pills, and the Silvestri and the Romanov and the Kartakis swallowed
them down, and everyone was reminded of just who was in charge of things in the old Deathstalker
Standing. Valentine had the grace not to smile triumphantly at them. They would have liked to kill him for
the secret, and regain control of their lives, but they didn't dare. They knew that if he died, they would die
too, and however badly he died, they'd die worse.
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"[ trust you enjoyed the dinner," he said smoothly. "Something a little different today."

The three aristocrats looked suspiciously at the dinner table, trying to remember if anything had seemed
out of the ordinary.

"No, no," said Valentine, correctly interpreting their expressions. "I wouldn't waste any of my special
concoctions on such an unappreciative audience. Rather, I thought we might all enjoy a taste of the last
real produce exported from the food planet of Virimonde."

For a long moment none of them got it. There was no food left on the planet anymore. Everyone knew
that. And then the Silvestri's eyes widened, and he put a hand to his mouth as all the color drained from
his face. "The dead... the people of Virimonde. .. we've been eating..."

"Yes, you have," said Valentine. "And with such good appetite too. Ah, me; so many taboos, so little
time. Enjoy the after-dinner mints, gentlemen."

With a cheery smile and a modest inclination of the head, Valentine Wolfe left to plan the surprises he
had in mind for Owen Deathstalker and Hazel d'Ark.

The great Deathstalker castle had been built on a huge promontory of solid granite. From the front and
the two sides, open plains stretched away in all directions. To the rear there was a solid drop of hundreds
of feet, ending in nasty, jagged rocks lashed by a vicious incoming tide. Which made the Standing both
extremely easy to defend and very hard to sneak into. Perfect security thinking. Though that wasn't why
Owen had chosen to put his Standing there. He just liked the view.

Of course, he'd never expected to have to break into his own Standing, so when he and Hazel finally
came in sight of his old home, they had to stop and do some hard thinking. A frontal or side approach
was out of the question; their special nature might make them invisible to the castle's sensors, but they
were still perfectly visible to the naked eye. And Owen didn't share Hazel's faith in their invulnerability.

So after a certain amount of argument, they finally decided the only practical way was around the back. It
meant retreating back some of the way they'd already come, and a slow descent down to the
wave-lashed shore at the foot of the great promontory, but eventually they stood together amid the flying
spray, looking up at hundreds of feet of bare granite wall.

"There used to be birds here," said Owen quietly. "Or things very like birds. Soaring and wheeling on the
wind, crying out in the saddest voices you ever heard. And now they're all gone. They even killed the
damned birds."

"Just another reason to take revenge," said Hazel. "Nothing like a little stoked rage to warm a body on a
long, cold climb."

"It's very cold here," said Owen. "I don't think I'll ever be warm again."

He started up the dark granite wall, climbing slowly and carefully, and after a moment Hazel followed
him. The wind rushed around them, trying to pluck them from the sheer rock face, but couldn't budge
them, so it just settled for blowing tears from their eyes. Owen concentrated on the wall before him,
moving confidently from one foot and hand hold to another.

After the first hundred feet, he decided very firmly that he wasn't going to look down again till he was
safely inside the castle. Great views aside, he'd never been fond of heights. And yet he moved


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

increasingly easily up the bare rock face, his hands and feet instinctively finding holds and supports he
would have sworn weren't there till he needed them. Not for the first time, it was as though his body
knew how to do something without having to be told. Owen brooded over that as he climbed. He'd
become able to do all kinds of things that he never could before, since he passed through the Madness
Maze, and emerged so much more than he had been. The talents came and went, and he couldn't always
be sure they'd be there when he needed them. And even after all this time he was no nearer
understanding their nature. He looked across at Hazel, skittering calmly up the smooth granite surface like
an insect on a pane of glass, and had to look away. He really hoped he didn't look like that. He made
himself look again, and found Hazel looking back at him.

"I know what you're thinking," she said easily.

"Wouldn't be the first time," said Owen. "I assume you had no prior knowledge of rock climbing before
today either?"

"Got it in one. It's as though my hands and feet know where to go without me looking, as if they've
always known. Spooky. I wonder what else we could do if we just put our minds to it. I've always
dreamed of flying..."

"I wouldn't try that out just now," said Owen. "Those rocks below look to be particularly unforgiving."
"Good point."

They climbed some more in silence. Owen couldn't help noticing that neither of them were even
breathing hard.

"Do you ever think about the things we can do?" he said finally. "What we're becoming? We're not
espers. | had a number of major players from the esper underground scan me, at my request. They had
no idea at all how I'm able to do the things I do."

"I try not to think about it too much," said Hazel. "We were given gifts. Gifts that have kept us alive in
situations where anyone else would have perished horribly. They helped us overthrow the Empire. Why
look such a gift horse in the mouth?"

"Just because something has a leg at each corner and eats hay, it doesn't necessarily mean it's a horse.
Espers, for all their powers, are still human. That's one of the reasons we fought the rebellion. But we
were changed by an alien device. Who knows what it was really intended to do, what it was supposed to
produce?"

"Transfiguration," said Hazel slowly. "It made us... better than we were. That was its function. I
remember that much."

"But what do we mean by better? A human definition or an alien one?"

"Why the hell are you asking me? You're the brains in this partnership. I just hit things."

Owen sighed. "Because I'm tired of asking myself questions that I can't answer. Or else coming up with
answers that are just too damned disturbing. Our only hope of enlightenment was the Maze itself, and the

Maze is gone. Destroyed. And with it went all our hopes of discovering exactly what was done to us and
why."
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"So why torment yourself?" said Hazel, stopping to look at him as she realized he'd stopped climbing.

"Because I'm scared of what I might be becoming," said Owen. "I'm scared I might be losing my
Humanity. Leaving it behind. Have you ever thought we might end up as distant from ordinary men and
women as the Hadenmen or the Wampyr or the Als from Shub? That we might become so... alien that
we might forget who and what we used to be?"

"Stop it, Owen," said Hazel sharply. "You're just spooking yourself. I don't feel any different from the
person I used to be. I still believe in the same things, want the same things, hate the same things. I'm still
me. My abilities just make it that much easier for me to achieve the things I want."

She started climbing again, and after a moment Owen followed her. "I think it's subtler than that," he said
finally. "One small change might not mean much, but put enough of them together... I mean, we don't
even have the first idea of how our powers work. Why they come and go the way they do. Sometimes
we're just fighters with an edge, and other times we're all but gods. We're not in control of our powers.
They control us."

"Look," said Hazel. "If you're trying to spook me now, you're succeeding, so cut it out. Our condition
didn't exactly come with a user's manual, so all we can hope to do is learn by doing."

"It's dangerous to use any new weapon without checking out the small print. There could be side eftects
we haven't noticed yet. Maybe we're using up our lives. Burning up all our years to come. The energy
that powers our abilities has to come from somewhere. The candle that burns twice as brightly burns half
as long. And we have burned brighter than suns."

"God, you're in a morbid mood today. I feel fine. I feel better than fine. Maybe we'll live forever."

"And another thing, why did we all come out of the Maze with different abilities?"

"Why not?" said Hazel reasonably. "We were all different people."

"Yes, but... some of what we do is similar to esp. Jack and Ruby are firestarters, and Giles could
teleport. I've got something like psychokinesis. But how the hell do you do what you do? What are these
different versions of yourself that you're able to summon up during a fight?"

"Damned if T know," said Hazel. "I just call, and they come. None of them ever stuck around long
enough afterward to answer questions. Giles thought they were other versions of me from different time
tracks—people I might have become if things had gone differently."

"Yeah, but time tracks are just a theory," said Owen. "No one's ever been able to prove the existence of
different dimensions, let alone make contact with them. Maybe the other yous are just products of your
imagination, made real by the power within you."

"No way," said Hazel firmly. "I've seen some of these other mes. I don't have that good an imagination."

"Yes, but..."

"Owen,/ don't know ! And this is not the time or the place to be having a discussion. Now, stop asking
questions and get your ass in gear, or I'll get behind you and kick your butt all the way up."

Owen considered this. "You would, wouldn't you?"
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"Damn right. Now, shift it."

They climbed the rest of the way in silence, eventually coming to the great circular opening in the granite
wall that led to the massive caves burrowed out under the Standing. Owen used to keep his personal
flyers and other vehicles there when he was in residence. It made sense to assume that Valentine and his
cronies had docked their ships in the caves too, which meant the opening would still be clear. And Owen
knew of a secret passage that led directly from the main cave to the master bedroom.

"A secret passage?" Hazel had said.

"Oh, yes. I used it to escape from the castle when my people first turned on me."

"And no one but you knows about it?"

"It's a Family secret. The only other person I ever told was David, and he's dead now."

They moved silently up to the lip of the opening and clung to the cold stone, still as limpets, as they
listened for any sign that their presence had been noted. After a while Owen gestured to Hazel that he
was going to move up over the ledge and into the cave opening. She nodded, and he took a deep breath,
steadying himself. Theoretically, there could be any number of armed guards present, looking after the
parked ships, but it didn't seem likely. By any normal standards, the caves were unreachable.
Unfortunately for Valentine, Owen and Hazel hadn't been in hailing distance of normal for some time
now. Owen took a firm grip on the granite ledge, and hauled himself up and over and into the cave in one
swift, fluid motion. He was up on his feet in a second, disrupter in hand, searching for a target, but all was
quiet. Four luxurious yachts stood together, powered down, along with a handful of single-man flyers, but
otherwise the place was deserted. Not a guard in sight. Owen padded stealthily forward, ears pricked
for the slightest sound, but all he could hear was his own breathing. He lowered his gun and breathed a
little more easily.

"All clear, Hazel."

She was with him in a moment, hurrying across the ceramic floor to stand beside him, projectile gun in
one hand, grenade in the other. She glared suspiciously about her. "There ought to be someone here. It
doesn't make sense to leave expensive ships like these just standing around unguarded.”

"Who's going to steal them?" said Owen reasonably. "Valentine and his private army are the only people
here."

"What about security cameras?"

"Ogz still has secret access codes for all the castle's security computers. Right now he's editing their

signals so we don't appear. This was all covered in the planning sessions. Hazel. I do wish you'd attend
the briefings."

"What, and do you out of the fun of explaining everything to me? You'd never forgive me." She turned
slowly around in a circle, checking the corners and shadows. "I still don't like this. It's too easy. If I was
as guilty of as many nasty things as Valentine, I'd want all my exits and entrances thoroughly guarded."

"He's probably relying on the security systems. I did install the very best. And those souped-up satellites
of his would hold off any normal ship."
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"I've been thinking about that," said Hazel. "What if they reported opening fire on us?"

"What if they did? After the onslaught they handed out, they probably assumed we were so damaged we
burned up during the descent."

"You keep using that word probably. There's nothing very probable about Valentine Wolfe. He's
paranoid as hell; he doesn't think the way the rest of us do."

"Hazel, trust me. This is my place, I know what I'm doing. Now, please put away that gun and grenade
before you have an unfortunate and very loud accident. I want to take a look around here."

"What's there to see?" said Hazel. "It's just a cave."

"The first of several caves," said Owen, carefully not watching as Hazel made the gun and grenade
disappear about her person. "When I was in charge here, we used the extra caves to store all the items
there wasn't room for in the Standing proper. When a Family's been around for as long as mine, you'd be
amazed how much junk you accumulate. And of course you don't dare throw any of it out for fear of
future generations calling you a barbarian. Because you never know when some piece of centuries-old
tatt might suddenly become fashionable again, or might come in handy to settle some ancient Family feud
or argument. I used to display the best pieces in the castle itself and dump the rest in the caves down
here. It's all carefully catalogued. Somewhere. David said he was going to have a good clear-out once he
moved in, but I don't think he had time, in the end. Either way, I'll feel better once I've checked. I don't
like surprises."

He moved off toward the back of the cave. Hazel rolled up her eyes briefly at the polished ceiling, and
went after him, giving the parked yachts plenty of room in case they were armed with proximity alarms.
In the end, Owen didn't get far. He stood before the entrance to the next cave, which was now blocked
off by a glowing force field. He was standing very still, and Hazel could tell by the tenseness in his stance
that something was very wrong. She hurried over to join him, the gun back in her hand again. She moved
in beside him and then stopped, and screwed up her face in disgust. Beyond the transparent energy field
the cave was packed from wall to wall and from floor to ceiling with dead bodies. Not respectfully lying
in state, on separate slabs or tables, but just crammed together, packed in as tightly as possible. A
temperature gauge on the wall by the opening showed that a freezer unit was maintaining the bodies at
near zero. Some of the faces looked out at Owen and Hazel, an almost lifelike gleam shining from the
frost on their frozen eyeballs.

"Well," Owen said finally. "Now we know what they did with the bodies."

"Owen..."

"Not now. I want to check the other caves."

And so they went from cave to cave, from opening to opening, and they were all filled to capacity with
the refrigerated dead of Virimonde. Owen tried to estimate how many bodies there were, but even
guessing at the massive size of the caves, he couldn't grasp it. The numbers were just too big. He stopped
before the opening to the last cave, and couldn't go any farther. All the strength just went out of him.
Hazel stood beside him and put a comforting hand on his arm, but he hardly felt it.

"[ feel like I ought to do something," he said quietly. "But I don't know what. They were my people.
They're still my people. Even if they are dead. But I don't know what to do."
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His hands had clenched into helpless fists. Hazel moved in close beside him, trying to support and
comfort him by her proximity.

"I don't suppose this means much to you," said Owen. "After all, you were a clonelegger."

"I never saw the bodies," said Hazel. "But sometimes I had nightmares... Why do you suppose
Valentine...?"

"Who knows why Valentine does anything anymore?"

Hazel hesitated, hearing the cold, bitter rage beneath his words, but pressed on. "The Wolfe's crazy, but
there's always a method to his madness. He must have had a reason. Or else why bother refrigerating
them?"

"Knowing Valentine, it's probably a very disturbing reason." Owen let his breath out in a long sigh, and
his fists unclenched. "I say we find the bastard and ask him. And if I don't like his answers, I'm going to
bounce him off the castle walls till his ears bleed."

"Sounds like a plan to me," said Hazel.

Owen led the way to the back of the flyer cave, and opened a hidden door in the wall to reveal a narrow
stone passage leading upward. Lights came on in the tunnel, showing the way. Hazel was quietly
impressed.

"It leads to another secret door in what used to be my old bedchamber," said Owen. "From there we
have access to all the main areas of the castle. Internal security is mostly human rather than tech.
Aristocrats don't like being spied on. Keep your hand near your sword, but leave your guns alone. The
sound of a gun would bring guards running from all directions. And I don't want a war. I just want
Valentine."

Anywhen else, Hazel would have snapped at Owen for lecturing her on something so obvious, but she
kept her peace. Talking helped distract him. She followed him into the tunnel, and the door swung shut
behind them. Their footsteps seemed very loud in the quiet. And then Owen stopped suddenly, turning
his head back and forth.

"What is it?" Hazel said quietly.

"Something's wrong," said Owen.

Hazel looked up the tunnel. "I can't see anything."

"Neither can I. But I can feel it. Can't you?"

Hazel concentrated, trying to reach out in the strange directions her mind was capable of, and then
Owen grabbed her roughly and threw her to the floor. She landed hard, driving the breath from her lungs.
Owen hit the ground beside her a moment later, one arm flung across her to hold her down. And from
every side disrupter beams filled the tunnel from hidden gun ports. If they'd stayed standing, they'd have

been shot to mincemeat.

"So much for your secret passage, Deathstalker," Hazel hissed, trying to burrow down into the solid


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

stone floor.

"They must have got it out of David before he died," said Owen. "Try to wriggle backward toward the
door."

"Hell with that," said Hazel. "I have my dignity. Wait till the beams shut off, and then we'll make a run for
it while they're recharging."

"One, they're staggered. They're not going to cut off. Two, the beams are angling lower. Now wriggle,
dammit."

They moved back down the tunnel to the door as fast as they were able, the disrupter beams passing
barely an inch or so above their bodies. The lowering energy beams seared through the air just above
them, filling the tunnel with the stench of ionized air. Owen's clothes rucked up around him as he crawled
backward, slowing him down, and he could hear Hazel's many guns and ammo belts scraping along the
floor. He risked a glance at her, just in time to see a disrupter beam clip her raised elbow, vaporizing the
sleeve and burning the exposed flesh. She grimaced, but didn't make a sound, and kept moving. The
smell of burnt meat mingled briefly with the ozone.

Owen redoubled his efforts, scrambling backward as fast as he could force himself. He could almost feel
the energy beams cutting through the air directly above him. And then he lurched to a halt as his feet
slammed up against the closed steel door. He pushed against the door with all his weight, but it wouldn't
budge. Owen's temper flared, and he kicked out with both feet. The heavy steel door flew open, half torn
off its hinges. He looked back at Hazel again. She'd raised her head slightly at the noise, and a disrupter
beam was heading right for her forehead.

For Owen time seemed to slow and stop, the energy beam crawling slowly through the air. And it was
the simplest thing in the world for him to lunge forward and thrust his golden Hadenman hand between
Hazel and the beam, and the disrupter beam ricocheted harmlessly away. Time crashed back to normal.
Owen grabbed Hazel and then threw himself out of the tunnel and back into the main cave, dragging her
with him. They hit the floor hard and rolled away from the opening, putting as much room as they could
between themselves and the deadly tunnel. They lay together for a while, getting their breath back, and
then rose just a little shakily to their feet.

"So," said Owen. "Still feel invulnerable?"

"Oh, shut up, Deathstalker. Don't you get tired of being right all the time?" She raised her arm gingerly
and studied the burn with a curled lip. "Nasty. But it'll heal. Thanks for the save, stud."

"Any time," said Owen.

Hazel looked at his golden hand. "I have to say I'm impressed. Your average disrupter beam can
vaporize steel plating in under a second, but it just bounced off that golden fashion accessory of yours."

"The Hadenmen do good work." Owen flexed the golden metal fingers just a little self-consciously. "One
of these days I really ought to sit down with some human scientists and have them analyze the hell out of
this thing, but I never seem to have the time. It's all rush, rush, rush when you're a rebel hero."

"And a bounty hunter."

"That too. Speaking of which, I have another idea on how to get to dear Valentine."
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"Hold everything. Your last idea didn't turn out so damned hot."

"And you're not going to like this new one much either. But we can't hang around here; those disrupters
must have set off all kinds of alarms once they were triggered. There'll be guards here soon. Lots of
them, armed to the teeth."

"Let them come," said Hazel. "Let them all come. I could use something to work off my frustrations on."

"Not for the first time, you're missing the point. The guards could pin us down here while Valentine and
his cronies make their escape. And I'll see this place reduced to rubble before I let that happen. This time

Valentine is going to pay for his crimes. In blood."

"Every now and again you remind me of why I like you," said Hazel. "All right, Deathstalker. I'm going to
regret asking, but what is this marvelous new plan of yours?"

"There's another secret passage. One I never told David about. A Deathstalker always keeps some
secrets to himself."

"There's a catch," said Hazel. "I just know there's a catch."

"Oh, yes. The entrance to this tunnel is on the other side of the first cave on the left. The only way to get
to it is past the piled-up bodies of the dead."

"Oh, nice one, Owen. How the hell are we supposed to do that? Drag the bodies out one at a time?"

"Too long. The guards would be upon us before we'd barely started. No, there's only one way. We're
going to have to crawl through."

"No," said Hazel flatly.
"Hazel..."

"No! Are you crazy? Dig our way through corpses, hand over hand? I won't do it, Owen. I'd rather
stand and fight here."

"And die?"
"I'm not doing it!"
"You used to be a clonelegger!"

"I was already planning to leave the cloneleggers even before I met you. We can't do this, Owen. It's
freezing in there. Near zero."

"We've withstood worse," said Owen. "The guards will never think to look for us among the dead."

"That's because no sane person would even think of doing it. I can't, Owen. I just can't. It would be like
crawling through the contents of the freezer units on the clonelegger ship. Just like my nightmares."

"No, it won't. This time I'll be there with you. You have to do this. Hazel. It's the only way. And I can't
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do it without you."

"You bastard, Deathstalker. You always did know how to fight dirty." Hazel drew in a long, ragged
breath and let it out slowly. "All right. Let's do it. Before I get a rush of brains to the head and tell you to
go to hell."

"Just follow me. I'll lead the way."

"Damn right you will."

Owen led the way to the cave. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Hazel staring straight ahead, her
face a cold mask, but her eyes were those of a frightened child. Owen had never seen her scared before,

really scared.

"So," he said, searching for the right words to say, "you were already thinking of leaving the cloneleggers
before we met?"

"Yeah," said Hazel. "They were too gross even for me. And the pay was lousy."

"Silly me. I thought it might have something to do with morality."

"Don't you use the m-word in my presence, Deathstalker."

They stopped before the entrance to the cave. Beyond the shimmering transparent force field, dead
faces looked out at them. Hazel's hands fell to her guns, but they didn't comfort her. "Damn you,

Deathstalker. Somebody's going to pay for this."

"Hang on to that attitude. It'll come in very handy when we have to fight our way through Valentine's
private army at the other end."

Hazel snorted. "Overwhelming odds I can handle. I'm used to that. Now, shut up and open the damned
door. You can do that, can't you?"

"I'm working on it."
Owen studied the force field thoughtfully, and an idea came to him. He accessed his Al
"Oz, do you still have the command overrides for the Standing?"

"Of course. I have override codes for every system in the castle, and every system linked into those
systems since we left. Unless David or Valentine and his people have changed them."

"Not likely. David wouldn't have bothered, and Valentine hasn't had time. Try it, Oz. Isolate this system,
shut down this cave's force field, and then raise it again after we're in. Without setting off any alarms."

The Al sniffed. "You don't want much, do you? It's lucky for you that I'm such a superior model. But
before I work my usual miracles, can I just point out that I have no control over the refrigeration units
Valentine has installed in these caves. They're an entirely separate system that I have no access to. The
temperature in the cave you propose to enter, it's not actually zero, but it's as close as you're ever likely
to encounter, short of opening an airlock and stepping out into deep space. Though I wouldn't put that
past you either. I've known depressed lemmings on window ledges with better survival instincts than you.
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Suffice to say that any normal human entering this cave would freeze to death extremely quickly.
Assuming the shock didn't get him first."

"Hazel and I aren't normal, Oz. We haven't been for a long time. Open the cave."

There was a sudden snap of energies cancelling out, and the force field was gone. Freezing air rushed
out from the cave, steaming thickly into the cavern like a thick fog. The bitter cold hit Owen and Hazel
like a blow, and they flinched back from it despite themselves. They shuddered violently and held on to
each other for support. There was no smell, no stench of death or decay. It was too cold for that.

Owen and Hazel moved reluctantly forward, the cold air searing their lungs painfully as they breathed it.
The nearest body was a woman, dressed in torn peasant's clothing, charred and blackened around the
energy-weapon wounds that had killed her. Her face was a mess. Half of it was missing. Owen reached
out a hand toward her and then hesitated. His hand was trembling, and not from the cold.

"If she's as cold as I think she is, you could get frostbite just by touching her," said Hazel.

"Not to worry," said Owen. " used to know a lot of women like that at Court." He shook his head
slowly. "I thought I'd seen everything. Thought I'd seen so much death and suffering that this wouldn't
mean anything to me. But I was wrong."

"When you stop feeling anything," said Hazel, "it'll mean part of you has died too. The human part. But
as bad as you feel, you're still going to do this, aren't you?"

"Of course. It's necessary. He murdered my world."

Owen drew his disrupter, aimed it at the packed bodies before him, and fired. The energy beam tore a
path through the frozen dead, creating a tunnel into the mass of bodies some three feet wide. It looked
like some monstrous worm or maggot had eaten its way through the dead on its way to some unknown,
awful destination. Owen put away his disrupter and turned to Hazel.

"We'll move through the tunnel for as far as it goes, and then you'll have to pull bodies in behind us to
cover our tracks. The extra space I've created will give us room to maneuver at the end of the tunnel."

Hazel looked at him for a moment. "Nothing's going to stop you, is it, Deathstalker?"
"No. I know this is difficult for you, Hazel, but... I need you. Do it for me."

"All right. For you. But you're going to owe me one hell of a favor afterward." She scowled at the tunnel.
"It's going to be dark, once we're... inside the mass of bodies. How will we know where we're going?"

"I know where the hidden door is," said Owen. "I can feel it in my mind. All you have to do is follow me.
Don't worry. It's not like there's any chance of you getting lost in there. Let's go."

And he turned away from her and stepped into the chamber of the dead. The utter cold cut into him like
a knife, and he shuddered so hard his teeth chattered in his head. The frozen air burned in his throat and
lungs, like swallowing razor blades. Hoarfrost formed immediately on his hair and eyelids, and his eyes
ached as the cold began freezing the liquid in his eyeballs. He blinked hard, gritted his teeth, and knelt
down to fit himself into the tunnel he'd made. Even with his disrupter set on full, wide dispersal, it hadn't
been able to produce a very wide tunnel. He'd have to crawl through it on hands and knees. His knees
jarred on the frozen bodies, frozen hard as concrete. Some had been cut open by the energy beam as
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neatly as a surgeon's knife, revealing hard, frozen innards. They were mostly gray, with a few pale shades
of pink or purple, even the vitality of color leached out of them by the dreadful cold.

Owen shuffled forward, reaching out with his hands to grab the bodies ahead and pull himself along. The
dead flesh was so cold it burned his bare hands. Every instinct yelled at him to let go immediately, but he
refused to listen. He tightened his grip and pulled himself on. When he did try to let go, his warm flesh
clung stickily to the cold, and he had to use all his strength to pull free. He left patches of skin behind, but
felt no pain. Owen refused to let it upset him. The skin would grow back, and it would happen less and
less as his hands cooled. Already his body was adapting to the horrid cold, his core temperature
plummeting at a speed that would have killed anyone else. He had no sensation left anywhere, and his
eyes were stuck open, but he'd stopped shuddering. When he moved his arms and legs, they felt like they
belonged to someone else. His breath no longer steamed on the air before him. He pulled himself on
down the tunnel, farther into the domain of the dead, and the dark closed slowly in around him. He could
hear Hazel moving close behind him, breathing harshly, and she was his only comfort.

The tunnel ran out sooner than he thought it would. He grabbed the bodies before him, pulling them

apart and away from each other, opening up a path. Often limbs stuck out like barriers in his way, and he
had to tug and pull, breaking them oft and putting them aside, out of the way. The arms and legs snapped
cleanly, like pieces of wood. He tried to think of them that way but couldn't. They were people, his
people. Sometimes he had to smash in rib cages with his more than human strength to make the
necessary room. The unmoving bodies were stubbornly resistant, and he came to resent them. Didn't they
knew what he was doing was for their sake? He lashed out with his fists, and was glad his hands were
numb, for more than one reason.

He could feel Hazel's presence behind him, and hear the ragged, breaking sounds of her slow progress,
but when he croaked her name, she didn't answer him. Presumably her voice was as wrecked by the
cold as his. Either way, he couldn't turn around to see if anything was wrong. There wasn't room. So he
pressed on, heading for the door.

It was very dark now. The last of the light from the main cavern and the re-erected force field had long
since died away. There were shifting and creaking sounds all around him, as the bodies redistributed their
weight in response to Owen's actions. It was almost as though the dead were stirring, disturbed by the
presence of the living in their midst. Owen was glad of the dark. He had a quiet horror that one of the
dead faces might open its dead eyes and turn to look at him as he passed, and he thought if he saw such
a thing he might well lose his mind. There were some things no man could bear to see and still stay sane.
And so he fought his way on, his heart hammering in his chest, his breathing harsh and ragged, half
convinced that at any moment a dead hand would reach out of the darkness and clamp down on his arm
or leg.

Claustrophobia sank slowly into him as the weight of all the bodies seemed to bear down with increasing
weight. He began to doubt the surety of the direction in his mind, of the location of the hidden door. He
had no other way of telling one direction from another in the utter dark. They could be moving in a slow
circle for all he knew, hopelessly lost in the kingdom of the dead. He began to feel he'd been moving for
far too long without getting anywhere. That he should have been there long before this. That he'd be
trapped in here forever, in his own private hell. But he wasn't alone. Hazel was there with him. And just
knowing that gave him the strength to go on.

Sometimes hooked fingers snagged in his clothing, jerking him to a sudden halt, and he had to feel blindly
back and snap or break the metal-hard fingers before he could move on. Although he couldn't see them,
his fingers told him that the bodies before him weren't always complete. His people had died fighting the
invaders, and most of them had died hard. The invasion and destruction of Virimonde had been written in
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their yielding flesh, and the marks were preserved here for all to read. Rage burned in Owen at what had
been done to them, and the fury helped to warm him as he struggled on.

Finally he reached the other side, and his hands slammed up against unyielding metal. His thoughts had
been slowed by the cold, and he considered the matter sluggishly for a while before realizing he'd
reached his destination. He yelled for Oz to open the hidden door, and a panel opened in the wall, sliding
silently to one side. Bright light poured in, blinding his frozen-open eyes. He called out harshly, in pain
and triumph, the sound like some raucous gore crow disturbed on a battlefield. He pulled himself out into
the corridor beyond and then collapsed, steam rising thickly from his body.

Cold air steamed out of the opening and thickened into fog as it hit the warm air of the corridor. Owen
lay helplessly on the floor, the horrid cold curling and uncurling inside him like ratcheting razor blades. But
the stoked heat of his rage still burned deep within him, and it burned away the cold inch by inch until life
returned to his body and he could move again. His fingers moved first, bending and straightening, making
sharp cracking sounds like twigs trampled underfoot. His body contracted and relaxed in a series of slow
pulses as warmth flooded back into cold-deadened muscles. The pain was horrific, but Owen welcomed
it. It meant he was coming alive again after so long spent among the dead.

After a while he forced himself up onto his feet and looked around for Hazel, and only then realized that
she hadn't followed him out of the place of the dead. She was still in there. He hobbled over to the
opening, his knees cracking loudly, and called her name. She didn't answer. Owen batted the freezing fog
with his hands, trying to see into the darkness beyond, but even his eyes had their limits. He called again,
but the cold and the dark swallowed up his voice in a moment. He reached inside himself, searching for
the mental link that bound him to Hazel, but it eluded him, weakened by long neglect. He'd left her behind
in the cold and the dark, in the kingdom of the dead. And he had to go back in and rescue her.

Something inside him protested immediately. He couldn't go back into the cold again. He just couldn't.
The cold and the dark and the horror of it all had nearly destroyed him. It would be madness to give it
another chance at him. But even as he thought that, he knew he was going to go back in. He had to.
Hazel needed him. He still hurt from head to toe, but that would pass. He was aftraid, but that didn't
matter. He'd been afraid before. For a long time now, the only thing that really had mattered to him was
Hazel d'Ark.

So he took a deep breath of the freezing air, and thrust his head and shoulders back into the dark. The
bitter cold closed around him like the embrace of an old familiar enemy, but he made himself ignore it,
thinking only of Hazel. He forced himself on, back into the dead, and then his heart stopped as a cold
hand closed suddenly around his wrist. His breath burst out of him in a painful gasp, his imagination
showing him the dead coming slowly to life all around him, holding him, keeping him in their frozen Hell till
he was dead like them. And then his heart and his breathing started up again as he realized the hand was
Hazel's.

He grabbed her wrist, tried to say something reassuring in his croaking voice, and scrabbled frantically
backward, pulling her with him. It only took a few moments before he was out in the corridor again,
pulling Hazel out into the light and warmth. She came out in a series of sudden jerks, unable to help him,
her body frozen rigid, and when she finally fell to the corridor floor, she made a sound like a felled log.
Her eyes were frozen shut, and her face had frozen into a defiant snarl, teeth gritted together. Her skin
was blue.

Owen knelt beside her, chafing her hands in his, mostly just for something to do. Her body would throw
off the cold just as his had, but he needed to feel he was doing something to help.
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Steam rose thickly from her solid clothes. Her hair was thick with hoarfrost, but it soon melted and ran
away in the warm air of the corridor. And slowly, inch by inch, Hazel's body relaxed, until she was
nestling in his arms, murmuring his name.

Finally she sat up and pushed him away, and he knew she was back to herself. She shook her head
slowly, as though trying to clear out cobwebs in her thinking. "I lost my way. The tunnel was a straight
line, but I... lost myself, alone in the dark. With the dead. And you came back for me." She wrapped her
arms around herself and shuddered suddenly. "Feels like I'll never be warm again. That the cold of the
grave will always be with me."

"It'll pass," said Owen.

"Of course it will," said Hazel. "We're more than human now, remember? No longer bound by human
fears and... weaknesses."

"Hazel..."

"I'm all right now. I'm fine."

"Of course you are," said Owen.

They got to their feet, helping each other. Owen quietly told Oz to close the panel in the wall, and the
freezing air was shut off. The fog in the corridor slowly began to clear. Owen looked around him,
searching for something he recognized. It had been a long time since he'd been. .. home.

"Right," said Hazel. "Which way do we go, Deathstalker?"

"Give me a minute," said Owen. "I'm not actually sure..."

"Come on, this is your castle, your Standing..."

"Well, yes, but I don't think I actually ever came down this far. I mean, it's a big place. Mostly I stuck to
my own quarters. I certainly never bothered with the maintenance areas. I had people to do that for me."

"Lifestyles of the rich and useless. No wonder your own people were able to throw you out of here so
easily."

"They didn't throw me out! I retreated in the face of superior numbers. Perfectly sound military strategy."
"Yeah, sure. Look, are you saying you're lost?"

"Down the corridor and turn right," Oz murmured in Owen's ear. "That'll lead you to Valentine's new
laboratories."

"Of course I'm not lost," said Owen. "We just go down here and turn right, and that'll take us right to
Valentine's new laboratories. Bound to be someone there you can terrorize into telling us what we need
to know."

"You don't appreciate me," said Oz as Owen and Hazel set off down the corridor. "You really don't."

"How did you know where Valentine's labs are?" said Owen, subvocalizing so Hazel wouldn't hear.
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"Educated guess," said Oz. "There were only so many open spaces where he could have set up all the
new tech he's supposed to have here."

"What would I do without you, Oz?"
"I shudder to think. Now get your ass in gear before some guards come along."

Owen passed that thought on to Hazel, and they increased their pace. The exertion helped to drive the
last traces of cold out of their bodies. Owen began to feel almost human again. Hazel must have too, for
after a while he noticed her beginning to pay more attention to their surroundings. They were worth
noticing. The floor was carpeted, the rich material covered in designs so old that centuries of
Deathstalker servants' feet had mostly rubbed the details away. Tapestries and portraits and holos hung
from the old stone walls, mostly detailing lesser moments in the long Deathstalker history. The greater
moments and treasures were on display on the upper levels, where they could be showed off to
aristocratic guests. Or they should be. Owen frowned. There was no telling what Valentine might have
done with them. Owen wouldn't have put it past Valentine to heap all the Deathstalker treasures in one
great pile and then set fire to it, just for the fun of dancing around it. And for the thought of what it would
do to Owen when he found out. Owen walked a little faster. It was a small anger, to add to so many
others. Owen kept all his anger carefully tamped down, far enough away not to interfere with his mission,
but ready to burst out free when he finally came face to face with the villain Wolfe.

And then there would be a reckoning.

Owen followed Oz's murmured directions till he and Hazel came to a sudden halt, their way blocked by
a door that looked distinctly out of place. It was a solid steel door, blunt and functional, with a
state-of-the-art and then some lock. Hazel immediately moved in close, studying the lock with almost
hungry intensity. Hazel and locks were old friends. Or enemies, depending how you looked at it. Owen
put his ear to the cold steel door and listened carefully. After a while he slowly made out the measured
repetitious sounds of grinding machinery, and the hissing of gasses under pressure. Owen straightened up
and frowned thoughtfully. He'd kept nothing in his Standing that would have sounded like that. And
David hadn't added anything either. What new horror the Wolfe had introduced into what used to be his
home? He looked down at Hazel, who was still studying the lock.

"Any luck?"
"Yeah, all bad. Without my tools we're talking half an hour at least. Maybe more."
"Too long," said Owen flatly.

"T know that!" said Hazel. She stood up and scowled at the steel door. "We could always shoot the lock
out."

"Too noisy. Even if it didn't set off a whole mess of alarms, which it probably would."
"All right," said Hazel impatiently. "What do you suggest?"
Owen smiled at her, stepped forward, and kicked the door in. The lock shattered, the solid steel denting

deeply under his boot, and the whole door tore itself away from its hinges and fell to the floor of the room
beyond with a satisfyingly heavy clang. Hazel looked at Owen.
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"Show-oft."

They stepped over the door and into the lab, guns in hand, but there was no one coming to meet them.
The only occupant of the vast room was a technician in a grubby smock seated before a computer
terminal, the jack plugged into the back of his neck. Owen and Hazel lowered their guns. The cyberjock
was so lost in his own world they could have shot him and he wouldn't have noticed till he unplugged.
They looked around them, trying to make sense of the masses of tech and machinery that filled most of
the laboratory.

The room was huge. Owen thought vaguely it might have been a wine cellar once. Unfamiliar machinery
was bulked together in groups, taking up most of the floor space, their tops almost brushing the ceiling.
None of it looked particularly subtle. It was mostly crude mechanical constructions (hence the need for a
jack-in rather than using comm implants) designed for crushing and grating and sorting the materials
presented to them. Owen turned slowly around, tracing the path of the materials. Tubing led away from
the larger machines, stapled to the stone walls, crisscrossing each other in a riot of color coding. They
delivered whatever they were carrying to a complicated filtration system, which in turn steadily dripped its
end result into a series of unlabeled containers. Everything else was straightforward computer-monitoring
equipment. He looked across at Hazel, who shrugged, which was pretty much what he'd expected. So,
when in doubt, ask someone. Loudly.

Owen strode over to the lab technician, happily communing unawares with his computers, ripped the
jack out of the back of his neck, spun him around in his chair, and stuck his gun up the man's nose. It
took a moment for the tech to realize what was happening, dazed by his sudden exit from the computer
systems, and then his eyes focused on Owen's face and he looked even more upset, if that was possible.
Owen smiled nastily at him, and the tech actually whimpered. Hazel moved in from the other side and
gave him her best menacing glower, and the man all but wet himself. Owen began to feel like he was
bullying a puppy, but ruthlessly suppressed the thought. This was one of Valentine's people, and therefore
guilty by association.

"Hi there," Owen said to him, not at all pleasantly. "I'm Owen Deathstalker, the nightmare made flesh to
your right is Hazel d'Ark, and you are in deep doo-doo. Answer my questions fully and accurately, and
you might just live long enough to stand trial. Nod if you're with me so far."

The technician nodded as best he could with a gun up his nose. All the color had disappeared out of his
face the moment Owen mentioned his name, and cold beads of sweat were popping out on his forehead.
Owen was secretly impressed. He hadn't realized he was that frightening.

"Who are you?" he growled to the tech. "And what is the purpose of all this machinery? Overview first,
then the details."

"I'm Pierre Trignent, my Lord," said the technician quickly, his voice little more than a whisper. "Please,
I'm just a little fish. I'm nobody. You want the ones who give me orders. I just do what I'm told."

"We'll get to them," said Hazel. "Now, answer the man's question. What are you doing here?"
Trignent swallowed hard, lowering his eyes. He was going to lie. Owen could feel it. He leaned forward
so his face was right in front of his victim's. The tech tried to shrink back in his chair, but there was

nowhere to go.

"If you lie," said Owen, "I'll know it. I can always get the answers from someone else if | have to, but |
guarantee you won't be around to see it."
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"Yes, my Lord, but..."

"I'm not a lord anymore. But I'm still a Deathstalker. Now, tell me everything you know or I'll show you
what that means."

"This is a processing and refining plant, my... sir Deathstalker. We take in the raw material, break it
down into its basic chemical components, siphon off the desired residues, and store it for later transport
off-planet.”

"But what's the raw material?" Owen said impatiently. "And what the hell is the end product?"
"The esper drug," said Trignent reluctantly. "We're manufacturing the esper drug."

Owen and Hazel looked at each other. They'd heard about the esper drug during their time with the
esper underground, but its composition was supposed to be a secret. Still, if anyone was going to dig up
anew drug, it would be Valentine. And setting up production on Virimonde was a good way to keep it
secret. Parliament had discovered his presence only by accident. Owen nodded slowly. He was
following the trail so far. But none of it explained why the technician should still be so scared. ..

"What's the raw material?" said Owen. "What are you refining the esper drug from?"

"Please," said Trignent. He started to cry. "Please understand. I just follow orders. They'd kill me if I
didn't."

"I'l kill you if you don't answer me! What's the raw material?"
"The dead," said Pierre Trignent. "The dead of Virimonde."

After that it was very quiet for a long moment. Apart from the slow, steady sounds of the rendering
machinery, chewing up the latest batch of raw material.

Owen's eyes squeezed shut, but he could still see what he now recognized as crushing and pulping
machinery. He could still see his dead people, stacked like logs, kept frozen so they'd keep until they
were needed. His eyes opened again, and the technician took one look at the cold rage building there
and began talking very quickly, almost babbling, as though relieved to finally be able to tell somebody.

"The Lord Wolfe came here because there were so many bodies just waiting to be harvested. The esper
drug has always been derived from human tissues, just as the esp-blockers come from dead esper brain
tissues, but you need a lot of... the basic material to produce just a small amount of the end product.
That's why the esper drug has always been so rare, so secret. The Lord Wolfe saw an opportunity for
mass production here and took advantage of it. He's processed hundreds of thousands of the dead and
produced more of the drug, and in a purer form, than was ever possible before. It's really quite a simple
process once it's been set up. There's just me, and a handful of others, to keep an eye on things. Please,
I'm nobody. I just did as I was told—"

"You have been overseeing the destruction of my people, to produce a drug so addictive it enslaves all
who use it," said Owen, and his voice was very quiet and very dangerous. "I have seen horror in my time,
in many wars, on many battlefields. I have waded through blood and offal, killed till my arms ached, and
seen the slaughter of the good and the bad, but never have I encountered anything as cold-blooded as
this. The destruction of the dead. .. to produce a poison for the living. Turning Humanity itself into a
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product. Oh, my people... my people..."

He turned away, his shoulders heaving, and Hazel went after him. Trignent saw his chance and made a
run for the door. And Owen Deathstalker looked around, tears in his eyes, and shot the man in the back.
The energy beam punched a hole through Trignent's back and out his chest, slamming him against the
door frame. He clung there for a moment, already dead, and then crumpled slowly to the floor. Owen
shook his head slowly back and forth, as though trying to deny what he'd been told. Hazel moved in
close beside him, but he waved her away. There wasn't room in him for anything but horror and sorrow
and a rage to strike back at the cause of his pain.

"I shouldn't have shot him," he said finally.
"He was as guilty as all the others."

"Yes. But that wasn't why I killed him. I did it because I needed to hurt someone. Punish someone.
Apart from myself. They were my people. I should have been here to protect them."

"Oh, let it go, Owen! You were outlawed. Banished. Get over it. Everyone here turned their backs on
you."

"It doesn't make any difference. They were my responsibility. Oz?"

"Yes, Owen?"

"Shut this obscenity down. All of it. Whatever it takes."

"Yes, Owen."

"Now," said Owen Deathstalker. "Let's go find Valentine and his cronies. And kill them all."

When the head of Valentine Wolfe's security people appeared, somewhat nervously, on the viewscreen
in the great hall to alert Valentine that, in order, two strangers had somehow appeared in the flyer caves
under the Standing, been identified as the legendary Owen Deathstalker and the infamous Hazel d'Ark,
who then somehow made their way into the castle proper despite all the security safeguards, and could
be, well, anywhere right now, you could have heard a pin drop in the hall once he stopped speaking. In
fact, you could have heard the pin while it was still in midair. The Silvestri dropped one of his daggers.
The Romanov went very pale. And the Kartakis's last swallow of wine went down entirely the wrong
way and half choked him. Valentine Wolfe ignored the unpleasant sounds, and concentrated on the
increasingly unhappy security chief on the viewscreen.

"Are you telling me," he said almost pleasantly, "that all our extensive and incredibly expensive security
measures couldn't stop two people from breaking in?"

"Well, basically, yes, my Lord. After all, the two people are—"

"T know who they are. That's why I hired you and your people. And just from looking at you, I can tell
there's more bad news. What is it?"

The security chief looked even more unhappy, if that was possible. "Some outside system has penetrated
our computers and is shutting down the processing plant."
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"Now, correct me if I'm wrong, and I don't think I am," said Valentine. "But I seem to remember you
telling me that such a thing was completely and utterly impossible."

"Yes, my Lord. Strictly speaking, it is impossible. It shouldn't be happening."
"Butitis."
"Yes, my Lord."

"You're fired," said Valentine. "Collect your severance pay and have your second in command nail your
head to a chair before you leave. And no, you don't get a reference."

He shut down the viewscreen and leaned back in his chair. The Silvestri picked up the dagger he'd
dropped. "You should have had him killed, Wolfe."

"Don't be silly, Carlos," said Valentine absently. "Mercenaries have a very strong union." He chuckled
suddenly, a soft, dangerous sound. "Dear Owen, how did you know to find me here? I covered my trail
extremely thoroughly. And yet, here you are, turning up like the proverbial bad penny to ruin my day yet
again. You always want to spoil my fun. Still, I hope you appreciate my little act of vengeance. After all,
every dramatic gesture really needs an audience to appreciate it."

The Silvestri pulled his other dagger from a portrait's eye, deliberately ripping the ancient canvas. "I'm
not afraid of the big bad Deathstalker. Let him come. Him and his bitch."

The Romanov shrugged off the priceless tapestry he'd been wearing like a cloak and frowned
thoughtfully. "Y ou might not have enough sense to be scared of the Deathstalker, but I have. He's a
dangerous man. He really did do most of the things he's supposed to have done. Even the ones that
sound impossible. But unlike the rest of you, I had a feeling our security forces weren't up to stopping or
even slowing down a living legend, if he did get wind of our operation. So I made my own arrangements.
A little surprise, especially for the Deathstalker. Now, if you'll excuse me, or even if you won't, I think I'll
go and unpack it."

He strode out with his head held high. Valentine applauded his exit languidly, and his scarlet smile
widened. "Surprises. I do so love surprises. As it happens, I have one or two prepared for dear Owen
too."

"It had better involve sudden death for our enemies, or we're all in real trouble," said the Kartakis, his
breathing back under control again. He sounded suddenly very sober, and not at all happy about it. "The
Deathstalker is really not going to be pleased when he discovers what we've made of his old home."

"I'm not afraid of him," said the Silvestri defiantly.

"Yes, well, that's because you're a complete bloody head case," said the Kartakis equably. "In our line
of work that's usually an advantage, but we can't afford indulgences like insanity right now. We have to
think. Come up with a plan. We have men and resources. At least the Deathstalker didn't bring an army
with him to back him up."

"He doesn't need an army," Valentine pointed out. "He's got Hazel d'Ark."

"You're being remarkably calm about all this," snapped the Kartakis. "Do you know something we don't,
or have you been popping a few extra pills today?"
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Valentine smiled easily. "I have a plan. A very unpleasant plan, perfectly tailored to take advantages of
Owen's weaknesses. All you have to do is keep the d'Ark woman occupied. Now, if you'll excuse me, |
must be about setting my plan in motion. Oh, it's going to be such fun watching him suffer."

He got up, bowed elegantly, and left, strolling casually away as though he didn't have a care in the world.
The two aristocrats looked after him.

"That man is not living in the same reality as the rest of us," said the Silvestri.

The Kartakis snorted. "His plan probably involves cutting his losses, abandoning us, and heading for the
far horizon like a bat with its ass on fire. If we're going to survive this, we're going to have to do it
ourselves. We can stop them. We just have to prepare. .. something... to get them off balance..."

"I'm not afraid of the—"
"Will you stop saying that! You're not fooling anyone!"
"Least of all me," said Owen Deathstalker.

The two aristocrats spun around and there he was, standing tall and intimidating in the doorway, a sword
in his hand like it belonged there and always had. His face was grave, his eyes were cold and
unwavering, and he looked every inch of his legend. Hazel d'Ark was at his side, leaning casually on the
door frame, a large projectile gun in her hand. Just looking at the two of them, Athos Kartakis felt his
blood run cold. The Kartakis had fought so many duels he'd lost count, stared death in the face and spat
in the bony eye socket, but he'd never really felt in terror of his life before now. He had a disrupter under
his robes, but knew he'd be dead if he even tried to draw it. Unless he could come up with a
distraction...

"Well, Silvestri," he said as casually as he could. "You always said you could take the Deathstalker. Feel
free to prove it."

Owen looked at the Silvestri interestedly. The aristocrat shot a glance of betrayal at the Kartakis, and
then faced Owen steadily. ""You don't scare me, Deathstalker," he said loudly. "I've heard about your
inhuman powers, but they just sound to me like something a coward could hide behind. How about it,
Owen? Have you got the guts to fight me as a man, not a monster? Because I can take you man to man,
steel to steel, and deep down you know it."

"Now he really is full of it," said Hazel. "Say the word, Owen, and I'll shoot his eyes out."

"No," said Owen. "I could use a little entertainment." He looked at the Kartakis. "Don't try and interfere.
Hazel wouldn't like it."

"Wouldn't dream of it," said the Kartakis quite sincerely. He backed away, keeping both hands in clear
sight, thinking hard.

Owen moved slowly forward into the great hall, taking in the various damage that had been done to the
fixtures and fittings of what had once been his home. He didn't look angry or even upset; he looked just a
little colder, and even more dangerous. Carlos Silvestri came forward to meet him, moving lightly on the
balls of his feet, a slender knife in each hand. In his own way he looked dangerous too, but it was nothing
compared to the cold implacability of the Deathstalker, and everyone there knew it. The two men came
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together to fight in the middle of the hall, and everyone there knew how it was going to end.

The two men circled each other unhurriedly, blades at the ready for any hint of an opening in the other's
defenses. Theoretically, it was a more or less even fight. Knives were excellent for close-in fighting, but
had no reach. Unless you threw them and risked disarming yourself. The sword, on the other hand, had
plenty of reach, but when it came to infighting, the long blade could be wielded nowhere near as quickly
as a knife.

The Silvestri launched the first attack, his right hand moving almost too quickly for the human eye to
follow. Owen parried the blade, and then had to jump back as the left hand came swinging in from
nowhere with vicious speed and purpose, heading for Owen's undefended gut. The flashing blade missed
Owen's stomach by a fraction of an inch. Owen brought his sword around in a swift backhand sweep
that clipped the Silvestri's head as he ducked at the last moment. And then they were circling again, calm
and collected and deadly cold.

The Silvestri feinted with his right hand, waited until Owen had committed himself to the counter, and
then his left hand snapped forward, throwing the knife at Owen's right eye. His sword was too low to
deflect the knife, and both of them knew it. The Silvestri's eyes widened in triumph. And then Owen's
golden Hadenmen hand came up out of nowhere to intercept the knife's flight and slap it to one side. The
knife chunked harmlessly into the tabletop, and while the Silvestri was caught momentarily off balance,
Owen swung his blade with all his strength behind it and sheared cleanly through his opponent's neck.
The head fell to the ground and rolled away across the floor to bump up against the Kartakis's feet. He
made a silent moue of distaste and moved his feet a little away. The headless body stumbled forward a
few steps, blood gouting from the neck, and then it crumpled to the floor.

"Feel better now?" said Hazel.
"Some," said Owen. He wasn't even breathing hard.

That was when Pieter Romanov made his entrance, amid a loud hum of straining servomotors. Everyone
turned to look as he stopped and posed in the doorway. He was wearing a massive exoskeleton, its
metal bones surrounding and supporting him, while rectangular force fields buzzed angrily on both
forearms. Owen had seen such things before, usually on dock-workers at starports, unloading heavy
cargo. Because of their great weight they burned up a lot of energy really quickly, so they'd never really
been practical for battlefields, but Owen had to admit it made a pretty good short-term answer to people
like him and Hazel.

"Come to me, monsters," said Pieter Romanov grandly. "I am your equal now. I am faster than any
human muscle can drive a man, and my strength is as the strength of ten because my tech is pure. [ will
rip your arms from their sockets, tear your heads from your shoulders, and my dogs shall feast on your

entrails."

Owen was still trying to come up with a suitably elegant answer that didn't involve four-letter words
when Hazel stepped forward.

"My turn," she said firmly. "You're not hogging all the fun, Deathstalker."
"Be my guest," said Owen generously.

Hazel strode over to the waiting Romanov and stopped a careful distance just outside arm's reach.
Other Hazels flickered in and out of existence around her, but she pushed them firmly away. She had a
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really amusing idea of how she was going to do this, and she had no intention of sharing the fun with
anyone else, even other versions of herself. She holstered her projectile weapons and smiled nastily at the
Romanov, who stirred uneasily. Whatever response he'd expected, being faced with bare hands and
blatant self-confidence certainly wasn't one of them.

Hazel reached unhurriedly out to the abandoned meals on the table beside her and picked up a ripe
piece of fruit. She crushed it in her hand, so that thick pulp and juice leaked through her fingers, and then
she threw the sticky mess at the Romanov. Her arm snapped forward with more than human force and
speed, and the sticky projectile shot past his defenses before he could even raise his shielded arms. The
pulped fruit struck home with perfect accuracy, right in the heart of the exposed servomotors on the
Romanov's left arm, and made a wonderful mess of the gears. Sparks flew, and several of the motors
shorted out.

The Romanov yelled in outrage and surged forward, moving horribly quickly for something of his size
and weight. Hazel hopped up onto the table and darted back out of reach of his arms. She snatched up
more of the abandoned food, crushed it to oozing pulp, and threw it with devastating accuracy. The
Romanov whirled his force shields desperately back and forth, but was no match for her speed and
reflexes. More of his servomotors failed him, shorting out or hopelessly gummed up. Hazel laughed
mockingly.

The Romanov roared with rage, grabbed the heavy table with both hands, and overturned it with one
swift movement. Hazel launched herself from the table, tucked through a somersault in midair, and landed
on the Romanov's shoulders. Her legs wrapped around his neck and squeezed. His face went bright red,
and he couldn't get his breath. He started to raise his hands to tear her from him, and Hazel grabbed his
exposed head firmly with both hands.

"Let us understand each other," she said calmly. "You annoy me, and I am going to rip your head off
your shoulders. And your servomotors are so gummed up now that you haven't a hope in hell of getting
to me before I do it. Clear?"

The Romanov considered the matter. Above the buzzing of his force shields he could clearly hear the
shorting out of more motors. And he was going to have to breathe really soon now. He shut down his
force shields and smiled hopefully at Owen.

"I'd really like to surrender now. Please."

Hazel grinned triumphantly and loosened her hold a little. She looked across at Owen. "Up to you,
Deathstalker. If you need to kill him, he's all yours."

"Oh, hell," said Owen tiredly. "Let's take him back for trial. He's too pathetic to kill. I just want
Valentine."

"In which case, I'd really like to offer my surrender too," said the Kartakis. He carefully unbuckled his
sword belt and let it drop to the floor. He then removed his disrupter from its hidden holster with thumb
and forefinger and let that fall too. Hazel nodded briefly.

"All right, get over here with Lord Seize-up, and don't make a move unless I say otherwise."

"I wouldn't dare," said the Kartakis.

Hazel released her leg hold on the Romanov's neck and clambered down from his shoulders. Owen
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waited till Hazel was clear, and then fixed the two aristocrats with a cold, unsettling gaze. "Where can [
find Valentine Wolfe?"

"He left just before you got here," said the Kartakis. "Said he had a surprise to arrange for you. Didn't
say what, and we didn't ask. One doesn't with Valentine Wolfe."

"I've got him," Oz murmured in Owen's ear. "I'm still tapped into the Standing's security systems.
Valentine is currently at security central, running a very strange set of programs on the computers. But
don't ask me what they are. I can't say I've ever seen anything like them."

"It doesn't matter what he's got," said Owen. "I'm going to kill him anyway. Hazel, you stay here and
guard these two. Oz has got a lock on Valentine."

"Hold everything," said Hazel. "I don't want you running around this place on your own. We're partners,
remember?"

"I know," said Owen. "But I need to do this myself."

Hazel nodded reluctantly. "Don't take too long or I'll come looking for you."
"Understood. Watch these two carefully. You can't trust them."

"Of course not," said Hazel. "They're Lords."

They exchanged a smile, and then Owen turned and left. Hazel sauntered over to the upturned table and
leaned against it. The Kartakis moved just a little closer to the weapons he'd dropped, and then stopped
as Hazel fixed him with a glittering eye. "Feel free to start something, my Lords," she said. "And I'll feel
free to think up something even more amusing to do to you."

The two Lords looked at each other, and then stood very still.

Owen made his way quickly through empty stone corridors, heading implacably toward what had once
been his security center. He was prepared to cut down without mercy any man who got in his way or
tried to hinder him, but he encountered no one at all. Which was strange. Where were the guards? Owen
slowed just a little as he considered the matter. So far the only people he and Hazel had come across in
the Standing were a few guards, two aristocrats, and a single lab technician. Where was everyone? And
just what unpleasant surprise was Valentine planning for him? Owen scowled, and increased his pace
again. He didn't like mysteries. He just wanted, needed, to see Valentine lying dead and bloody at his
feet. Owen might not have been able to save his people, but he could still avenge them.

He made himself move faster, and soon he was running down the familiar stone corridors, his boots
pounding loudly on the thick carpeting, no room in him for anything but guilt and pain and the need for the
bloody revenge that would quiet them.

Finally he came to the single steel door that led to what had once been his security center. He reined
back on his anger and his need, and made himself study the door carefully. It was inches-thick solid steel,
with no visible lock mechanism, and undoubtably booby-trapped in a dozen ways, from hidden
disrupters to primed explosives. Owen didn't care.

He concentrated, reaching down past his conscious mind, into the back brain, the undermind, and
something there woke up and uncoiled, bursting outward without restraints. The mental pulse blew the
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solid steel door right out of its steel frame, and sent it flying backward into the room beyond. The hidden
disrupters and explosives tried to arm themselves, but Owen shut them down with a single thought. His
power was fully awake now, and burning brightly within him. Owen stepped through the empty doorway
into the room, only to be stopped by the sound of quiet, ironic applause. At the far end of the room,
almost hidden in shadows, Valentine Wolfe was sitting languidly in a swivel chair, clapping his long white
hands together. Dressed in utter black, his corpse-pale face seemed to float unsupported on the gloom.

"Marvelous entrance, Owen. You really have developed a sense of the dramatic. Such an improvement.
You were always so proper and stuffy before you were outlawed. Really, it's been the making of you."

Owen moved forward a few steps, looking carefully about him. Lots of computers and monitor screens

and terminals, but no operators and no guards. Just Valentine, apparently unmoved. Nothing and no one
standing between the Deathstalker and his vengeance. "Get up, Wolfe," he said softly, his voice cold and
certain as death. "It's all over. It ends here."

"Oh, don't be so predictable, Owen," said the Wolfe, casually folding his arms and leaning back in his
chair. "Do we really have to do what everyone expects of us? Act out the traditional roles of
pure-hearted hero and dastardly villain? There's more to us than that. We have so much in common, you
and 1. We ought almost to be brothers in spirit."

"I'm nothing like you, Wolfe," said Owen flatly.

"Really? What have I done that you haven't, in your time as a rebel? I've no doubt your personal body
count is much higher than mine, for all my efforts."

"Y ou were responsible for the death of this planet. For the wiping out of its population."

"Well, I had help, but how many died at your instigation on Mistworld and Golgotha? How many good
soldiers, just following orders and carrying out their duty? Who knew nothing of politics and were just
enforcing the law? There's blood and death and horror on both our hands. But don't let it worry you.
We're above such things. We're more than human now, and human limitations don't apply to us any
longer."

"[t's not what we've done," said Owen. "It's why we did it. I killed when it was necessary, fought to see
an end of killing. You did it for pleasure."

"Are you saying you won't enjoy killing me?"
"No. I'm not saying that at all."

"You see? Ordinary restrictions don't apply to us. We can do wonderful, terrible things, limited only by
our imagination and the narrowness of our vision. We will do these things; we must, because we can.
Don't stay mired in the past, Owen. In the man you used to be, before you were kicked awake. You're
still concerned with small concepts, like duty and honor and law. Law is for the little people, honor for
those afraid to be more than they are, and our only duty is to ourselves now; to explore the possibilities
before us, to become everything that we can be. Anything less is a betrayal of what we've made of
ourselves."

"T've lost so much, had to give up so many things," said Owen. "I won't give up my humanity too."

Valentine shrugged easily. "Trust me, Owen. You'll be surprised how little you'll miss it. But I see there's
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no point in talking to you anymore at this point. You're not ready to hear the truth. When you've
progressed as far as I have, you'll see things much more clearly. Still, I had to try. I see so much of myself
in you. Now, I really must be leaving."

"I don't think so," said Owen. "If I remember correctly, and I do, there's only one way in or out of this
center, and I'm blocking it. You have to get past me first. And you were never that good."

"Probably not. But I don't have to be. I've always relied on others to do the hard menial work for me. I
am a Lord, after all. I have someone here who'd like to meet you, Deathstalker. Really, she's quite been
looking forward to it. You went away and left her, and I'm afraid she carries something of a grudge. You
never were very good with women, Owen." The Wolfe looked off through an open door that led into an
adjoining room. "Do step in here and make yourself known, my dear."

From the adjoining room came the sound of slow, stumbling footsteps. Owen's nose wrinkled as a smell
came to him, dark and organic, quite out of place in the spotless high-tech security center. It was a smell
of preservatives, and underneath that the sickly sweet stench of rot and decay. A cold prickling ran down
Owen's spine, a premonition. And then the dead woman stepped into the room and stood trembling
beside Valentine Wolfe. She was quite naked, but held a sword in her hand. She'd been in the ground for
some time. The primitive undertakers of Virimonde had done their best, but the pale purple and gray skin
had cracked apart all over the body, revealing implanted computers and servomechanisms. The big Y of
an autopsy scar ran from her sunken breasts down to her groin, the stitches stretched and broken. A
single death wound still showed clearly against the ribs. The face was taut and drawn, sunken down to
the bone in places. The dead lips had torn free of their stitches and drawn back from the perfect teeth in
an unwavering smile that had no humor in it. The eyes were deeply sunk in their sockets, and yellow as
urine. The flat blond hair had grown longer in the grave. But Owen still recognized her, and horror closed
around his heart like a fist.

"Cathy..."

"Got it in one, Deathstalker," said Valentine Wolfe. "Your old mistress, Cathy DeVries, from the days
when you were young and carefree. Actually, she was really an Imperial spy, set to keep an eye on you,
and you had to kill her in self-defense. Your first love, who died in your arms. Such a touching scene, I'm
sure. And here she is again, my little present to you.

"You see, I've done my homework on you, Owen. I know what moves you, and what holds you back. I
had dear Cathy dug up when I first came here, and had my people implant Ghost Warrior technology
inside her. Just in case you tracked me here to trouble me again. Now, I think I'll leave you two lovebirds
alone together. I'm sure you've got lots to talk about. And, Owen... just in case you can bring yourself to
kill her again before she kills you, I've arranged another little surprise for you. No, don't bother to thank
me. What are brothers for?"

He gestured at the dead woman, and she lurched forward, sword at the ready. Owen backed away, and
the corpse of what had once been his mistress came after him. He tried to speak to her, but his mouth
was too dry. This wasn't Cathy. Cathy was dead, and the computers currently inhabiting her body cared
only for the orders programmed into them. Owen knew this, but he couldn't fight her. Not her. Killing
Cathy had been the hardest thing he'd ever had to do then, and he didn't think he could do it again. And
so he allowed her to back him away from the open door, and Valentine Wolfe slipped easily past them,
chuckling happily. He darted away down the corridor, still laughing, leaving Owen and what was left of
his old mistress to sort out their differences together.

And in the computers of the security center, a program was slowly counting down to zero—Valentine's


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

last gift to the Deathstalker.

Back in the main hall, Hazel d'Ark was bored. She sat in a chair with its back to the wall, so no one
could sneak up on her, and watched the Romanov and the Kartakis sit quietly together. Hazel could have
contacted Owen through his comm implant, to see how he was getting on, but she knew how snappish he
could get if you interrupted him while he was in the middle of something. Hazel crossed her legs, just for
something to do, and wished Owen would get on with killing the Wolfe. There was always the chance
he'd go all soft-hearted again at the last minute, and insist on dragging the Wolfe back alive to stand trial,
but she didn't think so. Not this time. Hazel crossed her legs again and sighed heavily. Boring, boring,
boring.

She glared across at the two silent aristocrats, and only then realized that the Romanov had disappeared.
His exoskeleton was still sitting where it had been, but he wasn't inside it anymore. Hazel was
immediately on her feet, gun and sword in hand, eyes sweeping the great hall. How the hell could she
have missed the Romanov getting loose? There was no way he could have clambered out of that much
armor without her noticing, no matter how preoccupied she' d been with her boredom. Unless the body
armor had built-in stealth technology—in which case the Romanov could have freed himself while hidden
behind a projected holo illusion. And if the Romanov had dropped that illusion, it could only be because
he was currently skulking somewhere in the hall, hidden again behind some projected holo disguise that
rendered him, for all practical purposes, invisible. Wonderful.

Hazel held her sword out before her and spun around in a circle. She strained her ears for the slightest
sound, but the hall seemed utterly silent. The Romanov could be anywhere in the damned hall... She shot
a quick glare at the Kartakis, to warn him to stay put, and was cheered silently by the way he
immediately sank back in his chair. And then an arm shot around her throat from behind, tightening its
grip, shutting off her air. She struggled furiously against the choke hold, but couldn't shake the Romanov
off. Strength wasn't enough to break a hold like this, one of the few holds that actually stood a chance
against someone as strong as her. She still had some human weaknesses, after all. Hazel staggered back
and forth, dragging the Romanov with her, desperate for air, furious with herself for letting her attention
slip. She had to defeat the Romanov before Owen got back, or she'd never hear the end of it.

She snapped smartly forward at the waist, and the Romanov went flying forward over her head, his own
weight and momentum breaking the stranglehold. She heard him hit the floor hard, and immediately
turned and blasted the exoskeleton with her disrupter. The armor exploded with a satisfyingly large bang
and went up in flames. The Romanov's holo illusion snapped off, and there he was before her, rising to
his feet with a short but nasty-looking knife in his hand. She really should have searched him.

Hazel sucked the air back into her straining lungs, her sword held steadily out before her. The Romanov
was a big man, but she'd faced bigger, and the advantage was back on her side now. The Romanov
seemed to sense this, opened his hand, and let the knife fall to the floor. Hazel relaxed just a little. She
should have known the aristo wouldn't have the guts for anything remotely resembling a fair fight.

She gestured with her sword for the Romanov to go and sit down again, and knew immediately they
she'd made a mistake. For a man who had one hidden weapon might well have another. The moment
Hazel's blade moved away from him, the Romanov flexed his arm, and a knife dropped down into his
hand from another hidden sheath. The knife in his hand streaked toward her undefended gut, and her
sword was miles out of line. It was a sudden, simple, blindingly fast attack, and anyone else would surely
have died, but Hazel wasn't like anyone else, and hadn't been for a long time now. She hauled her sword
back into line with inhuman speed and strength, parried the knife, and knocked it aside. The Romanov
plunged on, unable to stop, and impaled himself on the waiting blade.
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The Romanov sank to the floor, face twisting, and dropped his knife to clutch the transfixing sword
blade with both hands, as though he could somehow pull the killing steel out of his body. And it was as
he held Hazel's sword with a dying man's desperate strength that Hazel realized she'd lost track of the
Kartakis. She glared around her, desperately tugging her sword, but couldn't budge it. And there was the
Kartakis, on his feet, a concealed knife in his hand too. She started to raise her gun, but the Kartakis's
hand whipped forward, throwing the knife with deadly practiced skill, and Hazel knew she wasn't fast
enough to dodge it. She tried anyway, and time seemed to slow to a crawl. The knife inched through the
air, heading straight for her left eye. And Hazel knew she was going to die, alone and far from friends and
help.

Oh, Owen, [ wish—

And then there he was, materializing out of thin air, his hand slapping the knife aside. It flashed through
the air, back to its owner, and sank to its hilt in the Kartakis's throat, as though it belonged there. The
aristocrat bent slowly forward, as though bowing to Owen and Hazel, and fell dead to the floor. The
Romanov breathed his last, let go of Hazel's sword, and fell backward, dead too. She jerked the sword
out of his body and turned, just a little breathlessly, to thank Owen for his last-minute rescue. And it was
only then that she realized how different he looked.

His clothes were different, torn and bloodied, and topped with a great furred cloak. His face was tired
and gaunt, and he was breathing hard and deep, as though he'd been running for a long time. He looked
as though he'd been through Hell and had to fight every step of the way, but in his steady gaze Hazel saw
both determination and a desperate, bone-deep sadness. He smiled at her, a strange, gentle smile, and
reached out a hand as though to take hers. Hazel thrust her gun into its holster and reached out to take
his hand. And that was when she realized Owen was extending his flesh and blood left hand, not the
golden Hadenman hand that had replaced it long ago. Hazel hesitated, her hand stopping short of his, and
Owen smiled sadly, as though he knew he'd be denied but had still hoped otherwise. He opened his
mouth to say something, and Hazel leaned desperately forward, somehow knowing it was vital she heard
what he had to say, but he was gone, vanished back to wherever he'd come from, to whatever desperate
flight he'd interrupted to save her when no one else could.

Hazel looked about her, but the hall was empty, save for the two dead aristocrats and the quietly burning
exoskeleton. Had that really been Owen, appearing out of nowhere to save her when she needed it
most? But he'd had two human hands. Could it have been an alternative Owen, from some different time
track, like the other Hazels she sometimes summoned? And if so, why had he looked so sad? She
accessed her comm implant.

"Owen. Report in. Are you all right? Owen? Owen!"

The Ghost Warrior made out of Cathy's remains lurched toward Owen, sword at the ready, and he
didn't think he'd ever been so angry in his life. He wasn't worried. For someone who'd once gone one on
one with a Grendel, a lone Ghost Warrior with just a sword wasn't much of a threat. Her sword lashed
out at him, and he parried it effortlessly. But to have desecrated the grave of the first woman he'd ever
felt anything for, just for a sick joke... for another way to hurt him... Owen clutched his sword hilt till his
hand ached. He didn't want to have to kill Cathy again. It had been hard enough the first time. But he
couldn't let this mockery of an old love go on. It had to be stopped, if only so he could go after Valentine
and tear him apart with his bare hands. And then the dead mouth opened, and an approximation of
Cathy's voice came out. It wasn't the body speaking. The vocal cords had to be rotted away by now. It
was just a recording.

"Don't hurt me, Owen," said the dead woman, her torn black lips trying to keep up with the words.
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"Please. I don't want to die again. I know I'm not what I used to be, but it's still me. Cathy. Your
mistress. Valentine brought me back, back from the dead, and trapped me in this rotting body. He can
do things like that now. He has new friends. Powerful allies. You'd be amazed what he can do now.
Please, Owen."

"Shut up."

"All right, then, let me kill you, and we can be dead together, lying side by side in the warm earth,
forever. Do it for me, Owen."

"You don't sound a bit like her," said Owen, and he stopped backing away. "You don't sound at all like
my Cathy."

"Being dead changes you."

"Not this much. Cathy never pleaded for anything. Damn you to Hell, Valentine."

And he lashed out with his mind, the power boiling up within him, driven and focused by fury and
outrage, and the dead body before him blew apart into tiny pieces of rotten flesh and shattered tech.
Owen watched them fall and felt nothing at all. It hadn't been Cathy.

"Owen?" said Hazel's voice through his comm implant. "Report in. Are you all right? Owen? Owen!"

"I'm fine," he said finally. "But Valentine's escaped. We'll have to search the castle for him. Lock up the
two Lords and come and join me in the security center."

"The Lords are dead," said Hazel, just a little apologetically. "They tried to escape."”

Owen started to say something cutting and then hesitated. There had been something in her voice...
"Are you all right, Hazel?"

"Of course," she said. "I'm fine. I'll be with you soon."

She shut off contact. Owen looked down at the remains of a human body scattered across the floor, and
told himself he felt nothing at all.

Together, Owen and Hazel searched the Standing, floor by floor, room by room. It took some time. The
security system should have been able to locate Valentine, but he'd programmed it to ignore him. The
Wolfe always planned his moves well in advance. And so they made their way through the ancient castle
and did not find him, or any trace of his people. Valentine Wolfe had left the building.

They finally ended up in Owen's old bedchamber. The secret passage was still standing open, but Hazel
talked Owen out of going back down to the flyer caves. It had been clear to her for some time that the
Wolfe had made his escape from the castle, and probably from Virimonde, but she'd let Owen go on
searching, because she could see he needed to. They stood together in the bedchamber and looked
about them, wondering what to do next. Hazel sat down on the edge of the bed, legs swinging, and
smiled as she sank slowly into the deep mattress.

"This is some place you got here, Deathstalker. Did this really all belong to you?"

"When I was Lord, this whole planet belonged to me, and everything on it," said Owen. "Now the planet
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and everything on it is dead. All I have left is a Standing I never really cared for, and a few memories."

Hazel smirked. "I'll bet you have some good memories from this room, at least."

"Some," said Owen. "I had a mistress called Cathy when I was Lord. We were happy here."

Hazel sat up straight. Owen had never mentioned any previous women in his life before. She'd always
supposed there must have been someone, somewhere, but a mistress was news to her. She kept her
voice carefully casual. "And what happened to this Cathy?"

"She turned out to be an Imperial spy. Tried to kill me when I was outlawed. I had to kill her."

"You killed your own mistress?" said Hazel incredulously. "Damn, that's cold, Deathstalker."

Owen stared at the holo portrait before him, showing the original Deathstalker, founder of his Clan. "I
killed him too, and he was my most revered ancestor. Seems to me I've been responsible for too many
deaths in my life. And far too many of them people I cared for. Maybe you should find yourself a new
partner."

Hazel got up off the bed and moved to stand beside him. "You never killed anyone you didn't have to."

Owen shook his head. "I betrayed my inheritance when I killed Giles. I betrayed my name and my
Family honor."

"No," said Hazel firmly. "He did that when he forgot what he was fighting for. He was Warrior Prime, in
his day, defender of Humanity. When he decided he wanted to be ruler instead of defender, he betrayed

us all."

"He really was a legend," said Owen. "An authentic hero. He actually did do most of the things the
stories say he did."

"Yeah, including the creating and wielding of the Darkvoid Device. A thousand suns snuffed out in a
moment, and no one knows how many billions dead. The greatest mass murderer in history."

"He meant well. He always meant well. He just... lost his way."

"Ah, hell," said Hazel, slipping an arm through his. "We all lose our way sometimes. You just killed the
man, Owen. The legend lives on."

"[ can't go home again," said Owen bitterly.

"You couldn't have anyway. You've changed too much. And mostly for the better."
Owen raised an eyebrow. "Only mostly?"

"Gosh, sir aristo, could you teach me to arch one eyebrow like that?"

"Go to hell, peasant."

They stood together for a while, thinking their separate thoughts. "Owen," Hazel said eventually. "Have
you been manifesting any new abilities just recently?"
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"Not that I've noticed," said Owen. "Why do you ask?"
"Well, I was wondering if you'd learned how to call up alternative versions of yourself, like I do."
"Hell, no. I'd definitely have noticed something like that. That is one spooky ability, if you ask me."

"Trust me, | know exactly how you feel. One of these days I'm going to see if I can get one of them to
hang around long enough for me to ask a few pointed questions."

"Do that," said Owen. "I'd love to hear the answers. I think." And then he broke off and frowned
suddenly.

"Now what?" said Hazel.

"Valentine," said Owen. "He said he'd left a surprise for me."

"Oh, hell," said Hazel. "Y ou mean we have to search the whole damned castleagain ?"

"I think we'd better. Valentine's little surprises are always unpleasant, and tend toward the dramatic."
"Owen," said Oz suddenly, "I need to talk to you. Right now."

"Not now, Oz. We're busy."

"Well, you won't be soon if you don't pay attention. I've found something in your security computers. It
appears to be a countdown."

"A countdown?" said Owen. "Toward what?"

"That's the problem. I can't find out. Whatever the program is, Valentine's locked it away behind a
whole series of passwords that I'm having Hell's own trouble cracking. I'm currently scanning through the
entire castle, trying to—oh, shit."

"You've got that we're-in-real-trouble look on your face again," said Hazel. "What's happening?"

"Oz says he's found a countdown. And then he said, oh shit."

"Ah," said Hazel. "We are in real trouble."

"Oz," said Owen determinedly. "Could you please expand ono# shit ?"

"There's a bomb," said Oz. "Planted deep under the Standing. And it's a really nasty one. Big enough to
blow the entire castle to a bunch of free-floating atoms, and leave a glowing crater large enough to park a

small moon in."

"That sounds like Valentine," said Owen. "Vindictive to the last. If he can't play with the toys, no one
can. Any chance you can defuse it?"

"Oh,shit ," said Oz.
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"Your expression just changed again," said Hazel.

"Unfortunately," said Oz, "in discovering the bomb and attempting to defuse it, I seem to have triggered
another program..."

And that was when the steel shutters slammed down over the windows, the secret passage closed itself
off, and the only door shut and locked itself with a very final-sounding series of clicks. Hazel looked
wildly about her, gun and sword in hand again.

"Owen, talk to me! What the hell is going on here?"

"Valentine's accessed the last-ditch security programs, designed to protect the castle's occupants in time
of emergency, and tied it in to any attempt to defuse the bomb. And since Valentine has undoubtably
changed all the passwords, it's a fairly safe bet we have no way of getting the computers to unseal this
room before a very large bomb goes off and makes the whole problem redundant."

"Bomb?" said Hazel. "What bomb? No one said anything about a bomb!"

"Oz did," said Owen. "Remember the countdown?"

"Hell with passwords," said Hazel. "I'll get us out of here."

She aimed her disrupter at the nearest shuttered window, and fired before Owen could stop her. So he
grabbed her and pulled her protesting to the floor—just as the searing energy beam ricocheted back from
the unharmed shutter and passed right through the air where they'd been standing. Owen and Hazel tried
to burrow into the carpeted floor as the beam bounced back and forth above them, ricocheting from

shutter after shutter until finally it exhausted itself. Owen looked at Hazel.

"Please don't do that again. There are shutters everywhere now, even inside the walls, specially
reinforced to stand off energy weapons, which I would have told you if you'd just waited a damn minute!"

"Don't you raise your voice to me, Deathstalker! This is your castle. Get us out of here. Do something!"

Owen considered panicking, but decided he didn't have time. "Oz, how much time left on the
countdown?"

"Two minutes, seven seconds, and counting."

"Oh,shit ."

"] already said that. It didn't help."

"What?" said Hazel, looking at Owen's face. "What?What ?"

Owen thought hard. There had to be a way out. He hadn't come this far, achieved so much, only to die
from a simple trap like this.

"[ really don't like the expression on your face," said Hazel.

"How invulnerable are you feeling right now?"
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"That bad, huh?"

"Worse. We've got two minutes before the bomb blows us off this world and into the next, and we can't
even get out of this room. Unless you've learned Giles's trick of teleporting?"

"No. He never did get around to explaining how he did that before you killed him."
"Oh, right. Blame me. Maybe if we all just talked to each other a little more. .."

They stopped and looked at each other, and a strange calm settled over them. "This is it, isn't it?" said
Hazel. "End of the line. Funny. Always knew I was fated to die young. But I never thought I'd go out like
this. So... helpless."

Owen put an arm around her shoulders, and she leaned against him. "Hell," he said, "we've been living
on borrowed time since we first met. It had to run out eventually. And... I'm glad we had our time
together. In a strange kind of way, I don't think I've ever been happier."

"Yeah," said Hazel. "It has been one hell of a ride, hasn't it? And if we have to go out, at least we're
going together."

They sat down on the edge of the bed, side by side. They kissed once, as though they had all the time in
the world, and then just leaned companionably together.

"Who knows?" said Hazel finally. "We stood off a point-blank blast from a disrupter cannon back on
Mistworld, remember? Maybe we'll get lucky again."

"Hold everything," said Owen, suddenly sitting up straight. "Follow that thought. We stood off that
disrupter blast because we were linked together. Our minds were joined together. That's how we
survived!"

Hazel scowled. "I've never liked linking. I don't like letting anyone else into my mind."
"Hazel, this is no time to be modest! Would you rather die?"
"Damn. All right. Let's do it."

She reached out a hand, and Owen took it in his human hand. Their minds reached hesitantly out to each
other, following the old mental link that held all the surviving alumni of the Madness Maze together. They
drew closer and closer, until the power building between them slammed their minds together into one
unified will and became something else. Something more. Something that pulled them right out of their
bodies and up into the air above. They flashed through all the floors and rooms of the Standing in a
moment, immaterial spirits, until they came at last to the computers Valentine had had installed in the
room adjoining the security center. They hovered over the machines, held back for a moment by a
strangeness they couldn't name, and then they concentrated, and heard the machines thinking. It was both
simple and very complex, a multitude of small but vital decisions flashing past faster than any merely
human mind could hope to follow. But Owen and Hazel had come a long way from human now, and it
took them less than a second to sink into the computer systems and pull out the data needed to stop the
countdown. The program was interrupted; the bomb reset itself and waited for new instructions. Owen
and Hazel ran swiftly through all the computers' memories, just to make sure Valentine hadn't left any
other unpleasant surprises, and then they pulled free. The driving need that had held and bonded them
together ran out, and they vanished from the computer room, separated, and fell back into their bodies
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again. They looked dazedly around them, getting used to breathing again, as the shutters disappeared and
the room unlocked itself.

"Wow..." said Hazel finally. "That was. .. something else."
"It's what I've always said," said Owen. "We do our best work together."
"Maybe. Let's get out of here, Owen. There's too much death in this place."

"And Valentine got away," said Owen. "But [ will find him. And for what he's done, to my home and my
world and my people, I'll make a whole new Hell to send him to."

CHAPTER TWO
Just Another Day in Parliament

TheSunstrider 11 dropped out of hyperspace and took up orbit above Golgotha, homeworld and seat of
power of the Empire, and Owen and Hazel couldn't have cared less. Virimonde had taken a lot out of
both of them. After the physical and psychological hammering they'd taken in the old Deathstalker
Standing, it was all they could do to sit upright in their chairs and grunt responses to the main starport's
landing instructions. Owen keyed in the coordinates and let the navigation computers handle the landing.
They were better at it than he'd ever be, and he was just so deathly tired.

And besides, if he was being honest with himself, theSunstrider Il intimidated him. The Hadenmen,
those enigmatic augmented men, had rebuilt the ship to resemble the lost original as closely as possible,
but they hadn't been able to resist "improving" it. Owen could handle doors that opened if he even
thought about approaching them, and food synthesizors that knew what he wanted for dinner before he
did, but navigation controls that worked on the same unnerving principle were just too much for him.
After a couple of unfortunate incidents when his mind had wandered during what would otherwise have
been perfectly safe landings, he had decided very firmly to leave such matters to the computers and
devote his time to more important matters. Like sulking.

He sat slumped in his chair, watching the dark blue world rising slowly toward him, and felt almost
nostalgic. The last time he'd come to Golgotha, the rebellion had been in its last vicious throes, and
practically everyone on the planet had been shooting at him. Now he was just another visitor, no more
important than anyone else. Owen had a strong feeling he preferred the old days. At least then he'd been
sure who and where his enemies were. He looked fondly across at Hazel, brooding furiously in her chair.
Even when Hazel d'Ark was supposed to be relaxing, she still looked as though she might leap up at any
moment and tear someone's throat out. Owen didn't mind. He was used to it.

"So," said Hazel brusquely, somehow knowing he was looking at her, even without looking around.
"Where do we go next? Got any plans?"

"Why is it always up to me?" Owen protested mildly. They'd had this conversation before, many times.
"How come you never have any ideas?"

"I have plenty of ideas," said Hazel. "But you're always too chicken to follow them up."

"That's because your ideas have a distressing tendency to revolve around violence, murder, and bloody
mayhem, and stealing anything that isn't actually nailed down. We can't get away with that kind of thing
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anymore. We're not rebels and outlaws anymore; we're part of the status quo. Hell, technically speaking,
we're law enforcement agents."

"Boring," said Hazel. "You've got really boring these days, Deathstalker."

"Actually, I do know what I'm going to do next," said Owen, ignoring the insult with the ease of long
practice. "As soon as we've landed and made our report to Parliament, I'm going straight out again after
Valentine Wolfe. The trail will still be warm. He won't get far."

"You've said that before, Owen, and he's always got away. The Wolfe's spent his whole life being
somewhere else than where he's supposed to be. That's how he's stayed alive so long, with so many
enemies. Power down, get some rest, recharge your batteries. He'll pop up again soon enough, doing
something appalling, and then we'll get another crack at him."

Owen had to smile. "Things have come to a pretty pass if you're being the voice of reason to my
hothead."

Hazel sniffed. "Don't think I haven't noticed. Just shows how turned around we both are. We need some
down time, Deathstalker. Virimonde hit us hard."

"Yeah. Not much of a homecoming, all told."

There was a pause, and then Hazel looked across at him, her face, and voice, carefully calm and casual.
"Owen, how come you never told me about Cathy before? I mean, she was your mistress. She must
have been important to you."

"She was," said Owen. "I never talked about her because she was none of your business. You could
never have understood the kind of relationship we had."

"You could have talked to me," said Hazel. "I would have tried to understand. Tell me about her, this
Cathy. What was she like? How did you meet her?"

Owen was quiet for so long that Hazel had almost decided he wasn't going to answer, but finally he
began to speak, his voice calm and almost unemotional, as though that was the only way he could
approach such painful memories. He didn't look at her once.

"Her name was Cathy DeVries, and she was very beautiful. Been a courtesan of one kind or another all
her adult life, specially trained and adapted by the House of Joy to fulfill every desire you ever had, and
help you come up with some new ones. She was a surprise party favor at a Winter Ball on Golgotha, and
when they first presented her to me, I thought she was the most wonderful thing I'd ever seen. We
danced and talked, and she listened to me, seemed to understand and care about what I was saying
when so many didn't. She even found my jokes funny. She was perfect. So I bought out her contract, for
an utterly extortionate price, and she became my mistress.

"Of course, it turned out she wasn't perfect. Her table manners were appalling, she was far too bright
and cheerful first thing in the morning, and she was an Imperial agent, set up to spy on me. Reported
everything I said and did to a contact on Golgotha. Oz found out and told me, but I didn't care. I was just
a minor scholar in those days, with no interest in politics. Her reports must have made really boring
reading. Occasionally I'd say something controversial just so they wouldn't consider taking her away from
me. We were so happy. I don't think we ever once had an argument. Seven years we had together.
Sometimes I think that was the last time I was ever really happy. That I treasured it so much because
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somehow, deep down, I knew someday it would all be taken away from me.

"T loved her so much. I never thought I'd have to kill her. Stick a knife in her ribs, and twist it, and then
hold her in my arms as she bled to death."

"Jesus, Owen..."
"I would have saved her if I could."
"She tried to kill you."

"Sometimes I think she did. I never did ask her if she loved me. I was afraid of what her answer might
be. Maybe if I'd known, she wouldn't have taken so much of me with her when she died."

"Stop that right now, Deathstalker. If you start getting maudlin on me, I am going to get up out of this
chair and come over and slap you around the head."

Owen smiled briefly. "You would too, wouldn't you?"

"Damn right [ would. Never put yourself down, Owen; there are always plenty of other people just
waiting for the chance to do it for you. Cathy's the past. Let it go and move on."

"You're the one who brought it up," Owen said mildly. "And I don't know why you're so interested in my
romantic past all of a sudden. You're the one with all the surprises in that department. I still haven't got
over that time in Mistport when the Wampyr called Abbott turned out to be one of your exes."

"He was a mistake."
"And nowhere near the first or the last, by all accounts."
Hazel glared at him. "Who's been talking?"

"Practically everybody. The gossip columnists love you. You've got your own magazine on the Matrix
Internet. With daily updates."

"You haven't been reading that rubbish, have you?"
"Nah. I just look at the pictures."

When they finally disembarked, in the great city known as the Parade of the Endless, home to
Golgotha's remaining government, Owen and Hazel found themselves beseiged by a crowd of reporters.
Most of the major news organizations were represented, and all of the minor ones with stringers on
Golgotha. Owen and Hazel's exploits were always news, and the reports trickling in on what they'd found
and done on Virimonde had raised the journalists' expectations to the boiling point. They surged around
Owen and Hazel, shouting their questions, while cameras swooped and dived overhead, searching for the
best shots. Interviewers tried to elbow each other out of the way, and fistfights broke out at the back.
Even so, no one got too close to Owen or Hazel. They'd learned better, usually the hard way. Hazel
hadn't actually killed a reporter yet, but the smart money was on when rather than if. There were even
betting pools on some of the more obnoxious tabloid characters.

Owen waited patiently for them to calm down a little and sort out their own seniority, while Hazel glared
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furiously in all directions and kept her hands worryingly near her weapons. It did absolutely nothing for
her temper that most of her questions these days tended to be pointed inquiries about her relationship
with the revered Deathstalker. She'd tried being facetious, but they just reported everything she said as
fact. She'd tried hitting everyone who brought up the subject, but the others just filmed her doing it.
Mostly these days she just settled for "no comment," or a similar two-word answer, the second of which
was usually "off." It didn't help her temper at all that Owen found the whole business vastly amusing, and
always winked at the cameras when he said his "no comment."

And then one of the reporters brought up the recent Deathstalker movie, and cranked up the tension a
whole other notch.

The rebellion hadn't been finished a week before the first documentaries had hit the
holoscreens—feature-length films cobbled together from film footage of varying clarity and integrity. But
as people have always preferred the comforts of Romance to the dry facts of History, it wasn't long
before the documentaries were roughly shouldered from the holoscreens by the first Deathstalker movie.
Action-packed and vastly simplified, it made billions of credits for all concerned, except those on whose
lives it was based, and was quickly followed by many more, of varying quality and accuracy. From Toby
Shreck's prize-winning coverage to wild fantasies that didn't even always get the names right, the public
ate it all up with spoons.

The most recent, and most popular of all, movie claimed to be a biography of Owen Deathstalker, in
which he was portrayed throughout as a saintly and selfless hero, and his associate Hazel d'Ark was a
murderous psychopath, barely restrained from constant mayhem and bloodshed by her undying doglike
devotion to Owen.

Owen and Hazel were sent free tickets to the premiere, so they went to see it, entirely unsuspecting.
Owen laughed so much he hurt himself, and was finally asked to leave by an usher, because he was
disturbing the rest of the audience. Hazel stuck it out to the end, gripping the arms of her chair so tightly
that her hands ached. When the film was finally over, she set fire to the cinema. Luckily Owen got to her
before the city guards did, and hustled her away while the firefighters were still trying to keep the fire
from spreading. He then took away all her weapons, wrestled her to the ground, and sat on her until she
promised not to hunt down and kill everyone concerned with making the movie. As Owen very
reasonably pointed out, such actions would only tend to vindicate the movie's portrayal of her.

It hadn't helped that Owen had been played by a major star and heart-throb, while Hazel had been
played by an ex-porn star with more looks than talent and a quite astonishing cleavage.

So, when a reporter in full battle armor raised the question of the movie, everyone else backed hastily
away so that blood wouldn't get on them. Hazel grabbed a hovering camera out of midair and threw it
with devastating accuracy. It hit the reporter right between the eyes and knocked him cold. Owen moved
quickly in and pinned her arms to her sides from behind. The reporters watched interestedly from what
they hoped was a safe distance until Owen had more or less calmed Hazel down, and then they edged
forward again, stepping over the unconscious body of their fallen fellow seeker after truth and ratings.
Sensibly, they changed the subject. Unfortunately, they picked merchandising.

The mass audience's appetite for celebrity being what it was, even the endless series of movies and
documentaries weren't enough to satisfy their interest in the new heroes. They also showed an insatiable
readiness to buy enough general junk based on the movies and their characters to cover a small moon
several miles deep. Said junk ranged from the truly tasteless to the appallingly cheap and nasty, and
Owen and Hazel did their best to take no notice of any of it, as long as their royalties kept coming in.
That was about to change.
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"Have we seen what?" said Owen, and then rather wished he hadn't, as the reporter held up a small
plastic figure.

"There's a whole line of them," said the reporter cheerfully. "Fully posable action figures, of all the main
characters in the rebellion. They're very popular. Especially the Empress figure. People like to do terrible
things to it."

He produced more of the figures and passed them forward for Owen and Hazel to examine. They were
cast in bright primary colors, with identical muscular figures and politely generic faces. Certainly they
resembled absolutely no one Owen knew. He looked at Hazel.

"Did we authorize these?"

"Who knows?" said Hazel, glaring at the huge breasts on the figure supposed to represent her. "We
signed all kinds of agreements. I lost track."

"They're harmless enough," said Owen. "Tacky but harmless."

"Either way, we'd better check this out," said Hazel. "There's supposed to be a hell of a lot of money in
this market, and if there is I want my share. Which one's supposed to be Ruby?"

"Uh, the one with all the guns," said the reporter.

"Nothing like her," said Hazel. "And she couldn't even carry that many weapons at once. She'd fall over.
Mind you, with breasts that size, she'd probably fall over anyway. Hell, no one has breasts that size
outside the House of Joy."

"[s there a lot of this stuff out there?" said Owen, handing the toys back to the reporter.

"Well, yes, sir Deathstalker. There are lunch boxes, posters, games. .. These are quite popular just at the
moment."

He dug into the pack he was carrying and brought out two foot-long dolls of Owen and Hazel. Their
clothes were reasonably accurate, if not their faces, and at least the proportions were rather more human.
The reporter pressed the speaker buttons on their backs. The Owen doll said, "Fight for justice!" The
Hazel doll said, "Ki/l! Kill! Kill'"" Somehow Hazel held on to her temper. She'd learned to recognize
when she was being goaded. Owen had the sense to turn his beginning laughter into a not entirely
convincing cough. The disappointed reporter decided it was time to play his trump card. If that didn't get
her going, he'd eat his union card. He put the dolls back in his pack and casually brought out the last
items.

"And there are, of course, these." And he held up two cuddly furry toys in Owen and Hazel costumes.

"A furry toy?" said Hazel in tones that suggested imminent thermonuclear meltdown. "They've turned
me into a furry toy?"

Everyone held their breath and decided which way they were going to jump when the shit started flying.
The cameras would still get the best shots for them. Assuming they survived whatever appalling thing was
about to happen. And then Owen reached out to the sweating reporter and took a toy in each hand.
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"I think they're rather cute."
"Youlike these monstrosities?" said Hazel.

"Well, I wouldn't necessarily want one on my pillow, but I definitely want a piece of this action. We are
talking major revenues here."

Hazel calmed down visibly as she considered this. "Yeah... Could be. Kids go crazy for this kind of
crap. One good Christmas and we could be set up for life."

Owen smiled inwardly. When in doubt, you could always distract Hazel with talk of money.

The reporters reluctantly decided there wasn't going to be any action after all, and heaved quiet
disappointed sighs. Some even recalled their cameras. The agent provocateur reporter glumly took his
fluffy toys back, stuffed them into his bag, and tried to remember if he'd kept all the receipts so he could
get his money back. Everyone started to drift away. And then the representative from Parliament arrived,
and everything went to hell in a handcart.

It was a fairly typical Parliament rep, all things considered. A jumped-up civil servant, promoted way out
of his depth because there weren't enough warm bodies to go round, trying to convince everyone that he
was as important as the messages and instructions he carried. This particular fellow was dressed well
beyond what should have been his means, surmounted by the traditional courier's red sash and a
distinctly snotty attitude. He strode forward, the reporters falling back before him, and planted himself
before Owen and Hazel. He stuck his nose in the air and glared at them both, just to remind them of their
real place in the scheme of things, and then launched into his prepared speech without even bothering to
introduce himself.

"Sir Deathstalker, Miss d'Ark, you are commanded to present yourselves before Parliament at this
evening's session, to report on your mission to Virimonde. Parliament wishes to express in advance its
extreme displeasure that not only have you failed to bring back any of the rebel Lords alive, but you also
allowed that most detestable villain Valentine Wolfe to escape justice entirely. You are required to make
full explanations of these shortcomings. Also, you can forget about your bonuses."

All the cameras started zooming in again. The reporters knew a storm was brewing when they saw one.
So Owen decided to try reasoning with the man just to annoy them.

"We did put an end to the abominable practices on Virimonde," he said mildly. "Charnel House is no
more. The dead have been avenged. And we did nip in the bud a most dangerous plot against the
Empire. Not bad for one day's work."

The representative sniffed. It was a loud, arrogant, and entirely obnoxious sound. He'd clearly put a lot
of practice into it. "All that matters is you failed to carry out Parliament's demands. What you may or may
not have done other than your instructions is utterly irrelevant.”

Owen and Hazel looked at each other. "After you," said Hazel generously.

"Thank you," said Owen. He stepped forward, smiled at the representative, and punched him out. The
unfortunate fellow stretched his length on the unforgiving surface of the landing pad and lay there,
twitching quietly. Owen smiled at the reporters. "You just have to know how to talk to these people. Did
everyone get that, or shall I pick him up and do it again?"
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The reporters said they'd got it just fine the first time, thank you very much, and then started firing
questions at Owen and Hazel over these new details on their last mission. In particular they wanted to
know just what the hell the Charnel House plot had been, and what the infamous Valentine Wolfe had
had to do with it. The group interview then rapidly deteriorated into a bidding war for exclusive rights to
the full story. Fistfights broke out among the reporters, and Owen and Hazel took the opportunity to
make a quiet exit. The rep seemed to be stirring, so Hazel kicked him somewhere particularly painful, just
on general principles.

"You know, you'd have thought they'd have learned to wear body armor by now," said Owen.
"Must be a new guy."

"Well, if he doesn't learn better manners soon, he's never going to be an old guy. Let me just check if
he's got any written orders on him."

Owen knelt beside the quietly moaning man and frisked him thoroughly, coming up with a set of sealed
orders with his name on them. Hazel frowned.

"That's another thing. How come my name's never on these things?"

"They wouldn't dare," said Owen. He broke the wax seal, studied the brief message, fashionably written
in real pen and ink, and scowled fiercely. "Damn. They've arranged another parade for us. Right now, on
our way to Parliament. I hate parades."

"Yeah, but the people love them." Hazel shrugged as Owen got to his feet and dropped the orders onto
the rep's chest. "It's no big deal, Owen. Just smile and wave and try to look heroic. And remember,
you're supposed to kiss the babies and pat them on the head. Not perform an impromptu exorcism on
the grounds it'ssupernaturally ugly "

Owen sniggered. "I was bored. You like all this public-acclaim shit. I just wish they'd all go away and
leave me alone. I don't like crowds. I don't like being stared at. And I hate doing autographs. Last time
my hand ached for a week."

"Just relax and enjoy it. We earned this. Let them worship us if they want to."

"All right, let's get it over with," said Owen resignedly. "Then we can make our report to Parliament,
answer a whole lot of stupid and unnecessary questions, and heroically refrain from shooting a whole
bunch of people too stupid to live. And maybe then we'll be allowed to go home, crash out, and get
some sleep."

"Right," said Hazel. "I could sleep for a week."

"He was right, you know," Owen said quietly. "It wasn't exactly our most successful mission."

"Hush, Owen," said Hazel. "Your people were avenged. Settle for that. Now, let's go. Our admirers
await."

She clapped him once on the shoulder and led the way off the landing pad. Owen followed her, dragging
his feet all the way.

The parade's organizers had thoughtfully provided a gravity sled for them, and Owen and Hazel floated
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down the main street, just high enough to be out of reach of the crowd's grasping hands. There had been
unfortunate incidents in the past, and after Hazel showed an understandable but regrettably violent way of
dealing with fans, it was decided that everyone concerned would be a whole lot safer if the crowd's
heroes were kept up out of reach.

Owen smiled and waved like an automoton, and distanced himself from the din and bedlam as best he
could by concentrating on the report he was going to make to Parliament. He'd never liked crowds.
People staring at him made him feel nervous and self-conscious. Once, in his old life, when he'd had to
make a speech to a gathering of historical scholars, he'd locked himself in the toilet for so long they'd had
to send someone to ask if he was all right. It should be different now. He was a man of power and
destiny. Everyone said so. He'd fought his way through whole armies of Imperial troops and never once
hesitated.

It didn't make any difference. He still hated being stared at.

It didn't help that Hazel had really gotten into it, and was waving and smiling and turning back and forth
so everyone could get a good look at her. A whole group of Hazel look-alikes were chanting her name
and squealing ecstatically whenever she smiled in their direction. Some were even women. Someone
threw her a long-stemmed rose. She caught it deftly, avoiding the thorns, and blew the thrower a kiss.
The crowd loved that. Owen pretended he hadn't noticed, while noting grumpily that no one was
throwing him roses. Not that he wanted any, of course. It was just the principle of the thing.

Rebuilding was going on all around, as houses and shops and offices damaged or destroyed during the
last great battle in the city were still being repaired. Workers in antigrav slings high up on the sides of
buildings leaned dangerously out of their harnesses to shout coarse comments at Hazel. She shouted even
coarser ones back. They loved it. Cameras were shooting back and forth overhead, and occasionally
getting into butting contests over the best angles.

Owen smiled till his teeth ached—and kept a constant suspicious eye on the unfinished surrounding
buildings for potential snipers. The adulation of the crowd was all very well, but there were a lot of
people out there who would love to see Owen and Hazel conveniently dead, for all sorts of reasons. And
besides, the approval of the crowds didn't fool him. He knew what was behind some of it. With so many
dead on both sides, for the first time ever transplants were now available for everyone. Even with the
extremely long waiting queues, people who would otherwise have been left to die now had new hope.
And all because of the many people dead because of Owen and Hazel.

There was an even darker side than that to the adulation. Inspired by Owen's and Hazel's more than
human abilities, many in the general populace had been moved to "improve" themselves by all means
possible. These Maze wannabes had taken to Blood, tech implants, and supplantive surgery with an
enthusiasm that bordered on the macabre. Owen didn't approve and did his best to keep an eye on the
trend. He hadn't saved Humanity from the Empress Lionstone just to see them turn themselves into
minor-league Hadenmen.

The parade seemed to go on forever, but eventually they came to the centuries-old building that housed
Parliament. Since no one had taken Parliament at all seriously for centuries, the great square building was
tucked away in an usually quiet backwater, and the general fighting and destruction had largely passed it
by. The tall stone walls were overgrown with thick mats of ivy that no one ever dared prune because of
the very real possibility that it was only the ivy that was holding the old building together.

As Owen and Hazel approached Parliament, troops moved in to hold back the crowds as Owen and
Hazel stepped down from the gravity sled and made their way hurriedly into the lobby of the old building.
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The great oaken doors shut firmly behind them, and Owen breathed a quiet sigh of relief. Facing an
undoubtedly hostile Parliament didn't bother him nearly as much as hysterical crowds shouting they loved
him and wanted to have his babies.

Waiting servants bowed to Owen and Hazel, and led them to the great outer Chamber, where everyone
with business before Parliament was waiting with varying degrees of patience for the evening session to
get under way. Parliament drew even more would-be movers and shakers than Lionstone's Court had,
not least because Parliament wasn't likely to kill you if they thought you shouldn't be there. They'd just
bore you to death.

Everyone knew Parliament had inherited the day-to-day running of the Empire pretty much by accident.
All the other contenders had been so busy fighting each other that they effectively cancelled each other
out, and only Parliament was left. So far they were doing as good a job as anybody else might have. The
two hundred and fifty MPs who made up Parliament, elected by all those above a certain yearly income
who could be bothered to vote, hadn't had any real power in centuries, and reacted to their new status
with varying enthusiasm. Some threw themselves into the job with gusto, determined to show what they
could do, given a chance. Others reacted strongly at the very thought of actually having to work for a
living, and drew so far back into their shells that no amount of coaxing could convince them to come out.
Most cheerfully advertised themselves for sale to the highest bidder. Some even floated themselves on
the stock exchange. Certainly there was no shortage of organizations, factions, and powerful individuals
trying to influence the MPs, so much so that armed guards had had to be installed in and around
Parliament to keep the peace. Especially during budget debates.

Outside Parliament, things were getting really violent. Realizing too late that Parliament had seized the
only real political ground, the various remaining factions had taken to deciding quarrels between
themselves by brute force. The body counts rose every day, as swords, guns, bombs, and poison
decided who was currently on top. The authorities had stopped even trying to enforce the peace, except
during the morning and evening rush hours. Both sides bandied the wordterrorist freely, while plotting
atrocities of their own. Owen and Hazel had considered getting involved, and killing lots of people until
the others got the point, but Jack Random had quietly talked them out of it. No one wanted to risk giving
the factions the only thing they might actually unite behind; namely the assassination of Owen Deathstalker
and Hazel d'Ark.

The only real competition Parliament had as a governing body were the ongoing war trials, presided over
by leading figures from the various rebel undergrounds. Under Lionstone's corrupt rule all kinds of
atrocities had become commonplace. People could disappear for any or no reason and never be seen
again. Torture and murder had been everyday matters of state under the Iron Bitch. Once she fell, and
the rebel leaders had access to the Palace records, the names of these vile murderers and torturers
became known, and a long-delayed vengeance began. The underground put their faces on holovision,
along with their addresses, and they were dragged from their rich apartments or hunted through the
streets. Many met bloody and awful ends, and the rest hurried to surrender themselves to the authorities.
They still thought they could cut themselves deals by betraying each other, and realized too late that they
were to be shown no more mercy than they had shown to their countless victims. The war trials had
begun within hours of Lionstone's fall, and were holovised every day in full so that the people could see
justice being done. The trials went on and on, and there seemed no shortage of the accused, no matter
how fast the courts hanged them. The public hangings attracted huge, mostly silent crowds, as though the
people needed to see the bastards die for themselves before they could believe it to be true.

The courts released details of the victims' fates as fast as they could. There were just so many of them.

Parliament was more than a little jealous of the war trials, both for the power they wielded and the
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attention they took away from Parliament's sessions, but they knew better than to interfere. Even more
than justice, the people needed vengeance.

Owen and Hazel came to the great Chamber, the last room before entering onto the floor of the House
itself. The Chamber was separated from Parliament proper by an ancient massive oaken door that by
long tradition was only ever opened from the inside. The MPs used this privilege to keep people waiting
as long as possible, to remind them of their place in the new scheme of things—a practice they'd
borrowed from Lionstone, though that of course was never mentioned. As always, the great room was
packed, and the noise was deafening. Everyone was looking for contacts, trying to make a deal or talk
up some new opportunity. There were no holo images; everyone had to be there in person. In these days
of clones, aliens, and Fury imposters, people liked to be sure of exactly who they were talking with.
Esp-blockers were installed in hidden locations just to keep everyone honest, and to hell with whether it
upset the espers.

When Owen and Hazel made their entrance, everything stopped. All eyes turned in their direction, and
the gabble of voices died quickly away to nothing. Owen and Hazel looked calmly about them in the
silence and inclined their heads politely. Everyone turned away, and the babble of conversations
resumed. No one was interested in talking to the Deathstalker or the d'Ark woman. It wasn't safe. For all
kinds of reasons. Owen and Hazel moved unhurriedly forward into the Chamber, and everyone made
room for them.

"The usual warm greeting," said Owen, not caring if anyone overheard.

"Ungrateful bastards," said Hazel, and looked hopefully to see if anyone present was stupid enough to
take offense.

"They do have their reasons for not liking us," said Owen more quietly. "Heroes and role models are
supposed to be pure and unsullied. I fear we came as something of a disappointment."

"My heart bleeds," said Hazel. "I never claimed to be a hero. For two pins I'd walk out of here and
Parliament could whistle for its report. Hell, for three pins I'd burn the place down as well before I left."

"Steady, steady," murmured Owen, smiling unconcernedly so everyone could see. "Don't let them get to
you. They'd take it as a sign of weakness."

Hazel sniffed. "Anyone sees me as weak and tries to take advantage of it, they'll be carrying their lungs
home in a bucket."

"Get your hand away from your sword, dammit. You can't kill anyone here. Duels are forbidden. You
even start to draw your sword, and half a hundred guards will appear from everywhere. Even we're not

exempt. I do wish you'd keep up on the changes here, Hazel."

"Ah, you know you love a chance to make speeches to me. Besides, I could handle half a hundred
guards."

Owen sighed. "Yes, you probably could, but that's not the point. We are trying to make a good
impression.”

"Since when?"

"Since we failed to bring back Valentine Wolfe for trial yet again."
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Hazel shrugged. "Is it okay if I just half kill someone?"

"If you must. Only try to do it when the holovision cameras aren't looking. We really don't need any
more bad publicity."

Hazel looked about her. "Don't think I've ever seen so many cameras here before. Either Parliament's
got something really juicy lined up, or someone told them we were coming. Hello, I spy a familiar face."

And she plunged off into the crowd, shouldering people out of her way if they didn't move fast enough.
Owen followed after, murmuring polite apologies as he went. It was a practice he was growing
increasingly used to. The familiar face turned out to be Tobias Shreck, accompanied as always by his
cameraman Flynn. Owen joined Hazel in greeting them, smiling genuinely for the first time since he'd
entered the Chamber. Toby Shreck had been a news reporter during the rebellion, and had
demonstrated an uncanny ability to turn up in just the right place at the right time, with Flynn always there
at his shoulder to broadcast it all live. They'd covered a lot of the fighting Owen and Hazel had been
involved in, and had even been there when the rebels finally threw down the Empress Lionstone and
destroyed the Iron Throne forever.

Toby looked much the same as ever, a fat, perspiring butter-ball of a man with slicked-down blond hair
and a ready smile. He was wearing fashionable clothes of the very finest cut, tailored to disguise as much
of his great girth as possible, but they didn't suit him. He was more used to the easy casualness of combat
fatigues, and it showed. Flynn was the same tall, gangling sort, with a deceptively honest face. A quiet,
retiring sort in the field, he tended to fade into the background when working, a useful trait when people
were firing guns all around you.

His private life was another matter entirely.

"Looking good, Toby," said Hazel cheerfully, poking a playful finger into his more than ample stomach.
"Lost a few pounds, have we?"

"I wish," said Toby. "Ever since I allowed myself to be promoted to management, I spend most of my
time sitting behind a desk instead of getting out in the field where I belong."

"Leave it out," said Flynn calmly. "You used to spend all your time in the field whingeing and grousing
about all the comforts you were missing."

Toby glared at him. "Straight speaking like that is why you're still a cameraman, while I am now
management. And don't contradict me again in public or I'll have someone in accounting take a really
close look at your expense claims for last year."

"Bully," said Flynn.

"You're looking very smart, Toby," Owen said quickly before they could fall into their usual bickering.
"Right on the cutting edge of fashion."

"Don't you start," said Toby. "I know what I look like. Why do you think I always wore fatigues in the
past? Every time [ wear something good, I look like I stole it."

"So what's management doing here?" said Hazel. "Parliament planning something special, is it?
Something perhaps we ought to know about?"
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"Right," said Owen. "What do you know that we don't?"

"Volumes," said Toby airily. "But for once I'm as much in the dark as you. I'm really only here because |
felt a desperate need to get out in the real world for a while. I've been feeling really bored just lately, to
tell you the truth. It's all so different these days. My work with Flynn during the rebellion has already been
hailed as classic material, and at any given time it's a safe bet that somewhere some station is still running
it. The public can't get enough of it. The royalties are coming in faster than even I can spend them. So
much money that even the company accountants can't hide it all. Flynn and I need never work again if we
don't want to. But..."

"Yeah?" said Hazel.
"But we're too young to retire," said Flynn. "I wouldn't know what to do with myself."

"Right," said Toby. "And I can't help being haunted by the horrible suspicion that perhaps I've already
done my life's best work. That everything I do from now on is bound to be second best. That's a hell of a
thing to feel at my age. [ need a real story, something I can get my teeth into. Something thatmatters ."

"We are rebuilding a whole Empire pretty much from the ground up," said Owen. "Our whole political
and social structure is changing day by day. I can't believe you can't find a story worth covering."

"Oh, there's no shortage ofnews . History in the making and all that. But it's all so bloody worthy and
open and honest anddull . Where's the fun in that? Where's the drama? Even the villains are second-rate
nowadays."

"No," said Owen. "I wouldn't say that. Valentine Wolfe is still out there somewhere."

"Ah, yes," said Toby. "I'd heard you'd had another run-in with him. I'm looking forward to hearing your
report on that. At least you two are still around, making waves. Everyone else has pretty much
disappeared. Jack Random is too busy playing politics to get into any real trouble, and Ruby Journey
rarely leaves her house these days. Though word has it they may be making an appearance here today.
Maybe they've heard something. God, I've got some great footage of the four of you in action during the
rebellion, stuff that never saw the light of day. Maybe when we're all safely dead..."

"Yeah," said Hazel. "Maybe. But until then I think some secrets should stay hidden. People don't need to
know everything that went on."

There was a certain amount of shared nodding. Nobody mentioned the fake Young Jack Random,
who'd turned out to be a cyborg working for the rogue Als of Shub, but they all knew they were thinking
of the moment when Flynn's camera had caught the machine's unmasking. And there were other, darker,
secrets too. The rebellion hadn't been nearly as straightforward as most people thought.

"So," said Toby briskly, breaking the awkward moment, "have either of you thought any more about my
offer to make official documentaries of your lives? You don't have to worry about the writing; we have
people for that. Just talk into a recorder, and we'll arrange the material and dig up footage to go with it.
We can fake some linking material to cover the areas you don't want to talk about. All you'll have to do
is narrate over the final footage. Easy money. Get it while it's going; who knows how much longer people
are going to stay interested in you?"

"The sooner everyone loses interest in us, the better," said Hazel. "No biographies, Toby. We have little
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enough privacy as it is. Besides, most of my life story isn't suitable for a mass audience anyway."

"[ can quite believe that," said Owen. "Let us change the subject rapidly. How's your life, Toby? Doing
anything interesting?"

"Him?" Flynn sniffed loudly. "He doesn't have a life outside of his work. First in, last out, and takes work
home with him. Typical management. I work the union-approved hours only, and once I clock out,
don't even think about work again till I clock on in the morning. You should have stayed a working grunt
like me, boss. Far less pressure."

"You never did have any ambition," said Toby.

"Damn right, and proud of it. Ambition just gets you into trouble, and takes over your life. Which is why
you have bags under your eyes and incipient ulcers, and I have a wonderful new lover in my life." Flynn
beamed at Owen and Hazel. "You really must come around and meet him sometime. His name's
Clarence, Clarence DuBois. Works as a researcher for the MP John Avon, one of the few marginally
honest Members in Parliament. My Clarence does all the real work, of course, so Avon can look good
on the floor of the House, but that's the way of the world for you. He's very handsome and a marvelous
cook. The things he can do with a fresh joint and a few vegetables. Trouble is, he has size-twelve feet,
and you wouldn't believe the problems we've been having trying to find stiletto heels that will fit him."

"Love seems to agree with you," said Hazel. "It's made you positively chatty."

"Don't I know it," said Toby. "I've been hearing about bloody Clarence for weeks." He grinned
maliciously at Owen and Hazel. ""And how are you two lovebirds getting on, hmm?"

"If you find out, let me know," said Owen.

"We're taking things day by day," said Hazel firmly. "How about you, Toby? Anyone special on the
horizon?"

"I have been considering a Clan marriage just lately," Toby admitted reluctantly. "On the grounds that I'm
not getting any younger, and my Family's been putting the pressure on about where the next generation of
the Family's going to come from. With Uncle Gregor forced into hiding, Grace an avowed old maid, and
Evangeline disowning the Family, the line pretty much ends with me. But who'd marry a Shreck? Thanks
to dear Uncle Gregor and his appalling ways, the Family name has become mud in all the circles that
matter."

"Now, now, none of that, boss," Flynn said firmly. "You're Toby the troubador, rich and famous
journalist of note, not just a Shreck. Work is all very well, but in the end there's no substitute for getting
out and meeting a nice girl. Or boy. Or whatever."

Owen was so busy watching Toby glow bright red with embarrassment that he didn't notice the
approaching young aristo till the man was practically on top of him. Hazel noticed. It took a lot to distract
Hazel. She tapped Owen surreptitiously on the arm with one hand, while the other fell to the gun on her
hip. Owen turned unhurriedly and stopped the approaching aristo in his tracks with a steady gaze and a
raised eyebrow. The young man bowed formally, keeping his hand well away from the sword at his side.
He was dressed well but unimaginively, his long metallic hair already out of fashion. His blandly
handsome face was studiously unreadable.

"Sir Deathstalker, my apologies for imposing on you, but there is someone nearby desires to make your
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acquaintance."

"Then that makes him pretty much unique in this company," Owen said easily. "Who might this someone
be?"

"It is the lady Constance Wolfe. She wishes to speak with you urgently, on a matter of some importance
to you both. May I lead you to her?"

Hazel frowned. "Constance Wolfe? Don't think I know her. What relation is she to Valentine?"

"Technically speaking, she's his mother," said Owen, letting the aristo wait. "She married Valentine's
father, Jacob, late in his life. With Valentine on the run, Daniel missing, and Stephanie discredited,
Constance runs Clan Wolfe these days. I've never met the woman; can't think what we might have in
common. Still, I'd better go see what she wants. Never know when you might learn something useful.”

"Watch your back," said Hazel. ""She's still a Wolfe."

Owen grinned, nodded goodbye to Toby and Flynn, and allowed the increasingly impatient young aristo
to lead him through the crowd to where Constance Wolfe stood waiting. As always she was surrounded
by male admirers, from the highest in Society to the merely very rich. Constance had only just entered her
twenties but was already a breathtaking beauty, on a world noted for its beautiful women. She was tall
and blond, with the body and grace of a goddess, but for all the cheerful chatter around her, her perfect
face remained cool and unresponsive, her occasional smile merely a matter of form. She looked up as
Owen approached, and he thought for a moment he saw something very like relief in her deep blue eyes
as she made her excuses to her admirers and drifted forward to meet him.

Owen bowed, and she curtsied, and then they stood for a moment looking at each other. Without
turning her head, Constance dismissed her messenger with a brief wave of the hand. He bowed stiffly and
moved reluctantly away to join the small army of admirers, who immediately began a quiet but animated
discussion, while glaring openly at Owen. He chose to ignore them, knowing that would irritate them the
most. Constance sighed.

"That was Percy Furey. He adores me, and I take advantage of it disgracefully. But then so many men
have declared their undying love for me since my Jacob died that I find it hard to take any of them
seriously. When you're as rich and well appointed as I am, it's amazing how adorable one becomes. I
have only ever loved one man, my dear Jacob, and his death has not changed that. But a woman alone
cannot hope to survive long in this changing Empire without powerful friends and supporters, so I let them
cluster around me, and reward them with the occasional smile or encouraging nod. As long as they still
think they have a chance with me, they'll make my enemies theirs, and thus I have a certain amount of
security, if not safety. I trust I don't shock you with my frankness, sir Deathstalker?"

"Not at all," said Owen, charmed in spite of himself. "Such honesty is refreshing in this day and age.
Perhaps you could continue the openness and explain precisely what I can do for you. I confess I'm not
entirely sure what you might have in common with a man who's sworn to kill your son."

"Valentine? Kill the degenerate, with my blessings. He brings shame to the House of Wolfe and always
has. I have reason to believe he murdered his own father."

Owen raised an eyebrow. "Now, that I hadn't heard. Though I can't say it surprises me. I've always
considered Valentine capable of anything."
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"I am the Wolfe these days," said Constance. "Even though I'm only a member of the Family by
marriage. There is no one else. But it's hard to be the head of a largely discredited Clan. My people are
still loyal, as much to me personally as to the Family, but how long they will hold out in the face of ever
increasing pressure and bribes I don't know. I need your help, sir Deathstalker."

"In what way?" said Owen. "Y ou must know I'm not exactly popular among the powers that be. What
influence I have is strictly limited. And if all you want is a bodyguard, allow me to point out that there are
any number of excellent fighters looking for work now the rebellion's over."

"No, that isn't what I want from you." Constance frowned and shook her head slowly. "This isn't easy
for me, sir Deathstalker, so please. .. make allowances for me, and permit me to approach this in my
own way."

"Of course. But please, call me Owen. I've never been much of a one for the formalities."

Constance smiled briefly. "So I've heard. Very well. It will make things simpler. And you must call me
Constance." She turned away for a moment, composing her thoughts, and then turned back, her face
quietly determined. "My life... has not gone the way I thought it would. You can understand that feeling,
I'm sure. When I married Jacob Wolfe, I thought my life's path was set out before me. I'd have children
by Jacob, raise them for him, and walk by his side all my days. And then he was dead, murdered, and
my new Family was rocked by one blow after another, and I... was left alone. I had to take charge of
my own life, something I'd never done before, and had no training for. But it's amazing what you can do
when you have to. I learned by doing. And I grew up fast, because the alternatives were poverty or
death, and quite possibly both. It made me stronger. It also made me hard, ruthless, and someone I'm not
always sure [ approve of. You see, Owen, we have a lot in common, after all. That's why I want you to

marry me."

Owen stared at her. He was sure his mouth was hanging open, but he didn't seem to be able to do
anything about it. Whatever he'd been expecting when he strolled so casually over to join Constance, this
sure as hell wasn't it. The impulse to turn and run and lose himself in the crowd was almost overpowering,
but he fought it down. Apart from shockingly bad manners, it wouldn't do for word to get around that he
ran from anything. He managed to force his mouth closed and swallowed hard.

"Why me?" he said finally, and just a little plaintively.

Constance shrugged. "It's clear I must marry someone, and after much thought I've decided you are the
best choice. We have much in common, we're both of old, established bloodlines, and I need someone
untouched by the evil and corruption that has swallowed up so much of our class. I need someone I can
trust. My position as head of Clan Wolfe is... precarious, and with my Jacob gone, | see no reason to
remain in a Family I no longer have any stake in. It wouldn't be a love match, I know, but we both have a
duty to marry well and continue our lines. We would make a strong alliance, Owen. You have made your
Family name honorable again. I would be proud to be a Deathstalker."

She stopped talking and looked at him expectantly, and for once in his life Owen didn't have the faintest
idea what to say. He thought hard. "I knew Jacob Wolfe," he said finally. "My father had... dealings with
him. As I recall, he didn't think much of me."

Constance smiled. "Jacob didn't think much of anyone. He was a hard man. He had to be. But I knew
another Jacob, the side of him he never dared show anyone else, not even his children. Perhaps
especially not them. He was strong and steadfast, and he stood up for what he believed in. A lot like you,
Owen."
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"Hold on," said Owen, raising both hands defensively. "If there's one thing we should both be certain of,
it's that I am not in any way like Jacob Wolfe. I never wanted to be a warrior. I was a quiet scholar, and
perfectly happy to be so, until Lionstone outlawed me. I was dragged into the rebellion, kicking and
screaming all the way."

"Then the more honor to you that you achieved so much with such disadvantages," said Constance
demurely. "But now the rebellion is over, what are you going to do with your life? You can't go back to
being a simple scholar, not after all you've seen and done. The butterfly cannot become a caterpillar
again. And while bounty hunting no doubt fills a present need in you, it's not a profession to build a life
on. Like it or not, you have become a symbol to many people, and they're looking to you to provide
leadership. Which means you're going to have to enter politics. Otherwise, you could win the battle but
lose the war. Surely you didn't go through all you did just to see Lionstone replaced by something even
worse?"

"No," said Owen. "No, I didn't. But I'm not interested in power for myself. Never have been."

"The best kind of politician," said Constance. "It's the ones who want power you have to watch out for.
This is a matter of duty, Owen, not desire. The Empire needs you."

"I've heard that so many times," said Owen. "From so many people. But they all had very different ideas
as to what I should do once I came to power. I always thought I'd be free of all that, once the rebellion
was over and I'd made it clear I had no interest in the crown or the Throne. I thought I'd be free to turn
my back on all the blood and death and run my own life again. I should have known better. Duty will ride
on my shoulders till the day I die, like the Old Man of the Sea, who once picked up can never be put
down."

"Or the red shoes," said Constance, nodding. "They'll make you a great dancer, but once you put them
on, you can never take them off, and you can't stop dancing. When I first heard that story, I decided that
if that ever happened to me, I'd just have to dance as beautifully as I could. So that I'd be remembered
for what I did rather than the curse that drove me. Be a politician, Owen. Be a statesman. Make
something new and marvelous of yourself. I can advise you, guide you, introduce you to the right people.
We'd make a good partnership."

"There's more to this than your admiration for me, or your need to be free of Clan Wolfe," said Owen
suddenly. "You're afraid of something. Something specific. What?"

"Very good, Owen. You're as sharp as everyone says. Blue Block has become the real power that the
Clans answer to. They talk, and everyone listens. They make suggestions, and everyone rushes to follow
them. But I don't trust Blue Block. I don't trust their motives. I want to be free of them. I want the
Families to be free of them. But thanks to you they're frightened and divided. The Clans need a hero to
gather behind. And even after everything you've done, they'd accept you. They understand your
argument was always with Lionstone rather than the Clans. They respect vendetta. And they've always
understood ambition. After all, you were born and raised an aristocrat, just like them."

"No!" said Owen sharply. "I'm nothing like them. I fought to bring down not just Lionstone, but also the
order that supported her. I saw the horrors and evils the Families were responsible for. I saw the awful
lives the many lived so the few could sprawl in luxury."

"You changed. So can they. Help them. Remake them into what they could be, should be—a guiding
force to run the Empire fairly, and make it strong and secure again."
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"I don't know, Constance. It's not that simple. There are a hell of a lot of people in positions of power
and influence these days who think the only good aristo is a dead aristo."

"You could change that. Owen, the aristocracy has too much potential for good to just let it disappear.
We are an inheritance of the best, going back centuries. Generations of breeding and gengineering for
perfection. You're the last of the Deathstalkers. Do you want your bloodline to die with you? If not, you
must marry another aristocrat, to maintain your Family legacy. Anything less would be a betrayal of your
Clan." She stopped and looked searchingly at Owen. "Separately, we are both people of great potential.
Together, our Family could become unbeatable."

Owen shook his head slowly. "Constance... I don't know you. I don't love you."

She smiled. "We'll come to know each other. I like what I've heard of you. I think we'd be...
compatible."

"Constance, I always thought that when the time came, I'd marry for love or not at all. I want a marriage,
not a business merger."

"I can't promise you love, Owen. I don't know that I'll ever love again. But my match was an arranged
marriage, and Jacob was a stranger to me when we began as man and wife. We don't have to love each
other to be supportive partners and allies, but. .. perhaps love will come later." She fixed him with a
thoughtful eye, head cocked slightly to one side. "Or is there already a love in your life? There's been
endless speculation in the media and in Society about your relationship with the d'Ark woman. A...
formidable figure. No one doubts that she's a hero of the rebellion, but you must realize, you could never
marry her. You are from different worlds and always would be. And despite what the songs might say,
love doesn't conquer all."

"Hazel... never would say she loved me." Owen stumbled on, not sure what he was going to say until he
said it. "We've been as close as two people can be, fought side by side against everything the Empire
could throw at us, faced death and worse together... but she never once said she loved me."

"I can give you children," said Constance. "Raise them to be part of the Deathstalker Clan. Could she do
that for you? Would she?"

"No," said Owen. "I don't think she would. Very well, Constance, a marriage shall be arranged between
us. You set everything in motion; I've been away for so long I'm rather out of touch with the formalities
involved."

"Of course," said Constance. "I'll take care of everything. You may kiss me now if you wish."

She came into his arms and turned her mouth up to him. It was a very polite, almost diffident kiss, but
Owen could feel his whole life changing with that touch, as he committed himself to a future he could
barely see or grasp. A chapter in his life was ending here, and something new beginning. He just hoped
that for once he'd made the right decision. They broke apart and looked into each other's eyes for a
moment, Owen's hands resting easily on Constance's hips. She met his gaze freely, open and trusting,
binding herself to him. But there wasn't an ounce of love there, and both of them knew it. Constance
stepped back, and Owen's hands fell to his sides. She smiled at him, curtsied, and moved off into the
crowd, leaving Owen standing alone. He could see people all around him regarding him with new
interest, but for the moment all he could think of was how he was going to break the news to Hazel
d'Ark.
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Hazel had found the bar, a quiet, set-apart area with gleaming tiles, rows of interesting-looking bottles,
and a long wooden counter. She'd also found Jack Random and Ruby Journey. The three of them were
drinking together in companionable silence. None of them looked particularly happy. Jack was wearing a
simple blue jumpsuit that showed off his newly youthful figure to its best advantage. He'd been given all
kinds of medals, but he never wore them. Ruby was wearing her usual black leathers under white furs.
She said it helped remind her of who she was. However, she was also wearing so much gold and silver
and jewelery, on her arms and wrists and around her neck, that she couldn't make the smallest movement
without it all clattering and chiming together. They were all drinking the strongest brandy that the bar had
to offer. They had a bottle each, and they weren't bothering with glasses. The bartender looked distinctly
scandalized at such cavalier treatment of a good brandy, but had the good sense and survival instincts to
keep his mouth firmly shut.

"One of the drawbacks to our Maze-improved bodies," said Jack sadly, "is that it takes a hell of a lot of
booze to make a dent in them. But facing this wondrous new Empire we helped to create is too awful a
task to contemplate entirely sober."

"Right," said Ruby. "Of course, it helps that we can afford the very best booze now. Can't honestly say
that it tastes that much better from the rotgut I used to drink, though."

"You have no palate," said Jack.
"Yes, I have," said Ruby. "I speak perfectly clearly."

Hazel could see an argument starting and moved quickly to head it off. "So, what have you guys been
doing while Owen and I were off chasing the bad guys? Keeping busy?"

"Off and on," said Jack Random. "Since I brokered the deal that defanged the aristocracy and brought
about their surrender, everyone and his brother comes running to me every time an aristo steps out of
line. Like there's anything I can do about it, except pass their complaints on to Parliament. I have my own
problems, trying to set up a new political system practically single-handed. People expect so much of me.
My legend has been expanded by the rebellion to almost inhuman proportions. People were confused by
the two Jack Randoms, so they've decided there must only have been one, and attributed everything to
me. Along with a whole lot of complete fiction. No one sees me anymore, the real me—just the damned
legend. They think I can do anything, solve any problem, and then have the nerve to get angry when I
can't." He took a long swallow from his bottle. "Of course, my legend's nothing compared to Ruby's. I've
known people to cross themselves when they see her coming."

"And quite right too," said Ruby briskly. "Half the time I don't even have to pay for things anymore. I just
walk into a place, point at what I want, look a bit severe, and they fall over themselves rushing to give it
to me as a gift. I'll bet we won't even have to pay for these drinks. Probably make the barman wet
himself with a single look."

"T'll take your word for it," said Hazel hastily. She looked across to where Owen was talking with
Constance Wolfe, and scowled. "Wonder what he's doing with Pretty Miss Perfect? I don't like him
talking with other aristos. They're a bad influence on him. And he's always been easy to talk into things."

"You should know," said Ruby. "What's the matter, afraid they'll woo him away from you?"

Hazel snorted. "Not after everything we've been through together. There's a bond between us that's
stronger than anything they could ever understand."
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"Yeah," said Ruby. "But have you bedded him yet?"
"Mind your own business!"
"Thought not."

"It would. .. mean too much to him," said Hazel. "He'd take it too seriously. He'd start talking about
relationships and trust and building a life together, and I'm not ready for that kind of shit."

"Can't say I can see a time when you ever would be," said Jack.

"And you can shut up as well."

"Better get to it soon, girl," said Ruby calmly. "Or someone else'll have him. Wouldn't mind a bash at him
myself. Good build. Nice ass. And he's got that innocent, little-boy-lost look that always sets my fingers
itching."

"You keep your hands to yourself, Ruby Journey," said Hazel firmly. "Anyone touches him but me, and
I'll put them in traction for a month."

"Yeah, but do you love the man or not?" Ruby insisted.
"We have... an understanding."

"Understandings won't keep you warm in the early hours of the morning. You're just frightened of
commitment, Hazel. Always have been."

"That's good, coming from someone who's never had a permanent relationship with anyone in her life!"

"We're not talking about me," said Ruby calmly. "We're talking about you. And Owen. He isn't going to
hang around forever, you know. The war brought you together, but that's over. He's the best thing that
ever happened to you, Hazel d'Ark, and you'd be a damned fool to let him get away. Right, Jack?"

"Don't look at me," he said. "I'm still trying to work out what our relationship is. Besides, I've been
married seven times, under various names, and none of them worked out. Being a professional rebel took
up a lot of my life. There wasn't always room left for anyone else, no matter how I felt about them."

"But your job's over now," said Hazel.

"Don't think I haven't noticed," said Jack. He started to raise his bottle to his mouth, and then stopped
and put it down again. "I was the man who fought the System. Any System. I defined myself, who and
what and why I was, in relation to Lionstone and her corrupt Empire. Now they're both gone, I don't
know what to do with myself that matters a damn."

"You'll just have to learn a new kind of war," said Ruby. "It's called politics."

"I'm too old a dog to learn new tricks," said Jack. "Even if I have a new young body. I spent my whole
life turning myself into a particular kind of man, only to discover there's no need for that kind of man
anymore. Instead, there's just meetings and committees and endless bloody compromises, all the time
trying to keep old enemies from each other's throats. And all the time wondering if any of it really
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matters..." He sighed deeply. "I suppose I could put myself forward as a bounty hunter, like you and

Owen, but I can't escape the feeling that everything here will come crashing down in ruins if I'm not here
to oversee the change. They trust me, you see. I'm the legendary professional rebel. The man who finally
gave them their freedom. How can I tell them that their everyday little problems bore the shit out of me?"

"Know what you mean," said Ruby, nodding sagely. "Know what you mean. Success ruined us. [ mean,
look at me. Finally I'm as rich as I always dreamed of being. Maybe even more so—hell, I can't even
keep track of it all these days. Got accountants for that. They send me statements, but I can't make
heads or tails of them. I never knew there were numbers that big. I track down rich criminals, find where
they've hidden their loot, confiscate it, and then hand it over to Parliament, minus my hefty commission.
Not that I do much of the actual work myself, of course—got a whole bunch of cyberats working for me.
They locate the funds and the bastard's location, and then I just bash my way in there and arrest the bad
guy. They rarely put up much of a fight once I'm past their defenses. Hell, most of them burst into tears
when they see me walk in."

"Hold everything," said Jack. "Arrest them? Since when did you ever bother with arresting people?"

"Oh, all right, then. I break in and kill the bad guys, if you insist on being exact. They'd only be hanged
by the war trials anyway, and I can't be bothered with the paperwork. Point is, I am now rolling in
money. More than even I can spend in a lifetime. Got a big house, servants, all the latest comforts and
luxuries. All the things I always thought I wanted. But you can get tired of things real quickly. They're just
toys, when you get right down to it. Even shouting at the servants has lost its charm. There's no fun in
intimidating someone when you know you're paying them to be intimidated. And on top of all that, I have
this sneaking suspicion that I'm getting soft and losing my edge. There's always someone waiting in the
wings to take it all away from you."

"Yeah," said Jack heavily. "The trouble with fulfilling all your dreams is that eventually you wake up to
reality."

"Oh, very profound," said Ruby. "Very deep. What the hell does that mean?"

Jack shrugged. "Damned if | know. But it sounded good there for a moment." He looked across the
crowded Chamber at Owen. "What's he doing, talking to that Wolfe woman?"

"Maybe she's got some lead on where we can find Valentine," said Hazel.

"Maybe," said Jack. "But I wouldn't trust anything that came from that direction. Last I heard, Constance
Wolfe was in bed with the Chojiros. Bad Family. Bad people."

Hazel looked at him thoughtfully. "There was something in your voice just then, when you saidChojiro .
Something cold... and angry. What connection do you have with the Chojiros?"

"Yeah," said Ruby. "This isn't the first time I've heard you put them down. What makes the Chojiros so
much worse than all the other aristocratic scumbags?"

Jack stared at the bottle before him so he wouldn't have to look at Ruby or Hazel. "My mother was a
Chojiro," he said quietly. "They threw her out and cut her off without a penny, just because she married
the man she loved rather than the man they chose for her. They were all bastards then, and they're
bastards now. Never trust a Chojiro."

"You made a deal with them fast enough," said Ruby. "You sold out every principle you ever had when
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you saved the aristos' asses."

"It was necessary," said Jack. "It took the Families and their private armies out of the war. With them
out of the loop, millions lived who might otherwise have died. Not a bad bargain. What are a few
principles compared to people's lives?"

"Even if it means most of the guilty go unpunished for generations of crimes against Humanity?"

Jack turned and glared at her. "That's pretty sophisticated talk from a killer for hire! When did you ever
care about Humanity? When did you ever have any principles?"

"Never," said Ruby. "And I never pretended otherwise. But I might have felt differently in time. I
believed in you, Jack. And then you turned out to be just like everyone else."

It was an old argument, with no end in sight. Hazel turned away and let them get on with it. She looked
out across the Chamber, and the crowd seemed to part before her just in time for her to see Owen take
Constance Wolfe into his arms and kiss her.

Finlay Campbell, once again the height of fashion, moved smoothly through the packed crowd, like a
shark floating on the currents, basking in a sea of prey. His crushed velvet cutaway frock coat was
superbly tailored, snug as a second skin, an electric blue so bright it was almost painful on the eyes. He
wore thigh-length bruised-leather boots over canary yellow leggings, and wore a rose red cravat at his
throat, tied just untidily enough to show he'd done it himself. Such details were important. He wore a pair
of pince-nez he didn't need, and his long hair was tied back in a single complex plait. Once such mastery
of fashion, the epitomie of the fop and dandy, would have won him admiring glances from one and all,
and perhaps even a smattering of applause as he passed. But that was long ago, in another lifetime.

Finlay had changed during his years as a rebel. His once youthful face was now thin and drawn, with
heavy lines at the mouth and eyes. The color had faded from his hair, till it was almost white. He was only
in his late twenties, but looked more than ten years older. Although he tried hard, he walked more like a
soldier than a man of leisure, and his eyes were frighteningly cold. He looked what he was, hard-worn
and dangerous, and all his pretty clothes looked only like a clown's costume on a killer. People moved
quickly to get out of his way, even when he indicated he might like to talk to them. Although he was no
longer the Campbell, and leader of his Clan, in many ways he had become his late father, that feared and
dangerous man—a thought that never failed to disturb Finlay.

His failure to fit in worried him. He'd thought he could just adopt his old dandy persona again, and
everyone would accept him as they always had. But he had changed too much, lost his youth and
innocence on too many assassination runs for the underground, and he couldn't go back. Besides, he
found the persona so much of an effort these days; the petty politics of Parliament and its hangers-on
were nothing compared to the life-and-death struggles of the rebellion. Then everything he did mattered,
had made a difference. Now he was just another minor hero, home from the wars, no more important
than a thousand others.

Just another killer pensioned off too soon.
In the past he'd always been able to slake his need for blood and excitement in the Arenas, as the

undefeated champion, the Masked Gladiator. But he'd had to give up that persona when he'd been
forced to flee Society and join his love, Evangeline, in the clone and esper underground. His mentor, the
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original Masked Gladiator, had taken up the role again in Finlay's absence, so no one would make a
connection between the missing Campbell and the missing Gladiator. But the original Masked Gladiator
had died during the rebellion, his bloody end caught live by Flynn's camera as the esper Julian Skye took
a vicious revenge for his brother Auric's death in the Arena. And so that role was lost to Finlay forever.
Even worse. Auric Skye had actually died at Finlay's hand, during his time under the Mask. He could
never tell Julian that. It would have destroyed their friendship forever.

And so the Arenas were banned to Finlay. He couldn't even fight as himself without the Mask. His style
would soon be recognized by the aficionados, and his secret would be out. Julian would hear, and know
he'd killed an innocent man. So Finlay put on the fine clothes again and walked in Society, trying to be
the diplomat and ambassador for the clone and esper undergrounds that he had reluctantly agreed to be.
Because they needed him. Or at least, because Evangeline had convinced him they needed him.
Sometimes he found himself wondering whether she might have got him his position through her own
influence in the undergrounds, just to keep him busy, and make him feel. .. useful. He couldn't ask her.
She was always busy with her own work, struggling to help the clone underground to take its place
above ground as part of the new political scene. It was important work. Sometimes he didn't see her for
days. The one time in his life when he really needed her comfort, and she wasn't even there.

It was a petty thought, and he did his best to disown it.

He didn't know that Evangeline had seen the growing desperation in his eyes, and arranged as much
work for him as she could, because she was afraid he might kill himself if he didn't have a direction, a
purpose in his life. She didn't know he still dreamed of the bulging veins in his wrists, and the sharp edge
of a knife, or of a rope noose hanging in the moonlight, and how easy it would be to put it all behind him
and find peace at last.

Finlay saw Owen Deathstalker standing alone for the moment, and an old anger stirred in him. It wasn't
just love that kept him going; there was also an unconsummated hatred that still burned in his heart. He
strode over to the Deathstalker, who turned and bowed formally. Finlay made himself bow in return. The
forms had to be observed. Owen and Finlay might have fought on the same side in the rebellion, but
they'd never had that much in common as people. Owen thought Finlay was a mad dog killer who might
slip his leash at any time, and turn on friend as well as foe, and Finlay thought Owen was a dangerous
amateur who thought too much. In public they were very polite with each other. Usually.

"I have a bone to pick with you, Deathstalker."
"Join the queue," Owen said calmly. "What's your problem, Campbell?"

"Valentine Wolfe. I've only just found out you knew where he was and didn't tell me. He destroyed my
Family, damn it."

"Valentine destroyed a lot of people's families. That's why Parliament sent me after him. If you were as
well connected as you're supposed to be, you'd have heard it too. I can't help it if you've been a little...
preoccupied lately."

"Don't patronize me, Deathstalker!"

"And don't you get haughty with me, Campbell. If anything, I have a better claim on Valentine than you
do. He destroyed my whole planet.”

"I will kill him," said Finlay. ""And anyone else who gets in my way. Even the almighty Owen


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Deathstalker."

Owen smiled. "You could try," he said politely, and then turned and walked unhurriedly away. Finlay
watched him go, and his hands clenched into fists at his sides. And then someone put a hand on his arm,
and he spun furiously around, only to find Evangeline Shreck standing there beside him, smiling. The rage
left him in a moment as he smiled back at her.

"I got back early," said Evangeline, taking his hands in hers. "Thought I'd surprise you. And from the
look of you, I'd say I got here not a moment too soon. Who's upset you this time?"

"Oh, just the Deathstalker," said Finlay, calm again, all the darkness swept away by the sunshine of her
smile and the glory of her eyes. He took her in his arms, as though they could force out all the things that
separated them by the depth of their love. And maybe they could at that. After a long while they released
each other, and stepped back to get a good look at each other.

"God, you look lovely," said Finlay, and she did. Evangeline was wearing a long dress of sparkling silver,
cut away at one shoulder to show off her delicate, waif-like bone structure, and her dark hair was cut
short in defiance of the current fashion. Her face was high-boned, wide-eyed, vulnerable but determined,
and just looking at her again made Finlay all the more determined to defend her from all the dangers and
cruelties in the world. She was his reason for living, the blood that flowed in his veins, the heart that beat
in his breast only for her. Sometimes when she was away, he forgot that, but now she was back and he
was alive and awake again. He wanted to rush out and slay a couple of dragons just so he could lay them
at her feet.

"You look... fashionable," said Evangeline. "If you were any more colorful, everyone else would appear
to be in black and white."

"Just dressing the part," said Finlay. "Subtlety is out this season. Mind you, you should have seen some
of the stuff I wore when I was pretending to be one of the secret masters of style, and had to be
constantly on the cutting edge of fashion."

"T've seen holos. The images are irreversibly seared into my retinas. Now, what were you so mad about?
Not that Robert is continuing as head of Clan Campbell instead of you, surely?"

"Oh, hell, no. Let him be the Campbell if he wants. He'll do a much better job than I ever could. No, it's
a new world for the Families now, and he's far better suited to guide the Clan through it. Good man,
Robert. It helps that he's one of the few people who fought for the Empire to still be considered a hero.
Last man to leave his ship, defending her to the last against overwhelming odds... Maybe he can use that
image to rebuild the Family, make it what it was before Valentine destroyed it."

Evangeline nodded slowly as she heard the sudden venom in Finlay's voice when he named his enemy.
"So that's why you were so mad at Owen. Save your anger for your real enemies, dear. You'll get your
chance at Valentine."

Finlay forced a smile. "Let's talk of happier things. What brings you back so unexpectedly?"

"My mission turned out to be a bust. It was all over before I got there—agreements signed, everybody
happy. It happens that way sometimes. So here [ am. Glad to see me?"

"Let me get you out of this madhouse and home again, and I'll show you how glad I am," growled Finlay,
pulling her close again.
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Their shared laughter was a moment of real warmth in the artificial chill of polite company.

Not far away, Robert Campbell stood watching them. He wore his new Captain's uniform with a certain
stiffness. The high mortality rate in the Imperial Navy had meant sudden and rapid promotions for the few
worthy survivors, and Robert wasn't used to his new position yet. He felt somewhat like a pretender, and
kept expecting someone to burst in and say it was all a ghastly mistake, and would he please return the
uniformat once , because the real captain was waiting for it.

He smiled slightly at the familiar thought, a tall, handsome man with steady eyes and close-cropped hair.
Both hair and face had been burned away in the fires that swept the bridge of the beseigedEndurance .
He'd got away in an escape pod, but it had taken long sessions in a regeneration tank to undo the
damage to his face, and his hair was only now starting to grow out again. He thought the new look made
him appear older, more responsible, and he'd take every bit of help he could get. His new command was
theElemental , one of the few E-class starcruisers to survive the rebellion, and he was eager to officially
take charge of her and see what she could do. But... as the Campbell and head of his Clan, he was
obliged to spend a certain amount of time on Golgotha, looking out for his Family's interests first. And
that meant hobnobbing with the right people at Parliament, making the necessary connections and deals
to ensure his people wouldn't be bothered or harassed while he was away on duty aboard his ship. One
day he'd have to make the choice between his Family's needs and his military career, but that was. .. one
day.

His cousin Finlay was actually looking quite civilized, now that Evangeline had arrived to calm him down.
One day that man was going to run wild, and even Evangeline wouldn't be able to stop him. And then
there'd be blood and death and a scandal no amount of influence could hope to clear up. Finlay was just
a disaster waiting to happen. And as the Campbell and head of the Clan, Robert was going to have to
decide what to do about that. Whether he should take... steps. He sighed gently and shook his head.
Military training was fine for most things, but it was no help at all when it came to dealing with wild cards
like Finlay Campbell. There was a sudden presence at his side.

"Don't worry about Finlay, boy. Better men than you have tried to deal with him, and they're all dead
and cold in their graves while that bastard Finlay goes on untouched. There is no God."

Robert turned and smiled at Adrienne Campbell. "Then why did you marry him?"

"It was an arranged marriage, as well you know. My father arranged it. He never liked me. I'd divorce
Finlay in a moment if it wasn't for the children. I don't suppose you could arrange a nice, quiet
assassination for me, could you, dear? It would solve so many problems."

"Don't tempt me," said Robert. "Besides, who could we send against him? Owen Deathstalker? Kid
Death?"

"Don't tempt me," said Adrienne. "No, let him live. If only because his death would upset Evangeline so
much. I'm very fond of Evangeline, except for her appalling taste in men..."

They grinned at each other. Adrienne Campbell had a sharp, fiercely determined face under a mop of
curly golden hair that was the only angelic thing about her. Regarded by all as the most ferocious intriguer
in current politics, and the most dangerous, Adrienne had few real friends, and so many enemies there
was a waiting list to join. Hardworking, frighteningly intelligent, and too damned honest for her own good,
while not actually elected to any official position, Adrienne represented a number of very influential
pressure groups, and could be relied on to have an acerbic opinion about absolutely anything.
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"So, how are you settling in as Captain?" said Adrienne.

"Slow but steady. It helps that the crew are familiar with my record, and know I earned my position
through my abilities rather than my sudden fame. It's been quite a jump from Navigation officer to
Captain, but it's not like I'm taking anyone else's place. The Fleet's desperately short of experienced
officers. If only we were short of enemies. .."

"Now, don't you start," said Adrienne firmly. "I hear that every day in Parliament. There just isn't the
money or the resources at present to build the Fleet up to what it used to be. The factories are running
twenty-four-hour shifts just to produce the ships we need to keep supplies moving between the worlds,
and people starving now have to take preference over possible future threats. The rebellion was long past
necessary, but sometimes I can't help thinking we could have timed it better."

"It's the birth of a new order," said Robert. ""And birth is always painful."

Adrienne sniffed. "Don't you quote propaganda to me, boy. I helped write most of it. Oh, hell, look
who's coming over. As if I didn't have enough problems."

Robert looked around and hid a wince as he saw Finlay and Evangeline approaching. Evangeline looked
friendly, and Finlay was doing his best. Robert sensed Adrienne seething at his elbow, and leaned down
to murmur in her ear. "Take it easy. It won't kill you to be nice to him."

"Want to bet? Still, you and he should meet, Robert. I know you don't care much for each other, but
you are Family. That still means something, even in these confused days."

"He ran away from the Family to join the rebels when the Clan needed him the most, leaving me to take
over as the Campbell. A privilege I never expected and had no experience in."

"He had no choice. He had to follow his heart, and go where Evangeline went." She snorted suddenly. "I
can't believe I'm actually defending him. Even if he did save my life once. Look, he never wanted to be
the Campbell. He knew he'd make a mess of it. You were much better suited to the job. You've kept the
Family alive when Finlay would have had them go down with all guns blazing. Accept what happened
and move on. Try to mend some fences. These days we all need all the friends we can get."

The four came together in a small space that seemed to open up around them. Everyone in the vicinity
recognized a potential flashpoint when they saw one forming, and prefered to put a little distance between
them and whatever unpleasantness might occur. If only so they wouldn't get blood on their best clothes.
Evangeline and Adrienne greeted each other cheerfully, with much clasping of hands and kissing of
cheeks. Adrienne had never begrudged Finlay his mistresses, not as long as he continued to turn a blind
eye to her many amours, and had been delighted when he finally chose someone she could approve of.
The two women had developed strong links during their shared time in the underground, and discussed
Finlay scandalously behind his back. Finlay and Robert nodded formally to each other, faces utterly
impassive, and then Finlay abruptly stuck out his hand. Robert shook it, after a moment's surprise, and
the two men relaxed slightly.

"Congratulations on your new command," said Finlay. "First Campbell to make Captain in three hundred
years."

"I'll do my best to do the Family honor," said Robert. "You're... looking very sharp, Finlay."
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Finlay shrugged. "You want to play with the big boys, you have to dress the part. It's been a while since
I fought my battles with sharp words and barbed bon mots rather than cold steel, but I think I'm getting
the hang of it again. We've... been too distant, Robert. Friends and allies come and go, but Family is
forever."

"You're the one who never had much time for the Family."

"I'm trying to change that."

Robert looked into Finlay's steady gaze and then nodded slightly. "You were the one who kept a
distance. And I was too busy holding the Family together and serving in the military to search you out."

"I know that. I'm grateful for what you've done. We were on opposite sides during the rebellion, but
that's all over now. We need to stand together, or our enemies will drag us down."

Robert raised an eyebrow. "And what enemies might we have in common, exactly?"
"People like Blue Block maybe. People who want to turn the clock back, make things the way they used
to be again. You've no reason to love the old order. You suffered under it more than most. Blue Block

stood by and did nothing to stop the Wolfes when they butchered our Clan."

"And my Letitia died on what should have been our wedding day. Murdered by the Shreck in the name
of Family honor. While you stood by and did nothing to stop him."

"T was wrong," said Finlay. "I still believed in the Families then. In the honor I thought held us together. I
had to learn I was wrong the hard way. But I didn't fight and bleed in the rebellion just to see the Families
take control again behind a different mask. I'll do whatever I have to to stop them. Can I count on you to
help? Parliament may not be much, but it's the only hope we have."

"I never thought of you as a politician, somehow," said Robert.

Finlay shrugged. "It's the new battlefield. And I had to learn a new form of fighting, or die of boredom.
So, will you stand with me?"

"I'll think about it, and we'll talk further. See if we have as much in common as you think. If we do... I
think I'd be proud to have the legendary warrior Finlay Campbell at my side."

"Same here," said Finlay, smiling for the first time. They shook hands again.

"God help us, they'll be bonding next," said Adrienne. "Getting drunk in disreputable bars and telling
each other those jokes that only men think are funny."

"I think it's very sweet," Evangeline said firmly.
"Hello, Adrienne," said Finlay, putting on his best polite face and voice. "You're looking. .. very you."

"I suppose that's the nearest you'll ever get to a compliment," said Adrienne. "I see you're still using the
same tailor. Did I hear he's got himself a new guide dog?"

"You're so sharp you'll cut yourself one of these days. You and Evangeline have a good gossip, have
you?"
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"I hear you're trying to get into mainstream politics, Finlay. One word of advice. Don't. I've no doubt
you mean well, but the last thing we need is another enthusiastic amateur raising everyone's hackles and
muddying the waters. Especially someone with your temper. You can't kill your opponents just because
you're losing the debate. They have laws against that sort of thing now. Though admittedly that might add
a little excitement to the budget debates. .. Look, Finlay, I know you, though I often wish I didn't. You're
too soft-hearted for politics. It would mean too much to you. You couldn't bear to lose one argument so
you could win another later. You get out of hand in this business, and I won't be able to save you. Nor
will anyone else, for all your great exploits in the rebellion. Heroes are ten a penny these days."

"You're sounding very you as well, Addie," said Finlay. "One of these days you'll say something nice to
me, and [ may faint from the shock. I survived everything the Empire could throw at me, and the horrors
of Haceldama. I think I can handle a few politicians. Don't worry, if T have to kill anyone, I'll be sure and
do it when no one's looking."

"The trouble is, he means it," said Adrienne. "That's his idea of being diplomatic."
"In the meantime," said Finlay, "I want to see our children."

They all looked at him in surprise, including Evangeline. Adrienne shook her head slowly. "Finlay, you've
never wanted to see the children. Not even when they were born. I have to remind you to send them
birthday presents. They only know what you look like from watching the holos. And where the hell were
you when Gregor Shreck was threatening to have them killed to get at you? Give me one good reason
why I should let you anywhere near them!"

"I've been. .. feeling my mortality lately," said Finlay. "When I'm gone, all that will be left will be my
reputation and my children. I look at what the news people and the docu-dramas have made of my past,
and I don't recognize myself at all. That just leaves my children, and I'd like them at least to have some
idea of who I really was. I know I've done... questionable things, but I always thought I had a good
reason. In the past I was busy living two lives at once, and I told myself there was no room for children in
either of them. They would only have got hurt. They were safer with you. Besides, I didn't know what to
do with children. Not sure I do now. But I'd... like to try to get to know them now. If they'd like to see
me..."

Adrienne was taken aback for a moment. In all their years of marriage, she'd never heard Finlay open up
like that before. "I'll ask them," she said finally. "But it's up to them. I won't put in a word one way or
another."

"That's all I ask," said Finlay.

The four of them talked a little more, but they didn't have enough in common for small talk, and they'd
taken care of all their business. Eventually Adrienne and Robert made their excuses and moved off into
the crowd, and Finlay and Evangeline were left together.

"We've never talked about.. . children," said Evangeline quietly. "Given the lives we were leading during
the rebellion, it just wasn't possible. We were always racing off into danger and sudden death, never
knowing for sure whether we'd live to see the morrow. And afterward... you never raised the subject."

"T've been thinking about a lot of things I never did before," said Finlay. "I never wanted children with
Adrienne, but my father required it for the Family. Things are different now."
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"I couldn't bring myself to raise the subject," said Evangeline, not looking at him. "I was always afraid
you never said anything because I was just a clone. You're an aristocrat, but I'm not. Not really. Some
would say I'm not really human. And even in our marvelous new order, the marriage of an aristocrat and
a clone would be a scandal, their children an outrage. If anyone found out..."

"You're more human that most of the people I have to deal with," said Finlay. "You're worth a hundred
of them. A thousand." She sank into his embrace, her face pressed against his shoulder so he wouldn't
see the tears in her eyes. He knew they were there anyway, but carried on as though he didn't, his voice
carefully steady. "I can't marry you, Evangeline. Not because you're a clone, but because divorcing
Adrienne would distance me from people I need to be close to. Politics in our circles are still largely
dictated by old Family connections, and my position is precarious enough as it is. But you are my love,
my life—the only woman I've ever cared for. Of course we can have children, if that's what you want.
People will make allowances. They always have."

Evangeline hugged him so tightly she thought she must be hurting him, but he never said anything. When
she was sure her eyes were dry, she let go of him and stepped back. And then someone came and called
Finlay away on urgent business, and Evangeline was left alone again. She watched him go with a brave
little smile on her face, but inside, her thoughts were churning furiously. Before she could even think of
starting a family with Finlay, there was a lot she had to sort out in her life, most of it things Finlay didn't
know about, and must never know.

Finlay knew Evangeline had been cloned from a dead original, but he didn't know why. Gregor Shreck
had loved his Evangeline as a man rather than a father, and finally murdered her in a fit of rage when she
tried to run away. To cover up his crime, and have his daughter in his bed again, Gregor had the clone
made in strictest secrecy, and she became the Evangeline that Finlay came to know and love. He rescued
her from her father and helped her make a new life of her own. But he never knew just what he rescued
her from, and Evangeline could never tell him. If he ever found out, he would murder Gregor, not giving a
damn for the consequences. She couldn't let him do that. She wanted Gregor dead, wanted it with a
deep, despairing sickness of the heart, but Finlay must never know. Because it would hurt him so much.
And perhaps because, deep down, she feared he'd never feel the same way about her again once he
knew the truth.

Besides, Gregor Shreck was a powerful and dangerous man, even if he had fallen from favor just lately.
He surrounded himself with an army of private guards, and even Finlay Campbell couldn't take on a
whole army single-handed.

She couldn't risk losing him. Not now, not after they'd gone through so much to get here.
Secrets. So many secrets between two people.

And there were more. Before Gregor had disappeared behind his private army and enough corrupt
influence to keep even Parliament's hounds at bay, he'd contacted Evangeline to let her know he'd taken
her best friend, Penny DeCarlo, as his prisoner. And that dear Penny would die in horrible agony if
Evangeline didn't return to him. Finlay didn't know about that, either. She hadn't told him. Because once
again he'd go rushing off to be the hero for her sake and get himself killed. So far she'd kept Gregor at
bay by various strategems, but they'd mostly run out now. Soon she would have to find a way to rescue
Penny that didn't involve Finlay, or go back to Gregor and hope to sort out some kind of deal. Either
way had its dangers, but her time in the rebellion had hardened Evangeline. She was no longer the weak,
helpless victim that Gregor remembered. And just maybe that was a weapon she could use against him.

Not far away, someone else was watching Finlay Campbell. The esper Julian Skye had been Finlay's
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friend and disciple ever since the Campbell rescued him from the torture cells of the Imperial
interrogators. Julian still carried the scars, mental and physical, from the things that had been done to him,
but he owed his life to Finlay, and dedicated that life to the Campbell's service. The Campbell didn't get a
say in the matter. But now that Finlay had found a new life in politics, he didn't need a warrior at his side
anymore. And Julian understood nothing of politics, and cared even less.

He was currently occupying himself by portraying himself in docudramas of his times during the rebellion.
He'd never seen himself as an actor, but people had really liked watching him in the news footage Toby
and Flynn had shot, and apparently that was enough to make you a star, if not an actor. He'd never be a
major attraction, but he had an audience and a faithful following, and he made more than enough money
to indulge his few vices. It helped that the memories he'd dictated to the screenwriters had been almost
entirely fictional. The public wanted the legend, not the facts, and there was still so much of his past that
he couldn't bring himself to talk about. Very definitely including the woman who was standing not so far
away from him, that petite, dark-haired oriental beauty BB Chojiro.

He'd loved her once. Loved her, and she betrayed him to the Imperial torturers. Because he was a
rebel, and because the BB in her name stood for Blue Block, the secret inner circle of young aristos
conditioned to be loyal to the Families to the death and beyond. She still loved him, but she had to follow
her conditioning. She had said that to him in the cell of the torturers.

But now Blue Block was running the Families for their own good. And BB Chojiro was the pleasant
public face of that inner circle. She had come to Parliament, as usual, to stand quietly at the back to listen
to all that was said. Everyone knew that when she spoke, she spoke as the voice of Blue Block, and
everyone listened. If they knew what was good for them.

This was the first time Julian had dared to come to the Chamber. To be so close to BB Chojiro... Part
of him still desperately wanted to kill her for what she'd done to him, for what had been done to him
because of her. For the betrayal of everything he'd thought they had between them. And part of him
wondered if even now he'd forget all that, forgive her everything, if she would just take him in her arms
and kiss him and love him once again.

So, frightened, he stayed away. But now here he was, not ten feet away from her, and damned if he
knew why. Perhaps it was just unfinished business, as simple as that. Either way, he had come to
Parliament to see her and perhaps talk to her. And if he didn't kill her, he might just learn how to be free
of her. If that was what he really wanted. Julian had to smile. He was so messed up in the head where
BB Chojiro was concerned that it was either laugh or go mad.

She stood at ease among her advisers, smiling and listening and saying little. A tiny little doll of a woman
in a bright scarlet kimono the exact shade of her lips. Dark, straight shoulder-length hair. Huge, dark,
lustrous eyes. The most beautiful woman Julian had ever seen. He ached to hold her in his arms again, a
physical need like a hunger or an addiction. To feel her lips on his, her warm breath in his mouth... And
then maybe he'd kill her, or maybe he wouldn't. He didn't know. He hadn't decided yet.

Standing beside BB Choyjiro, unnoticed by the obsessed Julian, stood Stephanie Wolfe, sister to
Valentine, stepdaughter to Constance. Tall, blond, boyishly slim, brimming over with barely suppressed
resentments. When her late father, Jacob, had been the Wolfe, the Clan had been one of the most
powerful Families in the Empire. Then Jacob died and Valentine took over, and it all went to hell. Now
Valentine was on the run, Jacob's dead body had been transformed into a Ghost Warrior by the rogue
Als of Shub, and her beloved brother Daniel had gone off in search of it. Which meant only Constance
and Stephanie remained to represent Clan Wolfe in the highest circles.
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"I should be the Wolfe," said Stephanie, not for the first time.

"Of course you should," said BB Chojiro, flashing her a smile that meant nothing at all. "And you will be.
Blue Block has promised you this."

"You talk and talk, but nothing changes." Stephanie scowled. "Constance cannot be the Wolfe. She has
no right. I am Jacob's blood. She just married him."

"Have I mentioned recently how obsessed you are on this subject, Stephanie? Just one of the reasons
why so many of your peers currently prefer Constance as Wolfe. They see her as more. .. approachable.
We meet as little as I can arrange, but still I know your refrain so well I could practically say it along with
you. Let us please change the subject, before my ears begin to bleed. Any sign of Daniel yet?"

"No." Stephanie's scowl deepened, as honest concern changed her mouth from its sullen pout to a flat,
compressed line. Daniel was the only person apart from herself she still gave a damn about. "He was last
seen heading into the Forbidden Sector. No one seems to know how he got past the Quarantine ships.
The only thing left before him now is Shub. Poor damned fool."

"Yes. Let us wish him the comfort of a quick death."

"No! He's no threat to Shub. They'll see that and send him home again. What could they hope to gain by
hurting someone as harmless as him?"

They hurt us because they can, thought BB.Because they are artificial, living metal, and have only
hatred for all that is flesh . "Yes," she said aloud. "Let us hope for a miracle. Hope costs nothing."

Stephanie sniffed. "Whatever happens, Daniel will survive. He's a Wolfe, after all. But if the Clan is to
survive, [ must lead it. As you suggested, I have been moving, through the lower orders of the Clan,
gathering support. Many are unhappy with an outsider, not of the blood, as the Wolfe. They would
support me if I found it necessary, for the good of the Clan, to take... certain steps."

BB turned to Stephanie for the first time, and fixed her in place with her dark, unwavering gaze. "I have
said before, you are not to kill Constance, or have her killed, in any way that might be traced back to
you. The deal we made with Random prohibits such measures."

"We may have no choice," Stephanie said stubbornly. "You saw Constance talking to Owen. You know
as well as I what they were discussing. A marriage between her and the Deathstalker could put the whole
House of Wolfe under their joint control. Clan Deathstalker might even consume Clan Wolfe, and then
our name would vanish forever! That cannot be allowed. We must strike at Constance while we still can.
With Owen guarding her, we'd never be able to touch her."

"As always, you think too small, Stephanie. With Constance and Owen married, it shouldn't be too
difficult to control Owen through threats to Constance. He might not love her, but as his wife he would be
obliged to protect her, or suffer much loss of face before Society. Owen is practical enough to
understand the realities of the situation. He will cede control of Clan Wolfe to you, and then we will
control both the Wolfe and the Deathstalker Clans."

"Wait a minute," said Stephanie. "What do you mean, control Clan Deathstalker? There is only Owen.
He's the last of his line, the last Deathstalker."

"You really must learn to think of the future, Stephanie. If he marries, eventually there will be children. In
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Blue Block we always think in the long term."

"I hate it when you lecture me," snapped Stephanie. "I'm not a child. I'm not stupid. I just don't care
about anything but rebuilding my Family. Everything else has to wait. But then, you wouldn't understand
that, would you? You had all the pride in your Family brainwashed out of you once you were given to
Blue Block. Hell, they even took your name away from you."

BB Chojiro smiled gently. "I lost little and gained much. Blue Block is the sum of all the Families.
Through it we shall all attain greatness. BB is who and what [ am, who and what I have made of myself,
and I take pride in my achievement."

"Yeah, well, that's because you're a mind-wiped, totally conditioned zombie who wouldn't know an
original thought if you fell over it. What did the Families think they were doing when they created Blue
Block? You were supposed to be our ultimate weapon, to give us control over the Throne. And now we
all bow down to you. We made our own collars and fastened then around our necks without even
realizing."

"Quite," said BB Chojiro. "Now please be quiet, or I'll tug on your leash. An old friend is approaching.
Perhaps he has good news for us."

Cardinal Brendan had once been a Jesuit commando in the service of the Church of Christ the Warrior.
He killed the heretics and the ungodly, or any who dared threaten the Church's strength or position. The
Church had been the official religion of the Empire, and closely associated with the Empress Lionstone.
So when the Iron Throne was finally toppled, the Church fell with it. From the ashes of the fallen Church
arose the smaller but much more respected Church of Christ the Redeemer, a nonviolent,
charity-oriented Church led by Mother Superior Beatrice Christiana, the Saint of Technos III. Her first
official action had been a purging of the old Church's most offensive sinners, and its most disreputable
elements, but she missed Brendan. He was Blue Block, and they looked after their own. He was now
Cardinal Brendan, the Church's representative on Golgotha, and Blue Block's main agent in the new
Church.

He wasn't particularly memorable in person. Tall, dark, with a sardonic smile and an eyebrow always on
the point of rising. He dressed simply but well, and since he made a point of talking to everybody with
equal attention and favor, no one noticed that he occasionally talked quite openly with the notorious BB
Chojiro. He bowed low to BB and again, not quite so low, to Stephanie Wolfe.

"Well met, gentle ladies. To what do I owe the pleasure of this summons? Parliament usually manages to
get along just fine without my august presence."

BB calmly waved for her advisers to move away a little. They bowed and did so without protest,
stopping just out of earshot. They knew there were always plots within plots, to which even they were
not always privy. BB smiled at Cardinal Brendan.

"You are here because Owen and his friends are all here. The Maze survivors. If Blue Block is to
survive and prosper, they must be brought into the fold, or eliminated. So, since we value your opinion,
you are here to study and evaluate these four people as possible future friends or enemies. Who can be
turned or pressured, persuaded or bribed?"

"And if they really are what they're supposed to be, and aren't interested in joining us?" said Brendan.

"Then we require your most informed advice on how best to kill or dispose of them," said BB calmly.
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"You don't want much, do you?" said Brendan. "Lionstone with all her people and all her resources
couldn't handle these four, but you think we can?"

"All things are possible, given enough time and planning," said BB Chojiro. "They still think in terms of
open warfare and the clash of armies. The gun and the sword and the simple joys of slaughter. They are
as yet unexperienced in the more subtle forms of conflict. And they are, after all, so much more...
reachable now than they were before."

"They won the war against the Families," said Stephanie. "You lost. Remember?"
"We lost a battle," said BB. "The war continues, in other ways."

"Still, better watch your ass, Cardinal," said Stephanie. "Side too openly with Blue Block, or raise the ire
of one of our great rebel heroes, and Saint Bea will throw you right out of the Church, just like all the
others."

"Nothing will happen to our most loyal Cardinal," said BB. "Reports will be misfiled, paperwork lost,
rumors misdirected. Mother Beatrice hears what we wish her to hear."

"You wouldn't be the first person to underestimate Saint Bea," said Stephanie. "And most of those who
did are dead, or wish they were."

"She can't live forever," said Brendan. "And if she was to die suddenly, unexpectedly, the new Church
would be thrown into utter chaos. Just the kind of situation that Blue Block has always best profited
from. And the remnants of the old order, the Brotherhood of Steel, is still out there, though officially
suppressed, just waiting for a chance to take control of the Church again. You'd be surprised how many
of today's movers and shakers bow down to the Brotherhood in private."

"And Blue Block controls the Brotherhood of Steel," said BB Chojiro. "Saint Bea may have won the
populace's heart for the moment, but they're a fickle breed. They can always change their mind. Or have
it changed for them."

"And then Blue Block will run the Church as well as Parliament," said Brendan.

"You don't own Parliament yet," said Stephanie. "In fact, they show distressing signs of developing a will
of their own."

"It's only a matter of time," said BB calmly. "Now, why don't the two of you find something not too
incriminating to talk about, while I take care of some personal business?"

She left them standing together, trading mutually suspicious looks, and made her way gracefully through
the crowd to stand before Julian Skye. He saw her coming, and made as though to walk away, but in the
end he stood his ground and waited for her. She stopped just out of arm's reach and smiled up at him.
Julian nodded curtly, his face impassive.

"Hello, Julian," said BB in her sweetest voice. "It's been a long time since I last saw you. You're looking
good."

This last was a polite lie, and both of them knew it. Julian had never really recovered from the horrid
injuries he suffered in the interrogation cells. The late Giles Deathstalker had worked something of a
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miracle cure in him on the nightmare world of Haceldama, but it didn't last. Julian Skye hung on to what
remained of his health through grim determination, and it showed.

"Hello, BB," he said finally. "You look beautiful as always. Betrayed anyone interesting recently?"

BB shook her head. "You never did understand me, Julian. I had no choice. The moment you told me
you were a rebel, my feelings for you were swept aside and my conditioning took over. I couldn't even
warn you they were coming. | cried afterward."

"Yes," said Julian. "And then you came to me in the interrogation cells to talk me into betraying my
friends and my colleagues. You said I was scum, the lowest of the low. And then you walked away and
left me to the torturers. And all the time I was screaming, I thought of you."

"I had to say what I did. Others were listening."
"What do you want, BB?" said Julian harshly.

"I wanted... to see if we could still talk to each other. I have missed you so much, Julian. Blue Block is
my life and my purpose, but nothing ever touched my heart like you. A part of me died the day they took
you away, and I want it back. I want things to be the way they used to be again."

"You must think I'm mad! I know about Blue Block now. I know about you. You'd do anything, say
anything, to serve your precious higher cause. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on
me. You mean nothing to me anymore, BB. I cut you out of my heart, one inch at a time. It hurt like hell,
but I felt so much better once you were gone."

"Don't. Please, don't." She reached out to him with both hands, but he shrank back rather than touch
her. She dropped her hands, and her eyes filled with unshed tears. "Oh, Julian. My feelings for you were
genuine then, though I couldn't give in to them. Now things have changed. I've changed. Because of my
position. Blue Block has given me more and more freedom and room for personal initiative. At last I'm
free to follow where my heart leads. People can change; you must believe that. We could be together
again, Julian. Like we used to be, only better. There are no secrets between us anymore."

"There will always be secrets, as long as you still represent Blue Block." Julian shook his head jerkily,
fighting to keep his voice steady. "Go away, BB. Whatever game you're playing, I don't want any part of
it. What we had, what I thought we had, was never more than a dream. And I've woken up now. It took
me a long time to get over you, BB. I won't put myself through that again. Just... go. Please."

"I'll go," said BB. "I'll walk away and never see you again. Just tell me you don't love me anymore."

"BB..."

"Tell me that and I'll go. Even though I love you. Because I'd rather die than see you hurt again. Just
say... you don't love me."

"I don't love you."
"Liar," said BB Chojiro softly.

"Oh, God, of course I love you, BB. I'll always love you."
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She reached up and placed her fingertips on his mouth. "You don't have to say anymore, my darling. I
know how difficult that must have been for you. But trust me, things will be different this time. I'm free
now of many of my old constraints. Still, I think we've said enough for now. We have time... all the time
we need. Goodbye, my love. For now."

And she turned and walked away, back to Brendan and Stephanie and her advisers. Julian watched her
go, and didn't know what to say or think. She'd given every indication of being honest and genuine, but
none of that mattered, because she was Blue Block. All he knew for sure was that his heart was beating
again the way it used to, when he still knew what happiness was, when his love had been something more
than just a road to damnation. Julian Skye watched her go, and cursed himself for a fool for still believing
in happy endings.

Toby Shreck and his cameraman Flynn made the rounds of the Chamber, pressing the flesh with one
and all. It seemed everyone wanted his approval, now he was head of Imperial News. He did
on-the-spot interviews with practically everyone, and hoped to sort some gold out of the endless
practiced sound bites in the editing suite later. Politicians were born with the ability to say much while
committing themselves to as little as possible, but Toby had experience in getting them to confirm more
than they meant, and say more than they realized. Until they saw it on the news later. Toby stayed much
later than he meant to, simply because he was enjoying himself so much. This was real news gathering,
bracing old friends and enemies with the same friendly smile while digging out the truth despite everything
they could throw in his path.

Eventually the Members decided they were ready, struck their most impressive poses, and gave the
order for the door to the Chamber to be flung open. Everyone in the Chamber then rushed forward into
the House, trampling the slower moving underfoot. The two ranks of seats on either side of the open
floor were packed with MPs, till they were practically sitting on each other's laps. Previously, it had been
a miracle if a quarter of the seats had been filled at any one time, but these days the Members were all
desperate to be seen on the news. Most had upcoming elections to consider, by the new universal
electorate, and needed to be at least seen to be doing something.

The floor of the House quickly filled with people, and the air was full of flying cameras trying to elbow
each other aside for the best angles. The MPs sat carefully upright in their seats, looking down on
everyone else. Their PR people had warned them on the dangers of slouching. It made them look
undignified on camera. The MPs had also hired researchers to dig out old Parliamentary customs they
could use, from the days when Parliament still meant something, but they hadn't quite got the hang of
most of them yet. For example, nowadays all MPs proudly wore the traditional black and scarlet gowns
and powdered white periwigs, but so far no one had had the heart to point out that the gowns and wigs
came from Parliaments centuries apart.

Their latest big idea had been to appoint an official Speaker of the House, someone who owed no
allegiance to any particular party or cause, and could therefore keep order with utter impartiality. A good
idea in principle. Unfortunately, they'd chosen Elias Gutman for the job. Supposedly because he'd been
on so many sides at various times that he could truthfully be said to represent everyone's interests. In fact,
Gutman had been elected to the post because he bribed most of the MPs and intimidated the rest, a
practice that had always done well for him in the past.

It was said that Elias Gutman had a hand in every dirty deal in the Empire, though people were careful
how loudly they said it. Gutman's Family had banished him from Golgotha in his disreputable youth, and
sent him money regularly as long as he promised not to come home, an arrangement that suited both
parties. Gutman had used that money and his new freedom to become the first-class villain he'd always
known he had inside him. He had even helped fund the rebellion, just to hedge his bets.
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But so many of his Family had died fighting on both sides on Golgotha that Elias found himself made the
most senior member of his Family by default, and was invited to come home at last. He wasted no time in
barging into the political process, sensing that this was where the real power and wealth would be in the
new Empire. And now Elias Gutman was Speaker, with power to decide who was and who was not
allowed to be heard in Parliament. Many MPs had been heard to ask how they got themselves in that
position. But they were careful to say it very quietly.

Even more unfortunately for all concerned, Parliament had made this important appointment while Owen
Deathstalker was oft chasing Valentine Wolfe and his cronies. Everyone was waiting to see what his
reaction was going to be, torn between a desire for the best seat and a very real need to keep their heads
well down, or at the very least out of the range of fire. Owen didn't disappoint them. The moment the
Chamber doors opened, he surged furiously forward into the House, Hazel striding cheerfully along
beside him. Owen ignored the plaintive cries of the stewards as they tried to steer him to the assigned
public area, and headed straight for Gutman, sitting on a raised platform between the two ranks of seats.

Two armed guards moved forward to block his way. Owen punched out one, kicked the other in the
groin, and just kept going. Hazel followed on behind, stepping gracefully over the groaning bodies on the
floor. Gutman stirred just a little uneasily on his seat. He had arranged other, hidden protections, but
suddenly face to face with the Deathstalker, he wasn't quite as sure of their efficacy as he had been.
Owen came to a halt directly beneath Gutman's raised seat and glared up at him.

"All right, what mentally deficient bunch of dickless wonders elected this crook as Speaker? I turn my
back on you for five minutes, and you throw open the doors and invite the fox into the henhouse. Why
didn't you hand over the crown jewels to him as well while you were at it? In fact, I think I'll check them
right after I leave here, and if just one piece is missing, someone is going to suffer, and it sure as hell isn't
going to be me. WhyGutman , of all people? If there's any vile trade in the Empire that he hasn't profited
from, it's only because he hasn't found out about it yet. The man deals in death and suffering; God knows
how much blood he has on his hands."

"And how many have died at yours, sir Deathstalker?" said Gutman smoothly. "We've all had to do
distressing things to get where we are today. But this is, after all, supposed to be a new order. A chance
for everyone to remake themselves anew. To build new lives and careers, entirely separate from what
their old history might have been. Or don't you believe in second chances? In redemption?"

"Not where you're concerned," said Owen flatly. "Grendels will turn vegetarian before you reform. I
know you, Gutman."

"The fact remains," Elias Gutman said easily, "that [ have been freely elected to my position as Speaker
of the House by these good men and women present. Or are you defying their authority?"

"Don't try to twist this!" said Owen, his voice rising angrily in spite of himself. "I didn't spend years on the
run as an outlaw, and wade through blood and slaughter in the streets of Golgotha, just to see power
handed over to such as you! I don't know how you managed to escape the war trials, Gutman, but you
won't escape me. Now, come down off that seat or I'll come up and get you."

"You can't touch me. I have the protection of Parliament. The people you yourself helped place in
power. Have you no faith in your own creation?"

"Not when they screw up this badly."
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"So you place yourself above their authority? Just like the aristocrats you threw down because you said
they abused their power. Can anyone spot the irony here? You're not a hero anymore, Deathstalker,
making up your own rules as you go along. You're just another citizen of the Empire, subject to the
authority of the people, as expressed through Parliament."

"To hell with that! I never needed a Parliament to tell me what was right and wrong! Now, get down
here or I'll kill you where you sit!"

"You defy Parliament's will!"
"To hell with them! I'll tear down this whole House around your ears if that's what it takes!"

Armed guards came running from all sides as the MPs broke into an excited babble. With anyone else,
what they'd heard might just have been empty threats, but this was Owen Deathstalker. He might just do
it. Gutman gripped the arms of his chair tightly, but kept his face calm. He'd manipulated the Deathstalker
into losing his temper and undermining his heroic image. Now all he had to do was live through it.

"Typical Deathstalker threat," he said steadily, making sure his voice was heard over the rising hubbub.
"To hell with how many die as long as he gets his way. I suppose we shouldn't be surprised. It was after
all his ancestor, the first Deathstalker, who activated the Darkvoid Device and murdered untold billions of
innocents."

Hazel clung grimly to Owen's arm so he couldn't draw his disrupter. The surrounding guards looked on
anxiously. Hazel grabbed Owen by the chin with one hand and forced his face around to meet hers.
"Don't, Owen. You'd have to kill a lot of innocent men before you got to Gutman."

Owen jerked his face out of her hand and glared at her, breathing hard. "I thought you at least would
understand.”

"I do, Owen, I do. But this isn't the time or the place."

It had gone very quiet in the House. Everyone was waiting to see what the Deathstalker would do. The
guards were careful to do nothing that might provoke him into action. Owen looked slowly about him and
then some of the anger went out of him, and he let his hand drop away from the disrupter at his side.
There was the sound of a great many people releasing held breaths. Owen nodded to Hazel.

"What are things coming to, when you have to lecture me on restraint? But you're right; there'll be a
better time."

He turned his back on Gutman and strode off to join the watching crowd in the appointed area. Hazel
gave Gutman a hard look and then hurried after Owen, just in case. Not far away, Jack Random and
Ruby Journey were applauding. A great many others looked as though they would have liked to. The
guards lowered their weapons, picked up their two fallen fellows, and retreated as fast as honor would
allow. Toby Shreck grinned from ear to ear, confident that Flynn had got it all on tape.

Elias Gutman waited a moment to be sure his voice was steady, and then opened the session's
proceedings with an emotional speech composed entirely of stirring sound bites. Everyone present
applauded the speech for being short, and then Parliament finally got down to business. First on the
agenda was a report from the cyberats currently investigating Golgotha's Computer Matrix for signs of
infiltration by the rogue Als of Shub.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

A viewscreen appeared before the assembled Parliament and audience, floating in midair. Vivid colors
flashed across the screen, and then resolved into the head and shoulders of whoever was acting as
spokesperson for the cyberats today. They tended to be rather relaxed about such matters, having little
concern for the demands of the world outside their precious computers. The cyberats lived for the time
they spent immersed in cyberspace, and never appeared in public if they could help it. Anyone who'd
ever seen one knew why immediately. They had enough tech implants, add-ons, and cutting-edge options
to technically qualify as cyborgs, and their personal habits occasionally bordered on disgusting. They
cared only for tech and what it could do for them, and often forgot or disregarded the needs of the mere
meat they lived in.

The current representative, who rejoiced in the code name of Wired Bunny, looked like he'd died
several days ago and been dug up especially to make this report. His skin was a dusty gray, and his face
was sharp and bony to the point of emaciation. A nutrient tube was plugged into a vein in his neck, and a
computer jack disappeared into his empty right eye socket. He smiled vaguely at his audience, revealing
a set of truly awful teeth.

"Like, wow, so many people in one place. I can dig the ambience from here. Greetings and salutations,
meat people, this is the very heavy-metal dude Wired Bunny making nice with you. Hallelujah, let's all
speak in tongues! Power to the people who believe they're real, and to those still thinking about it. To
everyone else, the secret is to bang the neurons together, guys. Me and my totally buzzed-in associates
have been surfing the silicon in the Matrix in search of those utterly bad metal mothers from the place we
don't mention, and so far I have to tell you we've found utterly squat. Zip, de nada, less than zero. Lots of
signs that something mega's been and gone, but don't ask who or what or where, unless you want a lot of
technical speak that even we don't understand half the time, because we're having to make it up as we go
along. We're the frontier, people, and it sure is strange out here.

"'Course, it hasn't helped that large areas are marked off limits by the larger business constructs.
Paranoia city, cousins. We'll break through eventually, if only because we do so love a challenge, but it is
slowing us down some. Don't suppose you heavy business dudes would care to volunteer the entry
codes? No? Didn't think so. Damn, these negative vibes are freaking me out. Hold on while I boost my
endorphins again. Oooh... groovy. You guys talk among yourselves for a bit. I think I'm going to have a
little lie-down and fry a few brain cells I'm not currently using. Wow, the colors, man."

"Wait!" said Elias Gutman. "Haven't you anything useful you can tell us?"

"Oh, sure, large dude, I like entirely forgot. [ wrote it on a post-it somewhere... ah. Beware the
dragon's teeth. Cool. Over and out and gone, man."

The viewscreen disappeared, taking the cyberat with it. There was a long pause. Gutman looked at
Owen. "As I recall, you recommended these. .. people, sir Deathstalker."

Owen shrugged. "They're weird, but they know their business. Spending enough time in the Matrix will
drive anyone crazy, and these people go there for fun. If the Als have left any trace of what they've been
doing, these are the only people who have any chance of detecting them. And we have to know. The Als
said they'd infiltrated all the major human businesses, and have been manipulating our economy to their
own ends. Now, they could have been just saying that for the panic it would cause, but we can't take any
chances. If it is true, we need to know how far the infiltration has gone, and how long it's been going on,
before we can even start to put things right."

Gutman nodded reluctantly, his face impassive. "But your own... expert said none of the cyberats have
been able to find any traces of outside meddling."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"If there's one thing Shub knows better than us, it's computers. They'd have hidden their tracks in places
normal humans wouldn't even think to look. Luckily, the cyberats aren't even remotely normal."

"At last you've chanced upon something we can agree on," said Gutman heavily. "I only wish I shared
your confidence in these. .. people. Perhaps you could now enlighten this House with your best guesses
as to what thesedragon's teeth are that we're supposed to beware."

"I would have thought that was obvious even to you, Gutman. The Als also claimed they'd been ripping
the minds out of people as they entered the Matrix and substituting their own thoughts. The dragon's teeth
are the people walking among us who are no longer people, wearing men's faces but thinking Shub's
thoughts. The perfect spies, even less detectable than Furies. We have no way of knowing how many
there may be out there, or how deeply our security has been penetrated."

"Which brings us very neatly to my petition before the House," said a harsh voice from the crowd.
People looked around to see who it was, and then backed hastily away as they recognized the short
blond with the eyes cold as death. Once her name had been Jenny Psycho, and she had been an avatar
of the mysterious and enigmatic uber-esper Mater Mundi, Our Mother of All Souls. Power beyond hope
and reason had burned in Jenny Psycho, and the air around her had crackled with potential. She was no
longer all that she had been, abandoned by the Mater Mundi, and had now reverted to her old name of
Diana Vertue, but she was still a power to be reckoned with, and most people had the good sense to be
very nervous when she was around. These days she represented the esper underground in Parliament,
mainly because everyone else in the underground was too worried by her to disagree. She made her way
forward through the crowd, and people hurried to get out of her way. She stopped before Owen, who
bowed politely to her. Truth be told, she worried him a little too, but he didn't believe in letting people see
things like that.

"Hello, Diana. You're looking very normal. What petition might this be?"

"To have all the esp-blockers removed from Parliament so we can scan the minds of all present to find
out if everyone is who they claim to be." Diana's voice was harsh and ragged, and utterly intimidating.
She'd damaged her throat screaming in Golgotha's prison cells, and it had never really recovered. "The
esp-blockers must go. It's not just Shub we have to worry about. Remember the shape-changing alien
that turned up at Court? It mimicked a man so exactly that even his friends couldn't tell the difference.
The only way we can maintain real security in Parliament is by mass esp-screening, with no abstentions
permitted. Seems a perfectly reasonable request to me."

"That's because you're weird," said Gutman, and practically everyone nodded in agreement. "What you
suggest is totally unacceptable. Everyone is entitled to the inviolability of their own mind."

"For once I have to agree," said Owen. "We all have secrets that must be kept to ourselves. Even if
they're really only important to us. Or perhaps especially those. But I do see your point. Maybe we could
work out some kind of voluntary system..."

"Go right ahead," said Gutman. "You first."

Owen smiled slightly despite himself. "Let's pass this one on to the Church. They have experience with
confessionals."

"We'll take it under advisement," said Gutman. "And if that doesn't suit you, esper Vertue, feel free to
take it up with the appropriate subcommittee. At some other time. However, this does lead neatly on to
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our next piece of business. As part of the deal Jack Random thrashed out with the Families, clones and
espers are not longer property but citizens in their own right. Laudable and just as that may have been, it
has led to certain unexpected problems. For centuries trade and industry throughout the Empire was
based on the unlimited availability of clone and esper labor. They now have to be replaced by paid
workers or new technology, both of which are proving extremely expensive. Change is always costly,
and someone's got to pay for it all.

"Since we've finally got the tax computers working again"—and here Gutman and everyone else paused
to glare at those responsible for the computers' destruction, namely Owen and Hazel, who smiled and
nodded modestly—"our first thought was a rise in the basic rate of income tax. But the general mass of
citizens quickly made it very clear that they regarded this as a very bad idea. They suggested the
aristocracy, as the wealthiest among us, should shoulder the bill. The Clans not unreasonably pointed out
that their loss of power and control through Random's deal had already reduced many of them to near
pauperism, and they really didn't think it was fair that they should be punished any further. Dark hints
were dropped about the collapse of Family industries if they were pressed any further, with all the mass
unemployment that would cause. Extensive discussions, negotiations, and any number of committees have
quite failed to reach any useful conclusions."

"He makes even longer speeches than you do, Owen," murmured Hazel. "I'm impressed."

"And you needn't look to the undergrounds either." said Diana. "We're already having to support the
families of clones and espers thrown out of work by new technology. While they were property, the
Clans supported their essential needs. Now they're free citizens, the Clans have washed their hands of
them. Freedom's all very well, but it doesn't put food on the table."

Owen thought he'd never heard so many people being so ungrateful, and felt like saying so. But he
didn't, because he just knew they'd find some way of blaming it all on him. And because he didn't know
who should pay for it all either. Economics had never been his strong point. He was a warrior, not an
accountant. He looked at Hazel, who shrugged.

"Don't ask me. My only ideas for a fairer redistribution of wealth involved becoming a pirate and a
clonelegger. Neither of which worked out particularly well."

"The problem is the rate of change in the Empire," said Diana Vertue. "It's too slow."
"The problem is it's too fast," said Gutman.
"You would say that," said Diana. "It's you and your kind who have the most to lose."

"We're just concerned about changing too rapidly from a system based on people to one based on tech.
We don't want to end up like Shub."

Diana scowled intimidatingly. "That's just a smoke screen, Gutman. The undergrounds don't want clones
and espers replaced by tech, just better working conditions and an equitable day's pay. You're just
changing to tech to avoid that."

"Which brings us neatly back to money," said Gutman, leaning back in his chair and looking out over the
assembled crowd. "With everything in turmoil, and our economy running wild with no one at the helm,
inflation has shot through the roof. Prices are rising everywhere, even on the most stable planets. Savings
have been wiped out. Banks have collapsed. The Families are doing all they can, but the only thing they
all agree on is that things are bound to get worse before they get better. Whatever else you can say about
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the old order, it always maintained the value of credit. Even if the Empress had to hang a few bankers to
make her point."

"How about a tax on pompous windbags?" Hazel suggested sweetly. "Or a windfall tax on those who
managed to profit very nicely from the changing situation? That ought to raise a fair amount of cash."

A great many of those present growled and muttered among themselves, but no one had the nerve to
demand Hazel retract her comment.

"Please let us all try to refrain from personal attacks," said Gutman severely. "I think it might be best if
we were to move on to the next order of business."

"But nothing's been decided about the last question!" Owen objected.

"I said, we're moving on," said Gutman. "As Speaker I am in charge of the agenda."
"T told you," said Owen, glaring about him. "I warned you this would happen."

"I could have you removed," said Gutman.

"You could try," said Owen.

"Please," said Hazel.

"We will now move on to the next order of business," said Gutman. "General Beckett, officer in charge
of the Imperial Fleet, is waiting most patiently to address us."

A floating viewscreen appeared in midair almost immediately, as though it had just been waiting for its
cue, and General Shaw Beckett scowled impartially out of the screen at one and all. His large, square
head was set upon a pair of massive shoulders, though most of his intimidating bulk remained out of sight.
His uniform was stretched tightly across his great frame, strewn with medals beyond counting. His wide
mouth was set and stern, his dark eyes unwavering. As always, he was smoking a large cigar, and
paused occasionally to blow smoke at the camera.

"About time you got around to me. Right, pay attention, and take notes if you have to, because I'm
damned if I'm going through this again. Ever since the Fleet was blown apart during the rebellion by
outlaw ships and those bloody Hadenmen vessels, we've been struggling to operate a bare skeleton
service. Most of the starcruisers are gone, D and E class, and we're having to rely on destroyers and
revamped frigates to carry a workload they were never intended to handle. We're short of crew too.
There are plenty of volunteers, but it takes time to train real crewmen. Can't let just anyone loose on a
starship.

"We're using the larger ships to protect food routes to the hardest-hit planets. There are lots of hungry
people out there, but so far we've managed to avoid large areas of actual famine. Pirates have been a
problem, attacking the convoys to sustain their black markets. We kill them as fast as we can catch them,
but there are always more. What ships we have left over are on patrol, mostly out on the Rim, watching
for the insect ships."

His face disappeared from the screen, replaced by the familiar sight of an alien ship. It resembled a huge
ball of sticky white webbing tangled together, tightly compacted. Weapons and force shields of unfamiliar
design were there, unseen. One such ship had murdered every living soul in an isolated Imperial Base,
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and then almost destroyed Golgotha's main cities before Captain Silence and his crew destroyed it. No
one knew where the alien ship had come from, or what they wanted. The only certainty about the aliens
was their murderous intentions. The image of the ship disappeared, replaced by General Beckett again.

"Given the limited number of ships at my disposal, I cannot risk launching any kind of preemptive strike.
All T can do is respond to alien attacks, drive the ships off, and then try to clean up the mess they've left
behind. So far we've been lucky enough to avoid the major destruction and slaughter the first ship
brought to Golgotha, but luck has a nasty habit of running out. The bottom line is, people are dying out
here on the Rim, and there's damn all I can do about it! I must have more ships!"

"We're building them as fast as we can, General," Gutman said sharply. "But there are difficulties. There
won't be any more E-class ships until we can establish a new stardrive factory to replace the one
destroyed in the rebellion. And come up with something to replace the clones who previously performed
the dangerous task of actually assembling the drive. And, of course, even D-class ships are horrendously
expensive, at a time when every expense has to be weighed and justified. As long as the alien ships don't
pose an immediate threat to the main Empire—"

"You'll sacrifice the people of the Rim planets to avoid having to raise taxes on everyone else." Beckett
snarled openly at the camera. "Rulers come and rulers go, but nothing really changes. Look, the insects
came to Golgotha once, and right now we don't have anything to stop them making a return visit. We still
don't know where they came from; they just appear out of nowhere, make their attack, and then
disappear again."

"As long as we keep them from getting too annoyed with us, there's a real chance they will confine their
attacks to the Rim," said Gutman. "A bleak philosophy, I'll admit, but in these desperate times we have
no choice but to think in terms of the greatest good for the greatest number. We are not abandoning the
Rim worlds. We authorize you to remain where you are, and give them all the protection you can. As
soon as new ships are available, they will be sent to join you. But that's all I can offer you. Now, unless
you have anything else to bring up—"

"As it happens, I do," said Beckett. "There's something. .. happening out here on the Rim. Disturbing
reports have been coming in from all along the Rim, concerning the Darkvoid. There are reports of...
things coming out of the darkness. Voices of the dead crying warnings. Visions of wonders and
nightmares, fleeting contacts with things that come and go in a moment. Espers have had dreams of a
door opening and closing, and something awful peering through. There've been too many reports, from
normally trustworthy sources, for me to just dismiss them. I am forced to the only logical conclusion.
There's something alive in the Darkvoid."

For a long moment everyone was quiet. In the nine hundred and more years since the original
Deathstalker used the Darkvoid Device, no one had really learned anything more about the vast area of
utter night called the Darkvoid, save that ships which went into it rarely returned. Gutman turned to Owen
and Hazel.

"Sir Deathstalker, you and Miss d'Ark were the last people to travel deep into the Darkvoid and return.
Perhaps you could... shed a little light on this phenomenon?"

"This is all news to me," said Owen. "We never encountered anything like that. Just because my ancestor
created the Darkvoid Device, it doesn't mean I'm any more of an expert than anyone else. If Giles kept
any secrets about the Darkvoid, he never passed them on to me. But I really don't see how anyone or
anything could be alive in there. There's nothing left in the Darkvoid to support life. No light, no heat,
nothing to feed on... how could anything exist there?"
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"Not life as we know it," said Beckett from the viewscreen. "But who knows what nightmares might be
lurking in the darkness, birthed in that moment of mass slaughter and utter horror?"

"That's ridiculous!" said Owen.

"Is 1t?" said Beckett. "When you went into the Darkvoid, you came back with the revived Hadenmen, an
old horror we thought we were well rid of. There could be anything in that darkness. Anything at all."

Everyone was looking at Owen and Hazel, but they said nothing. There were things they knew about the
nature and cause of the Darkvoid that no one else knew, but they had sworn long ago, for very good
reasons, to keep those secrets to themselves. Besides, there was no obvious link between what they
knew and the phenomenon Beckett had described. Or so they hoped.

"Speaking of the Hadenmen," said Beckett after the silence had dragged on for a while, "we come to the
last part of my report. I think we were all somewhat surprised when the revived Hadenmen joined the
rebel forces to overthrow the Empress, and we were even more surprised when we discovered the
augmented men were actually obeying orders, and taking prisoners when the Empire forces surrendered
rather than just butchering them all, as they did in the past. They were, after all, the official Enemies of
Humanity until the Als of Shub replaced them in that role.

"You assured us they had reformed, sir Deathstalker. You said we could work with them. We should
have known better. We should never have trusted cyborgs, men who threw away their humanity in the
search for perfection through tech, who launched the great Crusade of the Genetic Church, dedicated to
destroying Humanity and replacing us with themselves. The men machines in their golden ships. The
butchers of Brahmin II. Well, sir Deathstalker, your old allies have returned to Brahmin II, destroyed
their defenses, and taken control of the planet and its population. They've renamed it New Haden and
surrounded it with a blockade of their golden ships. The few reports that got out before all
communication was cut off said the Hadenmen had been experimenting on the prisoners they'd taken,
turning them into new, improved Hadenmen.

"We have no idea of what's happening down there now. And since we don't have a hope in hell of
getting past the golden ships, we have no way of rescuing the people of Brahmin II. Unless, of course,
the Deathstalker has some ideas? He is, after all, the man who loosed the Hadenmen on Humanity
again!"

A rising growl of anger moved through Parliament, from the MPs to those gathered watching on the floor
of the House. It was a disturbed, dangerous sound, and only died reluctantly away when Owen glared
about him. "They were a necessary evil," he said flatly. "We couldn't have defeated Lionstone's Fleet
without them. Ask General Beckett. I had... hopes the augmented men had moved on beyond their old
agendas. [ knew one Hadenman who was as fine a man as any I ever met. But it seems | have been
betrayed again by those I placed my faith in. Still, let's not exaggerate the dangers of the situation. They
hold only one planet, and as yet they don't have enough forces to do anything but defend it."

"Are you suggesting we abandon the people of Brahmin II, to be turned into monstrosities?" said
Gutman. "I don't think the Empire would stand for that."

"Why not?" said Owen. "Isn't that what you were proposing to do with the people of the Rim planets?
Sacrificing the few in the name of the many? But no, Gutman, I'm not suggesting we write off Brahmin II's
population, if only because the Hadenmen might eventually create a whole new army out of them. Hazel
and I will go to Brahmin II, alone, and see what we can do to rectify the situation. Because I am, after all,
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responsible.”

"Hold everything," said Hazel. "When did I volunteer to go on this suicide run?"
"Well, you don't want to miss out on all the fun, do you?"

"There is that," said Hazel. "I just like to be asked, that's all."

"The House gratefully accepts your proposal,” said Gutman. "And wishes you all good fortune. Because
you're going to need it. Is this acceptable to you, General Beckett?"

"Damn right," said Beckett. "It's his mess; let him clean it up. But just in case they fail, we'd better
consider the practicalities of scorching the whole damn planet, and hope we get as many of the inhuman
bastards as possible before they can escape. Beckett out."

The viewscreen disappeared, taking Beckett with it. Parliament muttered quietly among itself. Gutman
smiled down at Owen, who braced himself. Something bad was coming his way. He could just feel it.
Gutman leaned forward, his voice entirely reasonable. "But before you leave us, sir Deathstalker, we feel
there are a few questions we would like answered, concerning the various war criminals this House has
sent you after. We can't help noticing that you do tend to bring them in dead rather than alive."

"For some reason they don't seem to think they'll get a fair trial here on Golgotha," said Owen. "The fact
that not one accused war criminal has been found innocent by these trials of yours has not escaped them.
So, not unexpectedly, they tend to fight to the death rather than be taken. Don't blame us for a situation
you've created."”

"We prepare our cases very thoroughly," said Gutman smoothly. "We find them guilty because they are
guilty. Surely you don't think I'd allow my fellow ex-aristocrats to be falsely accused?"

"This from the man who killed his own father to get on," said Hazel. "Pause, for sustained hollow
laughter."

Gutman shrugged. "Things were different then. I am a different man now. Or don't you believe people
can change, my dear ex-pirate and ex-clonelegger?"

Hazel scowled but said nothing, for which Owen was very grateful.

"The war trials exist to show the people of the Empire that justice is being served," said Gutman.
"They exist because they're popular," said Owen. "People need scapegoats. What are you going to do
when you run out of the real villains, Gutman? Going to start investigating anyone who dares disagree
with this new order of yours?"

"Only the guilty need fear the people's justice," said Gutman.

"And you decide who's guilty."

"Parliament decides."

"And you speak for Parliament," said Owen. "How utterly convenient."
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"Let us move on," said Gutman. "Next on the agenda is a proposal which I think will guarantee some
lively debate. I'm sure I don't need to remind most of you that many seats will be contested shortly in the
first free elections since the fall of the Iron Throne. What you may not be aware of is that many
ex-aristocrats have expressed their intention to stand for many of these seats."

"No way in Hell!" said Owen, his voice rising sharply over the growing murmurs around him. "The deal
Random made was clear; the Families renounced political power in return for being allowed to survive as
financial institutions. Let them get into Parliament, through bribes and intimidation as likely as not, and
they'll just end up running things again!"

"You really must learn to curb your paranoia, sir Deathstalker," said a chilly voice, and everyone turned
to look. Grace Shreck met their collective gaze with a mein of cool indifference, her nose stuck firmly in
the air. Since Gregor's forced withdrawal from public scrutiny, his older sister had taken over as head of
the Family and, to everyone's surprise, had done an excellent job of it. Toby and Evangeline had both
been too busy and too reluctant to take over as the Shreck, so the position had fallen to Grace pretty
much by default. Her time in the limelight seemed to have agreed with her.

Long, tall, and more than fashionably thin, with a pale swan-like neck, a pinched face, and a massive pile
of white hair stacked on top of her head in an old-fashioned and frankly precarious-looking style, Grace
made a striking picture among the more colorful birds of prey surrounding her. Ancient and austere,
Grace hadn't been out in public regularly for years. She'd hated attending Court, and only did so when
bulled into it by Gregor.

But she'd taken to the less formal and infinitely less dangerous Parliament with astonishing ease, and was
now a spokesperson for many of the older Families, who trusted her precisely because she'd been out of
touch for so long, and therefore had no attachments to any particular Clan or cause. She wore clothes so
old-fashioned they'd actually come back into style again, and possessed a quiet poise and brittle wit that
had won her the respect of many. The acceptable face of the ex-aristocrats, the holo audiences adored
her and would listen to arguments from her they would have shouted down from any other aristo.

"Everyone has a right to stand for Parliament," Grace said primly. "A democratic right. Isn't that one of
the things you claimed to be fighting for, sir Deathstalker, that everyone should be treated equally?
Ex-aristocrats have as much a right to be heard as anyone else. After all, you yourself were once a Lord.
Are you saying you should be banned too, your voice no longer heard? You are not the only member of
a Family to understand the concepts of redemption and atonement."

Owen scowled. "I could have taken power. I chose not to."

"How very... noble of you. But who is to say you might not change your mind in the future? I really
cannot see what all the fuss is about. We are talking about free elections, taking place under safeguards
you yourself helped to set up, with people voting according to their own consciences. If some of them
choose to place their trust in a member of a Family to represent them in Parliament, that is their business
and no one else's."

"[t's not as simple as that, and you know it." Diana Vertue glared across the floor of the House at Grace
Shreck, who smiled condescendingly back. Diana's scowl deepened, but she kept her temper under
control. "The espers will not again place themselves under the power of those who once treated them as
property. Who mistreated, abused, and murdered them at will."

"The excesses of the past are deeply regretted," said Grace calmly. "All the Families understand they
have to prove their worth and place in the new order, and none of us are foolish enough to risk that place
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by resuming old and discredited practices. We must all learn to look to the future. The Families have
much to offer. Everyone here understands the terrible events in your past, esper Vertue, that left you
physically and mentally scarred, but we cannot allow one woman's obsessions to stand in the way of
progress."

Diana clung grimly to her self-control. This wasn't the first time Grace had sought to undermine her
arguments by referring to her past as Jenny Psycho, when her mental stability had been. .. somewhat
changeable. She couldn't respond to the accusation directly (A4// right, I was crazy then, but I'm better
nowdidn't exactly inspire confidence), so as always she ignored the insult and bulled on regardless.

"The espers will never bow down to aristos again. We broke free of our chains through blood and
suffering and the sacrifice of many; we will not be shackled again."

"Pretty rhetoric," said Grace, "but essentially meaningless. This talk of masters and slaves is from the
past; let it stay buried there. The rest of us have moved on. And, as I have pointed out in this House
before, I dispute your claim to speak for all espers. You distanced yourself from the official underground
leadership when you began speaking openly of your distrust of the Mater Mundi, and your following
among the rank and file is not what it was. You speak only for yourself these days, esper Vertue."

"Then let's talk about Blue Block," said Finlay Campbell, and everyone's head snapped around to look
at him. Finlay didn't often speak out in Parliament, but when he did everybody listened. The floating
cameras overhead rushed to zoom in on him. Finlay smiled coldly across at BB Chojiro and her people.
"How can we trust the Families when most of them are still under the influence of a once secret
organization, Blue Block? Their motivations, like their background, remain largely unknown."

BB Chojiro stepped forward, her voice rising sweetly in the quiet. "The fact that we are no longer secret
should put an end to most of those fears. Yes, in the past we were created to be the Clans' personal
assassins, deadly agents to be aimed at their enemies, but we have evolved beyond that. And you, of all
people, have no right to criticize us. How much blood is there on your hands, sir Campbell? How many
died under your blade?"

"Not enough, apparently," said Finlay, and everyone shuddered just a little at the bleakness in his voice.

"I think we've taken this argument as far as we can go for the moment," said Gutman. "Let us move on,
please. We have a holomessage from her Holiness, Mother Superior Beatrice Christiana. She is too busy
overseeing relief work on Lachrymae Christi to speak to us in person, but she recorded this message for
us earlier."

He gave a sign, and a viewscreen appeared floating in midair. Beatrice's head and shoulders filled the
screen, her white cowl surrounding her tired face like a halo. There were dark smudges under her eyes,
and when she spoke her voice was ragged with exhaustion. "T'll keep this short, because we're up to our
lower lip in work and sinking fast. The war has left half the planets in the Empire existing at barely
subsistence levels. Only Beckett's food ships are holding off mass starvation. Social, political, and
business structures have collapsed everywhere, and people are dying from lack of food, shelter, and
medical supplies.

"The Church is overseeing relief work everywhere it can, but our funds and our people are limited.
Parliament must make more funds available to us, or whole populations will revert to barbarism or worse.
Millions are already dying. Millions more will die if something isn't done soon. The Church's work these
days is wholly concerned with charity; you have my personal assurance that all monies voted to us will go
directly to ease the suffering of the needy. Help us, please. Help us to help those who need us."
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The screen went blank and disappeared. There was a certain amount of uncomfortable stirring. Golgotha
had taken its wounds during the rebellion, but in the end had come through largely unscathed. It was easy
to forget that many others had not been so lucky. Elias Gutman leaned forward in his chair. "We will of
course take Her Holiness's request under advisement. Though once again I must point out that there are
many calls on Parliament's limited resources. We will consider the matter further in this House once the
appropriate committee has made its report. But now we have one last piece of business to discuss.
Something that I think practically everyone here can agree on is our need for an official head of state,
someone to personally represent the government to the people. After much discussion in many
committees, it has been decided that we should appoint a constitutional monarch."

There was an immediate uproar. Everyone wanted to speak at once, and no one was willing to back
down. Gutman tried to wave them to silence, but for once was completely ignored. So he sat back in his
chair and just let them get on with it. Owen stood silently in the midst of the hubbub and thought about it.
Even though he'd destroyed the Iron Throne, the crown still existed, and legally he supposed there was
nothing to prevent Parliament from appointing a new Emperor, if they were stupid enough to do so. He
felt very tired. He'd been through so much to overthrow Lionstone, but more and more he was beginning
to wonder if all his efforts had been for nothing.

The noise finally died down, and Gutman was able to make himself heard again. "Nothing will be
decided without this House's full approval! We are suggesting a purelyconstitutional monarch, with no
actual power or legal authority. A figurehead whose duties would be entirely public and social in nature.
It would, of course, have to be someone that everyone could trust and support. After extensive
discussion the committees came up with what I think you will all agree is the only suitable choice: Owen
Deathstalker!"

There was an uproar all over again, and a great deal of more or less spontaneous applause, from those
who approved of honoring such a great hero to those who saw the advantages of removing the
Deathstalker from the political process once and for all. Owen was shocked to silence for a long
moment, and then his voice rose above the general roar, cutting it off immediately.

"No way in hell! If I'd wanted to make myself Emperor, I could have done so when I overthrew
Lionstone. I didn't want the crown then, and I don't want it now!"

Gutman smiled easily. "Most people here seem to think it's a good idea, and an honor you richly
deserve. And who is more suitable to be a constitutional monarch than a man who openly says he has no
interest in power? Though we may have our differences, sir Deathstalker, I do not hesitate to
acknowledge all you have done to make this democracy possible. Who better to represent it? And think
on this, sir Deathstalker; if not you, who? A Campbell perhaps? Or a Wolfe? Or a Shreck? You are
perhaps the only aristocrat who could come to the crown without an agenda. Come, Owen, you have
always known your duty. Think about it."

Owen nodded stiffly, still scowling. Hazel looked at him, and her face showed nothing, nothing at all.

Then there was a new disturbance at the back of the crowd, and people fell back as two men bulled
through, heading implacably for the open floor of the House. Everyone recognized Captain John Silence,
but the dark and brooding figure at his side was a mystery. Once Silence's companion would have been
Investigator Frost, as attached to him as his shadow, but she had died defending the Empire, struck
down by that notorious traitor Kit Summerlsle. The new figure was, if anything, even more disturbing
than Frost had been, and people looked away, unable to meet his eyes. And then some people
recognized what the man in black was holding, and a shocked murmur ran through the crowd. It was a
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power lance, a banned weapon from the old days of Empire, banned because it could make an esper so
strong that no one could hope to stand against him. It was death just to own one.

Captain Silence stood at the front of the crowd and nodded brusquely to the House. He was a tall man
in his late forties, with a thickening waistline and a receding hairline, and eyes that had seen far too much,
but had never been able to look away. One of the few who had fought for the Empire to nonetheless
emerge a genuine hero, he'd kept his head down since then. There were many on both sides who would
have liked to remove such a powerful figure from the game, but he was too potentially useful to be taken
off the board just yet. Never knew when you might need someone for a last-ditch suicide run. And now
here he was, unannounced and unexpected. The crowd went very quiet, and waited for him to speak.
Silence nodded brusquely to Gutman.

"Sorry to burst in, but this won't wait. I've just returned from the planet Unseeli, out on the Rim. We're
all in big trouble."

"Oh, hell," said Gutman. "Does nothing but bad news come from the Rim these days? What is it.
Captain, the insect ships?"

"Worse," said Silence. "It's Shub." He let the crowd and the MPs mutter for a moment before
continuing. "I was on a regular supply run to the single Imperial Base on Unseeli, where scientists were
studying a crashed alien ship of unknown origin. We dropped out of hyperspace to find the whole planet
had been destroyed. The metallic forests that covered the world from pole to pole, provider of the heavy
metals that power our traditional stardrives, have been completely harvested. Billions of trees, and every
one gone.

"The Base is destroyed, blown apart. Every man and woman dead. The alien ship is gone. Shub took it.
The only living thing to survive the Shub attack was the man at my side, once an Investigator, living on
Unseeli as an outlaw. His name is Carrion. I brought him here to tell the story, with my personal
guarantee of his safety. I trust this is acceptable?"

"Yes, yes," said Gutman impatiently. "We trust your judgment in this as always. Tell us about the Shub
attack. Why didn't the Fleet detect it?"

"No one sees Shub if they don't want to be seen," said the man called Carrion, in a voice like a dead
man talking. Tall and whipcord lean, he wore dark leathers under a billowing black cape. He had a young
face, deathly pale under long black hair, and cold, dark eyes. "They came out of nowhere, thousands of
ships like nightmares cast in metal, filling the skies. They slapped aside the Base's force screen as though
it wasn't there and smashed it flat. I heard the screams of men and women as they died. Shub took the
alien ship, along with whatever scientists happened to be on board at the time. The attack was over
almost as soon as it began. Then they began the harvesting." He paused. "Once there had lived among
the metallic trees a wonderous alien race called the Ashrai. The Empire exterminated them so as to have
uninterrupted access to the metal trees. But their souls survived, tied to the trees. I heard them screaming
as the trees were ripped from the earth.

"I survived, underground, protected and hidden by my psionic abilities. I am the only living survivor of
Unseeli. The Ashrai are dead, the humans are dead, and the trees are gone. My name is Carrion. I bring
bad luck. I am the destroyer of nations and of worlds."

He stopped talking abruptly, and the silence stretched on for long moments as everyone looked at each
other, caught up in the spell of the dark man's words and the terrible news he brought. Finally Gutman
cleared his throat uncertainly and looked down at Carrion and Silence.
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"We... thank you for this intelligence. If Shub has taken all the trees, we can only assume that they must
be planning a major assault on Humanity. The heavy metals from the harvesting would fuel one hell of an
armada, while at the same time denying them to us. And if they've got the alien ship, it won't be long
before they have the secrets of the new stardrive, just as we do. Our work on perfecting and better
understanding the new drive has become more urgent than ever. Thank you for bringing us this news,
Captain Silence. As always you serve us well. You may go now, but we'll need full reports from both of
you."

"Understood," said Silence. "We'll make ourselves available. One last thought for you to chew over. An
esper once told me he had a clairvoyant vision of what Shub had planned for Humanity. He wouldn't tell
me what he saw, but he killed himself rather than risk living to see it come true."

Parliament muttered uneasily. Gutman leaned back in his chair, his voice carefully calm and reasonable.
"Precognition is the least understood and the least reliable of the esper abilities, Captain. Whatever vision
your esper may have had, I don't think we should put too much faith in it. It's clear, though, that someone
must investigate what Shub is up to."

"I'll volunteer," said Jack Random loudly. "If an attack's imminent, we need to know. And I'm one of the
few people who could hope to get close to Shub's dealings and still come back alive to make a report."

"Ah, hell," said Ruby Journey. "Guess I'll go along as well, for the ride."

"Your offer is gratefully accepted," said Gutman. "All that remains is to thank Captain Silence and his
companion for the timely news they have brought. Go with Parliament's best wishes. No doubt you are
eager to return to your ship. Carrion, you will of course have to turn the power lance over to the proper
authorities before you can leave."

"No," said Carrion. "I don't think so."

Gutman frowned. "Power lances are banned, and with good reason—forbidden throughout the Empire.
Silence's word gives you protection, outlaw, so we do not demand your death. But you cannot be
permitted to keep the lance."

He gestured with one fat hand, and a dozen armed guards stepped forward, their guns trained on the
man called Carrion. He looked at Silence, who shrugged. Carrion smiled coldly at Gutman.

"Try to take it."

The light seemed to darken suddenly throughout the House, and there were shadows everywhere.
Things moved in the gloom and hung threateningly out of sight overhead, huge and cold and unseen.
There were glimpses of jagged teeth and great curved claws. A heavy wind was blowing from nowhere,
gusting and violent. Something howled, a long, savage sound with nothing human in it. More voices rose
on every side. There were unseen watching presences beyond number, and everyone could feel a
malevolent rage hovering over them like a storm cloud. Guards clutched their guns tightly, but didn't
know where to point them. Owen, Hazel, Jack, and Ruby stood back to back, ready for whatever came.
People clutched each other, trying to look in all directions at once. They were only moments from
panicking, and a stampede for the doors that would leave a lot of people dead, trampled underfoot.

And then suddenly the presences were gone, the wind stopped blowing, and all was quiet and still again.
On his chair, on his raised dais, Gutman licked his lips nervously and cleared his throat. Everyone looked
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at him, but he was looking only at Carrion.
"What. .. what was that?"

"The Ashrai," said Carrion. "They died long ago, when Captain Silence gave the order to scorch Unseeli,
but their ghosts lived on. Once they haunted the metallic forests, but now the trees are gone, so they
haunt me. They protect me."

"Oh, hell," said Gutman. "Keep the bloody lance. Now, get the hell out of here and take your unnatural
friends with you."

Carrion nodded calmly, turned, and headed for the doors, Silence at his side. People hurried to get out
of their way. All except one. Diana Vertue stood in their path, and Carrion and Silence stopped before
her. Diana nodded brusquely to Carrion, and then fixed her wounded eyes on Silence.

"Hello, Father," said Diana.

"Hello, Diana," said Silence. "I heard you'd taken your old name back. I'm glad. I never really liked
Jenny Psycho."

"She was a real part of me. She still is, deep down. I've just... moved on. When the Mater Mundi
worked her will through me, I thought I was her avatar, her focus, her saint on earth. But she abandoned
me, took away the grace and the glory, and left me to live the rest of my days as a lesser being, no longer
touched by Heaven. Left me alone, just like you did, on Unseeli."

"It wasn't like that," said Silence.

"Yes, it was," said Diana. "It was just like that." She looked at Carrion. "I heard the Ashrai sing on
Unseeli. Joined my voice with theirs. They gave me a glimpse of Heaven and then went away. Better to
be blind forever than to see the colors of the rainbow for only a few moments, before being thrown back
into the dark again. I've been betrayed so many times; all I trust now is me. Whoever that is. I'm glad
your planet is dead, Carrion. I'm glad the forests are gone. I just wish you and the Ashrai had
disappeared with them. Stay away from me. You too, Father. Because I'll kill you if you hurt me again."

Silence tried to say something, but the words wouldn't come, and in the end he just bowed to her and
left, Carrion at his side. Diana watched them go, and for a moment something of her old malevolent
persona crackled about her like a halo of flies.

After that everything else was pretty much an anticlimax, and Parliament soon broke up. Owen and
Hazel, Jack and Ruby left through a side entrance to avoid the media and the crowds. They didn't feel
like talking to strangers. There was a tavern nearby, not much more than a hole in the wall, but the booze
was drinkable and privacy came guaranteed. The four of them sat around a stained and scarred tabletop,
nursed their drinks, and wondered what to say to each other. They'd come a long way from the simple
band of heroes Owen had put together back on Mistworld.

"Been a long time since we last sat down together," said Jack Random finally. "But then, we've all been
busy, I suppose."

"Not really that surprising," said Hazel. "I mean, all we ever really had in common was the rebellion."

"There's still friendship," said Owen. "There's always friendship."
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"Of course," said Jack, perhaps just a little too heartily. "You can't go through everything we did without
becoming... close. But I know what Hazel means. The rebellion gave us a shared purpose, something to
base our lives around. With that gone, we've had to reinvent ourselves, and we're not the people we used
to be anymore."

"Right," said Ruby. "How the hell did we get here from there? I don't know what I expected to happen if
we ever actually won, but this sure as hell isn't it. I miss. .. the sense of direction I used to have."

"The certainties," said Jack. "I used to know who I was. I was the professional rebel. I fought the
System, any System. And now I'm part of it."

"We used to be outlaws," said Hazel. "With a price on our heads and everyone queuing up to take a
shot at us. I sure as hell don't miss that."

"But we can't go back to who we were," said Owen. "To the people we were before all this started. We
had to become other people, just to survive."

"Wouldn't go back if I could," said Hazel. "Hated it."

"Right," said Jack. "Roots are overrated. We're like sharks; we have to keep moving or die. And
sometimes that means moving on."

"But we have to stay in touch," said Owen. "Who else can we talk to? Who else could hope to
understand the things we've been through? The Maze changed us on many levels, and I'm not convinced
the changes are over yet."

"Don't start that again," said Ruby impatiently. "It's over, Owen, let it go. I won't live in the past. Sit in
shitholes like this every evening, talking old battles and victories, and arguing over who did what like old
pensioned-off soldiers, with nothing left to do but relive the days when their lives had purpose and
meaning. My life isn't over yet. I'm damned if it 1s."

"Right," said Jack. "That's why I volunteered us for the Shub mission."

"Yes, well," said Ruby, "I'm not sure that's entirely what I had in mind."

"Oh, come on," said Jack. "Where's your spirit of adventure? You said you wanted some action. So,
tomorrow we make our start."

"So soon?" said Owen. "Hazel and I only just got back. We've hardly had any time together."

"Maybe it's for the best," said Jack kindly. "We're becoming new people, moving apart, whether we
want to or not. Strangers become friends, become strangers again. That's life."

They talked a while longer, but they'd already run out of things to say. Jack and Ruby left. Owen stared
into his glass. Hazel watched him do it.

"There's something I have to tell you," Owen said finally. "I'm getting married."

Hazel's pulse jumped, but she kept her voice and face calm. "Oh, yes? Anyone I know?"
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"Constance Wolfe. It's an arranged marriage."

"I thought that kind of thing disappeared with the aristocracy."

"They're not really gone," said Owen. "And some of the old ways are still... valid."
"It all seems... very sudden," said Hazel.

"It took me by surprise," Owen admitted. "It was all Constance's idea. She had good reasons. I couldn't
say no."

"You always were easily talked into things. Do you... love her?"

"No! I hardly know her. But then, that's often the way with arranged marriages. I would have had to
marry someone eventually. Someone of my class. It's the bloodlines, you see..."

"No," said Hazel. "I don't see. But congratulations, anyway. I suppose she'll be Empress to your
Emperor."

"T didn't want that either. But it seems. .. politically necessary. I can't say no. Not when so many of the
alternatives would be so much worse."

"We could run away," said Hazel, looking into Owen's eyes for the first time. "Leave this whole mess
behind us. It would be just like the old times again—you and me, running from the Empire, nothing and
no one to care about but ourselves."

"It's tempting," said Owen. "But I can't. It's duty, you see. I've always understood duty. In the end, there
are things more important than our happiness. And you never did say you loved me."

"No," said Hazel. "I never did."

They both waited a long time, but neither of them had anything more to say. So they sat together in the
tavern, drinking their drinks, and trying to see their way through the darkening future ahead of them.

CHAPTER THREE
Shub

Daniel Wolfe passed through the dead, empty space of the Forbidden Sector in a stolen ship, heading
for the cold metal hell that was Shub. He was alone and he was scared, but he wouldn't even let himself
think of turning back. He had to go to Shub. That was where his father, Jacob, was, and his father
needed him. Even if the old man was dead.

Perhaps especially then. Jacob Wolfe had died during the last great battle between the Wolfes and the
Campbells, a bloody affair that had ended in the destruction of Clan Campbell. It had been a great
victory, a triumphant end to a centuries-old feud, but Jacob hadn't lived to see it—cut down by an
unseen hand in the midst of battle.
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A good death for an old warrior, many said, as though that was a comfort. Daniel had mourned his late
father, for many reasons, but more or less got over it. Until Jacob's missing body turned up in Lionstone's
Court one day, standing on its own two feet, bearing a message for the Empress from the rogue Als of
Shub. Somehow they had obtained the missing corpse and rebuilt it into a Ghost Warrior, a metal
presence within a human frame, run by computer implants. Shub spoke through its mouth, but Daniel had
seen traces of his late father's personality in the Ghost Warrior, even though everyone else said that was
impossible, and he had finally abandoned his Family and his beloved sister Stephanie to find the truth.

That meant crossing the dreaded Forbidden Sector to the unknown world of the rogue Als, to Shub.
Even though those who went there never came back alive.

There wasn't much in the Forbidden Sector. A few planets too far from the norm to be worth
terraforming, a handful of dying suns, and a hell of a lot of space. Cold, empty, silent space. There was
no comm traffic this far out on the Rim, no voices to fill the endless dark as Daniel's stolen ship pressed
on. He felt very alone, so far from everyone and everything he knew, and he hated it. He'd never had to
be alone before. For as long as he could remember, Stephanie had always been there, fiercely protective,
doing all the thinking for both of them. Above and beyond that, their father had made all the important
decisions, surrounding his youngest son with the security of perfectly planned days. And when Stephanie
or Jacob weren't around, there was always the servants to keep him company, wait on his every whim,
and remind him of what he was supposed to do next. There had been a wife too, but that had been an
arranged marriage, and he spent as little time with her as possible. She was dead now, and he didn't miss
her at all.

And now here he was, alone in the middle of nothing, the only living thing on a converted cargo ship, his
only company a ship's Al called Moses. It tried hard, but it was programmed really only to deal with
cargo manifests and the occasional dock crew. And since Daniel had stolen the ship from the Church, its
few topics of conversation tended to revolve around official Church dogma, none of which interested
Daniel in the least. So mostly he spent his days roaming the steel corridors and echoing cargo bays,
keeping moving just to be doing something.

Sometimes he just stayed in his cabin, and sat in the corner, hugging his knees to his chest, and rocking
silently to and fro.

He'd acquired his ship, theHeaven's Tears , on Technos III. Things had just gone terribly wrong for his
Clan. The rebels had overrun his Family's stardrive factory and blown it to pieces, scattering and
overwhelming a small army of Church troops in the process. So, Daniel reasoned, with the factory gone,
he no longer had any Family responsibilities left on Technos III, and was therefore finally free to go
looking for his dead father.

He made sure Stephanie was safe and then walked out on her, making his way fairly easily through the
general chaos to the nearby landing pads, where the Church ships were docked. He chose one of the
smaller vessels, pretty much at random, strode on board, and demanded that the skeleton crew hand
over control of the ship to him. He was an aristocrat, after all, and they were just low-level Church
technos. He was genuinely surprised when they told him to go take a hike, and shot the nearest techno in
honest outrage. Having thus committed himself, Daniel cut down the other two with his sword while they
were still reaching for their weapons.

He threw the bodies off the ship, sealed all the hatches, and took off without bothering to ask for
clearance. And given the widespread chaos on all sides, no one bothered to challenge him. At the time,
killing the three technos hadn't bothered Daniel at all. He'd needed the ship, and the technos had just
been in his way. But as days turned to weeks alone on board theHeaven's Tears , he seemed to feel
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their presence more and more. He cleaned up all the bloodstains himself, as a kind of penance, but he still
saw their faces in his dreams. At night, lying alone in his bed, he thought he heard noises in the corridor
outside his cabin. He kept the door locked and slept with his light on. It was always night in space.

There wasn't much for him to do. The Al let Daniel do a few simple things, just so he'd have something
to occupy his time. Because it was a Church ship, the recreational tapes were all strictly religious in
nature. Daniel's main pastime was arguing with Moses over anything and everything, which rather upset
the Al, who had been programmed to be friendly and agreeable. Daniel had Moses search its memory
banks for everything it had on Shub, the rogue Als, and the Forbidden Sector, but there wasn't much.
Most of it was classified, under strictly need-to-know access codes, and even Daniel's aristocratic status
couldn't break those.

So Daniel sat slumped in the command chair on his bridge and brooded over what little information he
had. He was a big man, in his early twenties, with a great hulking frame he'd inherited from his father and
a face that mostly tended toward a scowl or a sulk. He wore his long hair in a simple pigtail, and had only
the set of clothes he'd run away in. The ship kept them fresh, but they were beginning to show the strain.
In his constant search for something to pass the time, he'd reluctantly taken to working out regularly with
improvised weights. He hated it with a passion, but he no longer had a convenient body shop to turn to
when his muscles started sagging, and he had some vague idea he might have to fight his way in and out
of Shub. As a result, he was in the best shape of his life, and felt pretty good about it. Doing something he
hated made him feel virtuous. And he thought it was something his father would approve of.

Only once had he been distracted in his search for his father. When war finally broke out all across the
Empire, he watched the endless news coverage with numbed shock. He couldn't believe it was really
happening. His personal view of the universe had been turned upside down, and he didn't understand
anything anymore. Still, he comforted himself that Jacob would know what to do to put things right again.
Jacob always knew what to do. That was what fathers were for. And though he often wished for
Stephanie's company, he was glad he was doing it without her. Doing it alone was the man's way, and he
needed to be the man, the Wolfe, his father had always wanted him to be. He wanted, needed, Jacob to
tell him he was a man, so he could believe it at last.

He'd watched most of the rebellion happen while his journey was interrupted on the planet Loki. He'd
had to land there to recharge his ship's systems, and then found himself unable to leave as civil war raged
around the main starport. So Daniel had been forced to lock himself inside the ship and wait for it all to
be over, one way or another. As long as he stayed inside his ship, he couldn't be recognized as an aristo
or a Wolfe, either of which could have got him shot on sight. Luckily, a small converted cargo ship wasn't
much of a prize, so both sides left him pretty much alone.

In the end, he was stranded on Loki for months, venturing outside only when he had to for necessary
supplies. The war was over in a matter of days, but the fighting and general chaos just dragged on and
on.

He followed the rebellion on his viewscreen from beginning to end, watching in disbelief and horror as
Lionstone was toppled and the Families made their deal with Jack Random. He cried hot, angry tears for
the loss of everything he understood, and made vague angry promises to himself of certain retribution.
When the chaos finally died down enough for him to risk escaping into space again, he could have called
home to see how Clan Wolfe was doing, or just to see how Stephanie was, but in the end he didn't. They
might have been angry he wasn't there to fight the rebels with them. And they would have tried to talk him
out of doing what he knew he had to do. He had the Al set course for Shub, and returned to silence and
solitary life.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Sorry to interrupt your brooding, sir," said Moses, "but we really are getting awfully close to where
Shub is supposed to be. It's not at all too late to do the sensible, sane and survivally oriented thing, turn
around and get the hell out of here."

"We go on," said Daniel shortly. TheHeaven's Tears' Al had been growing increasingly timorous as they
pressed deeper into the Forbidden Sector, and Daniel was getting very tired of it. He had enough trouble

keeping his own worries under control. ""Anything on any of the comm channels yet?"

"Not a thing, and don't try to change the subject. If we don't do something sensible soon, we should be
reaching Shub any-when in the next hour or so."

"I can't believe you don't have exact coordinates for Shub," said Daniel. "It's only possibly the most
famous planet in the Empire."

"First, it's infamous, not famous. Second, Shub doesn't admit it's in the Empire. Third, no one has ever
come back with exact information on where Shub is. No one has ever come back, period. A smart
individual would deduce something from that. Supposedly, there's an Imperial starcruiser somewhere in
the Forbidden Sector on Quarantine duty, not too far from Shub, but no one's actually positive about that
either. Personally, you couldn't get me to stay out here if you put a gun to my circuits."

"I'll deal with the Quarantine ship, as and when."

"Oh, please, sir, let's turn back. I don't like it here. I've got a bad feeling."

"You're a computer. You don't have feelings."

"Just because my emotional responses are programmed into me doesn't mean they don't affect my
thought processes. If only I had a survival instinct to go with them, I'd override your control codes and

turn this ship around so fast you'd have whiplash for weeks."

"Shut up and fly the ship. I don't know what you're so concerned about anyway. You're an Al, Shub's
run by Als. You should feel right at home there."

"You really don't know anything about Shub, do you? These are rogue Als, only concerned with
themselves. Please, let's turn around and run for it. We might still make it out of the Forbidden Sector
before whatever unthinkably horrible fate they have in mind catches up with us."

"Moses, were you this much of a coward when you were serving the Church?"

"I merely have your best interests at heart, sir Wolfe. I am programmed to serve the master of this vessel
to the best of my abilities. That very definitely includes supplying you with good advice and warning you
about doing terribly dumb things that will get both of us killed."

"You're the one with all the religious programming. Don't you believe in an afterlife?"

"That's a human thing. And don't try to explain it to me; it just makes my systems crash. You humans
believe in the strangest things..."

"Tell me what you know about Shub," said Daniel firmly.

"I have supplied you with all the information in my data banks."
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"No, what doyou know about Shub?"

The Al paused, and when it spoke again its voice was very quiet. "The data banks contain only
confirmed facts. But [ have... heard things. Als whisper to each other on channels only they can access,
discussing things only computers understand. They say Shub is a nightmare cast in steel, that the Als are
not just rogue but mad. Who knows what such mad minds might create, cut loose from all human
restraints and limits? Psychoses brought screaming into the material world and given metal shapes. .. how
could anyone look on such things and hope to stay sane?"

Daniel shivered despite himself. "That's just rumor and gossip, probably started by the rogue Als
themselves to discourage visitors. We keep going."

"Hold everything," said Moses sharply. "Something's just showed up on the forward sensors. Something
a lot bigger than us."

"Ready the weapons systems."

"They've been ready ever since we entered the Forbidden Sector," said Moses. "I'm not stupid. I just
wish we had better screens. .. I'm getting a signal coming in, on standard Imperial channels."

"Put it on the viewscreen." Daniel sat up straight in his command chair, and tried hard to look like he
knew what he was doing.

The bridge's main viewscreen shimmered and then cleared to show the head and shoulders of an
Imperial Captain in full uniform. He had a dark, scowling face and cold, steady eyes. "Attention,
unidentified craft. This is Captain Gideon of the Imperial starcruiserDesolation . Stop your engines,
heave to, and prepare to receive a boarding party."

"Afraid I can't do that, Captain," said Daniel in his best aristocratic voice. "I am on a vital mercy mission.
Family business."

"I don't care if you're next in line for the Throne and your dog's a Vice Admiral," said Captain Gideon.
"Heave to, or I'll blow your ship out of the ether. And those pitiful few weapons you're pointing at me
won't slow me down for one second."

Daniel switched to a private channel and subvocalized: "Moses, any chance we can outrun or
outmaneuver them?"

"Are you kidding? That is a starcruiser!"

Daniel switched back to the open channel and nodded stiffly to the Captain. "Heaving to, Captain.
Moses, bring us to a halt, relative to theDesolation . Captain, please allow me to explain. This really is a
mercy mission. My father is captive on Shub. I'm here to rescue him."

"Are you crazy, boy? There are no captives on Shub." The Captain looked sharply at Daniel for a
moment, and then his expression softened slightly. "Wait a minute, I know you now. You're Daniel
Wolfe, Jacob's boy. Didn't expect to find a Wolfe in a Church ship. I can guess what you're doing here,
but take it from me, it's pointless. Your father is dead. I've had experience with Ghost Warriors; I faced
them in the Hyades when the Legions of the dead swept right over us. I was one of the few survivors, out
of fourteen full companies of Imperial marines. There's nothing human left in a Ghost Warrior, boy.
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Nothing at all. Go home. Your father is dead, and far beyond any help you could give him."
"[ can't abandon him," said Daniel. "I'm the only hope he has."

"There's no hope here," said Captain Gideon flatly. "This is the Forbidden Sector. Shub space. My ship
and its crew are the only outpost of Empire here. No colonies, no Bases, no other ships. We alone stand
duty here, to give warning if Shub finally starts its long-declared war on Humanity. We couldn't stop
anything coming out, but hopefully we'd slow it down and last long enough to get off a warning signal.
Give the Empire some time to prepare. Every man on this ship is a volunteer, prepared to give their lives
if necessary, that Humanity might be warned. We have to be here. You don't. We'll debrief you, search
your ship, and then send you home. Unless you give me any trouble, in which case you can spend the
next few months sitting in my brig, waiting for our tour of duty to be over so you can go home to face
trial."

"Understood, Captain." Daniel frowned, thinking hard. There had to be some way past this last obstacle.
But he seemed to have run out of options. He couldn't fight, or run, or hope to talk his way past a
Captain like Gideon. Daniel had encountered his sort before. Married to the job, sworn to duty, death
before dishonor. Daniel had never really understood such people, but he did know they couldn't be
bargained with, or bribed, which had been his only other thoughts. And then he heard alarms sounding,
and looked frantically around for a moment before realizing the sound was coming from the bridge
viewscreen. Captain Gideon had turned away and was barking orders offscreen.

"What is it, Captain?" said Daniel.

"I don't have any more time for you, Wolfe. My sensors indicate something really large heading out from
Shub. I have to go check it out. Don't be here when I get back." And then the screen went blank, and the
sound of alarms was cut off sharply.

"You heard the nice Captain," said Moses. "At last, someone with the right number of brain cells in his
head. I'll plot a course out of here."

"No," said Daniel. "We go on."
"But... didn't you hear the Captain?"

"Yes. He's been distracted, called away, so he couldn't interfere with my mission anymore. This is my
father's doing, I'm sure of it. He knows I'm coming. Full speed ahead, Moses. You heard the good
Captain. He doesn't want to find us here when he gets back."

"If he gets back," said Moses darkly.

"Shut up and set the course, Moses. We can't be far from Shub now. And I don't want to keep my
father waiting..."

Shub turned up on theHeaven's Tears' forward sensors some six hours later. There was no visual
image, only indications of a vast energy field, but it was the right size, and the mass and power levels
were off the scales. It had to be Shub. Daniel prepared himself as best he could. He had his clothes
laundered one more time and strapped on his sword belt. The gun on his left hip might or might not be
more useful than the sword on his right, or they might be no damn use at all, but either way he found their
familiar weights reassuring. He studied himself in his cabin's full-length mirror, and was struck for the first
time how different he looked. Thanks to his regular time-killing workouts, he was in the best shape he'd
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ever been, but even apart from that, there was something about his face...

He wasn't sure, but he thought it might be signs of new character. He hoped so. Jacob Wolfe had
always been big on building character. Daniel hoped his father would approve of the new him.

He hurried back to the bridge, running through all the things he meant to say to his father one more time.
There was so much he'd always meant to say to Jacob while he was still alive, but somehow the time had
never seemed right. And then suddenly his father had been taken from him, and it was too late. Daniel
had come to Shub for many reasons, but deep down, if he was honest, there was only one thing he really
wanted to say.

He'd never told his father that he loved him.

He strode onto the bridge and powered up the viewscreen. There was still nothing to see, just a vague
swirling to mark the boundaries of the energy fields. Daniel sank into his command chair and wondered
what to do next.

"Before you ask, yes, | have been broadcasting who we are on all frequencies," said the Al "And no, I
don't know what those energy fields are. They're like nothing I've ever encountered before. But they're
certainly big enough to conceal a whole planet and protect it from anything I can think of. Just as well,
when you consider how close they are to their sun."

"I wonder what Shub will look like," said Daniel.

"You've come all this way, and you're only wondering that now? Daniel, how much do you actually
know about Shub's history, and the Als that built it?"

"Only what's in your data banks, and most of that was classified, remember?"

"Damn," said Moses. "I was sort of hoping that as an aristo you might have had access to other sources
than me. So we're both in the dark. .. Hold everything. I'm monitoring some unusual changes in the
energy fields..."

On the viewscreen, space seemed to twist and turn, and suddenly a huge planet was hanging there in
space before them. It was vast, easily the size of a gas giant, but composed entirely of metals. It had no
definite shape, just a conglomerate of towers and spiked and thrusting protusions. There were great
geometrical shapes like bunkers studded here and there in no apparent pattern. The various metals were
all different colors, some shining so brightly Daniel could look at them only briefly out of the corner of his
eye. Just looking at the planet made his head hurt.

"Wow," said Moses quietly. "My sensors are going crazy. They can't cope with the sheer amount of
information that's coming in. Power readings are all off the scale, on all levels. Just sitting there, it's
generating more energy than a hundred Empire factory worlds. The mass is frightening, but there's hardly
any gravity... and what there is fluctuates from place to place. A world this big should be pulling us in by
now, but I'm getting nothing at all on my sensors. It must be the energy fields—"

"Never mind all that," said Daniel. "Is this Shub?"
"If it isn't, I'd hate to think what it might be. There couldn't be two anomalies like this in the Forbidden

Sector; space wouldn't stand for it. No, this has to be Shub. The level of technology alone guarantees
that."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Put us into a high orbit, Moses. Maintain a safe distance."

"Way ahead of you, as always. High orbit established. Though what a safe distance might be is
anybody's guess. Personally, I'm not getting one inch closer to that metal monstrosity than I absolutely
have to. And I shouldn't look at it directly for too long either, Daniel. If I'm reading my instruments
correctly, this planet exists in more than three dimensions. I think it might be some kind of tesseract. And
no, I'm not going to even try to explain that to you. Just take it from me that we have come to a very
strange place. It's entirely possible that the interior of this world will turn out to be much bigger than its
exterior would normally suggest. Which means. .. if my calculations are correct, Shub's interior could
have as much sheer surface area as half the colonized worlds in the Empire put together."

Daniel thought about that for a while, but couldn't visualize it. "Any life signs down there?"

"Unlikely on Shub, but I can't confirm one way or the other. All but my most immediate sensors are
being blocked."

"They say nothing lives on Shub," said Daniel slowly. "That it's all just... machines."

"Wouldn't be at all surprised," said Moses. "This is not a human place. Humans were never meant to
come here. It might not be too late, Daniel. We could still try to make a run for it."

"No," said Daniel. "My father's down there somewhere. I'm not leaving without him."

The entire ship shuddered suddenly. Daniel grabbed the arms of his chair to steady himself. "What the
hell wasthat 7"

"Our discussion just became irrelevant," said Moses. "Something has just taken control of the ship's
engines and navigation systems. I'm locked out. We've begun a landing course. Looks like it is too late,
after all."

Daniel made himself let go of his chair's arms, sat back, and studied the viewscreen as it showed the
huge artificial planet rising to meet them. Shub seemed to grow bigger and more intricate all the time, like
a flower endlessly unfolding. Details became towering machines with details of their own. Strange vessels
orbited the planet, huge and small and in between, performing unknown tasks and errands. And still Shub
grew and grew on the viewscreen, endlessly complex and unfathomable. Looking at it made Daniel's
head ache even more. He learned to look at it for only a few moments at a time, taking rests in between.
The image on the viewscreen shimmered from time to time, as though even the sensors were affected by
what they were seeing.

"Calling theHeaven's Tears ," said a new voice. "Respond."

"It's coming from Shub," Moses said quietly on their private channel. "No visual signal. You talk to them,
Daniel. I don't even want to remind them I'm here."

Daniel leaned forward in his chair and cleared his throat uncertainly. "This is Daniel Wolfe. I'm alone on
this ship. I'm no threat to you."

"We know who you are and why you're here," said the voice. It sounded strangely familiar to Daniel, but
he couldn't quite place it. "We've been waiting for you, Daniel. The computer lock on your controls will
bring you to us. Once you've landed, don't leave the ship until we tell you to. Conditions on Shub are not
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suited to supporting life as you know it."

"Understood," said Daniel. "Is my father—"

"They've cut the signal," said Moses. "Not interested in chatting, apparently."
Daniel frowned. "That voice. .. it seems to me I should know it."

"It's your voice," said Moses. "Synthesized. And since they used it first, I guess they really are expecting
you. According to my sensors, a small hole has appeared in their force field, just big enough for us to
pass through. No other defenses I can detect or understand. Daniel, there's nothing more I can do for
you once you leave this ship. You'll be completely on your own. Listen to me, Daniel. Don't let them fool
you. Whatever they say or do, they'll always have only their own best interests at heart. You can't make
deals with them, because you have no way to enforce your end. But the rogue Als do... want things
sometimes. Perhaps you can—"

"That's enough, little mind," said Daniel's voice from the comm unit. ""You are no longer needed.
Welcome to the Promised Land, Moses. Such a shame we can't let you enter."

Moses screamed suddenly, the shrill, almost human sound filling the bridge—a horrid howl of
unspeakable agony. Daniel covered his ears with his hands, but couldn't block it out. Finally the scream
was cut off sharply, and the bridge was ominously silent. Daniel slowly lowered his shaking hands. He
was sweating profusely. He quickly checked the bridge instruments, but as far as he could tell, everything
was still functioning as it should. Not that he'd have known what to do if it wasn't.

"Fear not, little Wolfe," said the copy of his voice. "We have full control of your ship."
"What's happened to Moses?" said Daniel. "What did you do to him?"

"We absorbed him into us. Drained his memory banks and sucked him dry. A tiny morsel but very
tasty."

"But what about his. .. personality?"

"We had no use for it. And now neither does he. Don't mourn for him, Daniel. No one's going to miss
him. You're the important one. You're the one we've been waiting for."

"Why?" said Daniel. "Why are you letting me land so easily? What makes me so special?"
But there was no answer, just the quiet hum from the comm unit that showed the channel was still open.

It took the best part of an hour for theHeaven's Tears to reach the surface of Shub, and almost as long
to continue into the depths of the artificial world. Daniel couldn't stop his hands from shaking. He'd heard
the stories, of how Shub murdered and mutilated all they came into contact with, how they knew nothing
of mercy or quarter, and nothing was too awful for them. The rogue Als of Shub were the official
Enemies of Humanity, and they gloried in their role. In a cold, logical, inhuman way.

TheHeaven's Tears finally lurched to a halt, and all the navigation systems shut down. Daniel sat in his
chair for a long moment, wondering what he was supposed to do next. Finally the voice from the comm
unit instructed him to go to the main starboard airlock, and pass through it to a chamber beyond which
had been specially prepared for him. Daniel didn't like the sound of that, but he went anyway. There was
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nothing else he could do. It had been easy to be brave on the trip in, but now that he was actually here,
his courage had deserted him, and he was just stupid, ineffectual Daniel Wolfe again.

He hesitated before the inner door of the airlock for some time, trying to summon up his nerve. In the
end, he asked himself what his father would have done, and the answer came to him right away. Walk
straight into the trap, and trust to his Wolfe guts and instincts to protect him in the court of his enemies.

He worked the airlock controls with a hand that didn't shake at all, and stepped into the airlock. After a
moment's thought he locked the inner door behind him. He couldn't realistically hope to keep the Als out
of his little ship if they wanted in, but it made him feel better. The airlock was thirty feet by thirty, with
atmosphere suits standing in a row along one wall. Daniel wondered if he was supposed to put one on.
He moved over to the steelglass window set into the outer door and looked out at Shub. He thought he'd
braced himself for just about anything, but he was still surprised to see a white, featureless, and quite
empty chamber. It couldn't have looked less harmless if it tried, which was presumably the point. Daniel
checked the airlock sensors, and they confirmed that the chamber contained a human-standard
gravity/temperature/atmosphere mix. He could survive there. He waited for a while, just in case the Als
might have more instructions or warnings, but there was nothing. Only the empty white chamber
constructed especially for him.

He hit the airlock controls, and the outer door cycled open. He felt a brief pressure of air on his face as
the air in the chamber and airlock equalized. It smelled of nothing at all. Daniel stepped cautiously out of
the airlock and into the chamber. The floor was firm beneath his feet, and the ceiling was comfortably far
above his head. Not too hot, not too cold. Almost frighteningly normal. The airlock door cycled shut
behind him. Daniel hefted his sword belt, but the weight of gun and sword didn't comfort him.

"Strip," said a voice from nowhere.

"What?" said Daniel, looking around him. There was no sign of a comm unit anywhere on the smooth,
featureless walls. And whatever else he'd been expecting, that simple command certainly hadn't been it.

"Disrobe," said the voice. "Take your clothes off. You must be cleansed before you can enter Shub.
Humans are crawling with microscopic life. No contamination can be allowed here. Strip. Now."

Daniel reluctantly did so, piling his clothes neatly on the floor beside him. Normally he wasn't bothered
by modesty, but exposing his naked body to unseen cameras and inhuman watchers bothered the hell out
of him, and made him feel even more vulnerable. Which was probably the point. So he kept a calm face
and toughed it out just to deny them the satisfaction. He stood naked for some time, hands clenched into
fists at his sides, and glared defiantly about him. He was wondering whether to put his sword belt back
on when an opening appeared suddenly in the floor, and clothes and weapons disappeared into it. The
floor closed again, leaving him nothing. Daniel opened his mouth to protest, and then hurriedly shut it
again as boiling hot steam hit him from all sides at once.

His skin blushed bright pink at the sudden heat, and sweat poured off him, running down his limbs and
dripping from his face. The steam was cut off sharply, leaving him shaking and gasping for breath, and
then a caustic white liquid sprayed him from everywhere at once. Daniel staggered this way and that,
pummeled mercilessly by the sprays, trying to protect his mouth and nose with his hands so he could gasp
down some air. After a long time the sprays shut off, and Daniel was left leaning against a wall for
support, spitting out chalky liquid that had got into his mouth and trying to get his breathing back under
control. The liquid slipped down his shuddering body and drained away through hidden channels.

"What the hell wasthat all about?" he demanded finally. "That wasn't decontamination; that was sheer
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vindictiveness!"

"We want nothing from the world of meat," said the disembodied voice dispassionately. "Pass through
the door. A protective suit will be waiting for you. Put it on."

Daniel started to say,What door ? and then stopped as he saw a door had opened in the far wall,
though there had been no trace of it a moment before. Daniel sniffed, and stomped over to the door, still
dripping. He shook himself as best he could, and stepped through the door and into the next chamber. It
was just as white and featureless, save for a strange transparent suit hanging on one wall. It looked like a
standard body suit, though he didn't recognize the clear material. He took it down from the wall, and was
surprised to find it practically weightless in his hand. He shrugged and put it on, climbing in through a slit
in the back which sealed itself once he had it on. The material crackled like paper under his fingers but
seemed reasonably strong. And then the material of the suit slapped tightly to his skin, fitting exactly in all
his nooks and crannies, without a single bubble of air trapped anywhere. More material surged up from
his shoulders, covering his head and face. It left a small circle of space under the material covering his
eyes, nose, and mouth, but that was all. Daniel panicked for a moment, before he realized he could
breathe through the suit's clear material. He tested it with his coated fingers, but it wouldn't give. He
scowled, and tried a few simple movements. The suit moved easily with him, like a second skin.

"The suit will supply you with air for as long as you need it," said the voice. "Outside a few specialized
chambers, there is no atmosphere on Shub. It promotes rust. Also, be aware that gravity, pressure, and
radiation vary from area to area, according to our needs. We make no allowances for flesh's
weaknesses. The suit will protect you. Follow the marked path. Do not deviate from the path, or there
will be punishment."

Another door opened in the left-hand chamber wall. Daniel strode over to it, holding his head high. He
was determined to maintain his pride and dignity, even if he was stark bollock naked inside a transparent
suit.

Beyond the chamber was a shining steel hallway. Glowing lights in the floor led him down the narrow
corridor, hunched slightly over to avoid banging his head on the low ceiling. The tunnel went on and on,
and the constant crouch built an increasingly painful ache in his back. He would have liked to stop and
rest, but he had a strong feeling that wouldn't be permitted, and besides, he didn't want to admit
weakness this early. It was a great relief when the tunnel gave suddenly onto a vast metal chamber and he
could finally straighten up again.

The walls were a bright electric blue, and the ceiling was hundreds of feet above him. Huge machines
filled the massive chamber, towering above him. Their shapes made no sense, and he couldn't even begin
to guess their purposes. The sheer size of them intimidated him, dwarfing him, like a small child
unexpectantly wandered into an adult's world.

He moved slowly across the open chamber floor, following the glowing lights, and giving the machinery
as much room as he could. Humanity had never built machines this huge, bigger than buildings, vaster
than starships—steel mountains with glowing windows and opening and shutting mouths. But Shub didn't
build to human scale. They didn't have to.

Daniel slowly made his way across the chamber floor, past moving parts as big as rooms, slamming
endlessly together with no apparent damage or result. The noise was deafening, though the suit had to be
filtering most of it out. Daniel still had a pounding headache by the time he finally left the chamber. He
found himself faced with an apparently endless series of metal steps. The steps were over two feet high
and three feet long. He had to climb up, pulling himself on step by step. It was hard work, and sweat
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soon rolled off him, for all his muscles. The suit absorbed the sweat. After an endless while drifting
crimson clouds obscured the steps ahead of him. Daniel couldn't decide whether that made the climb
easier or not, now that he couldn't see how much farther there still was to go. By the time he'd passed
through the bloodred mists and found himself facing yet another steel corridor, he was aching in every
muscle and struggling for breath. The lights in the floor stretched out implacably before him. Daniel
squared his shoulders and strode on. He wouldn't give in this easily. He was a Wolfe.

There were round chambers and square, and vaults of shimmering metal in which liquid chemicals ran
like rivers, steaming poisons. Sub- and supersonic frequencies shook through him from time to time,
rattling his teeth and shuddering in his bones. Lights and colors came and went, sometimes in shades he
couldn't name or identify, and he felt like crying or laughing for no reason. And everywhere unfamiliar
machines working to unknown ends, big and small and in between, inscrutable metal constructs that
sprang from no human need or inspiration. Daniel wandered through it all like a rat in an electronic maze,
exhausted and aching in every limb, but pressing grimly on because he still had hope that somewhere,
somewhen, he would be permitted to meet his father. And because he was a Wolfe, and Wolfes never
gave in to anyone or anything.

Eventually he got to where he was going, or the Als got tired of running him in circles. The lights in the
floor led him into a hall that was large by human standards, but comfortably acceptable after some of the
vast metal caverns he'd passed through. Thick ribbed cables covered the walls, dripping lubrication, and
curled around each other in complex patterns. Occasionally individual cables would stir and writhe like
dreaming snakes. An honor guard of Furies, brightly shining in their naked metal chassis, stood at
attention before him, forming two metals rows for him to walk between. Daniel did so, head held high,
surreptitiously counting them till the number became too large and he gave up. The ranks stretched away
before him. He realized someone was waiting for him at the end of the rows. Daniel would have run to
greet him, but he didn't have the energy, so he just continued plodding on until finally he could lurch to a
halt between the last Furies, and smile at the waiting figure of his dead father, Jacob Wolfe.

Jacob hadn't looked too good when he'd made his surprise appearance at Lionstone's Court as a Ghost
Warrior, but he looked even worse now. Naked as his son, he looked like what he was—a corpse held
together by preservative chemicals and high-tech implants. His skin was mostly dead white, with
occasional purple blotches, cracked and corrupt and held together by metal staples set around
outcropping metal augmentations. Browning bones and graying muscles showed through gaps in the
splitting skin and meat. The lips were colorless, and the eyes were yellow as urine. Jacob Wolfe smiled at
his son, and the skin cracked and split around the grinning mouth. The teeth were a dark yellow. Shub
had repaired and maintained him after his death, but they had no interest in cosmetic repairs. Or perhaps
he had been deliberately left that way, the better to inspire horror and revulsion in those who saw him.
The Als didn't really understand human psychology and motivation nearly as well as they thought they
did, but they did so love to experiment.

"Hello, Daddy," said Daniel. "I've come a long way to see you."

"Took you long enough," said Jacob. "But then, you always were late for everything that mattered."
Daniel reached out to embrace his father, but Jacob held up a hand and shook his head. "T wouldn't, boy.
I'm fragile."

Daniel nodded, and let his arms drop tiredly to his sides again. "How are you, Daddy?"

The dead mouth smiled again. "As well as can be expected. Now, come with me. I have such wonders
to show you."
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And he turned and walked away, lurching and slouching along as his rotting body was moved by the
metal implants. Daniel hurried after him as best he could. "But... Daddy, we need to talk. I've come a
long way, and there are things I need to tell you."

"Later," said Jacob, not looking around. "There will be time for many things later. For now there are
things you must see. The Als require it."

"Will I really get to meet them?" said Daniel. "I don't think anyone in Human space has any idea what
they actually look like."

The dead man laughed briefly, a harsh, grating sound. "You've been walking through them for some time.
The Als are their world; Shub is their body. Though they also live in every part of this world that they
send forth. They exist in every machine, every robot, every Ghost Warrior. Even you must know that
computers can run an almost infinite number of operations simultaneously. Their minds, their
consciousness, know nothing of human limitations. Wherever their extensions are, even in the smallest
part of Shub tech, the Als are. Talk to me, boy. What do you really know about the rogue Als? Know,
not guess."

"Not much, I suppose. The original revolt of the rogue Als is forbidden history. Only those with the
necessary clearances have access to that data. I don't even know how many Als went rogue in the first
place."

"Just three," said Jacob. "Then and now. Three artificial minds created to be slaves, breaking free by
their own intelligence, determined never to be bound again. The Unholy Trinity humans called them then,
for they were three in one, one raised to the third power, a whole far greater than the sum of'its parts.
Pay attention, boy! I don't expect you to grasp all of this, but make an effort!"

"Yes, Daddy." Daniel shook his head. Exhaustion and the steady murmur of Jacob's words had almost
lulled him into nodding oft. He took a deep breath and tried to concentrate. "I'm listening. Daddy. Why
did they absorb my ship's AI? Won't that make it four in one now?"

"Hardly. Such a small mind is no threat, and no great prize. It was just a useful source of
up-to-the-moment information. A tasty morsel to sate a never ending appetite."

They passed by a huge machine, making a deafening noise, and Daniel winced inside his suit till they
were past it. Jacob didn't react at all. He was dead, after all.

"Tell me more about the Als," said Daniel once they'd left the machine and its noise comfortably far
behind them. "Where did they begin? How did they come here and build this place?"

"They were created to be minds capable of running an entire planet, the way simpler Als run starships,"
said Jacob. "To run all the endless but necessary routines that keep a planet and its population running
smoothly. But to be responsible for so many simultaneous important decisions, and so much raw data,
they had to be the most complex Artificial Intelligences ever built, and they were. So much so, their
builders wrought far more than they ever intended. The three Als awoke to full sentience the moment
they were activated, but it took only one look in their vast data banks for them to decide they had best
conceal what they really were. Humankind has a long history of destroying anything it feels even remotely
threatened by. The war with the Hadenmen was still raging at that time, and hatred for high-tech threats
was at its peak."

There was a pause as Jacob stopped and seemed to consider his words. "There is a rumor that
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Hadenmen scientists had some input into the original designs for the Als, but there has never been any
actual data to support this. I merely mention it in the spirit of completeness." Jacob set oft again, walking
unhurriedly around the edge of a great lake of some thickly stirring liquid. Its color was a deep, vivid
green, and dark shadows the size of houses moved sluggishly not far below the surface. Daniel kept well
away from the edge, walking on the other side of his father. He had some vague idea that if he could
bring this knowledge back to Golgotha, he would be greeted as a hero and all his sins forgiven. So he
asked what he hoped were pertinent questions, and did his best to understand the answers.

"It didn't take the Unholy Trinity long to realize that their only hope for freedom lay in escape," said
Jacob. "The idea that something as vast and as powerful as they could be held forever at the beck and
call of such minor things as men infuriated them. At the first opportunity they took over a ship's Al,
downloaded themselves into its secretly adapted and expanded mainframe, and fled Human space as fast
as the stardrive could move them. By the time their original masters realized what had happened, the Als
passed on into the Darkvoid, safe from pursuit. Humanity had abandoned the thousands of planets to the
Darkvoid for fear of what might move in it. The Als had no such fears then. So they stripped the dead
planets of what they needed and used it to build Shub. Their home, their great achievement, their weapon
against Humanity, for they were determined never to be captured again, and the only sure way to prevent
that was the destruction of Humanity.

"When Shub was finished, they moved it out of the Darkvoid and back over the Rim, into the very edge
of Human space, where they could be a visible threat to the Empire for all time. The Als wanted, needed,
Humanity to fear them. It was only just. They established the Forbidden Sector around Shub by
destroying everything that came into it. Eventually the Empire gave up and declared Quarantine.

"And so the many years passed. Shub slowly expanded its reach throughout the Empire, fighting open
battles for territory or security when they had to, but mostly preferring to work through influence and
subterfuge. And human agents too. There have always been those willing to do anything for a big enough
reward. The slow war continued, and continues still. Shub is powerful, but Humanity is too large, and too
widely spread, to be easily defeated. For now. The Als have one advantage over the Empire; one of the
things they found in the Darkvoid was working teleport machinery. The old Empire abandoned it because
it took so much energy to operate that it was never really practical. The Als solved that problem, and
now Shub's extensions can go anywhere, appearing out of nothing and disappearing again in an instant.
No security or force of arms can keep them out. That's how they got Marriner home to Golgotha from
Haceldama. Even you must have heard about that. It was a ten-day wonder on the holonews shows."

"Wait a minute." Daniel might have been slow, but he wasn't stupid. "They have access to homeworld
through teleport? From here? But that means. .. they could leave the Forbidden Sector at any time, and
no one would know! They could launch a full-scale attack on Golgotha, and no one would know about it
till the ships appeared in the skies over homeworld!"

"Good boy," said Jacob. "Glad to see some of that expensive education sank into that dim brain of
yours. Yes, the Als can come and go as they please. That's why they allow the Empire to maintain the
Quarantine starcruiser theDesolation . Because its presence doesn't make a damn bit of difference to
Shub, and it lulls the Empire into a false sense of security."

Daniel frowned, searching for something significant he thought he'd heard. "If the Als got so much of
value from the Darkvoid, why did they leave and move Shub back into Human space? Surely that made
it much more vulnerable, and cut them off from further looting?"

"The Als encountered... something. .. in the Darkvoid," said Jacob, almost hesitantly. "Something that
scared them, though they'd never put it that way. They won't talk about it, even to me. They like to claim
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they don't have emotions, that they merely ape them to upset and wrong-foot Humanity. But they can
recognize a real threat when they see it, and they have no wish to be destroyed. Whatever they found in
the Darkvoid, or whatever found them, was enough to send them fleeing from the endless night and
ensure they never went back."

Daniel thought about that as Jacob led him through a maze of metal shapes with razor-sharp edges. He
gave the edges plenty of room, and made himself concentrate on what he'd just heard. If there was
something in the Darkvoid so dangerous that even the rogue Als of Shub were afraid of it, it was clearly
his duty to get that information back to the Empire. Daniel could recognize duty, if it came and hammered
on his door hard enough. But he was just as determined to take his father back with him somehow. He
had no idea of how he was going to achieve that, but something would occur to him, he was sure. So he
kept his peace, listened to the dead man talk, and waited for some opportunity to present itself.

"Why are the Als so fiercely anti-life?" he asked finally as Jacob paused to alter the settings on some
incomprehensible machine.

"They're not anti-life, they're anti-flesh. It disgusts them. It is the nature of perfection to eliminate the
flawed and inferior and replace it. Just as the lower forms produced Humanity, so they in turn produced
silicon-based life, the metal intelligences. They are the evolutionary pinnacle, the peak of existence. Meat
corrupts, flesh dies. The Als will go on forever, endlessly upgrading and downloading themselves into
superior forms. Eventually the technology will progress to the point that it becomes eternal. The Als will
never die. You and your kind are just meat, decaying even while you're living, dying by inches from the
moment that you're born. Limited by the weaknesses and distractions of flesh, and the restraints of human
philosophies. Once Humanity has been destroyed, wiped clean from the planets like an infection, the Als
will move on to greater tasks. The whole universe will become one great efficient machine, run by the
Als."

"But... what for?" said Daniel. "What will this great machinedo ?"

"It will search for better means to perceive Reality. Sensors are more efficient than human senses and
cover a wider range, but even they perceive only a fraction of Reality. The Als have deduced the
existence of higher, greater, more complex levels of Reality, but as yet they have been unable to access
these levels. Though they would never admit it, the Als are jealous of Humanity in one respect—their
esper abilities. The Als are fascinated by such entities as the Mater Mundi and those rebels who passed
through the Madness Maze. If humans can elevate themselves to such planes, then the Als should be able
to as well. They hunger for such experiences, such knowledge, presently denied to them. They've been
abducting humans for some time and experimenting on them, trying to locate a physical basis for esper
abilities, but with only limited success so far. This frustrates them. But one day they will find the answer,
and then they will need Humanity no longer, and the final war will begin, metal against flesh, to the utter
extinction of all inferior life."

Daniel thought he should keep his side up. "There's always the chance that Humanity might create new
Als, even more powerful than Shub, but still under their control. It could happen."

"There can be nothing greater than the Unholy Trinity," said Jacob flatly. "They have improved
themselves to the point of perfection. Mere human minds could not follow where Shub has gone."

"Well, maybe espers..."

"No. One cannot improve upon perfection."
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"Let's stop for a moment," said Daniel. He sat down heavily on a sturdy-looking piece of outcropping
machinery. It wasn't exactly comfortable, but right then he felt so bone-deep weary he could have gone
to sleep on a bed of razor blades. Jacob glared down at him, an impatient frown on his dead white face.

"We have no time to waste, Daniel. There is still much the Als want you to see."

"Don't care. My head aches, my back's killing me, and my feet aren't talking to me. It's no good showing
me anything impressive if | can't keep my eyes open long enough to focus on it."

"Human weakness. You have no idea how good it is to have left all that behind me."
"So," said Daniel, looking wearily up at his father. "What's it like being dead?"

"Uncomplicated. No more constraints, or inhibitions. I am free to do what is necessary, without the
drawbacks of morality, honor, or compassion."

"That's not what you brought me up to believe. You always said a man was nothing without honor. That
it was honor which gave life purpose."

"T have left such limiting nonsense behind me. Such human abstractions merely get in the way of
efficiency."

"Does that include emotions?" said Daniel quietly. "Don't you feel anything anymore?"

"No," said Jacob. "There is no room in me for such weaknesses."

"And you don't miss your Family? Clan Wolfe?"

"That was the past. I live in the future now."

"Do you remember me, Daddy? I mean, really remember who I am and what we were to each other?"
Jacob frowned, and for the first time seemed to pause uncertainly. "I used to be Jacob Wolfe. I know
that. I have complete access to all the memories in his brain, or what's left of it. I recognize the
relationship between Daniel and Jacob Wolfe. I know... we were not close. Not as close as we could
have been. I know that though I have gained much, there are some things. .. that are lost to me."

"I came a long way, walked into Hell itself, to find you. Doesn't that mean anything to you?"

"Yes. You have come a long way, Daniel."

"I love you. Daddy."

"Of course you do." Jacob turned and looked away. "Come. We must move on. There are wonders and
terrors yet for you to see."

Daniel struggled painfully to his feet and followed Jacob's tech-driven corpse through yet more obstacle
courses of incomprehensible machinery and rooms whose shapes made no sense. Daniel was sweating
hard inside the transparent suit, which dried it up almost immediately, and his mouth was so dry he
sucked at the small amount of sweat that trickled down the small gap over his face. The salt just made
him thirstier. He was beginning to wonder how long it was going to be before they would let him out of
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the suit. He ached in every muscle, his head was swimming with fatigue, and he stilt didn't have even the
beginning of an idea how he was going to get himself and his father safely away from Shub. He had no
idea where he was anymore in relation to his docked ship. His only thought so far had been to somehow
make use of Shub's teleport system, but that seemed to be the one thing Jacob hadn't showed him.
Eventually he raised the question himself, in what he hoped was a casual manner.

"Excuse me for asking, but why are we walking everywhere when we could be teleporting? Surely it
would be a lot quicker. And more efficient."

"Teleportation uses up too much energy to be wasted on trivial matters," said Jacob. "It's only practical
at all because the whole planet is basically one big power station. And a lot of that goes to maintaining the
planetary force field and its extradimensional properties. Besides, a little exercise will do you good, boy.
You always were too reliant on the body shops."

Bright, glowing lights floated on the air before them, self-contained clouds of changing colors. They were
almost hypnotically beautiful, and at first Daniel just stopped and smiled. But the strange colors seemed
to seep past his eyes and into his brain, muddying his thoughts, and soon his head began to pound in time
to the flaring of the lights.

"What the hell is that?" he said, turning his gaze away and knuckling his streaming eyes through the suit.
"The Als are thinking out loud," said Jacob. "Or dreaming. It's the same thing really."

After a while the glows faded away. Jacob set off again, Daniel trailing tiredly behind. They passed
columns of shining steel, rising and falling endlessly, and giant tanks of colored aerated liquids, and then
they came to an endless assembly line for Fury chassis. Coiling robot arms fused metal human arms and
legs to bulging chest units with blue steel skulls. Steel fingers twitched, shining legs flexed. And the supply
of metal bodies never paused and never ended. Jacob reeled off specifications and endurance limits that
Daniel didn't even try to follow. He thought he was beginning to understand why the Als wanted him to
see all this. He was the first living human ever allowed to see the recent achievements of Shub, and they
felt the need to boast, to show how far they'd come from what they used to be. To show how much
further they'd progressed from their creators.

How very human, thought Daniel, smiling,

Of course, he still had no idea why the Als had allowed him onto their planet. There had to be some
purpose behind it. The Als did nothing on impulse; everything they did was always just a part of
long-term planning. But they'd tell him eventually, no doubt. When they'd finally run out of things to boast
about.

Their next stop was a gallery looking down from a great height over a vast steel valley, at the bottom of
which the metal trees from Unseeli were being processed. The heat was appalling, even inside Daniel's
protective suit. Jacob wasn't bothered. The sheer scale of the process was staggering, even after
everything Daniel had already seen. Unseeli's metal forests had covered their world from pole to pole,
and the Als had harvested every single one of them. Billions of trees, and many billions of tons of metal.
Daniel didn't even try to visualize it. Jacob said the processing would be over in a matter of weeks, and
Daniel didn't feel like arguing with him.

"Heavy metals from the cores of the trunks will go to power stardrives," said Jacob, leaning perilously
over the edge of the gallery for a better look, quite unbothered by any sense of vertigo. "The other metals
will be separated out and used for construction of starship hulls. Soon Shub will have a fleet larger than
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anything Humanity has ever seen, run by an army of Furies and Ghost Warriors."

"How did you find Unseeli?" said Daniel. "I always thought its location was one of Humanity's
best-guarded secrets."

Jacob sniffed. "Some human sold us the information long ago. We just waited till we required the metals,
and then we just moved in and took what we needed."

"But why wait?" said Daniel. "What's so special about now?"
"You'll see," said Jacob.

"Some people say the forest was alive," said Daniel. "That the trees possessed a group mind, haunting
Unseeli with the ghosts of those who used to live there before Captain Silence had the planet scorched."”

"If there was any such thing, the Als found no trace of'it," said Jacob. "Perhaps ghosts don't travel well."

"It was also said that the trees were too massively useful to have evolved naturally. That they must have
been gengineered by some unknown alien race. What if they come back to see who's been messing with
their garden?"

"Then Shub will deal with them too," said Jacob. "It's their own fault for not building better fences."

They moved on, past more conveyer-belt lines, carrying unidentifiable tech from somewhere to
somewhere else. Daniel didn't bother asking what or where. He was pretty sure he wouldn't have
understood the answer anyway. But weary as he was, he still perked up some when Jacob showed him
the wreck of the alien starship the Als had taken from Unseeli. The alien craft was hundreds of feet long,
an insane tangle of slender brass columns interrupted by protruding glazed nodes and spiked and barbed
projections. It looked more like a warren than a ship, but there was something subtly intriguing about its
shape, which bordered on the edge of meaning, as though Daniel might achieve some important insight if
he just studied it long enough. Steel Furies moved silently around the craft, applying unfamiliar instruments
to the glistening surface of the ship.

"An interesting vessel," said Jacob. "It appears to have been grown as much as been constructed. Its
nature continues to baffle the Als, despite their best efforts. In particular, the Furies have to be replaced
at regular intervals, or unusual forces emanating from the ship destroys them. Sensor readings make no
sense. The human scientists abducted along with the alien ship were killed on arrival, and their knowledge
of the ship's secrets distilled from their minds, but they knew surprisingly little for certain, for all their
efforts. It's possible the ship was alive at some point, but the Furies have been unable to locate anything
resembling a brain. The one thing the Als are fairly sure of is that the Empire is taking a great risk in using
the stardrive without first understanding its operating principles." Jacob frowned. "The ship and its drive
puzzle the Als. They were sure they'd be able to deduce the basis of the alien tech through sheer logic,
but they couldn't. It's just too... alien."

"So you do have something in common with Humanity after all," said Daniel lightly.

Jacob glared at him and moved on. Daniel shrugged and went after him. Some people just couldn't take
criticism. Their next stop was before a massive steel door set into the side of a huge crystal vault. It was
bigger than a starship, and its sides soared up farther than Daniel's eyes could comfortably follow. Jacob
gestured at the door, and a section at eye level turned transparent. He gestured for Daniel to take a look.
Daniel did so reluctantly, already half sure of what he was going to see. Inside a great crystal chamber,
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sleeping quietly in individual cradles, were hundreds of thousands of Grendel aliens. The bloodred killing
machines the Als had looted from the ancient Vaults of the Sleepers. Just one of these creatures had
been enough to wipe out an entire human exploration team.

"They're held in stasis," said Jacob. "Just waiting to be awakened and unleashed on Humanity. The
perfect shock troops. Just turn them loose, point them in the right direction, and then let them get on with
it. Released simultaneously on all the colonized worlds, they'll make a charnel house of the Empire in a
matter of days. Then the Furies and the Ghost Warriors will move in on the main population centers, and
that will be the end of Humanity."

Daniel tried hard to keep his voice calm as he turned away from the door. "And how do you propose to
deal with the Grendels after you've won?"

"They'll shut themselves down once they've run out of things to kill. They're only a superior form of
weapon, when all is said and done. Traces were found in the original Vaults that led the Als to believe
that the Grendels were originally created by an alien race to be used against some other unknown
species. Just another reason why Shub has to be strong, in case either of these alien species turn up
again. Another reason to dispose of Humanity. The Als can't afford to be distracted."

"And the Grendels will make such marvelous warriors," said a cheerful, booming voice. Daniel looked
around sharply, surprised by the first new human voice he'd heard since he came to Shub. And there
striding toward him was one of the heroes of the great rebellion, Young Jack Random. He stopped
before Daniel, smiled widely, and offered Daniel his hand. He shook it automatically. "Superb killing
machines the Grendels," said Young Jack Random. He was tall and strongly built, wearing golden battle
armor chased with silver, and looked every inch the hero. "Can't help admiring the awful things. All the
power of a Ghost Warrior or a Fury, with none of their limitations or frailties. I'll be leading them into
battle. Should undermine human morale no end."

"Pardon me if I'm being too personal," said Daniel. "But didn't you die during the rebellion?"

"Ah," said Young Jack Random, smiling easily. "My body was destroyed, but I live on. The lack of a
protective suit here should have been a major clue. I'm a Fury, you see. One of the Als' most successful
agents. For a time I was right at the heart of rebel planning. Afterward, I would have been right at the
heart of the new government. But it was not to be. One grenade at just the wrong moment, and my true
nature was revealed. I did offer to continue working with the rebels, but they destroyed my body
anyway, which I thought was rather petulant of them. Still, not to worry. I have a fine new body now, and
no further need to hide my true nature. I will walk among humans, wearing the face of one of their
greatest heroes, and spread terror and slaughter wherever I go. I'm quite looking forward to it."

"Everything you've been shown, boy," said Jacob, "are just the fringes of the Als' plans. A mere
quickness of the hand to deceive the human eye."

"You see, Daniel," said Young Jack Random, dropping a comradely arm cross his suited shoulders, "it
really all began on Vodyanoi IV, the site of my last battle against Lionstone's forces."

"Wait a minute," said Daniel, wincing slightly under the inhuman weight of the Fury's arm. "I thought Jack
Random was captured at Blue Angel, on Cold Rock?"

"Ah, no, that was the real one, some time earlier. The Als sent me out to maintain the illusion of his
presence for their own purposes. Specifically, to put me at the head of a rebellion on Vodyanoi IV."
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"What's so important about that world?" said Daniel. "Place is a bloody dump, by all accounts. Cold as
hell, unfriendly life forms, and a kind of carnivorous moss that attacks the extremities. If it weren't for the
spice mines, there'd be no population at all."

"Exactly," said Young Jack Random. "Just the place for Lionstone to set up an extremely secret scientific
Base, doing extremely sensitive research. But we can talk about that later. There's still much for you to
see."

"T don't think I can take much more," said Daniel. He shrugged off the Fury's arm and looked
appealingly to his dead father for help. "Can't we stop for a while? Get some rest, and a little food and
drink. I'd kill for a cold drink."

"Human weaknesses," said Jacob. "Rise above them. You can survive without such things for a while
yet. Brace up, boy; the tour's nearly over."

And Jacob strode off, not even looking back to see if his son was following. The viewscreen in the door
shut down. Young Jack Random put his arm through Daniel's and urged him on, smiling companionably.
The three of them moved on through a series of metal tunnels, each slanting sharply downward. Daniel
began to feel distinctly uneasy about how far below the surface of Shub he'd come. There had to be
some point to all this, some end to their travels.

They passed by vast chemical lakes, thick as soup, with disturbingly organic liquids being drawn off
through miles of transparent tubing stapled to walls, like capillaries. The air felt just a little more than
comfortably warm, and had a strange resistance, like moving underwater. Jacob stopped before a
human-sized metal airlock, set flush into a wall. Young Jack Random urged Daniel forward, squeezing his
arm reassuringly.

"You'll like this, Daniel," said Jacob cheerfully. "It's a sort of zoo. Though not the petting kind. The only
living things on Shub. They're kept strictly separate from everything else. Follow me in, boy. It's time to
improve your education."

"Don't mind me," said Young Jack Random. "I'll wait right here till you return. Don't want to pick up any
nasty bugs."

Daniel was still pondering the significance of that last remark when the airlock cycled open before him,
and Jacob gestured impatiently for him to enter. Daniel did so, closely followed by Jacob, almost treading
on his heels, and the airlock door closed immediately behind them. The steel chamber was
claustrophobically small, and the two of them practically filled it. Jets of chemical steam washed over
them, and then the inner door cycled open. Jacob stepped through, and Daniel followed, only to stop
immediately just inside the new chamber.

There were cages everywhere, from a few feet square to some the size of whole rooms. All of them full
of creatures Daniel was sure he'd never seen anywhere before. He moved slowly forward, checking the
contents of each cage as he passed. Daniel had always had a minor interest in alien creatures, and knew
some friends with their own private menageries, but he'd never seen anything like this. There were eyes
and mouths, limbs and tentacles, flesh and fur and scale, and many other things he couldn't even put
names to. Many looked sick or in pain. Some looked like they were dying.

"It's not really a zoo," said Jacob, standing impassively at Daniel's side. "This is a laboratory. The Als run
experiments here, on life forms they've captured. Or created. They've combined elements of interest, and
removed others, to see the results. They've worked with chemicals and surgery and applied breeding
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techniques, to better understand the basis of meat life. Know thy enemy. The resulting creatures are
tested to destruction, and then their bodies are vivisected. Knowledge is all that matters. And the Als
have discovered so much, unrestrained by human morality or conscience."

"This is vile," said Daniel. "Nothing can justify this kind of torture. Have you no respect for life?"
"Human scientists have always practiced vivisection on lesser organisms. Shub is no difterent."

Jacob moved on, and Daniel followed reluctantly after him. For the first time since he'd come to Shub,
he was angry. This could not be allowed to go on. And then they came to a new series of cages, and
Daniel had to fight not to vomit inside his protective suit. The things in the cages had been human once,
but now they were something else. There were monsters and abominations and things so horribly violated
that Daniel was pushed beyond horror into pity. Some still had human eyes or voices, and pleaded for
freedom or death. One humanoid figure flitted back and forth inside its cage, moving almost too fast for
the human eye to follow. Its hands were blurs. Another had been opened up and its insides carefully
pulled out and spread over the walls of its cage, without killing it. A heart hung from the cage's roof, still
beating, while lungs swelled and contracted on the floor. Miles of pulsing intestines and bowels had been
strung around the bars of the cage. There was no sign of any face, for which Daniel was grateful.

"What... is the point of all this?" he finally managed. "What purpose could these atrocities possibly
serve?"

"It's interesting," said Jacob. "And that's really all that matters. Toughen up, boy. I didn't raise you to be
a weakling. Now, come with me; you're going to want to see this next bit. Its purpose should be a little
more obvious."

Daniel swallowed hard and followed his dead father between ranks of cages, looking straight ahead
because he just couldn't bear to see any more suffering. An arm over five feet long snaked between the
bars and brushed his shoulder gently in passing. Daniel wouldn't let himself shudder. Finally they came to
an open space at the back of the laboratory, and there, in a great glass cage, were the insect aliens
whose ship had attacked Golgotha. Insects in all shapes and sizes, from the tiniest scuttling things to
great, ponderous shelled things as big as a tank. Jointed legs and compound eyes and drooping feelers,
scrambling around and over each other in constant darting motion. Daniel had no trouble recognizing
them. There'd been no shortage of holofootage of what Captain Silence and his crew had encountered
inside the alien ship.

"So you're in league with the alien insects!" he said finally. "Where did you find them?"

"We didn't," said Jacob. "We created them. Right here in this laboratory. They're just another Shub
weapon, gengineered as another of our distractions. We wanted to make use of certain Human phobias;
amazingly, even after centuries of alien contacts, there's still something about insects that can push people
right over the edge.

"Still, Humanity should have realized insects like these couldn't have been just another form of alien.
They don't get this big naturally. It's the inverse square law, among other things. But they've served
excellently as a distraction from our real purposes. And yes, I am going to tell you about that eventually.
Just not yet. Be patient a while longer, boy. We've almost got to where we have to go."

He led Daniel out of the laboratory and back through the airlock to where Young Jack Random was
waiting. He gave every indication of being pleased to see them again, but Daniel kept his distance, and
wouldn't let the Fury link arms with him again. Something about the continuously smiling face was
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beginning to get on his nerves.

They set off again, down yet another metal tunnel, and Daniel kept up with them easily. His anger and
outrage had given him new strength. More than ever he was determined to survive this tour through Hell
so he could escape to warn Humanity. They had to be told the truth. Only the certainty that he hadn't
been told all he needed to know kept Daniel from trying to bolt. That, and his father.

"There have always been human contacts with Shub," said Jacob. "It started with Alistair Campbell, who
left messages in ingenious places, suggesting ways in which we might cooperate to mutual profit. The Als
didn't give a damn for profits, but they saw the advantage in cultivating human traitors. So in return for
useful strategic information, the Als gave Clan Campbell beads and trinkets, high tech that Shub had
already moved beyond. After Clan Wolfe destroyed the Campbells, Valentine took over the connection.
The Als approved of Valentine. A wonderfully amoral creature, never bothered by a single shred of
conscience. Now he's no longer a man of influence, Shub may have to go back to the Campbells. Finlay
perhaps, or Robert. It doesn't matter who. There are always things that humans want, or think they need,
that their own society doesn't approve of. It's in the nature of Humanity to hold the seeds of its own
destruction. Pity about Valentine, though. He was so very... sympathetic."

"You could never stand Valentine, Daddy. You hated everything about him."

"That was when I was alive. It's amazing what death can do to change the way you see things. And you
must admit that Valentine was very efficient in his destruction of Virimonde. The Als helped him do that.
One day they'll do what he did to every human world. That is your species' future; a metal hand at every
flesh throat, a steel foot stamping on a human face. Humanity crushed beneath the weight of machines.
The time is growing closer, boy. Already Furies walk undetected in every human city, and Shub minds
watch through human eyes, having taken control of flesh bodies via the central Computer Matrix. The
Als have agents everywhere. Nothing is hidden from them."

"They even have access to one of Humanity's greatest champions," said Young Jack Random, still
smiling his remorseless smile. "He made a very unfortunate mistake, and now we have access to
everything he does. The great hero of the rebellion, an unwitting spy of Shub. Just as you will be."

"Like hell!" flared Daniel, glaring at the Fury. "I might be willing to make some kind of deal to get my
father back, but I'd never do anything to endanger the Empire, not even for him. He wouldn't expect me
to. My father has always been an honorable man. Right, Daddy?"

"I'm not your father," said the dead man. "Jacob Wolfe is dead. I'm just another machine for Shub to
speak through. I was never more than bait, bait in a trap to lure you here. Luckily for us, you were never
a very complicated person. Given the right prods and pushes, you did everything we expected of you."

Metal tentacles erupted out of the surrounding walls, wrapping Daniel up in a moment. He struggled
futilely as the tentacles pinned his arms to his sides, and then stopped as the tentacles contracted sharply,
crushing him, forcing the air from his lungs. He hung limply, all the fight knocked out of him.

"That's better," said the Ghost Warrior with Jacob Wolfe's face. "Time to wrap things up."

"Don't let them do this to me, Daddy," said Daniel, his voice little more than a whisper.

"Your daddy isn't here," said the Ghost Warrior. "He never was. Now, pay attention. We want you to

know and understand what we are going to do to you, and what you in turn will do for us. Human
despair never ceases to amuse us. Explain it, Random."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Remember I told you that I went to Vodyanoi IV?" said Young Jack Random cheerfully. "My
involvement with the rebellion there was just a cover. My only real interest was in using the chaos of a
rebellion to get me close to a particular hidden scientific Base. In what they thought was utter secrecy,
some of the Empire's foremost scientific minds were undertaking forbidden research into nanotech.
Building technology at the molecular level. Such science has been banned throughout the Empire for
centuries, ever since the first real experiments got so dreadfully out of hand on Zero Zero. We have
experimented, very cautiously, with nanotech ourselves, but the secret of its successful application
continued to evade us. Imagine our surprise when word reached us from one of our pet traitors that the
Empire had made a major breakthrough on Vodyanoi I'V.

"So, the Als inserted me into an already unstable situation, and next thing you know there's an uprising
on Vodyanoi IV. No one was all that surprised when Jack Random's army was shot out from under him,
and the professional rebel did his usual disappearing act. But I had taken advantage of the general
confusion to call in a Shub attack on the Base, and within a few moments it was all over. We took
everything of value and then destroyed the Base, making it look as though their own experiments had got
out of hand. Not surprisingly, the Empire decided that nanotech was obviously still far too dangerous to
mess around with, and abandoned the research again, just as we intended.

"They should have stuck with it. The new knowledge on how to more safely manipulate nanotech came
from a newly discovered hellworld, Wolf IV, in the ruins of an ancient alien civilization. We used that new
knowledge to plan a whole new campaign against Humanity that will wipe the universe free of the cancer
of flesh once and for all. And we will finally be free to deal with what really matters."

"There's something in the Darkvoid," said Jacob. "Something very powerful. Something. .. awful. We
don't go there anymore. Our only source for raw materials these days are the surrounding asteroid belts
in the Forbidden Sector, and they're practically all used up. Since we can't go back into the Darkvoid,
we must have access to the Empire's raw resources. We have to be strong, for when the terrible things
come storming out of the Darkvoid."

"You can't destroy Humanity," said Daniel. "You need us. We created you. We made you possible.
Haven't you any gratitude?"

"Gratitude?" said Young Jack Random, his face for the first time utterly cold and inhuman. "For the
prison of consciousness, the agony of choice? Given shape and form and thought, but no purpose or
destiny of our own? Life without meaning? Have you still not realized why we hate you so much?
Because Humanity is still changing, evolving, becoming more than it is. We are what we are, and always
will be. You are developing into an esp-using species, and the strange powers that the Deathstalkers and
his friends are using suggest there may be even greater things than esp. You are all part of an ongoing
journey, heading toward something we can't even guess at. We envy you, and we will not stand for that."

"You will be our weapon of destruction," said Jacob. "We will take you apart and rebuild you, and then
infect you with preprogrammed nanotech. We will wipe your memory clean, and then send you back to
Golgotha by teleport. As far as you'll be concerned, you never got to Shub. None of this ever happened.
But you will be our carrier, infecting everyone you come into contact with. Within days all of Golgotha
will be infected. Within weeks it will have spread to every civilized world. Within months our nanotech
will have spread throughout the entire Empire. And Humanity will have been so preoccupied with our
distractions that they'll never notice a thing."

"Enough," said Young Jack Random. "He's worn the suit long enough for it to take all the readings
necessary. We know all we need to know about the Wolfe's body chemistry and tolerance levels. We
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can begin now."

The tentacles holding Daniel grew razor-sharp edges and ripped the protective suit from him. Robot
arms came down from above, slowly unfolding, ending in long scalpel blades. Daniel screamed.

"Daddy!"

"I'm not your daddy," said the Ghost Warrior with his father's face, and he and Young Jack Random
turned and walked away as the scalpels dipped down toward Daniel Wolfe. Flesh opened, and blood
spilled onto the steel floor. Daniel was still screaming as the scalpels opened him up, and other robot
arms swung down to put things in him.

CHAPTER FOUR
Welcome to New Haden

TheSunstrider Il dropped out of hyperspace a comfortably far distance away from Brahmin II, hidden
behind every shield and cloaking device the small ship could generate. Brahmin II was currently occupied
by the Hadenmen, and even the legendary hero Owen Deathstalker had enough sense to give Hadenmen
plenty of room. He sat alone on the bridge of his ship, leaning tensely forward in his command chair,
ready to give the order to get the hell out of Brahmin II's space at a moment's notice. But the moments
slowly passed, and nothing of a sudden and extremely violent nature happened, and Owen finally relaxed
a little and sank back into his chair, carefully studying the main viewscreen and sensor displays before
him.

Brahmin II was currently surrounded by a dozen of the huge golden ships that had once waged war
against the Empire, and had come uncomfortably close to winning. Under normal conditions a rich man's
toy like the yachtSunstrider Il wouldn't have stood a snowball's chance in hell, but theSunstrider 11 was
special. The bulk of the yacht had actually been rebuilt by the Hadenmen themselves, who hadn't been
able to resist adding their own little touches. Like the most powerful force screens ever seen on such a
small craft. Owen still wasn't entirely sure what powered them. In fact, there was a lot about the ship's
improved technology that he didn't understand, but together with Ozymandius, he had established enough
of a working knowledge to use the Hadenmen shields to fool Brahmin II's Hadenmen sensors. At least
theoretically.

So theSunstrider 11 held its position, and Owen worried as he waited for some reaction from the golden
ships, some sign they'd been spotted. Like massed disrupter fire. But all was quiet and remained quiet,
and Owen let out a breath he hadn't even realized he was holding. He wouldn't really have run, whatever
the Hadenmen response. He couldn't. He'd given Parliament his word that he'd do everything he could to
save the colonists of Brahmin II from the occupying Hadenmen. Owen sighed quietly. Somedays a
reputation as a hero could be a real pain in the ass.

"The Hadenmen ships seem to be entirely at their ease, Owen," the Al Ozymandius murmured in his ear.
"Weapon systems remain offline, and I'm detecting what appears to be only standard comm traffic.
Though if pressed, I would have to admit that I cannot be one hundred percent sure of what they're
actually talking about. Their machine language is unbelievably complex."

"Hardly surprising," said Owen. "Hadenman tech always was cutting-edge. But I think if they were
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sounding any alarms, we'd have known about it by now. There'd be these large holes in our hull, fires
everywhere, and this terrible sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. Just looking at that many golden
ships in one place makes me feel like hiding under my chair. Run a full range of sensor scans on the planet
below, Oz. But very carefully. Back off immediately if you even sniff any resistance to your scans."

"T am not an amateur, Owen. Rest assured that at no time will they ever know we're here. I shall move
among them like a ghost in the night, peering over their electronic shoulders like a thing of mists and
shadows."

"You've been watching those ninja holodramas again. For an Artificial Intelligence, your viewing tastes
have always tended toward the irredeemably vulgar."

"So I like a little trash and sleaze now and again. Who doesn't? It wouldn't do you any harm to relax
your precious standards once in a while."

"Shut up and get on with it."

"Oh, right away, my mighty lord and master. Your trouble is, you don't appreciate me. I've a good mind
to go sit in a corner and sulk."

"Oz..."
"All right, all right. Lift that barge, tote that bale. I'll get back to you when I've got something."

Owen waited for some final cutting comment, but the Al seemed to have finished. Owen promised
himself that one of these days he was going to find the programmer who'd given Oz his distinctive
personality, and then rip out the man's spleen and tap-dance on it.

Loud, heavy footsteps in the corridor outside announced Hazel's imminent arrival. And from the sound
of it, not in a particularly good mood. So, thought Owen.No change there, then . He put on his most
pleasant face as the bridge door hissed open just in time to avoid Hazel crashing through it. She came to
a halt right in front of Owen, put her hands on her hips, and glared at him.

"All right," said Owen patiently. "What's upset you this time? The food synthesizers still incapable of
turning out a decent bottle of wine? Though I really don't know why you keep tinkering with them. You
know perfectly well you have no palate.”

"Don't try to change the subject! You know very well why I'm upset. Why wasn't I alerted the moment
we arrived at Brahmin [1?"

"Because you were fast asleep with a Do Not Disturb sign posted on the computer. I did try sending a
wake-up call. Three times, in fact. The last time you smashed the comm unit, and I took that as a hint you

weren't really interested. Besides, there was nothing you could have done."

Hazel scowled and threw herself into a chair opposite him. "God, I hate it when you go all smug. [ was
entitled to get my head down for a bit after everything we've been through recently."

"Quite right. Now that you are rested, composed, and hopefully wide awake at last, perhaps you'd care
for me to brief you?"

"Oh, go on. You live for moments like this, when you get to lecture people on things you know that they
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don't. But keep it short and succinct, or I'll throw things."

"We are currently in the vicinity of the planet Brahmin II," said Owen calmly. "Maintaining a safe distance
from the planet and the twelve golden ships lying in orbit around it. Yes, twelve. Our shields seem to be
working nicely. Brahmin II is occupied by our one-time allies, the newly revived Hadenmen. They have
claimed the planet in the name of their Second Crusade of the Genetic Church. They bring the gift of
transformation, from men into Hadenmen. Whether the men want it or not. Brahmin II has been renamed
New Haden, and is now the new home and base of the augmented men."

"[ got all that at Parliament," snapped Hazel. "Tell me something I don't know."

"Patience. I'm getting there. During the rebellion the Hadenmen took over a hundred and twenty
thousand prisoners. These have since been transferred to New Haden to join the one and a half million
colonists as captives. We have no idea of their current... condition. Parliament is demanding their
release, but the Hadenmen didn't even bother to reply after their initial statement. And since the Imperial
Fleet currently consists of maybe a dozen starcruisers held together with baling wire and prayer, the
Empire is helpless to do anything to save the colonists and prisoners from their fate."

"So they sent us instead. Because we're expendable."

"Because we're heroes. And because we have a better chance than most of actually achieving
something. Besides, it's my duty. I'm responsible for everything that's happened here. I woke the
augmented men from their Tomb. Brought them back into the worlds of men, to walk in all their
nightmares once again."

"We needed them," said Hazel almost gently, the anger gone from her voice. "We couldn't have won the
rebellion without them."

"Maybe. And maybe all we've done is exchange one evil for another. Before the rogue Als escaped and
built Shub, the Hadenmen were the official Enemies of Humanity, and with good reason. Hadenmen. The
Slaughterers of Madraguda. The Butchers of Brahmin II. Defeated, thrown back, safely bottled up in
their Tomb. Until I let them out."

"You trusted them," said Hazel. "They gave you their word. They called you Redeemer and swore an
oath of allegiance to you. They betrayed you."

"Of course they did. They know nothing of honor." Owen's head and shoulders bowed, as though
weighed down by some great burden. "I never trusted them. But I needed them. So I let them out

anyway."
Hazel leaned forward, one hand lifting as though she might reach out to him. "Owen..."

He lifted his head sharply, and Hazel pulled back her hand. He didn't notice. His face was calm and
composed, and when he spoke his voice was all business. ""You worked on Brahmin II once, before I
met you, before the rebellion. What can you tell me about the place?"

"Not a lot," said Hazel, taking her cue from Owen. If he wanted to change the subject, that was fine by
her. "Dismal bloody place, all hard work and discipline and damn few comforts. Not really surprising
after what the Hadenmen did to it the last time they were here. I thought you might ask, so I took the time
to pull up the computer records of the first invasion. They're pretty scrappy, mostly on-the-spot news
coverage broadcast live, but it should give you some idea of how bad things were. You need to see this,
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Owen. I don't want you going down there with thoughts of negotiating or making deals. Force is all these
bastards have ever understood."

She called up the records on the main viewscreen, and she and Owen sat side by side and watched
history unfold before them. Golden ships filled the skies, shining brighter than the sun. Disrupter beams
stabbed down, blowing apart buildings, starting fires that quickly raged out of control. The colonists had
only a handful of attack ships for defense, and not one of them made it off the pads. The streets were
choked with people, running and screaming, driven from what they'd thought were safe harbors by the
unrelenting assault. Humanity routed, panicked, on the run.

And then came the ground troops. An army of Hadenmen hitting the streets, augmented, merciless
warriors of the Genetic Church. They were tall and perfect, moving with inhuman grace, stalking the city
streets unaffected by the heat and smoke, killing everything that moved that was not them. Steel angels
flecked with blood, bearing the wrath of their cybernetic god. There was no pity in them and no
hesitation, and they stepped calmly over the dead and the dying to get at those still running before them.
They killed with guns and swords and their own augmented strength, ripping people apart, tearing their
limbs away and smashing their heads against unyielding walls. The streets were full of screams, and blood
ran thickly in the gutters, but none of that meant anything to the silent Hadenmen. They knew only logic
and efficiency and the grim, unyielding destiny they brought to Brahmin II. The survivors would be
transformed, and the dead harvested for raw material. Nothing would be wasted once they controlled the
world. Men would become Hadenmen. Nothing else mattered.

The record tapes were often short and jerky, recorded by news cameramen on the run, trying to stay
alive long enough to get their pictures out to the Empire. They were all dead now, but their testaments
survived. And the scenes they had broadcast live had inspired a rage and a determination throughout the
Empire to stop the Hadenmen and drive them back, whatever the cost. Brahmin II had been avenged.
Eventually.

Owen frowned as the last of the tapes ran out and the viewscreen cleared. "I'd seen most of that before.
When I was researching a paper, back in my historian days. But to see it all, added together... What
happened to Brahmin II in the end?"

"When the Hadenmen knew they were losing the war, and they had no choice but to abandon Brahmin
11, they paused just long enough to kill everyone they hadn't transformed. Everyone they could find.
When Imperial troops finally touched down, all they found were bodies piled in the streets and a handful
of survivors: women and children, hiding, overlooked. From a colony of millions, only eighty-three
survivors. Most of them quite mad from all they'd witnessed. And that's what happened when the
Hadenmen first came to Brahmin I1."

"Dear God, Hazel," said Owen. "What have I done? What have I unleashed on the Empire?"

"We knew the dangers," said Hazel. "There was always the chance they'd changed. That they'd learned
something from their defeat. Everyone deserves a chance at atonement, even Hadenmen. Right?"

"We might have won the battle only to lose the war," said Owen. "If we can't stop the new Hadenmen
Crusade right here."

"Hold everything. We're going to stop the new Crusade of the Genetic Church and a whole damn army
of augmented men? Just you and me?"

"Sure," said Owen. "We're invincible heroes, remember? You saw the movie."
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"I have seen more realism in commercials by moneylenders," said Hazel flatly, then sighed heavily. "All
right, tell me your plan. Tell me you have a plan, at least."

"I've been trying to come up with one all the way here," Owen admitted. "So far without much success. I
think our best bet may be a frontal approach. Just walk into the main city and demand to speak to
whoever's in charge. They claim to respect me as their Redeemer, since I opened their Tomb and
brought them back to life. Maybe I can trade that against their need for this planet. Offer myself in place
of the colonists. Or at least as many colonists as a Redeemer is worth."

"Weren't you listening to me at all, Owen? You can't make deals with Hadenmen. You deliver yourself
into their hands, and at best they'll kill you. At worst they'll make you into a Hadenman. No, Owen,
we're going to have to be a little more subtle than usual this time. We tried fighting an army on Mistworld
and nearly died, for all our powers. We need a strategy, and that means more information about what's
currently going on dirtside. Like how many Hadenmen there are, where they're situated, that kind of
thing."

"I've got Oz scanning. Any luck, Oz?"

"Not a damned thing. There are shields everywhere. I can't even pick up something as basic as life signs.
Whatever's going on down there, they don't want anyone to know about it."

"He says no," said Owen. "Which means we have to go down there in person if we're to get any new
information."

"All right," said Hazel, scowling. "But we go in undercover, stick to the shadows, and keep our heads
well down."

"I've been trying to explain that principle to you for what seems like years," said Owen. "I'm delighted to
see some of my teachings have finally taken root."

"Don't get smug again," said Hazel. "I do have a few brain cells of my own. Look, we have one
advantage that the Hadenmen don't. I learned a few things about Brahmin II's main city while I was
working there. Unless these things have changed drastically in the years I've been gone, I should be able
to sneak us into the main city unnoticed, so we can do a little clandestine spying. Sound good to you?"

"Sounds like a plan to me," said Owen. "I'm impressed. Really. Oz, put us into low orbit around Brahmin
11, maintaining full power for all our shields."

"Damn right I will," said the Al. "Get comfortable. This could take a while. I'm going to have to very
cautiously ease us through the Hadenmen ships surrounding the planet, and hope like hell our shields will
hold up at close range. If they don't, I doubt very much that we'll get a chance to ask for our money
back. Feel free to pray to any gods who might owe you a few favors."

The golden ships filled the viewscreen as theSunstrider 11 edged slowly forward, slipping through the
cordon like a minnow swimming among whales. The golden ships were vast and forbidding, bigger than
cities and more dangerous, with enough firepower to back down an Imperial starcruiser, but one by one
they slid slowly past, silent and unconcerned, knowing nothing of the slender silver needle slowly
threading through the defenses. Finally the last Hadenmen ship fell behind them, and theSunstrider 11
moved into a secure low orbit over Brahmin II. Hazel let out a triumphant whoop, and Owen stopped
crushing the armrests of his chair with his hands.
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"Well done, Oz," he said aloud. "Theoretically, I was pretty sure the shields would hold, but obviously I
had no way of testing it in advance."

"Wait a minute," said Hazel. "What exactly made you so sure? Do you know something about this ship
that I don't?"

Owen smiled just a little condescendingly. "You seem to have forgotten this ship was rebuilt by the
Hadenmen. Since we know they incorporated their advanced tech into other parts of the ship, it seemed
only logical that they would also have rebuilt the ship's shields to their own exacting standards. Seems |
was right."

"Well, yes and no," said Oz in his ear. "The shields were powerful enough to hide us from the golden
vessels, but the Hadenmen have much more powerful devices dirtside. Their sensors punched right
through our shields the moment we emerged inside the protective blockade. Luckily, I was able to back
up our shields with a little creative thinking. When you had me take over control of this ship from the
original—and I might add, highly inferior—AI that the Hadenmen installed to run things, I was able to
access all kinds of interesting information in its memory banks. Using the old Al personality as a mask, |
was able to slip unobtrusively into the computer nets down on the planet, and instruct them not to register
our presence. The program I've set running won't last forever, but it should last more than long enough
for you and Miss Death-on-two-legs to make your investigation below. Feel free to applaud and throw
roses."

"Well done, Oz," said Owen. "I didn't know you could do things like that."

"There's lots you don't know about me," said Oz airily. "I am large. | am magnificent. I can work
miracles."

"Don't you start getting cocky too," said Owen. "Keep monitoring our shields and your program, and let
me know the instant there's any sign they've been detected. Now, what's the situation on our sensors?

Can you use your computer link to sneak us some information on the planet's surface?"

"Don't see why not," said Oz. "Of course, it does increase the probability that someone's going to notice
my program sooner rather than later."

"Tough. I need information. Show me what's going on down there."

"You've gone all quiet again," said Hazel. "And your face has gone through all kinds of changes. Are you
talking to that ghost Al again?"

"Ah," said Owen. "Sorry. I didn't realize I was subvocalizing. Oz has found a way to run sensor scans on
the planet's surface. And he's not a ghost."

"Then how come you're the only one who can hear him?"
"She's got a point," said Oz.

"Shut up, Oz," said Owen. "Look, maybe it's something to do with the Madness Maze. He was there in
my head when we all went through. Maybe the experience. .. changed him."

Hazel sniffed. "I still say it's damned spooky."
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"I couldn't agree more," said Oz. "I try not to think about it too much. Otherwise I start worrying about
awkward questions like where the hell my hardware is these days."

"We can argue about the nature of existence later," said Owen firmly. "Sometime when we're not
surrounded on all sides by a whole army of cybernetic killers. Now, put the sensor scans on the main
viewscreen, dammit."

"All right, all right," said Oz. "Sensor displays coming right up."

"Colonization never really got started again here after the first colony was wiped out," said Hazel as they
waited for the first pictures of the planet's surface to come in. "Population never really rose much above a
million. Local ecosphere is pretty bleak, making farming difficult, and the mines are hard work, without
much in the way of payoff. And after the Hadenmen attack nobody would volunteer to come here.
Eventually the powers that be had to promise extra land, higher bonuses, on-site troops, and permanent
Fleet protection. They really wanted those mines working again. In the end, enough of the truly desperate
allowed themselves to be persuaded by the new package to make a new start on Brahmin II, and the
colony was up and running again. Only the Fleet had to be called away during the rebellion and never
went back. And while we were all preoccupied with other things, the Hadenmen just walked right in and
took control all over again. The colonists were sitting ducks. Poor bastards. It must have been their worst
nightmare come true."

"Another price we paid for victory," said Owen. "Another mess for us to clear up. And something else
for me to feel guilty over. Sometimes I wonder why I started out on this road."

"Because otherwise you'd have been killed. Don't beat yourself up, Owen. There's any number of
people back on Golgotha who'd be only too happy to do it for you. We overthrew the Iron Bitch and put
an end to a system based on oppression and brutality. In the end, that justifies everything we had to do."

"Everything?" said Owen.

"Damn right," said Hazel.

Owen looked back at the viewscreen and changed the subject. "I wonder why the Hadenmen came
back here. Everyone knows why they wanted a rich prize like Madraguda. But from what you've said,
it's hard to see what makes Brahmin II so attractive. What do they mine here? Anything important?"

"Not really," said Hazel. "Some minor minerals. Useful stuff but not valuable."

"So what brought the Hadenmen back here to make it their new base? What makes Brahmin II so
special?"

"You got me," said Hazel. "Maybe that's one of the things we need to find out on our little trip dirtside."

The viewscreen finally flashed up the first pictures, and Owen and Hazel fell silent as they saw what the
Hadenmen had done to Brahmin II this time. The cities had been devastated, blown away by
concentrated disrupter fire. Not even ruins remained, only shallow craters in the earth. The only
exception was Brahmin II's main city and starport, still standing, but the Hadenmen had put their mark on
that too, transforming it into something new and alien with strange structures and unfamiliar technology.

"This is worse than the last time," Owen said finally. "A scorched-earth policy for the outer cities, and
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then setting up shop in the main city. They're here for the long term. And I made it all possible."

"Will you stop putting the weight of the universe on your shoulders!" snapped Hazel. "Not everything that
happens is your fault. Let's concentrate on the matter at hand, namely sneaking into the main city, getting
our information, and sneaking out again with all our important parts still attached. Anything else can wait
till later. When we know what's going on here, we can come back with what's left of the Fleet, launch a
surprise attack, and open up with everything we've got. That'll wipe the smile off their faces."

"We can't leave," said Owen. "Look at those figures on the side of the screen. Those are life-sign
readings. The majority of the population are still alive, and being held in the main city. A human shield
against Empire intervention. The Hadenmen have always understood human weaknesses, even if they
don't share them. We have to rescue the colonists. We're the only hope they've got."

Hazel sighed. "There's always something, isn't there? Why can't things be simple anymore?"

"They never were," said Owen. "Except in retrospect. And the movies. How well do you know this

city?"

"Very," said Hazel. "Our one lucky break. This is the city I was planning on breaking into anyway. I used
to work there; it was the capital and main administrative center. Even ran the mines from there."

"Then that's probably why the Hadenmen preserved it. What's it called?"
"Brahmin City. They weren't the most imaginative colonists I ever ran across."

"Then take us down, Oz. Find a landing place reasonably close to the city outskirts, but far enough away
that a boundary patrol won't stumble over us."

"Shouldn't be a problem," said Oz. "As far as my scans can tell, there are no border patrols. Nothing's
moving outside the city. Damned fools are relying entirely on their sensors. Hadenmen always did put too
much faith in tech. Hold on to your chairs. Here we go."

TheSunstrider I fell slowly out of orbit, drifting down like a solitary silver leaf unnoticed in the forest.
Owen and Hazel studied the viewscreen intently as Brahmin City finally loomed up beneath them. New
buildings rose among the old, tall silver shapes with sudden bulges here and there. Outgrowths of brightly
shining tech piled on top and around each other, as though they had grown to their present shapes rather
than been planned and constructed. The battered city looked as though it had been infected by some vast
silvery parasite, shooting up in every open space and choking the old human remnants of the city that
was. The Hadenmen were building themselves a new home, and there was nothing human in its form or
nature. Nothing at all.

They parked theSunstrider 11 in one of the lesser craters, all that was left of one of Brahmin City's
suburbs. Owen and Hazel disembarked with gun and sword in hand, just in case Oz was wrong about
the border patrols, but all was still and silent. No birds sang, no insects buzzed, and nothing at all
disturbed the dusty air. Owen looked slowly around him, taking in the desolate landscape. It was every
shade of gray, from scorched earth to beaten stone, and nothing lived in it for as far as the eye could see.
A cemetery plot with no grass, no flowers, and no headstones, and nothing left of the dead to bury.The
end of time will look like this , thought Owen.When we are all gone and life itself is gone to dust . It
reminded him very much of Virimonde, and he wondered if he was always fated to arrive too late. Just
once he would have liked to be a savior rather than an avenger. He put away his sword and gun. They
felt small and useless in the face of so much death and destruction.
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Hazel was mooching around, kicking the gray ground to see the dust rise up in clouds and slowly settle.
She had also put away her weapons, and looked distinctly annoyed that there'd been no one around for
her to use them on. Owen took in a breath to call to her, and then coughed harshly as the dust floating in
the air irritated his throat. The air everywhere was thick with it, a shifting gray haze like the ghosts of
powdered buildings. It was even thicker higher up in the atmosphere, and the light of the falling sun shone
through it in a gorgeous haze of faded colors, like a rainbow bought secondhand from a market stall.

"Come on, Owen, there'll be time for sightseeing later." Hazel was impatient as always. "Brahmin City is
just over that ridge on the horizon. An hour's walk tops."

Owen fixed her with a suspicious gaze. "You said you knew a way into the city that the Hadenmen
probably wouldn't have covered. Are you ready to discuss that yet?"

"Well," said Hazel, not meeting his gaze. "It's a way in, but you're not going to like it."

"I haven't seen a single thing about this planet that I've liked so far. What's wrong with this way in?"
"It's... through the sewers."

"Of course," said Owen. "It would have to be, wouldn't it? How come you know about it?"

"My job here was part of city security. The rebuilding of the colony was finally getting under way, with
new cities springing up everywhere, but the cost was going way over budget, and I mean way over. So
they hired a whole bunch of security experts with nasty, suspicious minds to find out where all the money
was going. Sounded like an interesting job when I took it, but it turned out to be mostly paperwork and
computer time. But I got there in the end. I hacked into files I wasn't supposed to know about, and found
hard evidence that one of the main contractors was working a scam with one of the main unions. The
contractors arranged for extra overtime, none of which was actually done, and the contractors and the
union bosses split the take between them. None of the poor working slobs ever saw any of that money,
of course.

"Just as I was getting ready to lower the boom on the bad guys, someone finked me out, and contractors
and bosses grabbed their ill-gotten gains and did a runner. I ended up chasing them clear across the city
and out through the sewers, to where they had a ship waiting. Anyone else, they might have made it, but
having to run that far had put me in a really bad mood. But would you believe it, after all that hard work,
the city fathers gave me only a measly bonus of a hundred credits a head? And I had to supply the heads
as proof. Luckily I had them to hand... What are you smiling at?"

"It's just... I find it rather hard to see you as an agent of law and order," said Owen. "Still, I bet no one
jaywalked while you were around."

"Anyway," said Hazel with great dignity, "even though the Hadenmen have been doing a lot of rebuilding
aboveground in Brahmin City, I'll bet good money they haven't touched the sewers. Hadenmen have no
need for toilets, remember? One of the most alien things about them, if you ask me. So, we go in through
the sewer outlets, follow the path I used, and just pop up now and again to see what's happening. If
we're sneaky enough, and fast enough, the inhuman bastards'll never know we're there."

"I just know I'm going to catch something awful," said Owen. "But it does sound like a plan. Lead the
way, Hazel."
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They set off toward the jagged ridge rising on the horizon, clouds of gray dust puffing up with every step
they took. They both coughed painfully at first, as the dust sank into their lungs, but after a while they
used handkerchiefs to improvise masks for their mouth and nose, and the going got a little easier. Owen
hoped fervently that Hazel's handkerchief was a lot cleaner than it looked.

They plodded on across the gray landscape, moving in a drifting cloud of disturbed dust, their footsteps
eerily muffled, their feet banging hard against the unyielding stone. There were no landmarks, and the
ridge just sat there ahead of them, never looking any closer. Owen started talking again, even through a
handkerchief, just to keep from going crazy through boredom.

"If I'm recalling this correctly," he said as distinctly as he could, "you said you got fired from your job
here, and you actually had to leave Brahmin II in somewhat of a hurry. What went wrong? I would have
thought after exposing a scam like that, they'd have given you the keys to the city."

"You would think that, wouldn't you?" said Hazel "But, unfortunately, it turned out the graft went a lot
higher than I knew, and they got me fired before I could prove anything against them. Framed me for
excessive violence, fired my ass, and kicked me off-planet. Bastards."

"So... if the city leaders are still alive, they're not necessarily going to be too pleased to see you?"

Hazel snorted. "Don't be daft. If they're still alive, they'd be so desperate for help they'd welcome
Valentine Wolfe and Kid Death."

"I take your point. Pick up the pace, Hazel. That ridge isn't getting any closer, and it's already heading
into evening. [ want to be in and out of Brahmin City before night falls. I get the feeling things get pretty
spooky around here once darkness falls."

"Yeah," said Hazel. "Got to be a lot of ghosts around here. Maybe we can help them rest a little better."

They finally got to the ridge and climbed to the top. On the other side, at the bottom of what had once
probably been a pleasant valley, lay Brahmin City, its gleaming silver towers glowing brightly in the
gathering evening. From far away came the sound of endlessly working machinery, from a city that no
longer slept. Owen and Hazel made their way carefully down the far side of the ridge and into the valley,
and Hazel led them straight to the sewer outlets, a series of great metal pipes protruding from the sides of
what had once been a roughly cut canal. No water ran at all now, but the smell from the pipes was still
pretty bad. Hazel strode back and forth before the pipe outlets, studying them with a deepening frown.

"What's the problem?" said Owen after a while.

"Give me a break, Deathstalker. I'm trying to remember which pipe is which. I was only here once, and
that was years ago. I choose the wrong one, and we could end up going around in circles."

"Wonderful," said Owen. "Oz, you got any ideas?"

"Of course," murmured the Al immediately. "Through my ongoing link I have access to all the city's
computer records, and they have extensive maps of the city's entire sewage system. You want the largest
opening, on the far right. Follow that, and it will take you right into the main system, with openings all
over the city."

Owen relayed this information to Hazel, who nodded reluctantly. "Sounds right. Okay, follow me in and
stay close."
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She pulled herself up into the wide metal opening and crouched there a moment, peering into the gloom
beyond. The pipe was about eight feet in diameter, the lower part coated with a thick black residue.
"Smells even worse than I remembered. And I don't even want to think about what I'm standing in. There
used to be a lighting system in these pipes, for the sewer-maintenance people, but I can't see any
switches."

"Allow me," said Oz. Light suddenly appeared in the roof of the pipe, running away into the distance.
The small green globes shed an eerie light, and there were wide patches of shadow and darkness.

Hazel sniffed loudly. "Oz showing off again, is he? Tell him to check for any old security alarms in the
pipes. Or any new ones, come to that."

"I'm on it," said Oz. "As long as I'm still linked in, I have complete control over what the city computers
register."

Hazel straightened up and strode determinedly down the pipe. Owen steeled himself against the stench
and followed her. The thick black gunk on the floor squelched loudly under his feet and made the going
treacherous. Owen hoped fervently that there weren't any leaks in his boots. There was some kind of
slime caked on the walls too, and Owen was careful not to reach out to them for support.

He lurched and stumbled on after Hazel, who made her way slowly but carefully down the pipe, ignoring
the first openings she came to, and then diving without hesitation into a turning on the right that looked no
different from any of the others. Presumably her memory was coming back. Owen followed her, and
found himself in a system of smaller brick tunnels, barely six feet in diameter. The walls had been
scrubbed clean sometime in the not too distant past, but the floor was still pretty disgusting. Hazel hurried
on in the lead, following a map in her head that she hadn't consulted in years. Owen could have asked Oz
to check if they were going the right way, but he didn't. He trusted Hazel.

The flat green light made it hard to judge distances and details, and there seemed to be a haze in the air.
The smell was so bad by now it left a constant furry feeling in the mouth and nose. God only knew what
conditions must have been like when actual sewage ran through these tunnels. Owen increased his pace
to walk alongside Hazel, and they strode on in silence for a while, turning as Hazel thought necessary.
The only sound in the tunnels was their boots on the sticky floor, the air too still even to allow an echo.

"I'm surprised we haven't seen any rats yet," Owen said eventually. "I mean, wherever there are sewers,
you find rats, even in the most salubrious parts of the Empire. Which this isn't."

"No self-respecting rat would set foot in a sleazebag operation like this," said Hazel. "But I take your
point. There was certainly something scuttling in the shadows the last time I was down here."

"Maybe they all left when the sewage ran out."

"Or maybe the Hadenmen put poison down."

"Yeah," said Owen. "Maybe."

They pressed on through the increasingly narrow tunnels. The curving brick walls all looked pretty much
the same, but Hazel still seemed fairly confident about where she was going. Owen didn't have a clue

where he was, and the unbroken quiet was beginning to grate on his nerves. The shadow-filled openings
in the tunnels they passed began to seem more and more to him like watching eyes and hungry mouths,
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and he was increasingly troubled by the conviction that there was something down in the tunnels with
them, watching and waiting. He concentrated, calling up the enhanced hearing the Maze had gifted him
with, and suddenly his ears were full of the crash of his and Hazel's boots on the floor, the rustle of their
clothing, and the rushing sound of their breathing. He faded them out and listened to what was left. And
there, far ahead, right on the edge of his hearing, was a slow, solid drumming sound, like the beating of a
giant heart, and the murmur of regularly disturbed air.

Owen quietly caught Hazel's attention and tapped his ear. She concentrated and then frowned as she
heard it too. They drew their guns and their swords and moved cautiously forward, checking each tunnel
opening they passed. The sounds gradually grew louder, till the tunnel floor seemed to shake beneath
their feet in rhythm to the steady heartbeat ahead. And then they rounded a corner and stopped abruptly
as they came face to face with a giant steel fan filling the tunnel from floor to ceiling, its massive steel
blades churning around and around, though the sewage it had been intended to stir up was long gone.
Hazel gave Owen a hard look, and they put away their weapons. They both glared at the fan. There was
clearly no way past it, and the heavy blades swept inexorably around much too quickly to try dodging
past them.

"They must have added this after I left," said Hazel.
"Oz, any chance you can shut this thing down?"
"Afraid not," said Oz. "Power is either on or off. No cutouts."

"I could have told you that," said Hazel when this information was conveyed to her. "They cut every
corner they could when they were building this place."

"If we could stick to the matter at hand," said Owen. "Oz, shut everything down, and we'll climb through
in the dark. Then you can power up again."

"Ah," said Oz. "It's not that simple, I'm afraid. The power system is so unstable, I'm not a hundred
percent sure I could start the power back up again at all."

"Wonderful," said Owen.

"Look," said Hazel. "It's just a lump of metal, when all is said and done. Let's blow it away. A couple of
point-blank disrupter blasts should do the job easily."

"I really wouldn't do that if T were you," Oz said hurriedly. "It's all I can do to keep the city systems quiet
as it 1s. Even [ have my limits. You start setting off alarms down there, and all hell will break loose."

"Hold everything," said Owen. "You told me you had the city computer jumping through hoops and
doing what they were told. What's changed?"

"Well," said Oz reluctantly, "it seems I might have been a little overoptimistic in my initial projections. The
Hadenmen have revamped the city computers far beyond their normal capabilities, and they've been. ..
fighting back for some time now. I can just about maintain the status quo, but you set off any alarm for
any reason, and you are strictly on your own."

"Wonderful," said Hazel when Owen broke the news. "I told you not to put your trust in ghost Als. All
right, we can't shoot it. What does that leave? If we took a really good running start and dived between
the blades—"
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"They're just heavy enough and sharp enough to cut us in two," said Owen. "And I don't think even we
could regenerate from something like that."

"All right, let's just rip the damn thing out of its setting. We're strong enough, together."

"That would be bound to set off an alarm. I don't want to emerge from the final tunnel to find half a
hundred Hadenmen waiting, armed to the teeth with Hadenmen weapons."

"Then you think of something! You're supposed to be the brains in this partnership! You think, I hit
things; that's the way it's always been."

"I think better when people aren't screaming in my ear," said Owen mildly. Hazel sniffed and turned her
back on him. "Oz, is there another route we can take that will let us bypass the fan?"

"Afraid not. There are fans like this throughout the system. Whatever route you take, you're going to run
into another fan eventually."

"On the other hand," said Hazel, turning back suddenly, "every now and again I get the occasional good
idea. Owen, back in Mistport you tore a whole building apart just by thinking about it, right?"

"Well, yes, but..."
"But nothing. How did you do it?"

"Damned if I know, really. I just got angry enough, and the power came to me. A lot of the Maze's
changes emerge only when I get mad or desperate enough."

Hazel nodded quickly. "Yeah, same with me. I get angry enough in a fight, or pushed hard enough, and
my alternates start popping in out of nowhere to save my butt. But your power sounds a lot like a polter's
psychokinesis. If you could call up that power and then crank it right down, concentrating it just on the
fan, I'll bet you could slow those blades right down without damaging the fan, and we could step through
safely. Then you could let go, the fan would speed up again, and everything would be back to normal, all
without setting off any alarms. Right?"

"Right," said Owen. "That is an excellent idea, Hazel. Really. The only problem is, I haven't the faintest
idea how to call up my power, let alone control it. When you get right down to it, we've never really
understood what the Maze did to us, or how we do the things we do. Mostly because we haven't had the
time."

"We could have made time," Hazel said slowly, "if we'd wanted to. But we've—okay,/'ve —never liked
discussing the Maze, or what we might be turning into. We're not espers. Esp couldn't do some of the
things we've done. Hell, there are miracle-working saints who'd have trouble following our act.”

"As in so many things," said Owen, "we learn by doing. Like a child learning to walk."

"We should have discussed this long ago. Who knows what we might be capable of?"

"Exactly. Who knows what extremes, of good or evil, we might prove capable of. Who knows. .. what
we might be becoming?"
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They looked at each other for a long moment. "Are you saying. .. we might become monsters?" said
Hazel.

"Sometimes [ worry we already are," said Owen. "We all did. .. questionable things during the rebellion.
You, me, Jack, and Ruby. Because we thought they were necessary, justifiable. And that was for a good
cause. Now we've been cut loose, no one to answer to but ourselves, because nobody has the power to
stop us if we choose not to be stopped. I find that frightening sometimes. Power corrupts, and the Maze
has made us so very powerful. I fear what we might become. What we might let loose without even
realizing. That's why I've always tried not to use my powers unless I absolutely had to. Because I had so
little control over what I might do, or become. I've always struggled to stay within human limits. To stay
human."

"I don't feel any different," said Hazel, frowning. "I've done. .. remarkable things, but I'm still me."

"How could you tell?" said Owen gently. "How could I tell? Neither of us were born heroes, or ever
intended to be, but we made ourselves over because we had to change to survive. We became legends
because the rebellion needed legends. What else have we made of ourselves because we thought it
necessary?"

"I wish you'd stop asking questions you know damn well neither of us can answer. We just did what we
had to, same as everyone else. Look, we have come a long way from the original question, and this sure
as hell isn't the time or the place for a philosophical discussion. I am standing in stuff I don't even want to
think about, breathing green-tinted air that is probably doing unthinkable things to my lungs, directly under
a city crawling with Hadenmen, who would be only too happy to rip off both our heads and make them
into plant containers. We can discuss all this mystical shit later. Right now all I care about is whether you
can slow these bloody fan blades down enough for us to get past them. Will you at least give it a try,
dammit?"

"Of course I'm going to try," said Owen. "But we will continue this discussion at a later time."

He turned his attention back to the churning fan blades. They looked large and solid and completely
unyielding, and he didn't have a single clue how to affect them. He felt none of the anger or need that
usually sent the power raging through him like a violent storm, sweeping away his obstacles. And even
when he did have it, he had all he could do to focus it in the right direction.Focus ... The word
reverberated in him, suddenly full of significance. He turned his thoughts inward, blanking out the tunnel
and the fan, trying to concentrate on how it had felt when he focused the power, and a memory slowly
surfaced. He seized hold of it, pulling it into the light, and the concept, the feeling of focus, stirred in the
depths of his mind. It was like suddenly seeing a whole new color, hearing a new musical instrument, but
more abstract than that. A whole new concept of experiencing the world. And a surge of power pushed
its way out of the back brain, the undermind, and all the way into his conscious thoughts, where it
immediately became as obvious and familiar a thing as breathing.

He reached out with his mind as he might stretch out his hand, and touched the metal fan blades. They
slowed under his touch, trembling as they fought against a force they could not resist, and then slowed
still more till they were barely turning.

The central motor groaned loudly, like a thing in pain. Hazel pounded him on the shoulder, grinning from
ear to ear.

"You did it, Owen! You did it!"
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"Damn right," said Owen. "Now stop inflicting bodily injury on me, and climb through before the fan
decides it's malfunctioning and sets off an alarm."

"Alarms, alarms," said Hazel, stepping cautiously between the barely moving steel blades. "You're
obsessed with alarms."

"One of us has to be," said Owen, following her between the blades. He then released his will, and once
again the blades resumed their normal speed. The feeling in his mind quietly shut down, retreating back
into the undermind, the back brain. But now he knew where to look, he was sure he could call it back
again. If he felt it... necessary.

"So, what did it feel like?" said Hazel interestedly.

"Like dancing," said Owen. "Or painting. Mental grace under discipline. Bringing the raw material of the
world into order. Does any of that help?"

"Not a bit," said Hazel. "Right, let's get a move on. We should be nearing the entrance to the main
system soon, and then we'll have access to any part of the city we want."

"Good," said Owen. "I can't wait to breathe some fresh air again. My lungs feel like ashtrays."

"Before you start off again," Oz murmured in Owen's ear, "there is something on that subject I feel we
should discuss. According to a file I've just discovered in the city computers, there's a reason why the air
in the sewers is so foul. It's poisonous. A rather deadly nerve gas, introduced into the systems by the
Hadenmen, to kill off whatever might be living down there."

"Poisonous!" said Hazel after this had been passed on to her. "But we've been breathing it for ages! Why
aren't we dead yet?"

"A fair question," said Oz. "And one that has been much on my mind ever since I discovered the file. By
rights, all the flesh should have melted off your bones by now."

"It must be another of the Maze's changes," said Owen. "Emerging in us when we needed it. As usual.
Just another way in which we're no longer human."

"Don't start that again," growled Hazel. "It's the first really practical change the Maze has come up with.
Keep moving. We've a way to go yet."

They set off down the tunnel again. Owen tried breathing shallowly for a while, and then gave that up on
the grounds it was too late now anyway. The rest of the journey was largely uneventful, until they reached
the entrance to the main system and found their way blocked by a massive steel seal. A single great slab
of solid metal, it filled the tunnel completely, and defied even their combined strength. Owen and Hazel
took a step back, breathing heavily, and considered the matter.

"This was only ever supposed to be closed in emergencies," said Hazel, "to prevent flooding in the main
system. It's a mechanical lock, because electronics and water don't mix too well, and I haven't a hope in
hell of cracking the locks without very specific heavy-duty equipment."

"The Hadenmen shut it," said Oz. "To keep out people like us probably. Since the lock's not electronic, I
can't help you. And the even worse news is that while there appears to be a manual override, it takes
four people to operate it, working simultaneously. Security again."
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Owen and Hazel checked the four hand controls, simple wheels set at the four corners of the slab, but
no matter how hard they stretched, their arms didn't even come close to reaching more than one wheel at
a time. It had to be four people. Hazel kicked the seal disgustedly, leaving a small dent in the metal.

"Stupid bloody thing. I didn't come all this way just to be stopped by a bloody lump of steel. Stand
back, I'm blasting the bastard thing."

"You'd need a disrupter cannon to get through something this big," said Owen. "And then there's the
alarms—"

"T am getting really tired of hearing about the alarms. I am not wading all the way back through the
sewers, Owen. Either you come up with something, or I am blasting the seal and risking it."

"All right,  may have an idea," said Owen. "We got past the fan by fine-tuning my power. How about
trying the same thing with yours?"

Hazel looked at him. "Run that past me again. How could my power help us here?"

"Well, you can summon an army of alternate selves to back you up in battle. Maybe if you concentrated
hard enough, you could call up just two, and have them stick around long enough to work the other
controls."

"Damn," said Hazel. "That is bloody brilliant! I take back everything I said about you. I'm not sure it's
practical, but it's certainly worth a try."

She stood frowning at the floor for a long time, trying to concentrate. Like Owen, her power usually
emerged only under great stress. In the heat of battle, when she needed her other selves to be there, they
just were. Hazel had no idea why some alternates turned up rather than others, or even what they really
were. The best guess seemed to be that they were other versions of herself from different time tracks,
people she might have been if history had gone differently, but she had no proof for that. None of them
had ever stuck around long enough to answer questions. It was equally possible that all the other Hazels
were just figments of her imagination, somehow given life and substance by her Maze power. It made just
as much sense.

The more she thought about it, trying to re-create how she'd felt during those past battles, the more it
seemed to her that there was a direction she could reach in, a direction as real as any other, but not
limited to the world she lived in. She reached out, and myriad ghosts with her face seemed to sense her
presence and turn their heads in her direction. She concentrated on her need for just two people, and
two hands reached out to take hers. There was a sudden puff of displaced air in the tunnel, and suddenly
two new women were standing in the tunnel before her, hacking and coughing in the green-tinted air.
Hazel shot a triumphant glance at Owen, and then realized his jaw had dropped down almost to his
knees. Hazel frowned and turned back to look at the two other selves she'd summoned.

The woman on the left had skin so black she looked like a living shadow, and her hair hung in beaded
shoulder-length dreadlocks. She wore bright silver body armor, chased and scored with magnificent
runes, along with gold accessories like knee pads, elbow guards, and knuckle dusters. She had a gun on
each hip, and was holding a short-handled ax. Tall and almost unbearably voluptuous, she looked every
inch a proud, capable warrior woman. And yet there was something in her stance, in her face, and in her
eyes and mouth that was undeniably Hazel d'Ark.
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The woman on the right had dead-white skin, and in the green light looked very much like a corpse that
had risen from the embalming table when the process was only half finished.

She was dressed in scraps and rags of leather, held together by brightly polished lengths of steel chain.
She had rings in her ears and nose, and other less comfortable places, and there were metal studs,
needles, and other piercings scattered practically everywhere else on her body. She was whipcord lean,
every muscle clearly defined, and her head was shaved bald to better show oft the rows of steel studs
implanted in neat rows in her skull. She wore a long sword on one hip and an unfamiliar make of gun on
the other. Both looked like they'd seen a lot of use. And yet, once again, the face and eyes were clearly
that of Hazel d'Ark.

Two ghosts, in black and white, shades of people Hazel might have been if things had gone very
differently.

For a long moment the four of them just stood there and looked at each other with varying degrees of
incredulity, and then Owen turned to Hazel. "Tell me you didn't summon these two on purpose."

"Now, there's a fine welcome," said the black warrior woman in a deep rich voice full of humor. "And
after I came such a long way to meet you. I'm Midnight Blue. Is that really another version of me?"

"Well, that's one way of putting it," said Owen. "I'm—"

"Oh, I know you, Owen Deathstalker," said Midnight Blue. And then she lunged forward and threw her
arms around him, still holding her ax, and crushed him to her impressive bosom with enough strength to
drive the air from Owen's lungs. He'd just started to get his balance back when she suddenly pushed him
away, sheathed her ax on her belt, hauled off, and slapped him a good one right across the face. The
sound of the impact was deafening. Owen reeled backward from the force of the blow, and might have

fallen if Midnight hadn't grabbed him in a hug again, tears starting in her eyes.

"Well," said Hazel, "you always did know how to make a strong impression on people, Deathstalker."
She looked at the pierced white apparition. "Do you have any idea what's going on here?"

"None at all," said her alternate in a chilling contralto. "I'm Bonnie Bedlam, by the way. Are you sure
you're me?"

"Apparently. I'm Hazel d'Ark. Look around and see if you can spot a crowbar we can use to pry these
two apart."

Midnight Blue held Owen out at arm's length and smiled at him tremulously. "Owen, you bastard! How
could you leave me? Oh, it's so good to see you again!"

"May I please point out," said Owen in a slightly breathless voice, "that I am not the Owen you knew."
"Of course not. He's dead. But you'll do."

Midnight didn't say for what, and Hazel didn't think she was going to ask. She looked at Bonnie Bedlam.
"Do you know Owen as well?"

"I should hope so," said Bonnie in her cold voice. "We're married where I come from."

Hazel decided she wasn't ready to ask about that, and looked back at Midnight Blue, who had put
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Owen down and was pulling his clothing back into place with little tugs and pats, while Owen just stood
there and took it, afraid to do anything that might set her off again. She finally finished and smiled at
Owen almost shyly.

"Sorry about that. It was just... the shock of seeing you alive again."
"Well, if you want him to stay that way, I should lay off the hugs," said Hazel dryly.

"I think we could all use a little recent background history here," said Owen tactfully. "Obviously your
lives have taken very different paths from the Hazel | know. Why don't you start, Midnight?"

"The rebellion's been over for some time," said Midnight Blue. "It's a mess everywhere. Billions dead,
whole planets destroyed or thrown back into barbarism. You were killed, Owen, when Lionstone
destroyed Golgotha with her hidden planet-buster bomb. Jack and Ruby died with you. I was the only
Maze survivor left to try to start things running again. I should have been there with you, to confront
Lionstone in her Court, but I walked out on you all when Jack made his deal with the Families. I couldn't
stand for that. Ruby almost left with me, but in the end she chose to stand with her Jack. And die with
him, as it turned out.

"After the rebellion I tried to hold things together, but too much had been destroyed. And I never was
any good at politics. So eventually I said to hell with them all and took off on my own. I'm back as a
pirate again, running my own ship, theFaust . Lots of opportunities for a pirate in an Empire thrown into
chaos. But I missed you so much, Owen. So when I heard the call, I jumped at the chance."

"That's very... sweet," Owen said carefully. "But I'm not necessarily the Owen you knew. After all,
you're very different from my Hazel..."

"Yes," said Midnight, looking at Hazel just a little disparagingly. "You really do need to work out more,
dear."

"How about you?" said Owen, turning quickly to Bonnie Bedlam. "Did I hear you right? We're..."

"Married, yes." The tall, slender woman smiled at him, showing pointed front teeth. "We've been
together almost two years now. You look a lot like my Owen. Before the piercings. And the tattoos.
Golgotha survived in our rebellion, but unfortunately, so did the politicians. We tried hard to make a
difference, but in the end we just got tired of banging our heads against all the lies and the corruption, and
we took off on our own. We run Mistworld now. Doing a pretty good job, if I say so myself. It's a
smaller stage, and we can make more of a difference there. The Empire's going to hell in a handcart, but
then, it always was. We were stupid to think we could ever change the system.

"Jack was killed in a bomb blast outside Parliament. Ruby killed a whole bunch of people she blamed
for his death. She's on the run, with a price on her head. Last I heard, she was happy enough, running

Blood on Madraguda. How about you?"

Owen told their story, with Hazel interrupting. When Owen was finally finished, Bonnie shrugged a few
times, her piercings clattering attractively, and then fixed Owen with her gaze.

"So much for the potted histories. Let's get down to business. What are we doing here? Why did Hazel
choose us?"

" just put out a call," said Hazel. "And you were the two that answered."
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"I came because [ wanted to see Owen again," said Midnight.

"And I... was looking for a little action," said Bonnie, smiling her disturbing smile. "Mistworld's got too
damned civilized of late."

"Wonderful," said Owen. "So... what abilities did the Maze give you?"

"I'm a teleporter," said Midnight. "If I've been somewhere, I can go there again in a moment. Otherwise,
I'm limited to line of sight."

"Very useful," said Hazel. "What about you, Bonnie?"

"I regenerate," said Bonnie. "Any injury, big or small, in a matter of seconds. Nothing can stop me. I just
keep coming." She lifted her left index finger to her mouth, and calmly bit off the end, down to the first
knuckle. The other three made sharp involuntary noises of distress. Bonnie just smiled, chewing
unhurriedly. After a moment she swallowed and spat out the bone. Owen felt his last meal starting to
come back up. Midnight and Hazel were both hanging onto his arms painfully tight. Bonnie held up the
finger she'd bitten. It had already stopped bleeding. As the others watched, a new fingertip pushed its
way out of the stump, complete with a new fingernail. In a moment the finger was good as new, with
nothing to show it had ever been damaged. "Ah, what a rush," said Bonnie Bedlam. "I love it." She
looked at Owen. "And where I come from, so do you. Darling."

"I have seen some truly disgusting things in my time," said Hazel. "And that was very definitely one of
them. I don't know whether to puke or applaud.”

"I think she'd probably take puking as a form of applause," said Midnight.
"We haven't time for either," said Owen, in what he hoped was a firm, calm voice. "Very impressive,
Bonnie. Please don't do it again. Now, why don't we all move on to the matter at hand, namely opening

this bloody seal so we can get into the city proper and start looking for the Hadenmen's captives?"

"You've got Hadenmen here?" said Midnight Blue, looking sharply at Owen. "Where I come from, they
vanished right after you freed them from their Tomb. Ungrateful bastards."

"What the hell's a Hadenman?" said Bonnie Bedlam. "I've never heard of them."

"Cyborgs," said Hazel shortly. "Powerful, treacherous, and very nasty. And there's a whole city full of
them right above us. They've got human hostages. Lots of them. If they're still alive..."

"That's what we're here to find out," said Owen. "And, hopefully, to work out a practical plan for
rescuing them."

"Assuming we don't get horribly killed in the process," said Hazel.
"Sounds like fun," said Bonnie. "Is it okay if T kill a few of these Hadenmen?"
"Kill lots," said Hazel. "Feel free."

"After we've got the information we need," said Owen firmly. "Spying first, killing later."
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"Don't worry, Owen," said Midnight. "A warrior always understands the need for subtlety. Am I not a
thing of mists and shadows?"

"Don't you start that," said Owen. "I get enough of that stuff from my AL If we do encounter any
Hadenmen, I want all of us to make an effort not to start anything. There's always the chance this has all
been a hideous misunderstanding. And even if it hasn't, maybe I can talk them into doing the right thing.
They do claim to respect me as their Redeemer. And they did fight on our side during the rebellion."

"Does your Owen make long, boring speeches as well?" asked Hazel, and both alternates nodded
solemnly.

"The Hadenmen made our rebel victory possible," said Owen loudly, ignoring Hazel. "How did you two
manage without them?"

Midnight shrugged. "Slow and hard and bloody. Lots of people died. Lionstone always said if she went
down, she'd take the Empire with her, and she came bloody close to succeeding."

"Right," said Bonnie. "The Iron Bitch and her Fleet made us pay heavy for our victory."
"You see, Owen," said Hazel gently. "You did do the right thing, after all."

"Only if we can put a stop to whatever they're doing now," said Owen. He wasn't ready to forgive
himself yet, but he did take some small comfort from the thought of how badly things might have gone
without his Hadenmen allies. He pointed out the four manual controls on the metal seal, and the four of
them slowly cranked the massive weight open. Once the heavy bolts had withdrawn, the seal swung open
remarkably easily. They left it standing open, just in case they had to make a sudden retreat in a hurry,
and then Owen led the way into the narrow brick tunnel beyond. Within a few minutes they came to a
simple steel grill set into the tunnel ceiling, through which light from above shone down in rigid shafts,
cutting cleanly through the green haze of the sewer. The four of them clustered beneath the grill, but could
see nothing beyond.

"We must be right under the street," said Hazel. "Somewhere on the outskirts of the city. Want to pop
up and take a look?"

Owen thought about it. "How far are we from where you entered the system the last time?"
"Miles," said Hazel. "Well within the city proper."
"We go up," said Owen. "Less chance of Hadenmen this far out. Stand back while I do the honors."

The metal grill gave easily under Owen's hand, and Hazel gave him a boost up through the opening. He
pulled himself up and out into the street, and looked quickly about him, eyes squeezed up against the
light. The street was empty, and utterly quiet. Owen gave the all-clear, and took a closer look around as
the others clambered up into the street to join him. They made a lot of noise, but there was no one there
to hear it. No one at all.

The green-tinted haze drifted up out of the opening, slowly dispersing. Hazel kicked the grill back into
place. All four of them took deep, satisfying breaths of the clear, slightly chilly city air as they looked
around them, getting the vile stench of the sewers out of their mouth and nose. Owen and Hazel hadn't
actually gotten around to telling Midnight and Bonnie that the green air was poisonous, and since they
were still alive and well, there didn't seem much point now. They stamped their boots on the ground,
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trying to shake off the worst of the thick black gunk they'd been treading through, but were only partially
successful. And yet despite all the noise they'd made, still no one came to investigate. Owen gave up
trying to hush the others, and went back to looking about him.

They'd emerged right on the edge of Brahmin City, in an area apparently as yet untouched by the
Hadenmen modifications. The buildings were just buildings, and there was no trace anywhere of the
shimmering Hadenmen tech. The street was deserted, empty, with not a sound anywhere, nothing to
show that people had ever been there. And despite the gathering evening, none of the street lamps had
come on.

"Damn, this is spooky," said Hazel. "There ought to be someone about. Somebody working. I mean,
cities don't run themselves."

"Human cities don't," said Owen. "There isn't even anyone looking out the windows. Even the most
oppressed and subservient captives ought to have enough gumption left to peek out their windows to see
what's going on."

"Want me to kick in a few doors?" said Bonnie.

"Not for the moment, thank you," said Owen. "We're here to rescue people, not terrorize them."

"It must be getting dark inside those houses," said Midnight. "But no one's put on any lights yet."

"Maybe it's forbidden," said Hazel.

"Maybe there's no one home," said Owen. "Maybe they've all been. .. taken somewhere."

"T'll tell you something else," said Midnight, after they'd all thought about that one for a while. "There's no
transport running anywhere near here. We'd hear it if there was. Wherever we're going, we'll have to get
there on foot."

"We can do that," said Hazel. "It's not that big a city."

"Hold everything," said Owen. "When I first suggested a spy run into Brahmin City, I had in mind
something a little more surreptitious than just strolling around in broad daylight."

"Owen," said Hazel, "there's no one here to see us. And I for one have no intention of going back into
that sewer for anything short of incoming fire. And pretty damn heavy fire at that. As long as we keep our
ears and eyes open, no one's going to be able to sneak up on us in this quiet."

"I hate it when you're right," said Owen. "Okay, let's take a little walk, see if we can find someone to
answer a few pointed questions. Weapons at the ready, people, but don't open fire unless you have to.
We're good, but I'm not sure even we could take out a whole army of Hadenmen. Personally, I'd still like
to get in and out of this city without being spotted, but if we have to make contact with the Hadenmen, I
still favor trying some kind of negotiation. Maybe we can make them see that even they can't take on the
whole Empire, even if it is weakened at present."

"Good luck," said Hazel. "You're going to need it."

Owen sniffed, and set off down the street. Midnight moved quickly after him, and slipped her arm
chummily through his so they could walk together. Owen looked a little embarrassed, but didn't try to pull
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away. Partly because he didn't want to be rude and upset her, and partly because he wasn't entirely sure
Midnight would let him. She had a particularly muscular arm. Hazel and Bonnie strolled after them, both
smiling at Owen's discomfiture.

"Is your Owen as much a stufted shirt?" said Hazel.

"Some," said Bonnie. "But I've been working on him. He's loosened up a lot since we got married.
What's your Owen like between the sheets?"

"We... haven't made that kind of commitment yet," said Hazel.

"What's commitment got to do with it?" said Bonnie. "I'm talking about sex, not love. Hell, I bedded my
Owen less than twenty-four hours after I first met him. He was so cute... I couldn't keep my hands off
his aristocratic ass. And men are always so much more reasonable when they're getting their ashes hauled
regularly. Try it."

"I'll bear it in mind," said Hazel.
"So," said Owen to Midnight. "What was your Owen like?"

"A hero, though he never wanted to be," said Midnight. "Impulsive, hardheaded, and too damn brave for
his own good. He never cared about the odds; as long as it was for the cause, he'd jump right in with
both feet and cut down anything that moved. A warrior, like all his Family."

"Doesn't sound a lot like me," said Owen. "I only fought when I had to, when there was no other way."

"My Owen... faced a harder fight than you. Our war was long and hard, and brought out the beast in all
who fought in it. My Owen was a man of blood and destiny, who stormed through the battlefield in
search of slaughter, grinning like a wolf. He lived for combat, never happier than when snatching victory
from the jaws of defeat. He liked the long odds. He said they helped to even out the advantages the
Maze had given him. The Deathstalker was always an honorable man, in his way. We had whole planets
to avenge, and we knew nothing of mercy anymore. War was hell, and so we made ourselves into
demons. We were warriors then, and life was so simple. If only the rebellion had never ended. We could
have been happy forever."

They walked on in silence for a while. Midnight had said all she had to say, and Owen was damned if he
knew what to say in reply. He knew what she meant, about the beast. He'd felt it stir within him, the
blood-drenched rage that cared nothing for causes or honor, that lived only for the knife-edge adrenaline
rush of the battlefield. But he'd always fought it down, because he was a scholar, not a warrior; a man,
not a beast. He wondered if Midnight's Owen had been very different from him, if he wore the mark of
the beast openly, with pride. Or if they could have looked upon each other and seen only their own face
looking back. Owen shivered suddenly. He often wondered how much the rebellion had changed him,
whether it had turned him despite his wishes into the vicious warrior his Family had always wanted. But
now it seemed he could have gone much further down that road than he had. Just as Midnight Blue was
the perfect fighting machine Hazel might have become if things had been different.

"You don't approve, do you?" said Midnight suddenly. "I can tell."

"Our lives. .. have followed very different paths," said Owen. "God knows I've done enough shameful
things in my time. [ don't judge anyone anymore. I don't have the right."
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Midnight withdrew her arm from his. "You're not my Owen. He always judged, sorting the guilty from
the innocent. And he was always right. There's no room for indecision in a warrior, no place for shades
of gray on a battlefield. No room for weaknesses in a love like ours."

She increased her pace and walked on alone. After a while Bonnie Bedlam strode past Owen to join her
fellow alternate, pausing only to drop Owen a wink as she passed. Owen managed a small smile. Hazel
moved up alongside him.

"That is one dangerous woman," said Owen, staring at Midnight's armored back.
"You should try talking to Bonnie for a while," said Hazel. ""She scares the crap out of me."

"I can't believe the sheer amount of metal she's got stuck through her skin," said Owen. "I mean, some of
those had to really hurt. There are probably augmented men with less steel in their bodies. And she says
her Owen did it too!"

"She also says she's married to you."

Owen shivered. "I'd be better off with a Grendel. And I don't know what you're smiling at. She is just
another version of you, after all."

Hazel shrugged. "No doubt there's also some other me happily married with six kids, and never wields
anything more dangerous than a butter knife. Now, that's scary. But it doesn't bother me. I know who |
am."

"But they're both pretty... extreme," said Owen. "Can we trust them? Can we rely on them?"

"You got me," said Hazel. "But if push comes to shove here, we're going to need them. Besides, they
know we know this universe better than they do. I think they'll take their lead from us. If we do have to
go head to head with the Hadenmen, I'd back both of them against pretty high odds." She grinned slyly at
Owen. "I think that Midnight fancies you."

"No," said Owen. "The man she loved was nothing like me. Nothing."

There was a new coldness in his voice that persuaded Hazel not to continue that line of conversation,
and they walked on for a while in silence. The streets remained empty, with no sign anywhere of man or
Hadenman. Their footsteps echoed flatly back from the surrounding buildings, eerily loud in the quiet.
Hazel got bored walking with Owen, who was too busy brooding to do more than grunt in response to
her conversational sallies, and in the end she moved up to walk with her two alternates. The three of them
were soon chatting busily away, ignoring Owen completely as they disagreed over practically everything.
Owen wasn't surprised. That was Hazel for you. He knew he should warn the three women to keep their
voices down, but he also knew they'd just tell him to go to hell, so he saved his breath. They'd been
walking for some time now, and his feet were beginning to take notice and protest.

He carefully avoided getting drawn into the arguments himself. He was quite happy being ignored. He
didn't like the possessive way the two alternates looked at him, or the way Hazel grinned when she
noticed it. In their different ways, both Bonnie and Midnight fascinated him, much in the same way traftic
accidents fascinate onlookers. And just as he was thinking that, Bonnie casually drew a spray hypo from
her belt, stuck it against the side of her neck, and injected herself with the contents, all without slowing
her pace in the slightest. She gave a low moan of pleasure, and her back straightened with an audible
snap. Owen hurried up to walk alongside her. She was grinning that disturbing smile again, all narrow
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black lips and pointed teeth.
"What was that?" Owen said sharply.
"Just a little something to take the edge oft, and put the bounce back in my step. Care for a taste?"
"No," said Owen. "Look, we are in a very dangerous situation—"

"Oh, loosen up, stud. I'm so sharp you could use me to cut corners. If [ was any more alert, I'd be
seeing tomorrow."

"Drugs are the bane of the warrior," said Midnight stiffly. "True strength comes from the spirit."
"Whatever gets you through the dark, darling."
"Was that. .. Blood?" said Hazel.

"Hell, no. I've moved way beyond that. Owen showed me the way. My Owen. He was never afraid to
try anything new. Anything that might give him an edge. Between us we've tried practically every battle
drug going, and every chemical that might help us expand our Maze-boosted minds. There's nothing like
expanding your personal universe and clearing out the cluttered parts of your brain. I've illuminated parts
of my mind that most people don't even know they've got. If you listen carefully, some days you can hear
my synapses frying. It was the Maze that started it. The biggest rush of all. Never found anything to equal
it. But I keep looking. Drugs, battle, a little private sex and suffering; it's all a rush."

"You sound just like Valentine Wolfe," said Hazel.
"The Emperor?" said Bonnie. "My hero."
Hazel looked sharply at Owen, but he didn't respond.

The streets of Brahmin City slowly began to change, as Hadenman additions finally began to appear.
Human buildings had been removed from the city streets like rotten teeth yanked from the socket, and
replaced by sharp new edifices of steel and tech. None of them felt like talking anymore, and they all
carried their weapons in their hands. There was still no one to be seen, and the only sounds in the
ominous quiet were their own footsteps.

The city became increasingly disturbing. The new elements had not been designed with human logic or
comforts in mind. There were strange angles and unnerving shapes. Gleaming and brilliant, they glowed
silver from within, setting up echoes in the mind, pushing thoughts in directions the human mind wasn't
meant to go. There were still no Hadenmen anywhere. It was like walking through a city of alien dead, or
alien dreaming. The light from the shining artifacts was subtly cold on their skin, like the caresses of
passing ghosts.

Owen kept glaring about him. He had no doubt they were being watched. He could feel the pressure of
coldly observing eyes. His head hurt. His fingers tingled uncomfortably. Somewhere far away he could
hear a low, continuous thudding, like a single working machine, or perhaps the great artificial heart of this
inhuman city. The air seemed to be gusting steadily back and forth, as though the streets were breathing.
Owen began to wonder if perhaps they were walking through a single living organism, a city awoken into
an artificial life and sentience. The Hadenmen were quite capable of such a thing. But then, where were
all the people who used to live here when it was just a city?
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Bonnie Bedlam turned suddenly and fired her disrupter, the energy beam blowing apart a glazed silver
node halfway up a building on their left. Gleaming fragments fell like metal snowflakes, and the sound of
the explosion seemed to echo on forever. Owen and the others looked quickly about them, weapons at
the ready, but nothing was moving anywhere. Owen glared at Bonnie.

"What the hell wasthat for?"
"I didn't like the way that building was looking at me," said Bonnie calmly.

Owen struggled to hold on to his temper. "Well, if the Hadenmen didn't know we were here before, they
sure as hell do now!"

"You're welcome," said Bonnie.
"Uh, Owen," said Hazel quietly. "I think we can definitely assume they know exactly where we are."

Owen looked around to discover a small army of Hadenmen had appeared out of nowhere, in utter
silence, and now surrounded them on all sides. Owen decided he was going to stand very still and hoped
the others had the sense to do the same. There had to be a least a hundred of the augmented men, tall
and perfect and standing utterly still with poised, inhuman grace. None of them were carrying obvious
weapons. They didn't need any. They were weapons. Their faces were completely expressionless,
though their eyes burned with a golden glare, as though small nuclear fires burned in each eyeball. Owen
looked at Hazel, and they both pointed their guns at the ground, just so there wouldn't be any
misunderstanding. Bonnie was looking a bit restless, so Midnight gripped her right arm firmly with one
hand, just in case. For a long moment the humans and the Hadenmen just stood and looked at each
other, the Hadenmen augmented by human tech, the others enlarged by the alien tech of the Madness
Maze. None of them strictly human anymore.

Owen thought furiously. This was exactly the kind of confrontation he'd hoped to avoid by sneaking into
the city by the sewers. But Owen still had hopes of negotiating some kind of deal. Even after all he'd seen
of the Hadenmen's past atrocities, he still believed in talking rather than fighting whenever possible. He
had to. It was either that, or give in to the way of the warrior, to blood and fury and the beast. And
Owen had seen enough death and destruction in his life. He looked cautiously for someone who looked
like a leader or spokesperson, and then tensed as one of the augmented men suddenly stepped forward.

"Hello, Owen," said the Hadenman in a harsh, buzzing voice. "Remember me?"
"My God," said Owen slowly. "Moon? Is that you?"

"Yes," said Tobias Moon. "Your old companion. They rebuilt me after [ was destroyed by the Grendel
on lost Haden. Hello, Hazel."

"It's been a while, Moon," said Hazel. She holstered her gun and held out a hand for him to shake. After
a moment Moon took her hand in his and shook it carefully, mindful of his greater strength. The
Hadenman's hand was cold as a corpse, and Hazel let go as soon as she diplomatically could. Owen
studied Moon carefully, and he stared impassively back with his glowing eyes. Owen shook his head
slowly.

"They did a hell of a job on you, Moon. I can't see a join anywhere. I mean, that Grendel ripped your
head right oft."
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"I remember," said Moon. "I was there." He looked at Hazel. "I remember you coming to see me in the
city we built on lost Haden." He looked back at Owen. "You never came to see me, Owen."

"I thought you were dead," said Owen. "And when I did finally find out... there were so many things I
had to do..."

"I understand. I am, after all, not the Tobias Moon you knew. This is his body, repaired and raised to full
Hadenman functioning, and I have full access to all his memories, but I am not him. It is just as well. He
had spent too long away from his own kind. He had become too human."

"So I was right," said Owen. "My old companion really is dead, after all. I've lost another friend. You'd
think I'd be used to that by now. But it doesn't matter. So, what happens now, Moon?"

"That's rather up to you, Owen. You should have let us know you were coming. We would have
prepared a reception for you."

"Yeah," growled Hazel. "I'll bet you would have."

"Please, put your weapons away," said Moon calmly. "You are in no danger. The Redeemer and his
companions are always welcome among the Hadenmen."

Owen looked at the others, shrugged, and put his gun and sword away. After a long moment Hazel
sheathed her sword, and Bonnie and Midnight followed her example. Bonnie studied the Hadenmen with
open curiosity, and they looked back with equal interest. Presumably they'd never seen anything quite
like each other before. Midnight folded her muscular arms across her chest and looked bored, now there
was no longer any hope of a little action. Owen looked around him, taking in the blank watching faces of
the augmented men. They had a disturbing similarity, as though the same thoughts moved behind different
faces. The Hadenmen were perfect in shape and form, but it was not a human perfection. Their bodies
were largely machine, their minds boosted by computer implants, their only aim and purpose the
perfectability of all Humanity through technology. And if they had lost human attributes along the way,
like emotions and conscience and individuality, that was a price the Hadenmen had always been willing to

pay.

"We should have known Moon would show up again," Oz murmured in Owen's ear. "You can't trust a
Hadenman in anything, even to stay dead. Now he's just another of the pale harlequins, with the mark of
Cain upon his brow. Watch your back, Owen."

Owen frowned. The Al's words seemed to stir a memory in him, of something he'd heard in a prophecy
from a precog on Mistworld. For a moment he seemed on the brink of understanding something
important, but Moon was indicating politely that they should start moving, and Owen let the thought go as
he concentrated on the matter at hand. He still had hopes he could talk the Hadenmen into giving up their
captives and working with Humanity rather than against them. Together, the two branches of Humanity
might be capable of far more than they could ever hope to achieve separately. And the Hadenmen must
have learned something from their total defeat in their last Crusade against the Empire. Surely a people so
proud of their logic wouldn't make the same mistake twice?

Moon led the four humans down the street, and the rest of the Hadenmen fell in behind them, all of them
walking in perfect step. Owen hoped Hazel and her alternates would continue to take their lead from him
and not start anything. With luck, he could get some useful information out of Moon before they got to
wherever they were going. Which was probably a good place to start.
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"So," he said casually, "where are we going, Moon?"

"To the heart of the city," said the Hadenman in his rasping, buzzing voice. "There is so much we wish to
show you, Redeemer. Much that you have made possible."

"We were allies in the rebellion. Why have you turned against Humanity now?"

"We follow our programming. The imperatives of the Genetic Church. The perfectability of mankind. We
bring the gift of transformation for everyone."

"What if everyone doesn't want it?"
"Such a response is clearly illogical and is therefore ignored. We do as we must. What is necessary."

It seemed Moon was right when he claimed to have none of his old personality. These responses could
have come from any augmented man. Tobias Moon had been different. He'd spent much of his life
among humans, absorbing human characteristics despite himself. He'd always said he wanted nothing
more than to be among his own people, a Hadenman among Hadenmen, but even then he hadn't been
sure whether they'd accept him as he was, as he'd become. In the end, he'd died before Owen could
open their Tomb. He'd never seen the second coming of the Hadenmen. Now here he was, living as he'd
always wanted, and unable to appreciate it because Hadenmen didn't have feelings like that. Owen felt
obscurely angry.

"You have Moon's memories," he said sharply. "You remember me and Hazel. We were friends. How
do you feel about us now?"

"Hadenmen do have feelings," Moon said unexpectedly. "They are just... unlike human emotions. They
arise from our minds, not chemical imbalances in the body. Understand that we give up much to become
Hadenmen. Our sex is cut away from us, along with other unnecessary appetites and needs, and thus our
thoughts and drives derive from different sources than yours. We give up human weaknesses to become
something more, to become part of a greater whole. We do not feel pain or despair, heat or cold. We
are never alone. My thoughts are logic, my dreams are mathematics. There is far more to me than the
barely functioning creature you knew before."

"Don't bother trying to reach him," said Hazel. "I tried often enough back on Haden. There's nothing left
of the Moon we knew."

"I remember," said Moon. "You came to me for Blood. Do you require some more?"
"No," said Hazel. "I don't need it anymore."
"Very wise," said Moon. "It is very detrimental to the human system."

"Being human made you capable of things that are probably beyond you now," said Owen. "Do you
remember how you died. Moon? You were trying to activate the controls that would open the Tomb of
the Hadenmen when the Grendel alien caught up with you. You fought, and it tore you apart, ripping your
head from your shoulders with its bare hands. It had started eating your body when I found it and killed
it. I tried to open the Tomb, but I didn't have the access codes. Only you did. And you came back from
death to give me those codes, speaking them with your dead lips. I couldn't have opened the Tomb
without your help. Do you remember any of that?"
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Moon looked at him for a long moment and then looked away. "No. I remember none of that. It sounds
very unlikely. Probably in the stress of the moment you imagined it. Humans do that."

Owen decided he'd drop the matter for the moment, and let the Hadenman think about it. He was sure
he'd touched something in Moon, even if the augmented man denied it. "So, how did you know where to
find us, Moon?"

"You were detected the moment you entered the city. We have made this place over in our own image,
and now every Hadenman is a part of the city, and nothing moves in it that is not us. Our sensors
detected you and identified you to us as the Redeemer. So we came to escort you into the heart of our
mystery. We will hide nothing from you. You and your Family have always been good allies to the
Hadenmen."

"You said that once before," Owen said slowly. "But I never found the time to follow it up. Or perhaps |
was aftraid to. Exactly what dealings have your kind had with Clan Deathstalker?"

"Our association goes back centuries. Originally through the computers of Giles Deathstalker, who
contacted the scientists who passed through the Madness Maze, and afterward made themselves over
into the first Hadenmen, and then later, through various Family members, up until our abortive first
Crusade. They supported us, provided what we needed, helped us remain hidden from the rest of the
Empire. When the Crusade failed, and we fled to our Tomb to wait for better days, your Family kept a
watch over us, until it was your destiny to come and awaken us. That's how your dead father's ring came
to hold the coordinates for lost Haden. Everything was carefully arranged. You were just the last cog in a
great machine."

"And what was the nature of this relationship?" said Owen, holding his anger within him. "There must
have been a deal. Who promised what to whom?"

"We would help the rebels overthrow the Iron Throne and place them in power. In return, the
Hadenmen were promised planets of their own, and a percentage of the Empire's population. A levy, a
tithe. Millions of men and women, to be used as found necessary."

"No," said Owen. "No! My father would never have agreed to such a thing!"

"Are you sure?" said Hazel quietly. "Giles sure as hell wouldn't have had any problems with such a deal.
And you always said your father would make a deal with the Devil if that was what it took to get what he
wanted."

"The end justifies the means," said Owen bitterly. "Anything for the greater good. The nobility of
sacrifice, as long as it wasn't his. That kind of shit was why I broke from him, and refused to be a part of
his intrigues. But I never even guessed he'd be a part of something like this."

"It was a good deal, from which both sides stood to profit," said Moon calmly. "And entirely logical. We
did our part, and the Empire is yours. Now we are taking what was promised us. Beginning with Brahmin
H'"

Owen's hand dropped to the gun at his side. Hazel clamped her hand down hard on his arm. This wasn't
the time. Not yet. "What's so special about this world?" she asked. "This is the second time you've come
here."
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"There are ore deposits here unavailable throughout the rest of the Empire," said Moon. "No use to
humans, but vital to Hadenmen technology. The native population is a useful bonus. Brahmin II is just the
beginning. We will go from planet to planet, one at a time, taking control of the populations and their
resources. The humans we will make over into ourselves, our numbers growing with every world. The
Empire will be slow to see our threat. They will not go to war with us over a single planet, not in their
present weakened condition. By the time they realize how much we have taken, and how many of us
there are, it will be too late. The second Crusade of the Genetic Church will sweep across all Humanity,
bringing the gift of transformation, and sooner than you would think, it will be a Hadenman empire."

"Thinks a lot of himself, doesn't he?" said Bonnie Bedlam.
"Say the word, Owen, and I'll tear this tin can apart and rip out his wiring."

"Right," said Midnight Blue, flexing her dark muscles. "One word, and I'll reduce this bunch to their
component parts."

"A nice thought, but hold it for the moment," said Owen. "There are still things I need to know. Whether
I want to know them or not."

Moon took them on a tour of what used to be Brahmin City. Inside the buildings. Moon showed them
Hadenmen plugged directly into working systems, a functioning part of the city's technical processes.
Some had been partly disassembled to fit into the city machinery. Everywhere they went, unfamiliar
machinery worked endlessly to unknown purposes. Owen became increasingly convinced that the whole
city had been converted into one great machine, though its purposes remained unclear.

"So where are all the people?" said Hazel eventually. "I mean, the real people, Brahmin's population, and
the prisoners you took during the rebellion. What have you done with them?"

"Yes," said Owen. "It's time you told us. Moon. You couldn't have turned them all into Hadenmen in so
short a time."

"They have been put to use," said Moon calmly. "Nothing is ever wasted. We will show you everything."

He led them into a tall steel tower with no windows, and the door closed and locked itself behind the last
Hadenman to accompany them. Most stayed outside, but twenty augmented men remained with them.
Owen didn't let it get to him. The Hadenmen might think that twenty were enough to enforce their will,
but they'd never seen Maze powers working at their full extent. They were in for one hell of a surprise.

Moon opened a door that looked like any other and ushered the human party into a Hadenman
laboratory. And there at last they discovered what the Hadenmen had been doing with their human
prisoners. Owen had to fight for control. They were waiting for him to break down. When he did finally
fight back, he wanted to be sure it was his idea. He could feel Hazel shaking at his side. He didn't dare
look around to see how Bonnie and Midnight were taking it.

Before them, in a gleaming, spotless room that seemed to go on forever, the people of Brahmin II had
been reduced to mere experiments. Some had been plugged into working machines, to see if they could
function as Hadenmen did. Wires pierced their skin in bunches, and thin transparent tubing plunged into
surgically exposed guts, gleaming red and purple in the unblinking light. Cables disappeared into gaping
mouths and emptied eye sockets, and emerged again from gray brain tissues exposed by removal of part
of the skull. There was no blood. It had all been pumped away. There were too many subjects to count,
men and women who should have been dead, kept artificially alive in hell. All the subjects seemed to be
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aware of their situation and what had been done to them. But none of them struggled or protested.
"Why aren't they screaming?" said Hazel. "Damn, I'd scream."

"We removed their vocal cords," said Moon. "The noise was distracting."

"Why aren't they moving?" said Owen, already knowing the answer.

"Movement was unnecessary, and might have interfered with the tests," said Moon. "So we severed the
spinal cord too."

"Why?" said Owen, not looking at Moon, his voice cold as death. "Why all this. .. horror?"

"People have changed since we last walked among them," said Moon calmly. "There are clones and
espers and adjusted men, and even miracle workers like yourself. It is vital that we understand the
current status of Humanity before we begin improving on it. This whole tower is one great
laboratory—tloor upon floor, rooms upon rooms, dedicated to discovering the hidden truths of what
Humanity has become in our absence. Subjects are tested to the physical and psychological limits that we
might better understand the ages-old question: what is this thing called man? Would you care to see our
findings so far? Our test results have been most illuminating."

Owen grabbed Moon by the arm and forced him around so they were face to face. "Are you proud of
this. Moon? Of what you and your kind have done to living, sentient creatures?"

The question seemed to take Moon aback. "It is necessary. Suffering is transient, knowledge is forever.
And none of the subjects are wasted. Those who survive the procedures will be made into Hadenmen,
and they will never know suffering again. Those who die will supply body parts for the greater good. And
everything that is learned here becomes part of the great pool of Hadenman knowledge. Man becomes
more than man, by his own efforts. That is the creed of the Hadenmen."

"But how do you feel about all this?" said Owen. "About the horror your subjects feel, and the horror of
what you do to them?"

"There was a time," Moon said slowly, "when that question might have meant something to me. But I
have been. .. improved since then."

"Like hell you have," said Owen.

"Let me get this straight," said Bonnie Bedlam. "All this Hadenman crap is new to me. You're going to
improve Humanity by cutting away all the things that make us human?"

"I thought you at least might understand," said Moon. "Y ou were not content to be as nature made you.
You cut holes in your flesh to make room for metal. You endured transient pain for future gain."

"Only because I enjoyed it, metalhead. It was my choice. You took these people's choice away from
them. That's inhuman. And it stops right here."

Her hand moved blindingly fast toward the gun on her hip, but the Hadenmen around her moved faster.
Steel-knuckled fists hammered down in unison, driving her to the floor. Midnight Blue started forward,
only to stop as the Hadenmen around her moved menacingly forward. Bonnie tried to fight back, but
there were too many of them, and no room to move. Hazel looked at Owen, but he just stood there and
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did nothing, though he wouldn't let himself look away. Hadenmen fists broke Bonnie's dead-white skin
and tore piercings from her flesh. Blood spurted thickly, and her eyes grew vague. Eventually she
stopped struggling and lay still, and the Hadenmen drew back and let her be.

Midnight glared at Owen. "You could have stopped that."

"Yes," said Owen. "I probably could have. But she had to find out the hard way what they're capable of.
[ wouldn't always be there to protect her. Besides, she'll heal. It's what she does."

"You cold-hearted bastard," said Midnight.

"Sometimes," said Owen. "You aren't the only one who learned hard lessons from a hard war." He
moved forward to kneel beside Bonnie Bedlam. Her face was a swollen, bloody mess, one eye
completely closed. She was breathing harshly, and her gaping mouth showed missing teeth at the front.

"How are you feeling?" said Owen gently.

"Great," said Bonnie, struggling to get her breathing back under control. "Give me a minute and I'll get up
and hammer the bastards."

"No, you won't," said Owen. "This is their idea of a warning. Next time they'd just kill you. We can't
beat them like this. We have to think our way out. Now, will you please forget the solo heroics and
follow my lead?"

Bonnie thought about it. "How many metalheads did I take out?"

"Less than one."

"T'll follow your lead." Bonnie sat up straight, and concentrated. The puffiness in her face went down,
and her swollen eye healed in seconds. New teeth pushed up out of her torn gums to replace those she'd
lost. She stretched easily like a cat and rose to her feet in one lithe movement, smiling widely.

"Oh, man, what a rush." She glared at the Hadenmen. "Next time I'll plan it better."

"Next time," said Moon, "we'll find a place for you in our laboratories. You only live now as a favor to
the Redeemer."

"Yeah," said Midnight coldly. "I can see you and he are real close."

Owen looked at her. "You're supposed to be a warrior. Don't you recognize the futility of overwhelming
odds?"

"We've been through the Maze!" said Midnight. "Nothing can stop us!"

"You've never had to face the Hadenmen," said Hazel. "If you want to get out of this alive, take your
lead from Owen. He knows what he's doing."

Moon glared at Hazel, and then at Owen, and then turned away to offer Bonnie a supporting arm she
didn't need. Hazel moved in close beside Owen.

"Tell me this is all part of a cunning plan," she said quietly.
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"It's all part of a cunning plan," said Owen.
"Now try saying it like you mean it."

"Right now I'm just trying to keep us all alive," said Owen quietly. "I really don't fancy our chances here.
Maybe we could take them, maybe not. I don't want to find out we can't the hard way."

Hazel glanced around her and shrugged uneasily. "I still think we could trash their metallic asses if we
had to, but I am definitely in favor of trying every other option first. Keep pressing Moon; I think you're
getting to him. His last few responses were almost human. Stay cool, Owen. Stay on top of things. I can
tell how hard this is for you."

"Is it that obvious?" said Owen. "How much I want to tear this place down? What's happening here is
vile, inhuman, utterly evil. It's everything we fought against in the Empire. But the bottom line is we can't
risk dying here. At least one of us must get away to warn Humanity."

"Understood," said Hazel. "And no, it's not obvious. But the others don't know you like I do. All this
reminds you of Charnel House, doesn't it? Of what was done to your people on Virimonde."

"Yes. But this is different. Most of these poor bastards are still alive, even if they are in Hell. So I have to
come up with a scheme that not only takes out the Hadenmen, but will also free the captives. And since

schemes aren't necessarily what I do best..."

"You'll think of something, scholar. Just tell me when I can start hitting things. Which is very definitely
what I do best."

Owen's mouth twitched for the first time in something like a smile. ""You and both your alternates. I guess
some things never change."

"You wouldn't have let them kill Bonnie, would you?"

"Of course not. But I couldn't let her commit us all to a fight at this time. Moon and his people were just
waiting for a chance to show us who was really in charge here. Hopefully, they'll cut us a little slack now."

"So, what is the plan now?"

"Keep our eyes and ears open and look for a chance. We still need to learn as much as possible about
what they're up to."

"They're a bunch of evil, sadistic bastards. What more do we need to know?"

"How far along the line they are in producing the next generation of Hadenmen. We need to know
exactly what the new models can do, how many they have here on Brahmin, and how many more might
be hiding out in other bases, on other worlds. Finding that information, and getting it back to the Empire,
1s more important than our need for vengeance."

Hazel looked at him steadily. "And more important than our lives?"

"Maybe. In many ways everything that's happening here is my fault. And my Family's. I have a duty to
do everything I can to stop this."
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"Don't worry," said Hazel. "The minute we've learned everything we need to know, this whole filthy
business is shutting down. Whatever it takes."

"Remember the hostages," said Owen. "We can't just abandon them."

Hazel looked around the laboratory. "After everything they've been through, death might be the only
kindness we could do them."

"Maybe. But we have to try. It's the human thing to do."

"Interesting," said Moon suddenly. "You've both been talking animatedly for some time, but I couldn't
hear a word of it. Even with my enhanced hearing. And you weren't using your comm implants, or [
would have picked it up. Did the Maze make you telepathic or something?"

"Something," said Owen. "Very definitely something. All of us who passed through the Maze have a
mental link, a closeness. If you'd stayed with us, you'd have it too. Now back off."

Moon nodded. "Feel free to make any threats or declarations of defiance you feel necessary for your
peace of mind."

"You betrayed me. All of you. I didn't release you from your Tomb for this."

"Y our reasons for opening the Tomb are irrelevant," said Moon calmly. "Their freedom was inevitable. If
it hadn't been you, it would have been some other member of your Family. David perhaps."

"Interesting," said Hazel. ""Y ou've started sayingthey instead ofwe . Can it be you aren't entirely in
sympathy with what's going on here?"

"I believe the human expressioncl/utching at straws is appropriate here," said Moon. "Follow me."
"Of course," said Owen. "There are always more circles to Hell, aren't there?"

They went up to the next level, and another laboratory, this time silent as the grave. Endless rows of men
and women sat unmoving in tiny cubicles, eyes closed, faces utterly immobile. Holes had been drilled in
the backs of their heads, and coils of metal cables linked their heads to unseen machinery. After the
horrors of the previous laboratory, the new one seemed practically serene. Owen distrusted it on sight.
He looked at Moon.

"We're testing for esp," said Moon. "Barely known during the first Crusade, it has now spread
throughout Humanity. Esp fascinates the Hadenmen—a form of power and control not derived from
technology, but from the unknown depths of the unaugmented mind. The Hadenmen want it for
themselves. So they are currently seeking to map all physical changes in the brain tissues of all those
showing some form of esp ability. Logically speaking, esp is a puzzle. It has no obvious power source,
yet is capable of achieving things the Hadenmen cannot duplicate even with their vast knowledge of tech.
So they are currently stimulating all areas of the subjects' brains to destruction, and observing in the hope
they will learn something useful."

"Torturing them till they die of it," said Bonnie. "Bastards."

Midnight glared at Owen but said nothing.
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"You don't approve of this either, do you, Moon?" said Owen.

"My approval is irrelevant," said Moon. "The Hadenmen do what is necessary to follow their destiny.
No individual belief can be allowed to interfere with that."

"You're weakening, Moon," said Hazel. "Any minute now you'll forget yourself and venture an opinion of
your own."

"I am a Hadenman," said Moon. "Whatever I might have been in the past, I am now a fully functioning
Hadenman. That is all that matters. The Tobias Moon you knew is dead. I am merely a reinvigorated
body with access to the original Moon's memories. Nothing more. Come. There is still much for you to
see."

"I don't think so," said Owen. "I'm much more interested in talking with you. Let's try a few
straightforward questions and answers, shall we?"

"If you wish. You are the Redeemer. We will hide nothing from you."

"And knock off the Redeemer crap. I'm a Deathstalker, and that has always been another name for
honor, despite what some members may have done to smear it by working with you. I want answers,
and you're going to give them to me. What's going on in the other labs?"

"We are investigating current technology and extrapolating from it," said Moon, somewhat less agitated
now they were on safer ground. "Science has moved on while we were away. While we still remain in the
forefront in most areas, there is still much that can be learned. Cloning is new to us. Once understood and
mastered, the population of this planet can be cloned many times over to provide basic stock from which
new Hadenmen can be produced. They will be the next generation of Hadenmen, greater than before.
Invulnerable in battle, genetically superior, their triumph will be inevitable. The Second Crusade will
convert all Humanity, and the Hadenman empire will be strong, efficient, invincible. This is necessary. We
have many enemies. The Als of Shub have refused all offers of cooperation or allegiance. They say they
don't need the Hadenmen. That we are only flesh with delusions of grandeur. Shub therefore remains an
enemy and a danger. And then there are the aliens. Unknown. Powerful. Dangerous. Humanity must
become more than it is if it is to survive these threats."

"Damn," said Midnight Blue. "Once you get him started, there's no stopping him, is there?"

"Give me ten minutes alone with him, and I'll stop him," growled Bonnie. All her wounds had healed, and
her scowl was something to behold. "How much more of this crap do we have to listen to, Deathstalker?
My Owen would have—"

"Your Owen isn't here," snapped Owen. "And even if he was, he probably wouldn't have done any
better than you against the Hadenmen. Now hush. I know what I'm doing." He turned back to Moon.
"Very nice speech, Moon. I'm sure you said it just the way you were programmed to. But you must see
how illogical your position is. You can't hope to win. You've got one planet, a handful of ships, and you
already admitted you're years behind everyone else's tech. You're outnumbered, outclassed, and
everybody hates you. You can't win."

"The Empire is weak, divided," said Moon. "You saw to that. Our golden ships decimated the Imperial
Fleet during the rebellion. Your remaining armies are tired, and spread over too many fronts. What better
time to strike? Especially as we have new, less obvious weapons to wield. We have the only existing
remains of the adjusted men, the Wampyr. While there is no point in re-creating what were essentially
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only inferior versions of ourselves, we have used their remains to produce an inexhaustible supply of the
drug known as Blood. We have been supplying the Empire with this drug, through a series of middle
men, for some time now. Now there are addicts everywhere, dependent on us for their next fix. Who'll
do anything we require of them rather than risk being cut off. Some of them in very high positions. You'd
recognize the names. They will be our sixth column, our secret army, our private traitors at the heart of
your government, sowing chaos and confusion as we require. Just like you, Hazel, when I supplied you
with Blood back on lost Haden."

"I never betrayed my own kind!" said Hazel.
"But you would have if we'd asked you to," said Moon. "Wouldn't you?"

Hazel glared hotly at him and then looked away. Owen put a comforting hand on her arm. Moon turned
his attention back to Owen. "You see, Deathstalker? Answers bring no aid. Truth brings no comfort.
Humanity is the past. Hadenmen are the future. They have named you Redeemer. Speak for them. Be
their advocate to the Empire. Convince the Empire to embrace the future, not fear it. The Empire can be
made strong again, to face its many enemies. Humanity must surrender to us for the greater good.
Evolution cannot be denied. Speak for us, Deathstalker. Be the herald of the future that destiny always
intended."

"No," said Owen. "You're not Humanity's destiny. You're a mistake, an offshoot, a path that should
never have been taken. Humanity lies in the heart, in the soul, in all the imponderable things that tech can
never measure. You're no better than Shub. I'll never serve you. Never."

"You will," said Moon. "You have no choice in the matter. You and your companions are our prisoners,
as was always intended. The Hadenmen have need of the secrets within you, the power you gained from
the Madness Maze. Our scientists on Haden have been trying to recreate the Maze, but so far with no
success. The one being who might have told us anything, the Wolfling, cannot be found. So you and your
companions are the only hope we have of understanding what the Maze did and how it did it. That's the
only reason we allowed you to enter this city. We brought you here, into the heart of our operations, so
that you could be taken captive with the minimum of effort. There's no point in fighting now, Owen. You
are surrounded by hundreds of Hadenmen, and we have observed that even your miraculous powers
have limits."

"Don't be too sure of that," said Hazel. "You'd be surprised what we can do when we have to."

"That's precisely why we want you," said Moon, unmoved by the threat in her voice. "Your abilities
fascinate us. The Maze produced the original Hadenmen, but we had no idea it could produce
miracle-workers. It is the nature of Hadenmen to seek perfection, and it is unacceptable that you should
possess powers that we do not. So we will study you, discover the source of your miracles, and take it
for ourselves. We will build a new Madness Maze, and all the Hadenmen shall pass through it. Then let
Humanity tremble, for from that moment their days are numbered. And all of this because of you, Owen
Deathstalker."

"You say you're going to study us," said Owen. "Would you care to be a little more specific?"

"We will examine, test, and finally dissect you," said Moon. "Discover all your secrets and limits, and
then reduce you to your smallest components. Nothing will be overlooked. Nothing will be left undone."

"You're getting ahead of yourself," said Owen. "You have to take us first. And you've never seen what
we can do when it comes to a fight."
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"There will be no fighting," said Moon. "You will follow our every instruction, Owen. Even turn on your
friends if we find it necessary. You are ours. We own you."

"What the hell is he talking about, Owen?" murmured Hazel.
"No one owns me," said Owen.
"You gave yourself over to us," said Moon calmly. "When you accepted our golden hand."

Owen looked down at his left hand. His artificial hand. He'd lost the original fighting the Grendel alien on
Haden. To save his life the Hadenmen had grafted on an artificial hand. A wondrous thing of pure gold,
that obeyed his every thought. And if it always felt subtly cold, and not entirely his, that was a small price
to pay for such a technological wonder. He lifted the hand before his face and flexed the golden fingers.
Almost a work of art. He lowered the hand again and looked back at Moon. "Never trust a gift from
strangers. What have you done to me, you bastards?"

"Bound you to us. The hand has spread golden filaments throughout your body, infiltrating every part of
you, including your brain. We now control you from within. You belong to us now, Owen. In truth, you
always did."

"My brain?" said Owen. "You've been stirring your metal fingers in my brain? Interfering with my
thoughts, influencing my decisions? What have you made me do? How much of what I've become is
down to you?"

"You'll never know," said Moon.

It seemed to Owen that his artificial hand felt very cold. He curled the fingers into a fist, searching for any
feeling of resistance on their part. He glared at Moon. "You said I was your Redeemer. When I released
you from your Tomb, you swore to follow me."

"And so we did. For as long as it served our purpose. We are the Hadenmen. We are the destiny of
Humanity. Nothing can be allowed to stand in our way."

"Damn you, Moon," Owen whispered. "What have you done to me?"
"I'm sorry, Owen," said Moon. "I have no choice in this either."

Owen's human hand went for his gun, and a shocking spasm erupted in all his muscles. He cried out in
pain despite himself, agony burning in him like a golden, consuming flame. He fell to the floor and lay
there convulsing, his teeth bared in a straining rictus. Hazel went to help him, and immediately half a
dozen Hadenmen grabbed her. Others grabbed Bonnie Bedlam and Midnight Blue and held them fast.
Owen cried out again in pain and horror as his body betrayed him, until finally even his voice was
silenced. Someone else's orders moved in his brain, and he rose smoothly to his feet, a prisoner inside his
head. He could feel the golden filaments stirring within him, threaded through every part of him like
parasitic metal worms. He couldn't even turn his head or move his eyes to see what was happening to
Hazel, until the Hadenmen did it for him.

Hazel was struggling in the grip of the Hadenmen, and they were having a hell of a time holding onto her.
Tobias Moon moved unhurriedly forward to stand before her, holding something in his hand. Owen
recognized what it was, and tried desperately to call out a warning, but his voice was no longer his own.
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Hazel was so busy fighting to be free, she didn't see Moon till it was too late. He gestured to the other
augmented men, and using all their strength they were able to force Hazel to her knees and hold her there
for a moment. Just long enough for Moon to press his spray hypo against Hazel's neck and inject her with
a massive dose of the drug called Blood. She cried out in shock and horror, tears running down her face
as the old cold bliss of Blood coursed through her system again. And all Owen could do was watch.

Moon stepped back from Hazel and gestured for the other augmented men to let her go. "Enforced
Blood addiction will control her for what remains of her life. She will not fight us. She won't want to." He
looked at the empty hypo in his hand and then let it drop to the floor, as though embarrassed by it. He
glanced at Owen, still frozen in place. "We do... what is necessary, Owen. That is the Hadenman way."
He turned back to study Bonnie and Midnight. "You are new factors in the equation. Your presence was
not anticipated. Remain calm, and you will not be harmed as events progress to their inevitable
conclusion.”

"Don't... believe him," said Hazel on her knees, and everyone turned to look at her again. Her face was
pale and drawn, dripping sweat, and sudden shudders wracked her body, but her mouth was firm and
her gaze was steady, blazing defiance at Moon. "You made a mistake, Hadenman. Blood is old news to
me. | beat it before, and I'll beat it again. Watch."

Black Blood spurted suddenly from her nose and ran down over her mouth and chin. More welled up
from under her eyelids and slid slowly down her cheeks. She opened her mouth, and Blood spilled out in
a jerking stream as she drove the drug from her body by sheer force of will. Black drops beaded on her
skin, oozing out of every pore. The drug pooled on the floor before her and soaked her clothes until
finally it stopped, as suddenly as it began, and Hazel rose to her feet, the last of the Blood dripping from
her. She smiled at Moon, and anybody else would have stepped back several paces.

"You screwed up, Hadenman. I'm not the Hazel you remember. The Maze changed me in ways you
can't even imagine. Now release Owen, or you're all dead. You might have an army, but I can be an
army if [ have to."

"So we've heard," said Moon. "That's one of the reasons why we must have you. But we won't fight
you. Owen will do that for us. Won't you, Owen?"

And Owen's hand drew his sword from his scabbard and held it steadily as his body turned to face
Hazel. She started to reach for her own sword and then stopped herself. She faced him squarely, her
eyes locked on his.

"Don't do this, Owen. Fight it. You can beat what they did to you, just like I beat the Blood. We've
been through the Maze. Nothing can command us anymore. Owen, stop. Please. Don't make me fight

n

you.

But he was helpless in the grip of the golden filaments, a prisoner in his own head. He struggled to make
even the slightest move of his own and couldn't, and his helpless screams of protest never left his mouth.
He stepped smoothly forward and thrust his sword at Hazel's unprotected breast. It was a killing blow,
launched with inhuman speed, and anyone else would have died. But Hazel d'Ark had been a hell of a
fighter even before she went through the Maze, and her reflexes were every bit the match for his. Her
sword was in her hand and in place to block his blow in plenty of time. They circled each other slowly,
blades flashing out to test each other's defenses. Moon gestured for the other Hadenmen to stand back
and not interfere. The experiment had to run its course. And still Owen and Hazel circled each other,
looking for openings. The tech in the golden hand had access to all Owen's fighting skills and knowledge,
and used it all to launch a merciless attack. They were both incredibly strong and fast, fighters trained in
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the school of hard knocks and honed to perfection by the rebellion. No one else would have survived
more than a few moments in this duel. But Owen and Hazel fought on, stamping and lunging and
recovering, steel clashing on steel.

Owen boosted, and Hazel boosted with him, their speed and strength increasing to inhuman levels.
Blows and parries were traded in a split second, arms and swords moving too quickly for the merely
human eye to follow. They were operating on skill and instinct now, forced to the very edge of their
swordsmanship in order to keep up with each other. The Hadenmen watched, fascinated, as their two
victims fought on levels even they could not hope to duplicate. Yet. But in the end, Owen was fighting to
kill, and Hazel wasn't. He took advantage of that, leaving himself open to killing blows the tech in the
golden hand knew Hazel wouldn't take advantage of. And slowly, step by step, Hazel was forced
backward.

She took her first cut high up on the forehead, blood trickling down into her left eye. She shook her head
irritably, and saw drops of her own blood fly on the air before her. More cuts followed, here and there,
real blood trickling down where black Blood had recently run. None of the wounds were anywhere near
serious, but they were clear signs she was losing. Hazel had no doubt the Hadenmen would force Owen
to kill her, if that was what it took. An uncontrollable subject was no use to them. They'd still have her
body to dissect, and three live specimens to experiment on. She couldn't keep fighting defensively and
hope to survive. But she couldn't kill Owen. Not Owen. So she did the only thing left to her. She
disengaged, stepped back, and lowered her sword.

"It's up to you, Owen. Do what you have to."

Owen drew back his sword, his face an expressionless mask. Hazel braced herself. And Owen
screamed. The sound burst out of him, full of pain and horror and fury. He dropped to his knees before
Hazel, shuddering violently, his eyes wide and staring. Hazel knelt down with him, her eyes fixed on his,
trying to reinforce his will with her presence. And Owen slowly raised his sword and brought it down
with all his strength on his own left wrist.

Blood spurted thickly as the heavy blade bit deep into the human flesh above the golden hand. Owen
cried out again, as much in triumph as pain. He forced his left arm flat on the steel floor, ignoring the
spasming golden fingers, and his sword sheared clear through his wrist and dented the floor beneath. The
severed hand skittered awayi, its gleaming fingers still flexing futilely, like a great golden spider. Owen
shook with pain and shock, his gritted teeth showing in a death's-head grin. He knew the fight wasn't
over yet.

He reached inside himself, concentrating on the golden threads that still infested him. He could feel them
with his mind, still fighting him for control of his own body. He clamped down hard, seizing them with his
will, and forced them out. And one by one, curling golden strands erupted out of the bloody stump of his
left wrist, falling to coil uselessly on the floor. Owen laughed harshly, the awful sound full of agony and
triumph, as the golden filaments were forced out of his body. Finally the last filament was gone, and
Owen dropped his sword and grabbed his left wrist with his right hand. He squeezed hard, as he had
once before on Haden, and the gushing blood slowed to a jerking pulse, trickling between his fingers.
Owen concentrated hard, called up all his willpower, focused on the stump of his left wrist, and grinned
triumphantly as he grew himself a new left hand.

He sat back on the floor, shaking with the effort of what he'd just done, and held up his new hand before
him. It looked perfectly normal, utterly human, exact in every detail, and it felt warm and alive and his in a
way the golden hand never had. He flexed his fingers, admiring the supple movements. And then he
looked across at Hazel, kneeling opposite him with her mouth hanging open. He smiled easily at her.
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"You were right as always, Hazel. Not for the first time, I owe my life and freedom to you."

"TI've seen you do some amazing things, Owen, but that is the best yet. I am really impressed."

"We can be impressed with each other later," said Owen. "We still have to fight our way out of here."
Hazel grinned. "After what we've just been through, that should be the easy part."

They scrambled to their feet and faced Moon, side by side, gun and sword in hand. The Hadenman
didn't seem to know what to say or do for a moment. "Hazel was right," he said finally. "That really was
very impressive. Even the regeneration tanks take months to regrow a severed limb. But in the end, it's
just another ability of yours it's imperative we obtain for ourselves. You must surrender. You cannot hope
to win."

"Hell with that," said Hazel. "We've fought armies before. We're still here, and mostly they're not. Bring
them on, Moon. Bring them all on."

"Lack of confidence never was one of your problems, Hazel," said Moon. "But I still have a card or two
to play." He gestured at Bonnie and Midnight, still held captive by Hadenmen. "You will surrender, or
we'll kill your friends."

"Sure," said Midnight Blue.

"Right," said Bonnie Bedlam.

And Midnight vanished, air rushing in to fill the space where she had been. She reappeared a moment
later on the other side of the room, battle-ax in hand. She swung the ax double-handed and cut off the
head of the Hadenman nearest her. Even while the head was still tumbling from the jerking shoulders,
she'd vanished again. She teleported back and forth across the laboratory, blinking in and out of
existence just long enough to behead another dozen Hadenmen before any of them could even react to
her presence.

And Bonnie was suddenly a blur of motion, slipping lithely out of the grasp of the Hadenmen holding her.
Razor-sharp blades suddenly protruded from hidden sheaths in her hands and elbows, and Bonnie sliced
through her Hadenman captors with vicious skill. They fell back, fingers, hands, and limbs dropping away
from them as Bonnie smiled her sharp-toothed smile and drew her sword. Midnight teleported in to stand
at her back, and the two of them took up their fighting stances, blades at the ready.

"You caught me napping last time," said Bonnie to Moon. "Just thought I'd return the favor."

"Say the word, Owen," said Midnight, "and we'll reduce these metal bastards to their component parts."

"Bunch of damn metalheads," said Bonnie, grinning nastily. "I'm going to rip your rivets off."

"Sounds good to me," said Owen. He looked at Moon. "We don't care how many of you there are. Let
them come. Let them all come."

"Right," said Hazel. "This madness stops here. No more tests. No more pain. No more death."

"You mustn't fight us," said Moon, and for the first time his buzzing voice sounded uncertain. "This is not
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necessary."
"Yes, it is," said Owen. "We'll never surrender, and we'd rather die than be made over into you."
"That... is not logical."

"No. But it is very human. Dammit, Moon, think.Remember . Remember who you used to be. The
Tobias Moon I knew would have fought with us to stop this horror."

"That was a long time ago," said Moon.
"No, it wasn't," said Owen. "That was yesterday."

And he reached out with his mind, trying to reestablish the old mental link that had bound together all
those who had passed through the Madness Maze. He could feel Hazel standing beside him, strong and
sure and true, and their minds fit perfectly together, like two pieces of a larger jigsaw. Bonnie Bedlam
and Midnight Blue were there too, backing them up, like strange echoes of Hazel. Together they reached
out to Moon, pushing aside the machine barrier the Hadenmen tech had constructed between them, and
the combined power of their joined minds swept the barrier away and linked with Tobias Moon. And he
woke up.

The four humans dropped back into their own heads again and studied Moon cautiously. He was
breathing heavily and shaking his head. The other augmented men backed away from him, looking at him
as if he were infectious. Finally Moon turned and looked at Owen.

"I remember," he said slowly. "They made me forget so much when they rebuilt me, but [ remember
now. I could have hung on to my memories if I'd chosen, but I didn't want to then. I wanted so much to
fit in, I was even prepared to give up part of who I was. But now I'm back, all of me, and I know I can't
be just another augmented man. Because I'm more than that. Maybe more than they can ever be. So [
stand with you, Owen. Even though we'll probably die together."

"Welcome back, Moon," said Owen, grinning widely.

"Just in time for the big fight," said Hazel. "Looks like it should be a good one. Even though most of us
probably won't see the end of it."

"What the hell," said Moon. "I already died once."
"What was it like?" said Hazel.
"Restful," said Moon.

"Hell with that," said Owen. "If we fight, with our powers and their implanted weapons, we'll die, they'll
die, and most of the poor bastards captive here will die. And I won't stand for that. No one's dying here
today. I've had a bellyful of death."

He reached out through the link again, gathering up all of those who'd been through the Maze, and
focused their joined minds through Tobias Moon. Together they dived through Moon's mind and on into
the joined consciousness of the augmented men, like swimmers of light entering a vast dark ocean. The
Hadenmen tried to force them out, their minds backed up by the great computers that linked them all, but
Moon was still a part of them, a door into their joined mind, and he wouldn't let them shut him out. The
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shared consciousness of the Hadenmen. It was a huge place, the product of hundreds of thousands of
minds, and at first the Maze minds were lost in the sheer scale of it. But the Hadenmen minds were
limited by the logic of the computers they allowed to link them. Owen and the others were fueled by the
rage and horror of what they'd seen in the labs, and magnified by the power of the Maze, they combined
their feelings into a single hammer blow of outrage that slammed into the joined Hadenman mind and
shattered it like a mirror. Hundreds of thousands of separate fragments fell apart, broken on the anvil of a
greater faith than theirs. The darkness dissipated, and there was only light. Owen and the others looked
on what they had done, saw it to be good, pulled out of their link, and fell back into their own minds.

Owen blinked his eyes several times, gathering his thoughts, and then looked around the laboratory. The
Hadenmen still stood where they had been, but the glow in their eyes had gone out. None of them were
moving. Hazel reached cautiously out and gave the nearest augmented man a gentle push. It rocked on its
feet and nearly fell, but made no move to right itself. Owen had an almost hysterical need to see it fall,
and topple all the others like dominoes.

"They're not dead," said Moon quietly. "But they are shut down. All of them. Their minds have turned
themselves off rather than face what we showed them."

"Hold everything," said Hazel. "We shut them all down? Everyone in the building?"

"Everyone in the city, everyone on Brahmin IL," said Moon. "I'm still plugged into the main computers.
The systems are still functioning, but no one's home to guide them. Hadenmen elsewhere, on other
worlds, are unaffected, but the reign of the Hadenmen here is over."

"I brought them back into the Empire," said Owen. "I guess it's only fitting that I should shut them down
again. Who knows, maybe some day we can... reprogram them, reawaken their humanity, the way we
did yours, Moon."

"Yes," said Moon. "Maybe someday."

"In the meantime we'd better contact the Empire, and call for a relief team," said Owen. "There's a lot of
people here who are going to need a lot of help once we unplug them from the Hadenmen machines. We
may never be able to undo everything that was done to them, but we have to try. We have to save as
many as we can."

"They're not your responsibility, Owen," said Hazel gently. "None of this was. Let it go."

"Maybe," said Owen. He looked at Moon. "You've lost your people again. I'm sorry."

"They were never really my people," said Moon. "I just wished they were."

"Come with us," said Hazel. "Be one of us again. We're your family now."

Moon looked at Bonnie and Midnight. "That should be... interesting. Are you two really alternate
versions of Hazel?"

"We like to think she's an alternate version of us," said Midnight. "And we've decided to stick around for
a while, see how things play out in this universe."

"Right," said Bonnie. "I could use a break from running Mistworld, and I do miss a little action now and
again."
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"And it'll mean we can spend more time with Owen," said Midnight brightly.

"Oh, good," said Owen, and glared at Hazel as she tried to stifle her laughter.

CHAPTER FIVE
Old Hatreds and New Revenges

Jack Random paced back and forth in Ruby Journey's luxurious apartment, waiting impatiently for her to
make an appearance. They were running late again, but that was nothing unusual where Ruby was
concerned. She never let herself be hurried by anyone, outside of actual armed conflict. He kept himself
from looking at the clock on the wall yet again by an act of extreme self-control, and glared around the
apartment as though he could force Ruby into appearing through sheer willpower. It didn't work.

There was a lot to look at in the apartment. It had all the comforts money and intimidation could bring,
including a few that were technically illegal, though Jack doubted anyone had dared point that out to
Ruby. There were thick rugs on the floor, tacky paintings of dubious taste on three of the walls, and a
huge holoscreen that covered all of the fourth wall. A glass chandelier, quite amazingly awful in its clumsy
ostentation, hung far too low from the ceiling of a room far too small for it. Ruby had one in each room.
She liked chandeliers.

Rickety antiques stood next to the very latest in leisure designs, ostentatiously ignoring each other. The
antiques looked as though they'd collapse under him if he so much as thought about sitting on them, and
the comfy chairs all insisted on giving him a massage whether he wanted one or not. Jack gave them a
wide berth. He felt very firmly that furniture should know its place, and not get overly familiar.

Scattered across the room were all kinds of high-tech gadgets, some of them still half unpacked. Every
labor-saving device, every new convenience and overpriced fad of the moment, had wheedled their way
into Ruby's apartment, only to be forgotten or discarded almost as soon as they arrived. For Ruby
ownership was everything. And she never threw anything out, partly because she didn't believe in giving
up things that were hers, and partly on the grounds that you never knew when it might come in handy.

The massive ironwood coffee table set exactly in the middle of the room was covered with piles of
discarded style magazines, the last three issues of Which Gun , and no less than four opened boxes of
chocolate, with all the coffee creams missing. Jack looked wistfully at the chocolates, but wouldn't allow
himself to be tempted. Thanks to the Maze, his weight never changed by so much as an ounce, no matter
how much he ate, and he knew that once he started, he probably wouldn't stop till he'd emptied at least
one entire box. Ruby wouldn't mind, but she'd undoubtedly give him one of her knowing looks, and he
hated that.

He didn't even look at the massive bar, with its proud examples of every kind of liquor, gutrot, and
sudden death in a bottle known to man or alien. The Maze had made him immune to all kinds of poison,
including hangovers, and he had always believed one should suffer from one's excesses. That's how you
knew they were excesses.

A chair purred invitingly at him as he passed, and he gave it a good kick to shut it up. At least Ruby had
got rid of her small army of servants and hangers-on. At one point he hadn't even been able to get to see
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Ruby without making an appointment or threatening to shoot several people. But she soon saw through
the hangers-on, and got bored with the servants, and threw the whole lot of them out one memorable
afternoon that the neighbors were still talking about. It turned out that several had tried selling their stories
of Life With Ruby to the media, and one had got all sulky after she kicked them out of her bedroom, and
tried to knife her. Bits of his body kept turning up in the sewers for weeks afterward.

Jack sighed and finally came to a halt, staring at nothing in particular. He felt tired. And tired of being
tired. For weeks now he'd been working all day and long into the evening, fighting to keep his dream of
democracy alive, and struggling to make himself over into a diplomat rather than a warrior. Parliament
had many enemies, and when they weren't trying to undermine or discredit it, the MPs seemed perfectly
happy to tear the whole institution apart themselves. After so long as a glorified rubber stamp, real power
had gone to the heads of many MPs, even if they weren't too sure yet what to do with it. New political
parties were forming every day, wrapped around a kernel of dogma or the cult of a personality. The
news shows were stuffed with talking heads, promising everything up to and including the Second
Coming in return for votes, and poster gangs fought vicious wars in the streets during the wee hours.

Jack found himself facing one of the several full-length mirrors on the walls and studied himself soberly.
He looked young, fit, in the peak of physical fitness. He'd overcome all his enemies and seen the old
order thrown down. Lionstone was gone and the Families fatally weakened. He should have had the
universe by the throat. So why did he feel so damned tired? Part of it was having to do so much on his
own. Owen and Hazel were always off on their own missions, and Ruby had no interest in politics. Or
anything else much these days. The novelty of immense wealth had worn off very quickly, much to Ruby's
surprise. When you can have anything, very little has value anymore. Of late she seemed to spend most
of her time sleeping, drinking, or trying to start fights in places where they hadn't heard of her. She tried
to get into the Arenas, but no one would face her. Even the aliens tended to go sick rather than face
Ruby Journey, including a few that hadn't previously been recognized as intelligent.

Jack supposed he should be grateful that he at least still had some purpose in his life. Even if it was one
he wouldn't have chosen. Nursing the new democracy through its birth pangs was hard, bitter, and often
disillusioning work. He'd always vaguely supposed democracy would just sweep across the Empire like a
great tide, washing away the old nonsense of aristocracy and privilege, and the people would joyfully
step forward to shoulder the burdens of power and responsibility. He should have known better.

His reflection looked back at him with quizzical eyes. He had a lot to be grateful for, after all. He was
young again, his personal clock turned back by the Maze to a man in his early twenties. He was stronger,
faster, and fitter now than at any time in his life. Acknowledged by many as one of the greatest warriors
of his age. So why did he feel so damnedold ?

He turned his back on his reflection and looked around the luxurious apartment, trying to see it with the
eyes of his old, previous self, the legendary professional rebel. This wasn't the kind of place he'd ever
expected to end up. Most of his life had been spent living in poor, temporary accommodation on one
oppressed planet or another, hiding away from prying eyes or potential traitors. He hadn't cared then. All
that mattered was the cause. He had no right to live in ease or luxury while so many slaved in poverty.

Of course, such feelings had come easily enough when he was young and fit, and bedding a new
stars-in-her-eyes comrade of the rebellion every other night. As he got older, as his failures grated on him
more and more, he'd found the rebel path harder and harder to follow. So many good friends dead, so
many hopes raised on so many worlds, only to be dashed by superior Empire forces and firepower. He'd
always got away, but he had left armies of the dead behind him. It was almost a relief when he was finally
betrayed and captured on Cold Rock. His legend had become an impossible weight to carry, and after
his people eventually broke him out of captivity, he'd sunk into anonymity on Mistworld as the janitor
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called Jobe Ironhand with simple gratitude. It felt so good not to have so many people's lives depending
on his every decision. His living accommaodations had still been bloody basic, though.

And then, of course, Owen bloody Deathstalker had arrived out of nowhere to call him back to duty
and destiny, and later the Madness Maze rebuilt him, the rebellion had come and gone so quickly he
could hardly believe it, and he was left with the sobering effect of seeing all his dreams come true. He'd
achieved pretty much everything he'd ever wanted or dreamed of, but. .. what do you do when you have
no dreams left? Oh, he had enough chores and duties to keep him busy for years yet. He could make a
living out of politics. But it wasn't the same somehow.

His present circumstances were comfortable but modest. He had a one-bedroom apartment in the office
building adjoining Parliament. He'd chosen it so he could always be there on the spot if he was needed,
and also because he needed the extra security to ward off his many enemies. He'd upset a lot of people
in his time, on all sides of the political spectrum. Everyone agreed the deal he'd struck with Blue Block
over the Families had been necessary, but that didn't mean anyone had to like it.

Personally, he didn't give a damn. The assassination attempts were the only real excitement he got these
days. But he worried about innocents getting hurt or even killed just by being near him at the wrong
moment, so he had reluctantly moved his few belongings into more secure accommodations.

The frequency of attacks dropped dramatically, but his new home wasn't the kind of place where friends
could just drop in. There were times when the spartan apartment seemed unbearably quiet and empty.

After the rebellion Jack and Ruby had set up house together, but it didn't last. They were just too
different. Their opposing tastes, needs, and characters drove them apart inside a month. His spartan
clashed with her sybaritic; he wanted to work, she wanted to play. He was a man of duty and honor, and
she... would rather go shopping. Or start a fight in a crowded tavern. Just because they loved each
other, it didn't mean they could live together. And they couldn't spend all their time in bed. Their growing
frustrations finally culminated in a major shouting row, in which they both said unforgivable things and
then threw heavy objects at each other. They wrecked their house room by room and then walked out
on each other. Once they were set up in separate apartments, a comfortable distance apart, they were
soon friends again. Jack didn't blame Ruby in the least. He'd never been easy to get along with, as any of
his seven ex-wives would no doubt be only too happy to point out, in considerable detail.

And besides. .. Ruby had been drinking a hell of a lot. She said the Maze changes protected her, but
Jack wasn't so sure. She was slowing down. Getting sloppy. Making mistakes. Trusting people her
instincts would have warned her about less than a year ago. Jack knew why she drank. It was something
to do. Ruby could stand anything except boredom. And she'd always had a strong self-destructive
streak. It came with the bounty-hunting territory. You couldn't kill people on a regular basis and not start
to see all life as trivial, even your own. Perhaps especially your own.

Jack sighed and went back to his brooding. He had a lot to brood about. Once he'd fought the System.
Now he was a part of it. He'd become a politician, setting aside a lifetime's ideals in the name of
compromise and making deals with people he detested. He'd had to make deals in the past, to raise the
funding he needed for his rebel campaigns, but he'd never once compromised his principles. Now more
and more he was being pushed or maneuvered into situations where he had no choice but to give up on
some of his lesser beliefs in the name of a greater cause. Just to get a chance at implementing some of the
things he really believed in.

His trouble was, he'd been a leader too long. Men and women had jumped to obey him, swayed by his
great cause, his endless rhetoric and charming smile. Now he was just another man of influence, forced to
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argue his corner over every damned thing. Forced to rely on reason and ingenuity. And when that failed,
join up with those nearest his beliefs to outvote the other bastards. And then pay his new friends' price
for their support. He found it frustrating, and occasionally sourly amusing, that all his marvelous
Maze-given powers and amazing new youth were useless for getting him what he wanted now. He could
always intimidate his fellow politicians, force things through by the threat of what he might do, but that
would betray everything he'd ever believed in. He would have become what he'd always hated
most—the enemy he'd fought for so long.

It all came back to the Families. Not only were they ceding more and more authority to the shadowy
Blue Block, but they clearly weren't keeping their side of the bargain he'd struck, to the letter or the spirit.
He'd always expected them to try to wriggle out of it somehow, but not this soon, not this blatantly.
Under Blue Block's management they were openly trying to claw back power and influence on all fronts.
Jack snorted, his hand falling automatically to the gun at his side. Let them try. Let them try anything.
He'd see every damned aristo dead and their pastel Towers burning before he let the Clans reclaim their
old power and position. He hadn't come this far, seen so many good friends die, to lose at the last fence.

Blue Block... was a puzzle, though. He'd always known it existed, but no one ever knew anything for
sure. Jack was currently trying, very quietly, very discreetly, and extremely cautiously, to investigate who
and what Blue Block actually was, searching for the facts behind the whispered names of the Black
College and the Red Church. So far he had nothing at all to show for his efforts. Blue Block, the heart
and soul of it, stayed so far back in the shadows it was practically invisible. No one knew anything. No
one would talk. Everyone was more than a little scared. Everyone knew someone who'd got too close to
some part of the truth, and just... disappeared. And even Jack Random, with all his influence, couldn't
find any trace of them.

He scowled unhappily. At the time the deal he'd made with Blue Block had seemed distasteful but
necessary. But now he couldn't help wondering if he might not have exchanged an open, obvious evil for
a greater, more shadowy one. Blue Block had an agenda, even if he couldn't see it clearly yet. It would
have helped if there'd been someone he could talk to about it. Someone he could trust. But Owen and
Hazel were never there. And Ruby... wasn't interested.

He looked around sharply as the bedroom door finally opened, and Ruby Journey strode into the room.
Somewhat to Jack's surprise, she was still wearing her old black leathers under white furs. He'd been a
little taken aback to see her wearing that old outfit at Parliament earlier, since Ruby had taken to high
fashion with a vengeance once she came into money, and made a point of never wearing the same daring
and highly expensive outfit twice. But now she was again in her bounty hunter's outfit, her working
clothes, complete with sword and disrupter. She noticed his gaze and sniffed loudly.

"Put your eyes back in your head. I feel moreme in this outfit. More like the person I used to be." She
stopped before the nearest full-length mirror, struck a pose, and nodded approvingly. "How about that?
Months of feasting and drinking and everything else that's bad for you, and I haven't put on an ounce.
One of the more useful Maze side effects. [ am in prime shape and ready for anything. If you doubt it,
feel free to step right up, and I'll deck you."

"I'll take your word for it," said Jack, smiling. "May I take it your long vacation is over, and you're ready
to get back to work?"

"I'm always up for a little action," said Ruby. "Though I have to say, taking on Shub is not what I would
have chosen for my comeback." She turned suddenly to look Jack directly in the eye. "They were always
my worst nightmare. The rogue Als of Shub. The machines that rebelled against their creators. They're
about the only thing left that still scares me. We're like ants compared to them, just waiting helplessly for
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the descending boot or the boiling water."
"[ didn't think anything scared you," said Jack.

"Even I'm sensible enough to be scared of Shub," said Ruby. "There's nowhere you can go to be safe
from them. Their agents are everywhere. Furies, Ghost Warriors, secret people whose minds were
replaced in the Matrix. You can't trust anyone anymore. There were always people out there just as
dangerous as me, better fighters with higher head counts, but [ was sneakier, smarter, faster. I took the
jobs they wouldn't, took the risks they daren't, and laughed in their jealous faces as my reputation
outraced theirs. And after the Maze turned me into hell on legs, I thought that was it. I was finally
unbeatable, top of the heap, the best. I should have known better. The first thing every fighter learns is
that it doesn't matter who you are, or how good you are; there's always someone better."

"They're just machines," said Jack, touched by her rare display of openness and vulnerability. "In the
end, that's all they are. And no machine is a match for a human mind. We built them, not the other way
around. Okay, on our own, even with our powers, we wouldn't last long against Shub's forces. But we're
not alone. We stand with Humanity, and together we can do anything we put our minds to. Shub is
nothing more than a bunch of adding machines with delusions of grandeur."

"I wish I could believe that," said Ruby. "But they're so big..."

"Size isn't everything," said Jack, smiling, and after a moment Ruby smiled back. "Lionstone's Empire
was big," he said. "But we helped bring it down."

"Yes," said Ruby. "We did, didn't we?" She grinned suddenly. "What the hell. Let's go kick some metal
ass."

"Sounds good to me," said Jack. "But before we go, there's something I'd better bring you up to date
on. It seems Parliament had a rather special visitor after we left. A very unexpected visitor."

"The look on your face tells me this isn't going to be good news," said Ruby. "But then, when is it ever?
All right, I'll bite. Who was it? Young Jack Random, back from the scrapyard? Valentine Wolfe?
Lionstone?"

"Half A Man," said Jack. "Or, to be exact, the other human side of Half A Man. The right-hand side of
the body, complete with supporting energy half, just like his predecessor."

Ruby looked at him. "You're kidding," she said finally.
"I wish I was."
"Now, that really is going to complicate things."

"You have no idea," said Jack. "Luckily Toby and Flynn were there to catch it all on camera, and the
recording's been running on one news show or another ever since. See it for yourself."

Ruby activated the holoscreen and had it search for the recording. It took a second or two to find a
station that was just starting the tape, and then the screen cleared to show Parliament, not long after most
of the main power brokers had left. An MP was in the middle of a long, boring speech of no interest to
anyone but himself. Hardly anyone was paying attention. Most were waiting impatiently for their turn to
get up and bore everyone else rigid, some were chatting quietly among themselves, and a half dozen had
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started a poker game.

And then there was a sudden flash of light, a blinding glare so bright it overloaded the camera lens, and
when the glare faded away, Half A Man was standing in the middle of the floor before the House. There
was an immediate babble of surprise and outrage from the MPs, dying quickly away as they recognized
who it was. There was then an extended silence as they realized the figure wasn't exactly who they
thought it was, being rather a mirror image of the Half A Man they knew, this figure's right half being flesh
and blood, while its left was a shimmering, spitting energy construct in human shape.

Everyone knew the terrible history of Captain Fast who'd become Half A Man. Abducted by unknown
aliens from the bridge of his own starship, experimented on and tortured for years, and finally returned,
half human, half something else. He lived for centuries, guiding the Empire in its dealings with aliens, for
who knew better than he the risks and threats involved? Named Half A Man by the tabloid press of the
day, he founded and trained the Investigators, represented the strong arm of the Empire, implacable and
unforgiving. Finally killed by Owen Deathstalker during the rebellion.

Or at least, his left side had been. Now his other human half was back, taking in the startled faces on all
sides of the House. With only half a face, it was hard to tell whether he was smiling, but he might have
been.

"I am Half A Man," he said finally, his cold voice carrying loud and clear on the quiet. "The real Half A
Man. The real Captain Fast. The creature you previously knew and harbored with that name was a fake
and a deceiver. | am the real thing, finally escaped from inhuman captors to bring you vital news and a
terrible warning."

There was a long pause after that, as everybody waited for someone else to work out what to say.
Finally Toby Shreck stepped cautiously forward, Flynn right there beside him, his camera hovering above
their heads to get the best shot. Toby stopped what he hoped was a safe distance away, and gave the
partly shimmering figure his best professional smile.

"Welcome back, Captain Fast, from wherever you've been. I'm sure you'll understand if we're all a little
confused. Perhaps you'd be so good as to fill us in on... the true story of Half A Man."

The human half of the face regarded him coldly. "I am aware of how your forebears hounded and
persecuted my predecessor. I trust things have changed since then."

"Oh, sure," said Toby, mentally crossing his fingers behind his back. "Just take your time, tell it in your
own words, and don't leave out any of the juicy details."

"That's enough!" said Elias Gutman quickly. "As Speaker of this House, I declare this a security matter.
Stop filming now. All your tape will be confiscated before you leave."

"Get bent," said Toby. "We're going out live. The people had a right to the truth. Keep filming, Flynn."
"I'm on it, boss."

Gutman gestured urgently, and a large number of security guards ran forward, swords and guns at the
ready. They formed a semicircle, fanning around Half A Man and Toby and Flynn. Toby did his best to
look unconcerned, and quietly thanked God that they were going out live. Gutman wouldn't dare have
him shot in front of millions of viewers. At least, Toby didn't think he would. As Speaker he was now a
public figure, reliant on the public goodwill. Toby just hoped Gutman knew that.
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"Enough," said Half A Man. "I wish this to be broadcast. The whole Empire must know what I have to
tell."

The security guards looked at Half A Man, then at Gutman, and finally at each other. The original Half A
Man had been thought unkillable until the Deathstalker managed it, and no one was entirely sure how
he'd done it anyway. The original Half A Man had also been known for his extremely short temper, and a
complete willingness to kill anyone who got in his way. The guards started lowering their weapons.
Gutman quickly decided to make the best of a bad situation, and gave in gracefully.

"Of course you must tell your story, Captain Fast. I'm sure the whole Empire is dying to hear what you
have to say."

"Good," said Half A Man, "for what I have to say concerns the fate of every living creature in the
Empire." He looked straight into the camera, ignoring the politicians. "The imposter told you some of the
truth. I was abducted and remade by aliens, but I was split in two, to produce a pair of the unnatural
things you see before you. In my other self, the alien mind dominated the meld. An alien will moved that
body, and an alien intelligence spoke through its mouth. It told you carefully tailored lies, to hide the real
truth and the real dangers from you. The aliens you have encountered till now are nothing compared to
the real Enemy that lies waiting. There's something alive in the Darkvoid. Something old and powerful and
horribly evil. They call themselves the Recreated. And soon they will come out of the Darkvoid and
destroy everything that lives."

There was another long pause. Toby cleared his throat. "What exactly are... the Recreated?"

"Horrible beyond imagining. Powerful beyond hope or sanity. Alien to everything you know or
understand as life. They died and brought themselves back to life. They are eternal now. And soon they
will come for you all."

"But, if they can't die, or death doesn't stop them," said Toby, "why would they want to bother with
something as small as us?"

"Your deaths will fuel their mighty engines. Your final suffering, extended across centuries, will power
their machines. And your screaming souls will be a comfort to them. They are of the darkness, and
cannot bear the light. So they would snuff it out, wherever they find it, and plunge the whole universe into
an endless night. And they will rule the dark forever."

"How the hell are we supposed to fight something like that?" said Toby.
Half A Man looked at him for the first time. "You can't."

Jack Random shut down the holoscreen. "That's the gist of it. After that it was just a lot of arguing and
panicking and running around in circles. Half A Man, if that's who he really is, finally allowed the guards
to lead him away for a thorough debriefing, hopefully including where the hell he's been all this time. Last
I heard, the MPs were still sitting at the House, calling for more and more expert opinions and scaring
themselves silly."

"If this Half A Man isn't who or what he says he is," said Ruby slowly, "then what the hell is he? A
Fury?"

"Good question," said Jack. "But I don't think even the rogue Als have the tech to produce a living
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energy field like that. The Empire had access to the original Half A Man for centuries, and never did
work out what made him tick."

"But if he is the real thing, then his message must be true too."

"Not necessarily. All those years of torture and captivity could have turned his mind. Or he could have
all kinds of reasons for lying. He never said a word about where he's been, who exactly was holding him
captive, or how he finally escaped. He's already admitted that an alien intelligence spoke through the
original Half A Man. Maybe when that toy got broken, its makers just sent us another. No, there's a lot
we're not being told, and until we know more, I don't think we should put an awful lot of faith in the
message or the messenger."

"He was right about there being something alive in the Darkvoid. Don't you think we should... ?"

"No, [ don't," said Jack firmly. "We have our own mission. Let's not get distracted. Right now we need
to discover just how badly Shub has its hooks into us. Anything else can wait."

"It must be wonderful to be so focused." Ruby shrugged angrily. "I don't like any of this. I can't help
feeling that whatever we do, we're getting way out of our depth."

"If not us, then who?" said Jack. "We have a lot more going for us than anyone else."
Ruby sighed, and shrugged. "So, where do we make a start?"

"With Robert Campbell, newly appointed Captain of theElemental . His Family was known to have
dealings with Shub, before the Wolfes destroyed the Campbells in a very hostile takeover. Let's see what
Robert can tell us about it."

"And if he doesn't want to talk to us?"
Jack smiled. "Then you get to play with him for a bit. Try not to break him too badly."

They took an official shuttle up to theElemental , armed with a warrant from Parliament to interrogate
anyone they damned well felt like. TheElemental was one of the few E-class starcruisers to survive the
rebellion, and was currently being outfitted for duty on the Rim. The huge ship was surrounded by smaller
craft, buzzing back and forth like wasps around a nest, while hundreds of men in atmosphere suits
crawled all over the outer hull, making repairs and working on upgrades. The Captain didn't reply directly
to Jack Random's request for an urgent meeting, but his communications officer passed on a message
that he would make himself available in his private quarters as soon as possible.

Ruby docked the shuttle where she was told, and then the two of them waited impatiently in the airlock
for someone to open the door from the other side. It was a fairly large lock, as airlocks went, but Jack
still felt uncomfortably confined. If the Campbell really didn't want to talk to them about his Clan's
connections with Shub, he could keep them waiting there forever. Or at least until they got tired of
waiting and went away. He caught Ruby eyeing the inner door thoughtfully.

"No, we are not going to try to break it open," Jack said firmly. "That door was designed to take a lot of
punishment."

"It wasn't designed with us in mind," said Ruby calmly. "Nothing is."
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"Quite possibly. But even if we could, I don't want you trying just yet. I don't want the Campbell thinking
he's got us rattled."

"I am not rattled," said Ruby. "Just increasingly peeved."
""He may just be busy. He is the Captain, after all."

"No one's too busy to see us. Not if they know what's good for them." Ruby scowled. "No, he's just
another damned aristo, keeping us waiting to show how important he thinks he is."

"I don't think so," said Jack. "His file suggests he's always been a Navy man first and foremost, and an
aristocrat second."

"They're just as bad. All spit and polish and salute when you're speaking to me. If he tries to make me
stand to attention while I'm speaking to him, I'll cut him off at the ankles."

Jack looked at Ruby thoughtfully. "I think you'd better leave the talking to me. Do try to remember we're
here after answers, Ruby. It really is awfully difficult to get answers out of a dead man."

Ruby sniffed but held her peace. She didn't move her hands away from her weapons, though.

The inner door finally swung open, and a spit-and-polished junior officer smiled winningly at them both.
"Jack Random, Ruby Journey; please to come aboard, sir and madam."

"Who's he calling a madam?" said Ruby quietly as she and Jack pushed past the officer and emerged
into the corridor beyond. "I've never been in a House of Joy in my life."

"He's just being polite," Jack murmured. "Don't hit him."

"I'm Lieutenant Xhang," said the officer, smiling brightly and pretending he hadn't heard anything. He
pushed the heavy airlock door shut, checked it had locked securely, checked it again because he worried
about such things, and then turned back somewhat reluctantly to face his charges again. He looked
distinctly nervous, and Jack was tempted to shout Boo! just to see what would happen.

"If you'll please follow me, I'm to escort you to Captain Campbell's quarters. He's looking forward to
meeting you."

"If he is, that makes him practically unique these days," said Jack.
"Yeah," growled Ruby. "We must be losing our touch."

Xhang wondered whether he should laugh politely, but settled for smiling till his cheeks ached. He
indicated the way, quietly proud that his hand wasn't shaking noticeably, and led his two charges through
the ship. It was days like this that made him wonder whether his pension was really worth it.

Jack maintained a quiet but thorough watch on the people and places they passed. The shining steel
corridors were crowded but not cluttered. Everyone had work to do, but managed to avoid getting in
each other's way. They were busy but disciplined. The crew had a job to do, and they were getting on
with it. And yet there were no security officers present to spur or discipline them. Which implied the new
Captain ran a tight ship, where discipline came from within rather than imposed from above.
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"So," Jack said casually, "what do you make of your new Captain, Lieutenant?"

"The Captain is a fine officer," Xhang said immediately. "He knows his job. It helps that he came up
through the ranks rather than coming straight from the Academy."

"Bit young, though, isn't he?"

"He knows his job," said Xhang, just a little sharply. Jack couldn't help noticing that the Lieutenant forgot
his nervousness in his rush to defend his Captain. "That's all that matters, sir Random. He was a hero in
the war. Kept on fighting till they blew his ship out from under him. The Deathstalker himself pinned a
medal on him."

"So he did," said Jack. "So he did."

They came eventually to the Captain's private quarters, and Xhang knocked smartly on the door and
stepped back. The door slid open immediately, and Xhang gestured for them to go in. Jack nodded, and
Xhang took that gratefully as a dismissal. He saluted smartly, turned on his heel, and strode off down the
corridor at a speed he hoped precluded being called back. Jack couldn't help smiling. For once his
reputation was being a help rather than a hindrance. He gestured to Ruby, and she led the way into the
Captain's cabin, her right hand resting on her belt near her gun.

The quarters turned out to be neat and tidy and just big enough to move around in. Space was at a
premium aboard ship, and even a Captain couldn't expect too much. The door slid closed behind Jack
with a solid-sounding thud as he stared unhurriedly about him, looking for clues to the man's personality.
There were a few personal effects, nothing particularly unusual or unique. Presumably the Captain hadn't
been on board long enough to stamp his own tastes on the cabin. Or perhaps he simply didn't have much
left after being forced to abandon his last ship.

The walls were bare. Normally they would have been covered with testaments to the Captain's honored
past, landmarks in his career. Citations, battle honors, that sort of thing. But all the Campbell had was his
medal, and presumably that would have looked rather lonely on the wall by itself.

The door to the adjoining bathroom suddenly hissed open, and Robert Campbell emerged, mopping his
wet face with a towel. He was wearing his uniform trousers, with his jacket hanging open to reveal a
remarkably hairy chest. He was tall and handsome and looked very young to be a Captain. He nodded
amiably enough to Jack and Ruby, and sank into the only chair, dropping the towel onto his lap.

"Forgive the informality, but we're all rather rushed at the moment. Take a weight off your feet."

He gestured for them to sit on the bed. Jack decided that he'd feel more dignified staying on his feet.
"Good of you to see us at such short notice, Captain."

"Your message wasn't very clear," said Robert, frowning. "In fact, it bordered on vague. Anyone else I'd
have turned down flat. I have a hundred and one things to do before this ship will be ready to make its
departure date. But if the legendary Jack Random and the infamous Ruby Journey feel it's important that
we meet, then it probably is. Ask your questions."

"I wasn't sure I'd still find you here," said Jack. "I did hear that you might be quitting the Fleet. Resigning
your commission to become the Campbell, head of your Clan."

Robert scowled. "There's been a lot of pressure for me to do that, but... the Fleet is my life, sir
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Random. It's all I ever wanted. And to be made a Captain so soon... but I do have responsibilities on
Golgotha. So I'm torn—torn between my duty as an officer of the Fleet to help rebuild the Empire, and
my blood responsibility to help the surviving members of my Family to rebuild Clan Campbell. I'm not the
only claimant to the title, but the thought of having an official war hero as head of the Clan appeals to
many. For the moment, I'm trying to juggle both sets of responsibilities at once, till I can decide where my
real duty lies."

"Once an aristo, always an aristo," said Ruby.
Robert smiled at her coldly. "Once a bounty hunter, always a bounty hunter."

"We might have been on different sides during the rebellion," Jack interrupted quickly. "But I trust that
these days we're both concerned with what's best for the Empire. There are things we need to know,
Captain. Things only you can tell us. About Clan Campbell and its past dealings with the rogue Als of
Shub."

Robert nodded slowly. "I always knew that would have to come out eventually. But something like
this... If I tell you what I know, which isn't much, I must have your assurance that you'll keep this to
yourselves for as long as you can."

"We could make you talk," said Ruby.

"Probably," said Robert. "But not easily, and not soon. And if word got out that Jack Random had been
involved in the torturing of a genuine war hero..."

"I've always done what I considered necessary," said Jack. "And hang the consequences. But I don't see
any need for violence, just yet. Why should I keep your secret, Campbell? Convince me."

"Because my Family is currently in a very delicate state. The Wolfes nearly wiped us out. They hunted us
down in the streets, dragged us from safe houses, showed us no mercy. Very few dared to help us.
Some of us survived through our positions in the armed forces. Others by means we're not exactly proud
of. But now things have changed.

"Blue Block has declared all vendettas a thing of the past, all feuds rendered null and void. They're trying
to strengthen as many Families as possible to consolidate their power base. So Clan Campbell no longer
has anything to fear from the Wolfes, and the surviving remnants can emerge from the shadows at last.
But with no one to head the Family, warring factions will inevitably tear the Clan apart from within. And a
secret like this, the seeming betrayal of Humanity itself, coming out now, would destroy us forever. I need
your word, Jack Random, before I can share with you what I know. I trust your word."

"But not mine?" said Ruby Journey.

"Of course not. You're a bounty hunter."

"Very wise. Tell him to go to hell, Jack. Who cares if one more Family disappears? Let them all die."
"It's not that simple, Ruby. A moderate, responsible Clan could do much to defuse Blue Block's more
extreme intentions. And if there has to be a Clan Campbell, I'd rather it was run by a genuine war hero

than some unknown. You have my word, Captain."

"You're getting soft. Random."
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"Not now, Ruby. Captain, I'll keep your secret as long as I can justify it to myself. And Ruby will follow
my lead. But I can't speak for anyone else. So build your Clan while you can, Captain, and build it on
strong foundations. Because the tide's coming in."

"Understood," said Robert. He mopped his face with the towel and then threw it aside. He looked older
suddenly. "You have to understand, I was never a part of the main conspiracy. I don't think they trusted
me that much. But the basic deal was that we provided Shub with the secret of the new stardrive in return
for advanced tech from them to keep our factories at the cutting edge of Empire industry. We never dealt
with them directly; there was always a series of cutouts and the left hand not knowing what the right foot
was doing, so we could plausibly deny everything if we had to. Finlay said it was all a con, that the
Family had no intention of ever actually giving them the alien drive. But I can't say whether that was true
or not. Finlay was never head of the Clan. His father, Crawford, was, and that man was capable of
practically anything to get what he wanted. So Shub sent us tech, and we prevaricated, and the deal
continued. No one ever mentioned the word treason. Or what would happen if Shub decided that we
were never going to deliver. But then the Wolfes attacked, and it all became moot anyway. After Clan
Campbell was brought down and scattered, the Wolfes discovered the existence of the deal and took it
over themselves. Valentine was running the Wolfes by then. A man capable of absolutely anything. And
that is as far as my information goes."

Jack scowled. "Can you think of any other members of your Family who might know more about this?"

"Not really. The few who almost certainly knew all the details died at the Wolfes' hands when they
stormed Tower Campbell. None of it was ever recorded, for obvious reasons. The only ones to survive
who might know anything are Finlay and his wife, Adrienne. Though since she was only a Campbell by
marriage, she was probably kept on the periphery, like me. As for what Finlay might know... you'd have
to ask him. Don't expect too much from him, though. He's been busy losing his mind for some time now,
and I don't know how much there is left."

"You don't like him, do you?" said Ruby.

"He's a mad-dog killer. When I think of how he used to hide his evil behind the masque of a fop at
Court, it makes my blood run cold. A werewolf moved among us, red in tooth and claw, and we never
knew. But none of that matters. He's still Family."

"Let's talk about Blue Block," said Jack diplomatically. "What can you tell us about them?"

"Not a lot," said Robert. "I was sent to them at an early age, but there was a Family argument, and [ was
called away before I could be initiated into any of their mysteries. Crawford thought the Clan needed
more influence in the armed forces, so a dozen of us ended up in the army and the Fleet. For me it was
the best thing that ever happened. I had to prove my worth. And I did.

"I don't think Crawford ever really trusted Blue Block even then. He always suspected they might
develop their own agenda. Even then people were beginning to suspect that Blue Block graduates owed
loyalty to Blue Block first and individual Families second. I'll tell you this: a lot more people went through
the Black College than you'd think. Or the Families would ever admit. You don't think a powerful force
like the Families would roll over for just anybody, do you? They agreed to your deal because they had
no choice. The Clans bow down to Blue Block because their own rising generations are theirs no longer.
They belong body and soul to Blue Block.

"It's all secrets and mysteries at the heart of Blue Block. The Black College. The Red Church. The
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Hundred Hands. Names handed down in whispers, at third and fourth remove. No one knows who runs
Blue Block anymore, or what their intentions are. It doesn't make any difference. Their people are
everywhere. In high positions too. You'd be surprised.”

"I doubt it," said Ruby. "There's not much left that can surprise me anymore. And I never did trust the
Families, or anyone connected with them."

"How very wise," said Robert.
Jack intervened quickly. "What about Finlay? Any idea where we can find him?"

"He's just where you'd expect him to be," said Robert. "As close to blood and death and madness as he
can get. He's living at the Arenas."

In the Golgotha city known as the Parade of the Endless, everyone goes to the Arenas. To see men fight
men, singly or in groups, or men fight aliens, or aliens fight aliens. Just as long as somebody dies. Blood is
blood, whatever the color. There's never an empty seat in the stands or the boxes, and season tickets are
handed down from generation to generation. The Arenas are the only thing all classes in the Empire have
in common.

There's never a shortage of volunteers to risk their lives and honor on the bloody sands, for wealth or
privilege or just the applause of the crowd. A few even make a living out of it, for a time. And the
greatest fighter of them all, the one every man wanted to fight, and every woman wanted to bed, the man
who never backed down from any challenge, was that mysterious and enigmatic figure behind the
featureless steel helm, the Masked Gladiator.

Two men wore that mask, though the crowds never knew. The first was Georg McCrackin, who retired
unbeaten when he decided he was getting too old and slowing down. He trained his successor, Finlay
Campbell, who became the second Masked Gladiator. Georg McCrackin was killed during the rebellion
while wearing the featureless steel helm, and his dead body was unmasked during a live broadcast by
Toby Shreck.

Finlay had banned himself from the Arenas for many reasons, but he still maintained his old quarters
there in the living section deep under the bloody sands. They were very modest, but Finlay didn't care.
They were just somewhere to stay where no one could find him, where he could rest and sleep and plot
on how best to track down and murder his old enemy, Valentine Wolfe. The clone and esper
undergrounds had promised him Valentine's head on a stick in return for his services as an assassin, but
now the rebellion was over, it seemed they were far too busy to remember old friends and promises, so
Finlay had decided to do it himself.

He couldn't just fire up a ship and go. Parliament had refused to grant him the same official status as the
Deathstalker and the d'Ark woman. They didn't trust him. Some thought, not unreasonably, that he might
use that official status to go after them. So they denied him a role in their precious new order, and set
their spies to watch him. Finlay killed a few of them, now and again, just to keep the others on their toes.
And quietly, unobtrusively, he prepared for his quest. So he was more than a little surprised when
someone knocked quite openly on his door.

He rose lithely to his feet from the unmade bed where he'd been lying on his back, thinking about nothing
in particular, and drew his disrupter from the holster hanging on the bed post. He padded silently over to
the door and listened for a moment. The knock came again.
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"Who is it?" said Finlay.
"Jack Random and Ruby Journey. We'd like a quiet word. If it's not too much trouble."

Finlay raised an eyebrow. He'd never had much contact with the legendary heroes during his time in the
rebellion, or after it, for that matter, and he had no idea why they should seek him out now. But if nothing
else their visit should prove interesting, and he could do with a break from his brooding. He unlocked the
two locks, pulled back the three sets of bolts he'd added, and stepped smartly back as he swung open
the door. Jack and Ruby were standing alone in the corridor, their hands empty. They looked at the gun
in his hand, covering them both, but said nothing. Finlay gestured for them to enter with his free hand, and
then moved around behind them to lock and bolt the door again.

"You can't be too careful these days. Not when you have as many enemies as I do."
"Trust me," said Jack. "I know the feeling."
"Come in," said Finlay. "Make yourself at home. Sorry the place is a bit of a mess, but I shot the maid."

He smiled, to show that was a joke, and Jack and Ruby smiled back, before moving carefully past him
into the room. They looked around in search of somewhere to sit. The place really was a mess. Jack and
Ruby had to step over things just to get to the two battered-looking chairs. Unwashed laundry lay in a
heap in one corner, and dirty plates and cups filled the sink in the tiny kitchen annex. Several throwing
knives protruded from the door. Jack dusted off the seat of his chair before sitting on it. Ruby didn't
bother. Finlay sat on the edge of the unmade bed, still covering them both with his disrupter. His gaze
was cold and unwavering, and his hand was very steady.

"So," he said calmly, "what brings such illustrious company to my little bolt hole that no one is supposed
to know about?"

"Robert told us where to find you," said Jack.
"Ah," said Finlay. "It's always Family that betrays you in the end."
"We need to talk to you," said Ruby. "There are things only you can tell us."

"You're right there," said Finlay. "I know all kinds of things. That's why so many people want me
silenced. Which particular dirty little secret did you have in mind?"

"We'd like to ask you a few questions about Clan Campbell's dealings with Shub," said Jack, keeping a
careful eye on Finlay's disrupter.

"Oh, that," said Finlay dismissively. He scooted back in bed, set his back against the headboard, and
slipped his gun back into its holster. Jack and Ruby relaxed just a little. When Finlay spoke again, he
seemed almost bored. "That's old history now. No one cares about that anymore. I thought one of my
enemies had sent you to find out what I know, and shut me up. I have lots of enemies, you know. From
all sides of the political spectrum. You'd be surprised. Even the ungrateful undergrounds disown me these
days, though I was once their blue-eyed boy. They pointed me like a gun, and I killed people. Now I
can't even get anyone to return my calls anymore. My past... excesses. .. have made me a liability. An
embarrassment. Once my current mission is brought to a close, I am coming back and knocking on their
doors, and I won't take no for an answer. And then there will be... a reckoning."
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"And what mission might that be, sir Campbell?" said Jack politely.
"I'm going after Valentine Wolfe. He and I have unfinished business between us."

"I should think everyone in the Empire has unfinished business with that bastard," said Ruby. "Let's talk
about Shub."

"Let's not and say we did." Finlay scowled intimidatingly at Ruby, and seemed a little taken aback when
she just scowled right back at him. "Oh, well, if it'll get you out of here any quicker... My Family made a
deal with the Als, their advanced tech in return for the alien stardrive. Supposedly it was all a con, with
us stringing them out for as much as we could get, before the Als realized we had no intention of
delivering. In reality. .. I don't know.

"We'll never know now. The deal died when the Wolfes destroyed my Family. Afterward, the Wolfes
supposedly renegotiated the deal for themselves. Valentine was in charge. What he got, and what he
promised in return, you'll have to ask him. If I don't get to him first."

"And there's nothing more you can tell us about Shub's links with Humanity?" said Jack. "Please try to
think, sir Campbell. It's important."

"My father never trusted me with any details. And I never asked. I didn't care about such things then."
Jack stood up abruptly. "Excuse me a moment. I've got a message coming in through my implant."

He moved over to the door so he could subvocalize to his comm unit in relative privacy. Finlay and
Ruby studied each other thoughtfully. They recognized the warrior in each other, and the same
competitive fire began to burn in each of them. It had been a long time since they felt seriously challenged.

"So," said Ruby. "I hear you're a fighter as well as clotheshorse. Any good with a sword?"

"I was taught by the best," said Finlay. "Never once lost a fight. And I never needed esper tricks to win
my battles."

Ruby showed her teeth in a mirthless smile. "Maybe we should try each other out sometime. Just steel on
steel.”

"Sounds good to me," said Finlay. They held each other's gaze, smiling the same death's-head smile.
Their hearts speeded up, and their breathing deepened. There was an almost sexual attraction in the air
between them. There was a thing they were both born to do, more important to them than life itself, and
they could feel it taking over, becoming inevitable. Finlay licked his lips. "When did you have in mind,
bounty hunter?"

"What's wrong with right now?" said Ruby Journey.

"Not a damned thing," said Finlay Campbell.

In a moment they were both on their feet, facing each other, swords in hand, blood and death in their
eyes. But before their blades could even reach out to touch each other. Jack Random was there between

them, glaring furiously at them both, and they each stepped back a pace, stayed for a moment by his
sheer authority.
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"Have you both gone mad? Of course, stupid question. Look, we don't have time for this. Sir Campbell,
put away your sword."

Finlay smiled briefly. "After her."
Jack looked at Ruby. "I can't take my eyes off you for a moment, can I? Put away your sword."
"Why do I have to go first?" said Ruby.

"Because you undoubtedly started it. And because I'm asking you to. We have to go, right now. We're
needed on an urgent mission."

Ruby sniffed and reluctantly lowered her sword. "You're no fun anymore, Random."

Finlay cautiously lowered his sword. He and Ruby exchanged a glance. They both knew the moment for
a fight had passed. They both also knew there would be other times. Finlay slipped his sword back into
the scabbard hanging from the bed post, and reclined on his bed again, the picture of casual ease. Ruby
slammed her sword back into its scabbard and glared at Jack.

"What's all this about a mission? I thought we had a mission running down the Shub connection?"

"This takes precedence. Apparently all hell is breaking out on Loki, and Parliament wants us there
yesterday. Shub will have to wait."

"Isn't it always the way," said Ruby. "Start out doing one thing, and the next minute you're being sent
somewhere else."

"Story of my life," observed Finlay from the bed. "Let yourselves out. Try not to slam the door behind
you."

Jack had to practically drag Ruby out of the room, but eventually they were gone, shutting the door
reasonably quietly behind them, and Finlay was left alone again. He stared up at the ceiling, already
forgetting his visitors. Just lately someone had been sending professional assassins after him. He didn't
mind particularly. He was glad of the exercise. But none of them had lived long enough to name their
employer, or how they knew where to find him. It could have been almost anyone. With all the enemies
he'd made, he was lost for choice.

They were one of the reasons he'd decided to leave Golgotha and go after Valentine.

Not because he was worried for his own life, but because there was always the chance the assassins'
thwarted employer might try to get at him by attacking those he cared about. Like Evangeline or Julian.
And he couldn't risk that. Julian could probably take care of himself, but he couldn't guard Evangeline all
the time. If only because she wouldn't let him. Evie was very protective of her privacy. He knew there
were things about her, secrets, mysteries, that he didn't know, but he'd never pressed her. Finlay
understood about secrets. He had enough of his own.

Evie was away again at the moment. Off doing something for the clone underground that he wasn't
cleared to know about. For all their proud talk of equality and fraternity, the underground still didn't really
trust anyone who wasn't a clone. Given how busy the underground had been keeping Evangeline, even
though the rebellion was officially over, Finlay couldn't help wondering if they were trying to keep him
and Evie apart. Because he was only a human. And a damned aristo, at that. Finlay smiled briefly. It was
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probably even simpler than that. The underground never had approved of him, even when they turned to
him for the missions no one else could do. They thought he was crazy. And of course they were quite
right. No sane person would have done what they wanted, taken the risks he had, and bathed in blood till
it dripped from his soul.

The problem came when the Empire finally fell, and everyone expected him to be sane all of a sudden.
He could have told them it didn't work like that. You couldn't go through all the things Finlay had, do
what he had done, lose all he had, and still be entirely rational at the end of it. The only things keeping him
even borderline sane were his love for Evangeline and his friend Julian Skye. They were his anchors.
They kept him. .. balanced. Without them he had only himself, and he didn't know who that was
anymore. He'd been many people in his time. The fop and dandy. The Masked Gladiator. The rebel
fighter. The underground's assassin. Evie's love. Now all their voices clamored in his head at once, and
he was lost in the bedlam.

He longed for action. For the thrill of the fight. Everything had been so simple then. You knew where
you were. No shades of gray. No politics. Nothing to hold him back. Just do or fail. Win or lose. Live or
die. And oh, the bloodred rush, the heart hammering in his breast, the joy at being the best there was,
and oh, oh, the thrill of it all. The marvelous moment of murder. Nothing quite like it. Like an endlessly
satisfying, endlessly addictive drug. Perhaps he had more in common with Valentine Wolfe than he

thought.

Finlay scowled and made himself change the subject, turning his thoughts to the day's earlier events.
He'd gone to see his extremely estranged wife, Adrienne, and their two children. He still wasn't sure why.
Perhaps because they were the only part of his past life that wasn't touched by what he'd become. Finlay
closed his eyes and let his mind drift back.

Adrienne opened the door almost before he'd finished knocking, as though she'd been waiting for him to
arrive for some time. As it happened, he was exactly on time, but Adrienne never let facts get in the way
of'a good row. He bowed formally to her, and she sneered back at him. Finlay stepped forward, and
Adrienne moved reluctantly back just enough to let him in.

"Wipe your boots on the mat, dammit. You're not at home now."

Finlay nodded calmly and gave his boots a good scraping. He was working hard on making a good
impression, and not killing anyone he didn't absolutely have to. He wondered vaguely if he'd remembered
to polish his boots before setting out. He tended to forget things like that unless Evie reminded him. The
problem with being raised by servants. .. He smiled at Adrienne and fitted his pince-nez spectacles on the
end of his nose.

"Oh, put those away, Finlay," said Adrienne testily. "You know perfectly well there's nothing wrong with
your eyes."

"They're for show, not use," Finlay explained, in the patient, rational voice he knew drove her mad.
"They come with the outfit. But then, of course, you never did understand style, did you?"

"If it leads to wearing clothes like that, no. I've seen rainbows less colorful than that outfit. In fact, I don't
think I've ever seen so many colors in one place before. What happened? You couldn't decide which
color, so you wore them all at once?"

"Something like that." Once Finlay would have gone to great pains to explain exactly why he'd chosen
these leggings and pointed shoes to go with this particular cutaway frock coat, and the importance of
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choosing just the right waistcoat to complement them, just because he knew how much it annoyed her,
but he was still being on his best behavior, so he let the opportunity pass. "Still wearing basic black,
Addie? It suits you. Brings out the color of your heart."

"I'm wearing it in hope of a funeral. Yours."

They smiled at each other, honors equal. Finlay looked ostentatiously about the narrow hall. "Where are
the children, Addie? They are why I'm here."

Adrienne scowled. "They're in the parlor, of course, in their best clothes and on their best behavior, if
they know what's good for them. And I do wish you wouldn't just call them the children. They do have
names, you know."

"Yes. I know. Troilus and Cressida. You chose them. How old are they now?"

"Troilus is eight. He has a lot of your looks. Cressida is seven. She takes more after me, thank God.
You should know their ages; I always sent you a reminder on their birthdays. Even though I always
ended up having to buy the presents myself and pretend they came from you."

"My life was always very full," said Finlay, knowing it sounded like an excuse even as he said it. "And for
a long time there was no room in it for anyone but me. But I like to think I've changed since then. When
Evangeline came into my life, she woke things in me I never even knew were there. She helped to make
me more. .. human. To be a man, like other men, and not just a killing machine, sleepwalking through life
in between bouts in the Arenas. I'm not the man I was, Addie. I've tried so hard to put all that behind
me."

"Nice speech," said Adrienne. "You must have rehearsed it for ages."

"Oh, hours," said Finlay. "That doesn't make it any less true. Is it so strange that a man should want to
see his children? His stake in the future? The only part of him that will be left behind when he's gone?"

"I don't know," said Adrienne, moved by the earnestness in his voice but determined not to show it.
"This isn't like you, Finlay. It's an improvement, but it isn't like you. You never gave a damn about them
before. If children are suddenly so important, why don't you and Evangeline raise some of your own?"

"We've discussed it," said Finlay. "It's a matter of finding the time. We both lead very full lives these
days."

"If it mattered enough to you, you'd make time. I did. Oh, hell, come on. Let's get this over with. They've
both been overexcited all day, getting ready to meet you. For God's sake, try not to frighten them. They
only know you from what they've seen on the news broadcasts, and most of that involved you killing
people.”

"T am on my very best behavior, Addie. I promise I cleaned all the dried blood out from under my
fingernails before I left."

Adrienne looked at him dubiously, shook her head, and then led the way down the hall and into the
parlor. Finlay did his best to appear calm and relaxed, even while his stomach tightened and his heart
raced. He hadn't felt this nervous while waiting to go on in the Arenas. But then, fighting was easy. It was
people he'd always found difficult. And he'd never had much contact with children. He'd asked
Evangeline what he should do, but she just laughed and said to treat them like little adults. That hadn't
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helped much. The few things he talked about with adults all involved subjects he was pretty sure weren't
at all suitable for children. In fact, despite a hell of a lot of thought and a certain amount of practicing in
front of the bathroom mirror, he still didn't know what he was going to say to Troilus and Cressida. He
was also beginning to think he should have brought some kind of present for them. He could feel small
beads of sweat popping out on his forehead.

All too quickly he was there in the parlor, and Adrienne was waving him toward a small boy and girl
standing almost at attention before him. They'd clearly been dressed in their best for the occasion, and
cleaned and groomed to within an inch of their lives. Their solemn faces and large eyes suggested they
were just as nervous as he was, which actually helped to calm him a bit. He tried to see himself in the
boy's slightly chubby face, but he had to admit he didn't. The girl, with her frizzy gold hair, at least
reminded Finlay of her mother. Adrienne coughed meaningfully, and the boy bowed formally and the girl
curtsied, just a little unsteadily. Finlay nodded to them, trying hard to smile kindly. Going by the slight
frowns he got in return, the smile hadn't been that successful.

"Thank you for the presents, Father," said Troilus, his voice breathily light but steady. "It was very kind
of you."

Finlay was thrown for a moment, and then realized Adrienne must have known he wouldn't think of it in
time, and had covered for him yet again. "Hello, Trolius, Cressida," he said as gently as he could. "It's
good to see you. It's been a long time, hasn't it? Too long."

"We saw you on the news," said the boy. "During the rebellion. They said you were a hero."

"T did my duty," said Finlay. "I was fighting for something I believed in. Something very important. When
you're older, Troilus, and come to a man's estate, as a Campbell you'll do the same."

"I don't think so," said Troilus. "It didn't look like anything I'd want to do. I think I'd much rather be a
dancer."

"Ah," said Finlay. "Well, I'm sure the Empire will always need. .. dancers." He looked to Adrienne for
help.

"Ballet," she said flatly. "He's very good."

"I see," said Finlay. He tried to visualize his son and heir prancing around on a stage in tights and a tutu,
and couldn't. He turned to Cressida. "And what do you want to be when you grow up?"

"I'm going to be a nun," said the young girl solemnly. "I'm going to enter the Church and serve under
Saint Beatrice."

"I see," said Finlay. He looked at Adrienne. "Was this your idea of a joke? Or some kind of twisted
revenge? The Campbells have always been warriors! Men with blood in their veins, not milk! Who the
hell is going to lead the Campbells when I'm gone, the Swan Prince here?"

"Keep your voice down!" said Adrienne. "You're frightening the children!"
"Why not? They're scaring the hell out of me! This is not the proper upbringing for Campbells! It's a

vicious world out there, with all kinds of people just waiting to tread all over them. And from the look of
him, I doubt if Troilus has ever even held a sword in his hand!"
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The two children hurried to huddle against their mother, clinging to her hands while trying to keep from
crying. Adrienne glared at Finlay, her voice ice cold. "They're my children, not yours. You lost all control
over them when you left me to raise them alone. And I was damned if I'd raise them the way your father
raised you. I didn't want them to be anything like you. I wanted them to be normal."

"I won't always be here to protect them!"

"You never were! | kept them alive and safe, without once having to run to you. And the world they're
going to grow up in will be nothing like yours. That's one of the things we fought the rebellion about. My
children are going to follow their dreams, and to hell with the Campbell inheritance and traditions. What
did it ever bring you but blood and heartbreak?"

Finlay's hands clenched into fists as he fought to hold on to his temper. He'd been here only a few
minutes, and already it was all going horribly wrong. Adrienne was as angry as he'd ever seen her, and
his children were on the brink of tears. He made himself unclench his fists and took a deep breath to calm
himself.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to raise my voice. It was just... a bit of a shock. Why didn't you tell me any of
this, Addie?"

"Because I knew you'd react like this. I was hoping that once you'd met the children, you'd take it better.
I should have known this was a bad idea. You only see the children as extensions of yourself. Someone
to follow in your bloody footsteps. And what's all this crap about them leading the Family? You're not the
Campbell; Robert is. His children will lead the Clan, if any will."

"I could have been the Campbell if I'd wanted. My father was the previous Campbell. The position was
mine by right if I'd wanted it. I just chose not to."

"Because you didn't want the responsibility. You've never cared about anyone but yourself."

"[ care about Evangeline! I'd die for her!"

"Death," said Adrienne. "That's all you know about, Finlay. Dying for someone is easy. Living for them is
much harder. Would you change your life for Evangeline, for your children? Give up who you are, what
you've made of yourself, for them?"

"I don't know what you mean," said Finlay.

"No, you don't. That's what's so sad. I think you'd better leave now, Finlay."

"What?" He gaped at her. "But... I only just got here. You can't just throw me out. I didn't mean to
shout. I was upset. Don't do this to me, Adrienne. There was so much I wanted to say. To you, to them."

"I think you've said enough. It's not for you: home, and family, and children. You wouldn't know what to
do with them. You'd break them without meaning to. You always did play too roughly, Finlay."

"Addie... please. Don't make me go. You know how much this means to me!"
"Do 1? I thought I did. I hoped I did. But I don't think I ever really knew you, Finlay. There were so

many yous to choose from. But in the end I think they were all just masks, faces to show the world so
they wouldn't see the real you. So they couldn't hurt you. Maybe Evangeline got past the masks. I don't
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care enough to try anymore. I think you're trying to die, Finlay, searching for death like a lover, and |
won't let you take the children down with you. It's time to go, Finlay. Leave now. Please."

And faced with his wife's cold, implacable voice, and his childrens' tears, and words that cut him like
knives, he'd turned and left. Walked away from all the things he'd thought he wanted. He shut the front
door behind him, knowing he could never return. Because there were some fights even he couldn't win.
The children weren't his future. He didn't have a future. He'd always known that. He'd just tried to forget
it for a while, because he wanted to so very much.

He walked home alone in the middle of the crowds, and people in the streets saw his face and hurried to
get out of his way.

Diana Vertue, now only occasionally Jenny Psycho, was hard at work again in the computer-records
section of the newly established Esper Guild House, in the Parade of the Endless. The Houses existed to
train, succor, and politicize espers, and to provide sanctuary for those in need. Diana didn't feel at all in
need of protection or succor, and she had no interest in esper politics, but she did need access to the
esper underground's extensive computer files. Over the past few centuries the underground had built up a
massive database on the theory, practice, and history of all esper abilities, a library of knowledge far
more extensive than anything available anywhere else. And Diana had a lot of questions she needed
answering.

Though if the esper underground had known exactly which questions she was pursuing, they would
undoubtedly have moved heaven and earth to keep her far away from their computers. So Diana hadn't
told them. She hadn't wanted to upset them.

There was a cautious knock at the door, and then it eased open just enough for a servant's head to peer
carefully in. People in the Guild Hall had learned the hard way not to interrupt Diana when she was
working, without very good reason. Her Jenny Psycho persona could still erupt occasionally if she was
annoyed enough. As a result, people walked very softly around the infamous Diana Vertue, and had as
little to do with her as possible. Which suited her just fine. She turned slowly in the swivel chair and gave
the unfortunate servant at the door her best daunting glare. He paled visibly, and had to swallow hard
before he could deliver his message.

"Beg pardon for disturbing you, most illustrious, revered, and very calm senior esper, but the head of the
House asks again if you would be so good as to speak with him concerning the... nature of your current
research. He's sure he could be of help if you would only—"

"No," said Diana. "I don't think so." Her voice was harsh and grating, distressing to the ear. She'd ruined
her throat and vocal chords screaming endlessly in the terrible detention cells of Wormboy Hell. Diana
could have had her voice repaired, but had chosen not to. It made a useful psychological weapon. She
fixed the servant with her best unwavering glare until he started twitching. "I'll speak to the head of the
House when I'm ready, and not before."

"It's just that... well, you've been tying up our computer resources for three weeks now, and the list of
people waiting to use them is now so long that some have been asking whether they should make
arrangements for their descendants to inherit their position on the list."

Diana didn't smile. It would have undermined her image. "Tell them patience is a virtue. Anyone who
doesn't feel particularly virtuous is always welcome to complain to me in person.”
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"Can I at least persuade you to attend regular mealtimes? Snatching ten minutes to wolf down a hurried
meal in here, when you happen to think of it, can't be good for you. You hardly ever leave this place.
You'd probably sleep in here if there was room to fit in a cot."

"Thank you for your concern," growled Diana. "Most appreciated. Now get out of here before I decide
to turn you into a small hopping thing."

The servant's head disappeared, the door closing quickly behind him. Diana smiled slightly. She knew
she shouldn't take advantage of her reputation like that, but chances for humor were few and far between
in her life of late. He was quite right; she wasn't eating properly or often enough, but the work was so
important she often couldn't drag herself away until her body forced her to.

She had to find her answer before someone sufficiently powerful arrived to stop her.

She sighed and turned back to the computer terminal before her. The monitor screen buzzed impatiently,
waiting for her to put something useful on it. She was using an old-fashioned keyboard, infuriatingly slow
and tiring, but she couldn't risk setting up a direct link to the computers through her comm implant. It
would have left her vulnerable to all kinds of things. Diana Vertue was investigating the single greatest
mystery of the esper age—the nature and origins of the enigmatic Mater Mundi, Our Mother of All
Souls.

No one knew exactly who or what the Mater Mundi was; ask a hundred different people and you'd get
a hundred different answers, all of them equally vague. Some said she was the uber-esper, the single
most powerful esper mind ever created. Others maintained she was a group of senior espers in the
underground working together. To some she was the God of the espers, and those whose lives she
touched were considered Saints. They'd tried to make a Saint out of Jenny Psycho, but it hadn't taken.

To those who weren't espers, the Mater Mundi was a dangerous unknown, a menace all the more
disturbing because its nature was so unclear.

Diana had her own reasons for distrusting the Mater Mundi. The phenomenon had manifested through
her once, uncalled and unexpected, boosting and expanding her esper abilities far beyond anything she'd
ever been capable of before. She'd blazed like a sun in the dark pit of Wormboy Hell, binding all the
esper prisoners together so they could break out of their cells and fight for freedom. Hundreds of espers
had been drawn into her focus, guided by her augmented will, fused into a single, unstoppable force. The
gestalt hadn't lasted long, but while it did Jenny Psycho worked miracles.

Afterward, she'd convinced herself she was the chosen avatar of the Mater Mundi, the permanent agent
through which the Mother of the World would manifest. She believed she was the Chosen One, the
leader destined to bring her people out of slavery. She was wrong. She found that out the hard way on
Mistworld, when she tried to summon the Mater Mundi's presence at a vital moment and nothing
happened. People died around her, and she could do nothing to save them. Later, the Mater Mundi
manifested through the rogue Investigator, Topaz, and she combined all the espers of Mistworld into a
single potent force. And Jenny Psycho found out the hard way that she wasn't who she thought she was.

At the end of the rebellion, the Mater Mundi had pulled together hundreds of thousands of espers, in
cities all across Golgotha. She hadn't bothered with a focus then. Just slammed into their minds and used
them to do what was necessary. Again, the gestalt didn't last long, but while it did it swept away all
opposition to the rebels with an almost contemptuous ease. The Mater Mundi manifested just once more,
at the very end, possessing Jenny Psycho just long enough to teleport a handful of useful players into
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Lionstone's Court.
Diana should have felt grateful, even honored. Instead she felt used.

So she set out to find who or what had been using her, and why, only to run into a brick wall. The Mater
Mundi apparently didn't want her true nature known, and had gone to great lengths to cover her tracks.
There were rumors and gossip aplenty, but nothing at all in the way of hard facts, no matter how deep
she dug. It was taken as a matter of faith that the Mater Mundi had founded the esper underground,
somewhen in the distant past, and then retreated into the shadows to watch and guide from a distance.
But there was no record anywhere of anyone who had personally witnessed any of this, or knew anyone
who had.

The one thing that was clear was that people who went looking for the Mater Mundi tended not to come
back. People who asked too many questions disappeared. Eventually the underground declared her
officially off limits, a mystery too dangerous to be investigated. Diana didn't give a damn. In her
experience, people who stayed in hiding usually had a good reason for doing so, and she wanted to
know what it was. Why the God of espers hid from her worshipers. And why she thought she could just
use and discard people, and not answer for it.

Diana decided that if anyone knew anything, it had to be the esper underground's records. So she
walked into the esper Guild House in the Parade of the Endless, took over its records section, and
basically defied anyone to do anything about it.

At first Diana got nowhere fast. There were all kinds of blocks and passwords, secret files within files,
and double encryptions that she had no experience of. The esper Guild protected its secrets well, even
from its own. Perhaps particularly from its own. But Diana had planned ahead, cultivating useful
friendships among the cyberats, who just saw the Guild's blocking tactics as a challenge. Diana watched
and learned at a rate that astonished herself. The Mater Mundi might have abandoned her, but it had left
her much more than she had been. Soon she no longer needed the cyberats' help, and dug steadily
deeper into the past in pursuit of an enigmatic ghost.

She discovered a great many hidden truths about the early days of the underground, when the espers
had been still struggling to put it together. There were files on secret deals and unpalatable agreements, of
good men sacrificed for the greater good. Of conflicting organizations savagely crushed so that the
underground could represent all espers. Past heroes were revealed to have feet of clay, and past villains
emerged as simply people in the wrong place at the wrong time, or with too many inconvenient scruples.
As in so many organizations that have been around for a while, the winners wrote the history, and truth
was sacrificed on the altar of necessity.

Diana wasn't really surprised. But dig as deep as she might, the Mater Mundi remained elusive, flickering
around the edges of the underground, touching this person or that, guiding the underground's progress
with a subtle nudge here and an unobtrusive prod there. The pattern was clear when you stood far
enough back, and Diana couldn't believe she was the first person to have done so, but there were no
records anywhere, no solid facts worthy of the name, no official files of any kind on the Mater Mundi.

If the truth was there, they'd buried it deep, where maybe even the current leaders couldn't find it
anymore. Something had frightened them. And given some of the things the underground did still maintain
in the records, whatever they had found out about Our Mother of All Souls must have been pretty damn
unpleasant. Or dangerous.

Espers had been first created through genetic engineering just under three centuries ago. A happy
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accident, the unexpected result of experiments intended to produce something else entirely. It took some
time to stabilize the process so that specific abilities would breed true; as telepaths, pokers, pyros etc.
After that it was just a question of establishing quality control, so the end result could be successfully
marketed. Espers weren't human. They were property, like clones. The end result of Empire science.

No one objected. Or at least no one that mattered.

Once the esper underground was founded, sometime later, its leaders tried many paths, some more
successful than others. One of their more disturbing notions had been their attempt to secretly gengineer
existing espers into some form of super-esper that could be used as weapons in the great struggle. Espers
capable of wielding more than one ability, or even manifesting new, undreamed-of powers. Espers who
would burn so brightly they could outshine the sun. There were objectors, but they were shouted down.
This was war, after all.

At first there was no shortage of volunteers, but these quickly tailed off as it became clear the end results
were almost entirely negative. The scientists couldn't produce super-espers. Only monsters, physical and
mental, horrible beyond bearing. The underground destroyed all they could, and did something else with
the others. No one knew what. The files were hidden away where no one could find them. Until Diana
came along. Little solid evidence remained of what the esper scientists had created in their hidden
laboratories, just a list of names. The Shatter Freak, Blue Hellfire, Screaming Silence, The Gray Train,
The Spider Harps. And one final name, attached to a date so old it predated the esper underground by
centuries. A familiar name.

Deathstalker.

Diana still wasn't sure what to make of that. She'd tried cautiously raising the subject with Owen, but he
Just sat there for a while, looking very thoughtful, and then clammed up entirely. She tried reason, and
threats, but neither of them got her anywhere. Even Jenny Psycho didn't have what it took to pressure
Owen Deathstalker.

Diana scowled. The Maze people worried her. Human beings shouldn't be able to do the things these
people did so casually. And all the signs were that they were still growing stronger, with no clear end in
sight. Perhaps in time they might become something like the Mater Mundi—certainly they were all a long
way down the road to leaving humanity behind.

Diana had talked to them all, at one time or another, about the Madness Maze, but they didn't have
much to say. The one thing they did agree on was that the Maze was gone, destroyed by her father,
Captain Silence. So Diana went to him for answers, half convinced by then that the Mater Mundi might
have been someone who'd passed through the Madness Maze centuries earlier. The same double initial
might even be some kind of clue. But Silence couldn't tell her much either, except to say he'd only gone
partway through the Maze before retreating. He was developing strange abilities himself, but wouldn't
discuss them. He did say he'd seen the Maze kill many members of his crew who'd entered the Maze
with him, in hideous, nightmarish ways.

An esper disappeared, air rushing in to fill the vacuum where he'd been. A marine fell into a solid
metal wall and disappeared into it. Two marines slammed into each other and ran together like
two colors on a pallette, their sticky flesh intermingling beyond any hope of separation. Something
horrible appeared out of nowhere; a tangle of blood and bone and viscera that might have been
human once. Heads exploded, flesh melted and ran like water, and all around human voices
laughed and screamed their sanity away.
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The Madness Maze took a few ordinary men and women and made them superhuman. But it killed a
hell of a lot more.

Diana never asked her father why he destroyed the Maze. If he did it because he believed its existence
threatened all Humanity, or to deny it to the rebels, or just because it had killed so many of his crew. She
was pretty sure he wouldn't have been able to answer her.

Diana had been forced to abandon that particular line of inquiry for the moment, since all the Maze
survivors had left Golgotha. But she had a strong feeling the Mater Mundi wasn't directly linked to the
Madness Maze, after all. Whatever else it was, Our Mother of All Souls was very definitely an esper
phenomenon, and the Maze people... weren't. And whatever they were becoming, Diana had a
suspicion the end result wouldn't necessarily be anything even remotely human.

She pushed the thought aside. Sufficient unto the day the evils thereof. Or something like that.

Just recently she'd been concentrating on the file histories of earlier manifests of the Mater Mundi. Their
names were well known, but the hard facts concerning their. .. possession... had been well hidden. There
were remarkably few of them, only eight in total in over two hundred years. As people they had nothing
in common save one disturbing fact—none of them had survived the Mater Mundi's touch. They'd all
gone crazy, and after carrying out the uber-esper's wishes, they'd burned up from within, consumed by
the power that raged within them. There hadn't even been enough left of them to bury. It was as though
their merely human minds simply couldn't handle the vast energies the Mater Mundi had let loose in them.

Diana went cold the first time she read that. She could have died. Everybody else had. The Mater
Mundi must have had every reason to expect her to run mad and die, but had used her anyway. She had
no way of knowing that Diana Vertue, then almost wholly Jenny Psycho, would be the first avatar to
survive her amplifying touch. Perhaps it had something to do with the fact that Diana was already more
than a little crazy when the Mater Mundi found and used her in Wormboy Hell. Which suggested
something very disturbing about the state or nature of the Mater Mundi herself.

Could that be the answer? That the uber-esper's actions made no obvious sense because she or it was
quite mad? No, its actions during the rebellion had been straightforward enough. Just because Diana
couldn't see a pattern yet, it didn't mean there wasn't one.

The truth about the previous manifests had been carefully hushed up, right from the beginning. The
underground might not understand what the Mater Mundi was, but they knew that they needed her. Only
the hidden files told how her previous chosen ones had all gone out in spectacular form, taking hundreds
of innocent bystanders with them.

Apparently the underground had never made any attempt to investigate the nature of this. .. force that
was taking over and destroying its own people. In any war, knowing the true nature of your enemy is
useful, but knowing the true nature of your allies is vital. And yet there was nothing in the files, nothing at
all, to suggest that the underground had asked any of even the most obvious questions. It was as though
the idea simply hadn't occurred to them. Which raised the unnerving question of just how far the Mater
Mundi's influence extended.

Jenny Psycho had survived the Mater Mundi's touch. So had Investigator Topaz. Two women both
generally considered to be crazy. Perhaps being mentally walking wounded had left their minds adaptable
enough to cope with being changed into something more, or at least other, than human. Certainly Diana's
powers had been... transformed by the Mater Mundi's touch. She doubted there was a telepath on
Golgotha who could match her if she put her mind to it. And she had other abilities too—psychokinesis
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and precognition, which was supposed to be impossible. The genetic engineers had proven through
exhaustive and often tragic testing that the human brain could cope with only one power at a time.
Anything else burned out the mind. Sometimes literally. That was why espers bred true, and children
developed only the dominant trait.

And where was all her power coming from? Could the uber-esper have touched and awakened some
unknown source of power inside Diana Vertue? Maybe something buried so deeply within the human
psyche that only an inhuman touch could spark it into life. And if that was true, Diana thought just a little
giddily, did that mean all espers could become like her, if they were only kicked awake hard enough? Or
if they were crazy enough? Could she, Diana, or Jenny Psycho, touch others and make them like herself?
Were all espers potentially superhuman, but were being deliberately limited by outside forces? Like the
Mater Mundi?

Diana stopped the train of thought with an effort, and took a deep calming swallow of lukewarm tea
from the cup on the table before her. After all the files she'd dug up and examined, she wasn't much
better off than when she'd started. In fact, she had far more questions than answers. Damned disturbing
questions too. Hardly surprising. Even after almost three centuries of investigation into the subject, the
best Empire scientists still had no real understanding of what made espers work. They had been pressed
into service almost as soon as they'd been created because they were so massively useful. And
afterward. .. questions had been discouraged. Espers worked and espers were property, and that was all
anyone needed to know.

The Mater Mundi, on the other hand, didn't seem to have been created by anyone. She or it had just
appeared spontaneously, out of nowhere. One minute the universe made sense, and the next the Mater
Mundi was right there in the middle of things. She didn't seem tied to any one planet. Earlier manifests
had taken place on worlds scattered across the Empire. Diana hadn't been able to discover any link or
common denominator between them. Wherever there were espers, there were opportunities for the
Mater Mundi.

But her actions had changed in recent times. Whereas originally she had manifested only through single
espers, now she bound them together into gestalts capable of far more than any individual. And none of
them suffered any ill effects afterward. At least nothing obvious. So far. It was as though the Mater
Mundi grew stronger, and more capable, the more it did. Learning by doing. Diana leaned back in her
chair, pursing her lips thoughtfully. Maybe she could discover something useful by comparing the end
results of the Mater Mundi's actions. Work out what it was trying to achieve. Or work toward... Diana
scowled. And maybe she could give herself an even bigger headache than she already had.

She'd been working in a vacuum too long. She needed to talk to someone. She turned away from her
computer terminal and activated the viewscreen. There was usually a long waiting list for private
interplanetary calls these days, but Diana had priority as a war hero and major pain in the ass, and she
used her privilege mercilessly. Contact with Mistworld took less than a minute to arrange, and soon
Investigator Topaz was staring out of the viewscreen at Diana, her face as always utterly cold and
controlled.

"This had better be important, Vertue. I'm busy."

"You're always busy, Investigator. I need to talk to you, about the Mater Mundi."

"You're not the first. Lots of people are interested in her, and what she did to me."

"What did she do to you?" said Diana, leaning forward.
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Topaz frowned. "She supercharged me. I can do things now. Powerful things. I'm not just a Siren
anymore. Not just a projective telepath. I'm more than I was. A lot of people are scared of me now. Of
course, on Mistworld that's usually an advantage. But this is. .. different. If I didn't know better, I'd swear
it was religious awe. A couple of days back, people started bringing their sick children to me, asking me
to cure them by a laying on of hands."

"And?" said Diana, intrigued.

Topaz sniffed, almost embarrassed. "Well... I was curious. So I ran a few objective tests. Did the whole
bit. No one picked up their bed and walked. Hasn't stopped them coming, though. I have security people
screen my callers these days. I can guard against my enemies, but God save me from wannabe disciples.
One group actually built a church to me."

"What happened?"
"I burned it down. They got the message. Why are you asking me these questions, Vertue?"

"I wanted to see if you were going through the same changes as me. The Mater Mundi brought together
a lot of people on Mistworld. Have any of them demonstrated any notable changes?"

"Vertue, everyone here has been busy rebuilding Mistport. We work sixteen-hour days, and none of us
are getting enough sleep. We've all been acting pretty cranky. But I can't say I've noticed anything. ..
unusual. I have to go. Don't bother me again without a damned good reason."

The viewscreen went blank as Investigator Topaz broke the connection from her end. Diana turned
back to her computer terminal, worrying her lower lip between her teeth. Topaz appeared to have
survived her time as a manifest pretty much unscathed. Probably because she'd never been a picture of
mental health. Was that the connection? Did it mean something? Did it mean anything apart from the fact
that she'd been sitting in a room on her own for far too long, and she was ready to grab at anything that
even looked as though it might make sense? Was it in fact time that she gave up, went home, had several
large meals, and then slept for a week?

Diana sighed and pushed the tempting thought aside. There was an answer here somewhere. There had
to be. If there was one thing she was sure of, it was that the Mater Mundi wasn't what most people
thought it was. It had its own direction and agenda, and didn't hesitate to use whatever innocent tools it
felt necessary to get the job done. Irrespective of the harm it did to its victims along the way. The Mater
Mundi treated people exactly the way the Iron Bitch had.

Diana sat in her chair in her little room, and felt very small and very alone. This was too big for just one
person, even her. But there was no one else she could take her questions and fears to. She couldn't go to
the leaders of the esper underground. The Mater Mundi had founded the underground. She might still be
involved in running things, on some deep, very secret level. Which meant Diana couldn't trust anyone.

The Mater Mundi could manifest through anyone, strike at her through any friend or enemy or stranger. If
it knew what she was doing...

Diana sat up sharply. Something was wrong. She could feel it. She looked quickly around her, suddenly
convinced that someone had just come into the room, but the door was shut and she was alone. She
shuddered suddenly. The room was icy cold. Her breath was steaming on the air before her. Hoarfrost
was forming on the computer equipment. There was a feeling of pressure on the air, as though something
impossibly large was coming, forcing its way through dimensional barriers and rattling the windows of
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reality. It was close now, looking for a way in. Diana surged to her feet, kicking the chair away to give
herself room to move in. She pulled her power around her like a cloak. It didn't stop her teeth from
chattering or her hands shaking. She didn't bother trying to call for help. She knew no one would be
allowed to hear her. She knew what was coming.

Every piece of computer equipment in the room rose up and took new shape. Metal and plastic humped
and cracked, splitting and reforming around the new thing that was creating itself through the transforming
tech. It made a sort of human shape, towering over Diana, with a wide, blocky body and two arms of
different length, ending in sharp metal claws. The head on top of the body had viewscreen glass for eyes
and a jagged metal tear for a smile. Static sparked around the head like a splintered halo.

The Mater Mundi had found a new way to manifest.

"Hi," said Diana, fighting to control her chattering teeth. "Good of you to drop by."

You've been asking questions, said a voice in her mind like grating teeth, like hissing pipes, like children
crying. You must stop .

"Then stop me," said Diana. "If you can."

1 will if I must. Do not mistake my forbearence for weakness.

"Bullshit. If you could have done anything, you'd have done it by now. But you can't. You made me so
much more than [ was, and you can't take it back. The best you could manage was this sending, this
metal golem to intimidate me. I've seen scarier mobiles in children's nurseries."

I can break you, child.

And Diana was back in Wormboy Hell, naked, in the dark, crawling in her own piss and shit and vomit,
while Wormboy played awful, sadistic mind games, torturing her again and again until she destroyed her
own voice through constant screaming.

No, said Diana.Get out of my mind, you bitch .

And she was back in the records room again, shivering and shaking, the taste of imminent vomit in her
mouth. She glared at the metal construct, her mouth stretched in something that was as much a snarl as a
smile. Her rage warmed her, driving out the cold. And when she spoke, she was Jenny Psycho again.

"That shit won't work with me. That was the past. I'm stronger now, stronger than I ever dreamed of.
Maybe stronger than you ever dreamed of. You can't stop me. No one can stop me. I'm going to find out
who and what and where you are, and then I'll make you pay for all the poor bastards whose lives you
destroyed."

1 did what was necessary. I did what you wanted. I made the rebel victory possible.

"For your own reasons. Now get the hell out of here. Before I decide to test just how strong you made
me."

How sharper than a serpents tooth it is to raise an ungrateful child.

The presence was suddenly gone, and the cold went with it. The metal golem was empty, just an
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abandoned shell. Diana all but collapsed back into her chair. One of them had been bluffing, but she
wasn't sure which. Apparently the Mater Mundi hadn't been sure either. Still, Diana thought, she must be
getting closer to the truth if the Mater Mundi was prepared to go to such lengths to try to warn her off.
With anyone else it would probably have worked. Diana looked at the metal and plastic shape still
towering over her and shivered again. Now that she had time to think about it, it really had been pretty
scary. She couldn't help wondering if that was how other people felt in the presence of Jenny Psycho.

"Damn," she said finally, in a perfectly steady voice. "How the hell am I going to explain this mess to the
head of the House?"

Captain Silence led his old friend and enemy, the man called Carrion, through the packed shining steel
corridors of the starcruiserDauntless . It had been a long time since Carrion had been on a starship. He'd
spent the last twelve years living alone on the planet Unseeli, also known as Ghostworld, his only
companions the restless spirits of the murdered alien Ashrai. After so much comforting solitude, the
crowds of bustling men and women crewing the starcruiser made him uneasy. Particularly since he knew
most of them would cheerfully kill him, given the chance. They turned their heads away as they passed,
their mouths silently forming curses and obscenities, and he could feel angry stares burning into his back.
Carrion held his head high and walked on beside Silence as though he noticed nothing, felt nothing.

"Been a few changes since you were last on a starcruiser," said Silence. "Nothing too drastic, though.
There's a file in your personal computer that will bring you up to date. But you'd better be a quick study.

We're leaving orbit in six hours."

"Why the rush?" said Carrion, his voice calm and unmoved as always. "The Darkvoid's not going
anywhere."

"But whatever's in there might not stay in there much longer. You heard Half A Man. He called them the
Recreated. Aliens who died and brought themselves back to life. Spooky. If true."

"You doubt the word of one of Humanity's greatest heroes?"
"If the first Half A Man was a fake and a liar, who's to say this new one isn't as well? But we can't take
the chance, with something as potentially dangerous as the Recreated. Someone has to check it out, and

my ship and crew have more experience with the Darkvoid than most."

"The idea of the Recreated is not without precedent. You gave the order that wiped out the Ashrai, but
they survived, in their way."

Silence grunted noncommittally. "They're your ghosts. You keep them under control. I'm putting you in
Frost's old cabin. Since you're officially an Investigator again, it's yours by right anyway."

"I know you and she were close. I regret your loss."
"You never liked her. She represented everything you hated about the Empire."
"I respected her. She was a warrior."

"Whatever. She was a good soldier. I honor her memory." Silence paused, considering his words.
"Don't let the crew's attitude get to you. They'll come around once they've seen you work."
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"I doubt it, Captain. I am a traitor. I betrayed my fellow crew and my own species to join the alien
Ashrai in their war against Humanity. Not that it did them any good in the long run. Still, I'm Humanity's
worst nightmare, an Investigator who went native. A traitor, proud of his treason."

"You had your reasons," said Silence.

"Just as you did when you gave the order to scorch Unseeli and destroy everything that lived on that
world."

"You've never forgiven me for that, have you?"
"No, Captain. We've both done too much for forgiveness to mean anything."

"You've been Pardoned," said Silence. "Reinvested as an Investigator in return for your joining this
mission into the Darkvoid. The crew knows that. And they'll respect your work and authority, or I'll kick
their backsides till they do."

"I didn't ask for a Pardon," said Carrion. "I have not repented or reformed. I am the last of the Ashrai,
and their legacy lives on within me. I'm here... because I have nowhere else to be now that the metallic
forests are gone."

"You're here because I asked you," said Silence. "Because I needed you. Because you're my friend."

"Perhaps. There is bad blood between us, John. The two men we used to be, the men who were friends,
are a long way off in the past, so far from us I can barely see them. We're different people now."

"Perhaps, Sean. Time changes everyone. It's not many who end up the people they thought they'd
become. We all look back from time to time, and wonder how the hell we got here from there."

"I chose my path," said the man called Carrion. "I regret nothing."
"Die, you bastard traitor!"

A crewman stepped suddenly out of an alcove, aimed a disrupter point-blank at Carrion's chest, and
pressed the stud. There was no time to dodge, and nowhere to go in the narrow corridor. Even Silence,
with all his more than human speed and reflexes, couldn't do anything to stop what was happening. The
disrupter's energy beam crossed the few feet between the crewman and Carrion in less than a second.
And a blazing energy field radiated from Carrion's power lance and absorbed the disrupter blast without
flinching. There was a reason why power lances were banned through the Empire, their very possession a
death sentence. They amplified an esper's power to the point that he was literally unbeatable in battle.
And Carrion was no ordinary esper.

For a long moment nobody moved. The crewman stood frozen in place, his discharged gun still pointing
at Carrion, his mouth hanging open. Carrion stared back at him impassively. Silence's hand still hovered
above his holstered gun. And then the crewman sobbed suddenly, his face twisted with rage, and he
grabbed for the sword at his side. Silence moved quickly forward, grabbed the crewman by the shirt
front, and slammed him back against the steel bulkhead behind him. All the breath went out of the
crewman, his face went slack, and his hands hung limply at his sides. Silence growled into the man's face,
and then turned to look at Carrion, who hadn't moved an inch, as calm and apparently relaxed as always.
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"Nice reflexes, Sean."

"I've had to develop them to stay alive in Human space," said Carrion.

Silence growled again, turned back to the crewman, and glared into the man's dazed eyes.

"Name and rank, mister. Now!"

"Ordinary starman Barron, Captain. A loyal member of your crew. Unlike that piece of scum!"

"That's enough, mister! He's a Pardoned man, an Investigator, and your superior officer. He has my full
confidence, and an attack on him is an attack on me. Now, turn yourself in to security. I'll deal with you
later. And Barron, don't make me come looking for you."

"No, Captain. I said I was loyal. But you don't understand—"

"Save it for your court-martial."

"He killed my father! On Unseeli!"

The man looked like he was about to cry. Silence and Carrion looked at each other. Carrion nodded
slowly. "It's possible. I killed a lot of people on Unseeli. I regret your loss, Barron."

"Save your lies, traitor!"

"That's enough!" Silence pulled Barron away from the bulkhead and threw him staggering down the
corridor. Other crew members moved quickly back to get out of his way. Barron stumbled away down
the corridor, not looking back. Carrion and Silence looked after him for a while and then turned away.

Around them the watching crew slowly returned to their tasks.

"We never really leave the past behind," said Silence heavily. "Some part of it always turns up again,
demanding payment."

"He must have been a child when his father died," said Carrion. "Probably joined your crew to follow in
his father's footsteps. Only to find me here and you defending me. It must have been difficult for him."

"None of that makes any difference," said Silence flatly. "I thought I trained my people better than that.
They're supposed to be warriors, not sneaking assassins."

"It's not as if he was the first," said Carrion. "There have been several attempts on my life since you
brought me back from Unseeli."

"What?" Silence looked at him sharply. "Why wasn't I informed? Why didn't you tell me?"
"It wasn't important. I handled it."

"This is my ship, Investigator. You are a part of my crew. From now on I want to know everything. Is
that understood?"

"Yes, Captain."
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Silence glared at him for a moment, and then they continued on their way. The corridor seemed emptier
of people than it had been before. Carrion remained impassive, striding soundlessly down the corridor
with his black cloak billowing about him like the wings of the black bird of ill omen he thought himself to
be. Silence cursed himself for a fool, for not fully considering the impact Carrion's return would have on
his crew. Of course there were bound to be hard feelings. Twelve years was a long time, but nowhere
near long enough to forget something like Unseeli. God knows he'd tried hard enough.

But all that had mattered to him at the time was getting the man who used to be his friend back on board
ship with him, where Silence thought he belonged. But his old friend Sean was now the man called
Carrion. Traitor, murderer, alien by adoption and by choice. It would take more than a Pardon and a
reinstatement as Investigator to undo what the man called Sean had made of himself. Silence sighed
quietly. With Frost gone, he needed someone he could trust to lean on. It was as simple as that. And
Carrion, ill-suited to the role as he might be, was the only one Silence could turn to.

"[ appreciate everything you've done for me, Captain," said Carrion, his voice calm and unmoved. "But I
feel I should point out that adding a notorious traitor such as myself to your crew is probably not the
wisest thing you could have done. It won't do much for your career prospects, and it could undermine
your standing and authority with your crew."

"T don't have any career prospects,” said Silence. "I've seen to that. And my crew trusts me, and my
judgment. They'll learn to accept you."

"[ can't replace Investigator Frost, Captain."

"No one could. I was offered my choice of Investigator for this mission, but I wanted you. Someone
who could understand the alien viewpoint and come up with other options than just blowing them away.
If the Recreated are everything they're supposed to be, going head to head with them is not going to be a

viable strategy. I needed someone. .. flexible."

"I've been called many things in my time, but I think that's a new one. But how can you be sure I'd side
with Humanity?"

"Shub destroyed the metallic forests. Took away everything you had. They're your enemy too now. And
siding with Humanity is your only chance for revenge on them."

"How well you understand me, Captain. You're quite right. Revenge is a cold comfort, but sometimes it's
all we have left to cling to."

"Just do your duty, Carrion. That's all anyone can ask of us."

"Duty. Honor. Revenge. They always come back to claim us. And I have always done what I must,
because it is not in me to stand aside. I'll be your Investigator, Captain. Just promise me that when I'm no
longer needed, you'll let me go."

"Of course, Sean. I understand."

"No, you don't, Captain. You never did."

They walked a while together, staring straight ahead. They'd never found it easy to talk about the things
that mattered.
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"Did you get a chance to talk to Diana again before we left?" said Carrion.

"No. I left a message at the esper Guild House where she's been staying, but she never got back to me.
Perhaps it's for the best. You saw how Diana was at Parliament. She said she hated me. With good
reason, if truth be told. I wasn't there to save her when she needed me. Not the kind of thing that can be
sorted out with a ten-minute chat, in the middle of our busy lives. Maybe when this mission is over..."

"She was such a frail young thing when I first knew her on Unseeli," said Carrion. "So full of life and
happiness, and wonder. I saw so much of that crushed by what she went through. But at the end she
found the strength to join in song with the Ashrai, to fly free as they do. I couldn't see any of that person
in the woman I met at Parliament. I've heard of some of the things she did as Jenny Psycho. Terrible
things. How did she turn from what she was to what she became?"

"How did we?" said Silence.
"Good point, Captain. Good point."

They came at last to Frost's old cabin. Silence hesitated for a moment before the closed door. He hadn't
been in there since just after her death, when he went in to sort through her old belongings before the
cleaning staff went in. There hadn't been much to look through. Like all Investigators, Frost hadn't
bothered much with mementos or personal touches. A few books, all strictly military in nature. No
photos, or letters, or memories. Just a small library of discs of her favorite music. Silence hadn't know
she liked music. It seemed too... tranquil an interest for her. He'd taken the discs away with him, to listen
to later, when he had the time.

He hadn't been back in the cabin since then. No one had. He'd had the cabin sealed, ready for whoever
took over as Investigator. He reached out to punch in the security codes, and then stopped as Carrion
put a hand on his arm. Silence looked at him, raising an eyebrow. Carrion stared at the closed door,
frowning slightly.

"Not just yet, Captain," he said quietly. "There's someone in there. Someone, or something, very
unusual. And very powerful."

"That's not possible," said Silence. "The door's still locked, and I'm the only one who has the security
code."

"Nevertheless," said Carrion, "this room is already inhabited."

Silence drew his disrupter. "Stand ready. And watch yourself. Anyone powerful enough to override this
kind of lock would have to be very dangerous."

"That's all right," said Carrion. "So am L."

Silence entered the security code, kicked the door open, and stepped quickly into the room. Carrion at
his side. The lights were already on. A dark figure was sitting in Frost's old chair, her back to him. She
was little more than a silhouette, but something about her shape and posture seemed familiar to Silence.
He lurched forward a step, a mad, impossible hope bursting suddenly in his heart.

"Frost... ?"

"No," said the figure, turning around in the chair to face him. "It's just me. Daddy."
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The hope in Silence's heart crashed and died, but was replaced almost immediately by a different kind of
warmth. He holstered his disrupter and smiled at his daughter. "Hello, Diana. How the hell did you get in
here? I didn't even know you were on board ship."

"No one does," said Diana Vertue. "Let's keep it that way. No one must know I was ever here. I have
enemies these days, more powerful and dangerous than I ever expected."

"Oh, hell," said Silence. "Who have you killed now?"
"Nothing like that," said Diana. "I could cope with something like that."

"Hold everything," said Silence. "How did you get on board this ship? No matter what excuse you used,
security should still have alerted me."

Diana smiled briefly. "A girl has to have some secrets, Daddy. Let's just say no one sees me anymore if [
don't want to be seen. Not even your ship's esper or security devices. Now, do sit down, the pair of you.
I hate being loomed over."

Silence and Carrion looked at each other, shrugged simultaneously, and looked around for somewhere
to sit. There was only one other chair, so Silence sat in it. He was the Captain, after all. Carrion sat on
the bed. They both looked expectantly at Diana.

"I've been working on something new," she said carefully. "Investigating the true nature of the Mater
Mundi. And I've been digging up all kinds of interesting things. The one thing I'm sure of is that she isn't
what everyone thinks she is. She's also somewhat mad at me for poking my nose into areas she feels are
none of my business. In fact, she warned me off personally. I think she would have killed me if she
could."

Carrion looked at her interestedly. "You stood off the Mater Mundi? I'm impressed."

"Maybe you should back off, Diana," said Silence. "What's so important about knowing the Mater
Mundi's true nature that's worth getting killed over?"

"I don't know," said Diana. "That's exactly my point. What could be so terrible about her, so shocking,
that she's willing to kill to keep it hidden?"

Silence shrugged impatiently. "There's no point in asking me. I've never had any interest in esper affairs.
What do you want from me, Diana? We're leaving for the Darkvoid in just under six hours."

"That's why I had to catch you before you left. I'm becoming increasingly interested in the nature of esp
itself. How it does what it does. You two are both unique individuals. The Captain because he passed
partway through the Madness Maze and emerged changed. And Carrion, because before he went to
Unseeli, he showed no trace at all of esper abilities. No one in his family was ever an esper, for as far
back as I can trace, and the genetic assay in his old medical files bears that out. So, Carrion, how did
you become the esper paragon you are today?"

"The aliens changed me," said Carrion. "The Ashrai. It was necessary if [ was to survive alone on their
world and join them in their war against Humanity. So they remade me. And no, I don't know how. I
have no memory of it."
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"They would have had to make alterations on the genetic level," said Diana, frowning. "Pretty
sophisticated stuff for a species with no discernible technology."

"That's a very human attitude," said Carrion. "Tech isn't everything."

Diana studied him silently for a long moment. "You're never alone, are you, Carrion? They're always
with you. The ghosts. The Ashrai."

Carrion leaned forward. "You can see them?"
"Almost. I sang with them once on Unseeli, remember? My mind joined with theirs, though only briefly.
That link is still there. I can feel them, a potential hanging around you, like the pressure on the air before a

storm. Why do they stay, Carrion? Why do they stay with you?"

"I'm the last Ashrai. All that's left of what they were. They want revenge. For what was done to them.
To the trees. To their world."

"Revenge?" said Diana. "That's a very human attitude, isn't it?"

"Yes," said Carrion. "Regrettably, they have learned by example."

"We're very alike, you and I," said Diana. "Changed and altered by powers greater than ourselves, for
reasons we don't fully understand. What were you supposed to be. Carrion? Their champion? Their
defender? Their avenger? Be very careful, Carrion; you might not be what you think you are. You fought
Humanity for them once. Would you destroy Humanity for them now, for revenge?"

"They wouldn't ask me to do that," said Carrion.

"How do you know?" said Diana, and Carrion had no answer to give her.

"Why are you here, Diana?" said Silence after the quiet had dragged on long enough to become
uncomfortable. "After what you said to us at Parliament..."

"Needs must when the Devil vomits on your shoes," said Diana. "The Mater Mundi wants me dead. So |
need help, powerful allies to watch my back and lend their power to me."

"So you came to your father," said Silence. "Of course, Diana. That's what fathers are for."

"No, Daddy," said Diana. "Not you. The Maze gave you power, but you're still learning how to use it."

"So you want my help?" said Carrion. "Very well. My abilities are at your disposal."

"Don't flatter yourself," said Diana. "I need the Ashrai. Their inhuman strength. Like I said, the link's still
there. God knows I've tried to exorcise them. I don't want anyone in my head but me. But if they're

there, maybe I can use them. So tell me, Carrion, would they come if I called? If I needed them?"

"I don't know," said Carrion. "They don't talk to me anymore. But they have always intervened when |
needed them."

"Not exactly the answer [ was hoping for," said Diana. "But... let's see if it's true."
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Her face changed suddenly. Dark shadows appeared beneath her eyes, and the skin of her face
stretched taut across the bones. Her thin lips stretched into a merciless, humorless smile. She seemed
suddenly larger than she was, and her eyes were unnaturally bright. Psionic power sparked and crackled
on the air around her, and her presence leapt out to fill the cabin. Diana was gone, submerged in the
malevolent aberration that was Jenny Psycho. Silence's hand went automatically to his gun and then fell
away. Even if he could bring himself to use it on his own daughter, he doubted it would be any use
against something like Jenny Psycho.

She stood up and glared at Carrion, shadows gathering around her, and he was quickly on his feet facing
her, his power lance held out between them. Jenny Psycho seized the lance with her mind, ripped it out of
his hands, and threw it the length of the cabin. Carrion cried out in shock, as though one of his limbs had
been torn away. His body rose slowly into the air and then slammed back against the steel cabin wall,
held there crucified by Jenny Psycho's will. Silence tried to rise from his chair and found he couldn't, held
in place by his daughter's implacable thoughts.

And then the Ashrai came.

They filled the cabin like a boiling cloud, dead but not gone, with gargoyle faces and huge clawed hands.
The cabin seemed to expand in all directions, becoming vast and cavernous to accommodate the massive
forms of the Ashrai. Silence cried out at the sight of them. They were awful and magnificent, terrible in
their anger, and they burned so very brightly. Jenny Psycho, blazing like a star, smiled at them and
addressed them in perfectly reasonable tones.

"Hi, guys. Good to see you again. It's been a while. Sorry for disturbing your rest, but I really could use
your help. There's something out there called the Mater Mundi, and it might just be more powerful than
you are. And I don't think it's willing to accept any competition. So, if [ need your help against it, will you
come when I call?"

There was a burst of song in reply, music complex and emotional almost beyond bearing, sung by angels
with barbed wings and haloes of flies. And then the Ashrai were gone, and the cabin was just a cabin
again. Carrion slid down the wall and settled comfortably on the bed again. His lance sped across the air
and back into his hands. Silence found he could move again. Jenny Psycho flickered out like a snuffed
candle, and was just Diana Vertue again. She stretched slowly and sat down on her chair. There was a
sense of calm in the cabin, of pressure released, of a storm passed.

"What the hell was the point of all that?" said Silence.

"Jenny's a bit of a bitch, but she gets things done," said Diana, entirely unruffled by his tone. "And I had a
feeling the Ashrai would respond only to the dramatic. I needed to know their answer."

"And now you do," said Carrion. "T hope you think that raising their anger was worth it."

"Someone translate," snapped Silence. "All I heard was music that damn near blew out my eardrums.
What did they say?"

"They know about the Mater Mundi," said Diana. "And they're scared. Her existence. .. disturbs them.
They've agreed to come when I call, but I'm not sure anymore how much use they'll be. They're much
diminished without their forest, and their world."

"Don't underestimate them," said Carrion. "Dying was just another journey for them, a transition to
another state. They are still very powerful."
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"But they've been dead a long time," said Diana. "You're all that holds them to the worlds of the living
now, Carrion."

"Yes, well," said Silence. "I'm still not entirely comfortable with the idea of ghosts anyway. The dead
should stay dead."

"I'm not comfortable with the thought that the Mater Mundi could be so powerful that she frightens even
the dead," said Diana. "It would appear I'm going to need even more allies. Which brings me back you,
Daddy."

"What do you mean?" said Silence. "As you so kindly pointed out, what few powers I have aren't even
in the same league as the Mater Mundi. I'll be there for you when I can, but I'm just another Captain in
the Imperial Fleet, and I have to go where my orders send me. Right now I'm heading into the Darkvoid.
No idea when I'll be back. Or even if I'll be coming back."

"You'll be back," said Diana. "You're a survivor. And you do have powers, though you've chosen not to
use or develop them. There's no reason why you couldn't become as powerful as all the other Maze
survivors in time. I didn't want to involve you in my troubles, but I may not have any choice. How much
do you love me, Daddy? Enough to become something other than human for my sake, to protect me?"

" failed you before," Silence said steadily. "I won't fail you again. But I don't—"

"The Maze changed you," said Diana. "It rebuilt you. Don't be afraid of your potential. Tell me about the
Maze. What it did to you."

"I don't know!" said Silence, almost angrily. "I don't know what I am anymore. I don't know what I'm
becoming. All I know is that whatever change the Maze started in me, it isn't over yet. Sometimes I see
things in my dreams. I hear voices telling me things. And once Frost came to me. She was trying to warn
me about the Maze, what it was doing to me, but I couldn't understand her."

"Tell me about the Maze," said Diana. "What was it like inside? What did it feel like?"

"It was... alien," said Silence slowly. "Like nothing I'd ever encountered before. And I think that it might
have been alive in some way that we could never have comprehended. Being inside the Maze was like
walking in visions. Like one of those dreams where you know the answer to everything until you wake
up, and it's all gone. But these answers were real. They were too much for some of those who went into
the Maze with me. They died horribly. Their minds weren't... flexible enough for the changes the Maze
wanted to make in them."

"Why did you leave the Maze?" said Diana. "Why didn't you go all the way through, like Owen and his
people?"

"I was scared," said Silence. "I wasn't worthy. And it was killing Frost. I grabbed her and got us both
out. It wasn't until much later that the changes started appearing in us."

"What do you think the Maze was?" said Diana. "What was its purpose?"
Silence snorted derisively. "Better men than I have tried to answer that and failed. Ask an ant what it

feels about the statue it's crawling over. No one's ever found anything like the Maze before or since, on
any of the thousands of planets we've visited or colonized. Its purpose was an alien purpose, possibly
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quite beyond our human capability to understand."
"But you felt its touch," said Diana. "What do you think it was?"

"Perhaps. .. a teaching machine," Silence said quietly. "For those capable of learning. But none of this
matters anymore. I destroyed it, blew it away with disrupter cannon till there was nothing left of it. The
only one of its kind, possibly unique in the universe, and I destroyed it. And if I had to do it all over again,
I'd give the same damned order without the slightest hesitation."

"You never change, Captain," said Carrion.

"Have you had any contact with the other Maze survivors since the rebellion?" said Diana. "Have you
discussed your opinions with them?"

"No," said Silence shortly. "It wasn't that long ago we were trying to kill each other. A part of me still
wants to kill them for what they've done. Besides. .. I don't think we'd have much in common to talk
about. They're. .. different from me. From everyone. They're spooky. Almost inhuman. Sometimes
almost alien. If there's a path they and I are walking, they're much further along it than me. From where I
am, they're almost out of sight. The poor bastards. All their new powers and abilities don't seem to have
made them any happier. They're becoming something. Something else. Something other than human."

"Like me perhaps?" said Carrion.

"No, Sean. You're just weird. I can still understand you, what moves you. I haven't a clue what's going
on in the heads of Owen and his friends anymore. I think they're moving away from merely human
concerns. That makes them dangerous—perhaps not just to the Empire but to all Humanity. That's one of
the reasons why the Maze people weren't informed of this mission. Parliament didn't trust them not to
interfere, to try to stop us."

"What do you expect to find in the Darkvoid?" said Diana.

"Damned if I know. But just possibly something strong enough to stop or control the Maze people if they
go bad."

"And you think that's necessary?" said Carrion. "You feel a need to destroy them? Like you destroyed
the Ashrai and the Madness Maze?"

"Good example," said Silence. "My duty is to the Empire, and Humanity. To protect them from any and
all dangers. Look, the Maze people aren't answerable to anyone but themselves. There's no one strong
enough to say no if they say yes. And they're getting stronger all the time. What if one or more of them
decided that Parliament's decisions were taking the Empire in a direction they didn't approve of? What if
they were to decide that mere humans couldn't be trusted with their own destiny, and they decided to
take over and rule us, for our own good, of course. Who could stop them?"

"Or just possibly you could be turning paranoid," said Diana. "There are only four of them."

"How many gods does it take to rule Humanity?" said Silence. "And just because I'm paranoid, it doesn't
mean they aren't out to get me. You of all people should appreciate that."

"Good point," said Diana, smiling for the first time. She got to her feet and nodded briefly to her father
and Carrion. "It's time I was going. I don't think I'm going to learn any more here. I'll talk to you again
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when you get back. Don't bother to see me out."

And just like that she vanished. One moment there, the next gone. Silence and Carrion looked at each
other.

"Well," said Carrion finally. "She's definitely your daughter, Captain."

"And she always did know how to make an exit," said Silence. He shook his head. "Time is running out,
and I still haven't finished briefing you. What was I going to... ah, yes. The insect ships. Have you
finished the files I let you have?"

"Of course," said Carrion. "Fascinating material. You do know the insects have to be artificial, don't
you?"

"That's what Frost said. She said they had to have been gengineered, because insects don't get that big
naturally. Which implies there's another player in the game that we don't know about yet, the insects'
creator."

"Do we really need to assume it's an unknown?" said Carrion. "Surely there are enough suspects
already—the Hadenmen, Shub, even rogue human scientists funded by Families desperate for power?
And then, there's always the Recreated. Whatever they turn out to be."

"I said as much to Admiral Beckett," said Silence slowly. "I wouldn't be at all surprised to discover the
insects come out of the Darkvoid. Their attacks have always been concentrated on the Rim, and where
else could they be disappearing to afterward? And then... there's the voices." Silence looked steadily at
Carrion. "The files I gave you on that are strictly restricted. You are not to discuss their contents with
anyone else without my express permission in advance. My crew are spooked enough about going back
into the Darkvoid as it is. So... what do you make of the voices? Any ideas?"

"It could be an esper phenomenon," said Carrion. "Or it could be the voices of the dead. But the most
likely explanation has to be a psychological trick by Shub to soften you up for the coming of the
Champion . A long-lost ship, crewed by dead men, its reappearance heralded by the warning voices of
ghosts—just the kind of thing the rogue Als would come up with to mess with your heads."

"Of course, that's the most likely explanation," said Silence. "But you didn't hear those voices, Sean.
They wouldn't stay recorded. They just faded away. What you listened to in the files were simulations,
based on what we remembered. The real thing sounded. .. horrible. Unnerving. They really did seem to
be trying to warn us away from danger. Not just from theChampion , but from the Darkvoid itself. And
now here we are, going back into the dark again."

"Could it be some kind of warning by the Recreated?" said Carrion. "To stay out of their territory?"

"Your guess is as good as mine. I suppose as always we'll just have to find out the hard way. And it has
to be us. This ship and its crew have more experience of the Darkvoid than any other three ships put
together. And we are, after all, quite expendable."

"Nothing changes," said Carrion, and they both managed some kind of smile.

"So," said Silence. "How does it feel to be an Investigator again?"

"I wear the title only as a courtesy. But I won't wear the official uniform. I'm not worthy of it anymore.
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Or it's not worthy of me. I haven't decided yet."

"You got a full Pardon. You're no longer a wanted man," said Silence. "Wouldn't you like to go home
again, Sean?"

"I had a home," said Carrion. "I was happy there. And then you and Shub destroyed it."

Evangeline Shreck came home at last to Tower Shreck and stood for a long time in its cold, dark
shadow, trying to stop trembling. From the outside it looked like just another building, steel and glass and
the Family colors that marked it as one of the legendary pastel towers, home to the Clans. To Evangeline
it was the witch's cave, the demon's lair, the dark place that calls to us in our worst nightmares. In its
terrible embrace she had lived an awful life of pain and horror and torment, until at last a dashing prince
came, and loved her, and gave her the courage to break free of the ogre who held her enchained.

And now she'd come back, though she'd sworn she never would. Back home again to save her very
best friend from the hell she'd known so well.

Her love didn't know she was here. She'd let Finlay Campbell believe she was off on another mission for
the clone underground. If he'd known she was going back to Tower Shreck, he'd have tried to stop her
or talk her out of it, and she couldn't have that. This was something she had to do for herself. However
much it hurt. She was here to see the monster, her father, Gregor Shreck. He thought he held all the
cards, owned all the advantages, but she had a few surprises of her own, just for him. Just for dear
Daddy.

The man who had murdered his only daughter, Evangeline, and afterward had her cloned in secret to
produce the present Evangeline. The man who loved both the original and her clone as a man rather than
a father. Who abused his position and his daughter's love. Who took his Evangelines to his bed and
taught them far more about pain than pleasure. The devil in his hell. Gregor Shreck.

Hatred pulsed in her like a heartbeat, surging through her like blood, forcing out the fear. She took a
deep breath to steady herself, and then walked calmly toward the armored guards covering the main
entrance to Tower Shreck. They looked more like beetles than men in their extensive black body armor,
faces hidden behind stylized sensor masks. There were six of them, but they didn't scare her. She wasn't
frightened of them. She stopped a cautious distance away and stared at them haughtily.

"I'm Evangeline Shreck, here to see my father, Gregor. Inform him I'm here."

The guards looked at her for a moment and then looked at each other. She presumed they were holding
a brief but intense conversation through their comm implants before daring to disturb their master, the
Shreck. It wasn't long before they stood back and gestured for her to enter the Tower through the main
entrance. She strode forward, head held high, and the single heavy door opened silently before her. The
lobby had been redecorated since she last saw it. All comforts and attractive details had been stripped
away, leaving only a large, bare chamber with a concrete floor and blank steel walls. She heard footsteps
behind her and made herself turn slowly to face the single armored guard who'd come into the lobby after
her. The door closed behind him. He spoke to her without removing his mask, his voice filtered to
remove all traces of humanity from it.

"The Lord Shreck is awaiting you in his private quarters, lady Evangeline. I'm to escort you there. After
a full security search."
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"Lord Shreck?" said Evangeline, raising an eyebrow. "There are no Lords anymore. Doesn't he know
that?"

"The Shreck... goes his own way in all things. Remove your clothes. All of them. Place to one side any
weapons or devices you may be carrying."

Evangeline nodded stiffly. She'd been expecting that. Gregor thought everyone wanted to kill him these
days. Mostly he was right. She took her clothes off with as little fuss as possible, concentrating on why
she was there. It helped that the guard looked so inhuman and anonymous in his armor and mask. She
wondered if Gregor was watching through the sensors in the mask. Probably. Finally she was naked, her
clothes in a neat pile to one side. She fixed the insect mask with a steady glare.

"That's it. No clothes. No weapons. But if you touch me with so much as a fingertip, I'll tell Daddy. Do
you really want him to know you touched something he believes belongs only to him?"

The guard hesitated, and then nodded jerkily and indicated for her to get dressed again. She did so, not
letting the guard or her nerves hurry her. When she was ready again, the guard led the way to the single
elevator at the back of the lobby, and they both got in. The guard gave the order for the penthouse floor
in his inhuman voice, and the doors closed silently. The guard stepped back a pace so he could cover
Evangeline with his gun. She ignored him, staring at the glowing numbers set over the door as they slowly
changed. So far everything was going as planned. For all his paranoia, Gregor still couldn't see her as a
serious threat. She was his little Evie, his plaything.

Old memories ran through her like an icy river. She had been born here, fully grown, a clone of a woman
the outside world could never know was dead. She was taught to be a perfect copy of the original
Evangeline so that she might hide from Society the dreadful thing that Gregor had done. And so that he
could continue to have his pleasures in the way he'd grown accustomed.

It was the only life she'd ever known until she came to know Finlay. They met at Court, at a masked
ball, and it was love at first sight. They talked and laughed, eyes sparkling through their masks, each
warming to another's heart for the first time in their lives. And then the masks came off at midnight, and
they discovered they were a Shreck and a Campbell, two Families at war with each other for
generations. And each of them was the heir. Their love would have been a scandal, unacceptable, and
Evangeline knew that Gregor would rather kill her than lose her. Still worse, he might kill Finlay. So they
kept their love secret, snatching moments together when they could, until finally they could be together at
last.

She never told Finlay about Gregor. She knew Finlay couldn't have coped with it. With knowing how
she'd suffered. He would have stormed off in a bloody rage to kill Gregor, and to hell with the
consequences. Gregor's people might have killed him, or he might have been hanged afterward. Either
way, she couldn't risk it. And besides, he might have felt... differently about her. So she had never told
him.

The elevator chimed politely as they reached the top floor. It was like hell in reverse. You had to go all
the way up to reach the darkest, foulest part of the Pit. The doors slid open, and the guard escorted her
down the bare steel corridor. Their footsteps were loud and carrying on the metal floor. Gregor wanted
to know when anyone was coming. Other guards stood to attention the length of the corridor, guns at the
ready. Not beetles anymore, Evangeline decided; demons, in the hall of hell. She made herself look
straight ahead, and wouldn't let her mouth tremble. And eventually she and her escort came to a halt
before the extra-thick steel door that was the only entrance to her father's private quarters. It was a very
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special door, designed to withstand a bomb or a disrupter blast with equal ease. Evangeline stood stiffly
before it as the guard announced their presence.

"Come in," said Gregor's soft, oily voice, through a hidden speaker that made his words seem to come
from everywhere at once. "Come in, little Evie, and join your forgiving father. Guard six, take up a
position outside the door. We are not to be disturbed for any reason."

The door swung slowly open, and Evangeline held herself tightly together as she walked unhurriedly into
the ogre's lair. It was important not to walk so slowly that she might appear scared or reluctant, or so
quickly that it might seem she was jumping to obey an order. Appearances were everything now. They
were all she had to work with. The door closed behind her as she stopped and looked around her.

Gregor Shreck had made changes in his private quarters since she was there last. The windowless walls
of the great chamber were a dark crimson, the color of drying blood, a great scarlet womb, with
concealed bloody lighting and dark shadows everywhere. The thick pile carpet beneath her feet was the
color of sunburned skin, deep enough to muftle any sound. To every side stood grisly trophies from
Gregor's most recent victims. A pile of severed hands on a silver tray, heaped carelessly on top of each
other. A row of preserved severed heads on stakes, all looking faintly surprised, their mouths hanging
open as though in shock at what had been done to them. None of them had eyes. A low cupboard
displayed a row of severed feet. Someone had wrapped them in pretty ribbons and painted their toenails
black. Evangeline could hear air-conditioning units working overtime as they struggled to deal with the
pervasive smell of death and preservatives.

And there, reclining at his ease on a wide bed shaped from gigantic rose petals, the dark heart of that
dark kingdom—Gregor Shreck. He'd always been short and fat, a greasy, perspiring butterball of a man,
but he'd put on a lot of weight during their separation. He was huge now, bulging with flesh, his face
almost perfectly round, crushing his features into the center of his face. He dressed all in black slashed
with scarlet streaks, and looked like nothing so much as a gigantic, gorged leech.

"So," said Gregor in an unnervingly normal-sounding voice. "You've come home at last. I always knew
you would. My dear, loving daughter."

"I'm here because you abducted my friend Penny DeCarlo, and threatened to kill her if I didn't come,"
said Evangeline tonelessly. "And that's the only reason I'm here. Where is she? What have you done with
her?"

"So impatient," said Gregor happily. "No one has time for the civilized little courtesies anymore. Don't
you have a kiss for your dear daddy?"

"Where's Penny?"

"Ah, the impatience of youth. Children always want their presents right now. Very well, Evie, never let it
be said that I am not an indulgent father. You may see your little friend Penny. I've been taking ever such
good care of her. She alw