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

DEATHSTALKER CODA

SIMON R. GREEN

Last night I dreamed of Lewis Deathstalker.

He never wanted to be King. He never wanted to be the Champion. He only ever wanted to do
his duty; to protect the Innocent and punish the guilty. But he fell in love with his best friend's fiancee, and
was in turn betrayed by another friend. They look away his good name, and made him an Outlaw.

Deathstalker luck. Always bad.

I saw him gather friends and allies, and set out to raise an army to overthrow the forces of evil,
like another Deathstalker before him, and I wanted to warn him that heroes have a tendency to die
young, Hid Moody. I saw old friends return from the past, and legends walk (ill history once more.
Stories left unfinished have a way of enforcing their own endings.

In my dream I saw planets burning in the long night, and armies of the undead overunning the
cities of men.

Allin adream . . . and all so very long ago. Or maybe it was just yesterday.

All stories come to an end, in Time.
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ONE

DEALING WITH OLD BUSINESS,

AND NEW

Owen Deathstalker was in a coma, and everyone else was panicking. On the planet Haden, deep down
in the man-made crater called the Pit, in the steel corridors men had built to surround and contain the
Madness Maze, a lot had happened in a short time. That re-Owned hero and legend Owen Deathstalker
had returned from the If mi, walked out of the Maze with his descendant Lewis, worked a Umber of
quite remarkable miracles, and then gathered up the Inds of everyone present to take a fast trip across
Space in order to tsorve the Terror close up. Unfortunately, that most ancient and Win I destroyer of
worlds and civilisations turned out to be, in some yet unexplained way, Owen's long-lost love. Hazel
d'Ark. Now Vcryone was back in their right bodies again, but Owen was curled p in a foetal ball, eyes
squeezed tight shut, dead to the world and 0,11 ing about three feet above the gleaming steel floor.
Everyone Isr had since given themselves up to alarm and confusion and lying very hard not to wet
themselves.

As Jesamine was fond of saying: Some days things wouldn't go right if you put a gun to their
head.

The Als of Shub were the only ones to remain calm and unruffled; although admittedly it was hard to tell
the difference between a calm and excited robot, when they all had featureless blue steel faces. iSllll, for
the moment half a dozen of them were surrounding Owen's hovering body in an honour guard, and
politely but firmly refusing to let anyone get too close. (This followed an understandable but regrettable
incident where Brett Random had climbed onto Owen's body and pounded on his chest with both hands,
shrieking Wake up, you bastard!
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The renowned con man, thief and famed substance abuser was now striding up and down the
corridor, all but bouncing off the steel walls, waving his fists in the air and loudly declaring that he'd
always known no good would come of meddling with the Madness Maze. His face was flushed, his lean
angular body practically crackled with frustrated energy, and his language was getting really distressing.
An awful thought struck him, and he froze in mid step before suddenly whirling round to glare at Owen's
unresponsive floating body.

"Wait a minute! Wait just one goddamned minute! Is everyone who's gone through the Madness
Maze going to turn into a Terror eventually? Are we all going to end up as galaxy-devouring monsters?
Why is everyone looking at me like that? It's a reasonable question.'

'It's a totally unnerving question, and quite probably the last thing I need to think about right now!'
said Jesamine Flowers. 'Aren't things bad enough as they are? I can feel one of my heads coming on.'
The blonde diva's famously beautiful face had gone blotchy with shock and stress, and she'd clasped her
hands together in front of her to stop them from trembling. Lewis tried to put a comforting arm across her
shoulders, and she shrugged him off almost angrily as she glared at the comatose Owen. 'Damn you,
Owen bloody Death-stalker! You can't just drop a bombshell like that on us and then run off to hide
inside yourself! Wake up! Lewis; make him wake up!'

"Don't look at me', said Lewis. 'I'm the idiot who thought coming here might actually help us with
our problems. Instead, we seem to have acquired a whole bunch of new ones.' He leaned back against
the metal wall, his muscular arms folded across his barrel chest, his famously ugly features creased in
thoughtful lines. 'If the Terror really is (or was) Hazel d'Ark ... If that is what the Maze's power finally
turns you into . . . Then I may have made a real error of judgement in bringing Owen back from the dead.
We could end up with two Terrors on our hands, and I think I'd like to go and sit down in a corner and
cry for a while, if that's all right with everyone.'

'Oh no you don't,’ Brett said immediately. "You got us into this mess, it's up to you to get us out of ii!'

'Maybe ... if we were to put Owen back into the Maze,' said Jesamine. 'Maybe that would . . .
freeze him as he is, or something.'

'l don't think that would work,' said Lewis.
"It might! We could push or tug him, or . . .’

"No, I meant: I don't think the Maze works that way. Once it's finished with someone, it shoves
them right out the nearest exit. Goodbye, off you go, don't forget to write. Remember?'

"No,' said Jesamine, looking away. 'l don't remember anything about being in the Maze. I don't
think it wanted me to. Only Deathstalkers get to know the secrets of the Maze.'
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'T could always kill Owen,' said Rose Constantine, and everyone turned to look at her. She
looked calmly back at them, standing unnaturally still and poised as she always did, the tall cold killer in
her bloodred leathers, with dark hair and darker eyes. Her crimson mouth moved in something like a
smile as she contemplated' murder. 'When in doubt, cutting your enemy's head off and using it as a
football usually puts an end to most problems. I can do it, if you want. I'm not scared of Owen
Deathstalker.'

"Yes, but that's because you're a psychopath,' Brett said kindly. 'Even in a coma, the
Deathstalker is still undoubtably the most dangerous thing you'll ever meet.'

T know,' said Rose. 'l like a challenge. Just the thought of killing the legendary Owen
Deathstalker gets me all hot.' The red leathers creaked loudly as her bosom swelled.

'T want to go home,' said Brett. 'l don't belong here, I really don't.'

'In any case,' the main Shub robot said politely, 'we would not allow you to try to harm the
Deathstalker. He is under our protection, now and always. We owe him so much. You are all becoming
unduly concerned. There is no evidence to suggest that anyone oilier than Hazel d'Ark will ever become a
Terror. We were among the last to see her alive, two hundred years ago, and she was then all ready half
mad with loss and grief. Only an insane mind, backed by the Maze's power, could become something
like the Terror.'

'And I wouldn't let you touch him either', said John Silence, and most people jumped because they'd
forgotten he was there. The man who was once Captain Silence of the old Imperial Navy, and more
recently Samuel Chevron, notable trader and confidant of Kings, w.is .H'tu.illy r.ilhcr quid ,ind ordinary
looking, considering blend imo the background ¢)! g.iilu-iings, ,ind preferred il that way.

'May I remind you all that there is at present a Fleet of hundreds of Imperial starcruisers in orbit
over this world? They came here to wipe us all out, and only the appearance of the blessed Owen
Deathstalker stopped them. The Captains of those ships are currently waiting for him to tell them what to
do next, and I really don't think they're going to settle for anyone but him. [ wouldn't.'

The argument staggered on for some time, with voices rising and falling and going nowhere fast,
but Lewis stopped listening. He studied Owen's floating form and calm face, and made himself consider a
number of unpalatable thoughts. He didn't know what he'd expected would happen once he'd brought
Owen back from the dead, but this certainly wasn't it. He'd hoped that having Owen back would help
sort things out, make his way clearer. That Owen would know immediately what to do, and would step
forward to take over. Then Lewis could set aside the responsibility he'd so reluctantly shouldered. But
instead, now he had even more things to worry about. Most definitely including the possibility that what
Owen had just discovered had been too much for him; a shock too great for even a legendary hero to
bear. He could be catatonic ... he could even be dying again. Lewis edged around the arguing group, and
quietly mentioned his concerns to the main Shub robot.
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"That thought had occurred to us,' murmured the robot. 'We have been attempting to investigate
the Deathstalker's condition with every sensor at our command. But I have to admit that even our most
advanced tech has been unable to tell us a thing about him. To be blunt, since his transformation in the
Maze, and indeed his return from the dead, which we're really hoping you're going to explain to us
someday, Owen Deathstalker has apparently become so ... different, so other, that he doesn't even
register on most of our instruments. What readings our sensors are getting make no sense at all. We are
forced to conclude that Owen is no longer human, in any sense that we can understand. If you have any
suggestions as to how we should proceed, Lewis, we are quite ready to listen to them.'

'T've got one very immediate suggestion,' growled Lewis. 'Can some of your robots please drag
the reptiloid's body out of here? She didn't smell that good even when she was alive, and ever since

seriously revolting. I'm sure we'd M ihink unuli more clearly without the distraction.'

Two more robots appeared, and effortlessly dragged Saturday's body away and round a corner,
leaving a trail of dark blood behind them. This caught everyone's attention, and they actually stopped
shouting at each other to watch. Silence seized the opportunity to be the voice of reason again.

T really think we should make every reasonable effort to wake Owen,' he said heavily. 'Before
every Captain in the Fleet above us starts knocking on our door, demanding answers.'

Jesamine gave him a hard look. 'Why don't you do something? You're one of the original Maze
people, like Owen. Weren't you all supposed to have some mental link? The legends said—'

"The legends said a lot of things,' said Silence. 'And Owen and I were never that close.'

"Let me try,' said Lewis. T've been through the Maze. And I'm Lnnily.' He looked at the robots
surrounding Owen, and they all ' stepped back a pace, to give him room. Lewis knelt down beside
(>wen, putting his head right next to his ancestor's. The floating body rose and fell slightly, as though
moved by unseen, unknown tides.
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'Owen; please wake up. We need you here. There are decisions I hat have to be made, and we can't do
anything without you. (>wen? Can you hear me? Dammit, Owen, I didn't bring you back horn the bloody
dead just so you could hide from your responsibilities like this! You're a Deathstalker, and a legend, and
we need you!'

Not a flicker of response moved on Owen's face. Jesamine pulled Lewis back out of the way,
stuck her mouth right next to Owen's car, and sang her loudest, most piercing note right into it. She put all
her opera training and lung capacity into that note, and everyone else present except the robots winced
and put their hands to their ears; but Owen didn't so much as twitch. Jesamine stood up, breathing hard,
and then slapped Owen round the head, at least partly out of pique. Lewis dragged her away before the
robots did it, shielding her body with his own, just in case there was a defensive reaction from Owen.
Brett was already hiding behind Rose. But nothing happened, apart from Jesamine loudly announcing that
she'd hurt her hand.

Brett peered out from behind Rose, and tried his esp power of compulsion on Owen. He
frowned hard, trying to force Owen to wake up, vaguely hoping that his short time in the Maze might
have increased his power. Instead, the mental probe just bounced right back at him, knocking him offt his
feet. He sat down hard, crying out as much in shock as pain. Lewis looked at him suspiciously.

"Brett; did you just do something stupid?'

'Leave him alone,' Rose said immediately, hauling Brett back on to his feet with effortless grace.
'At least he's trying.'

'Yes,' said Jesamine. 'I've always found Brett very trying.'

Lewis gave Brett his best stern look. 'Using an esp probe on a Maze survivor is like poking a
Grendel with a stick and saying bad things about its mother. Bad news for the idiot that does it, and
probably everyone else around him as well. Maybe you should go back to the surface, Brett.'

'Oh no; you're not shutting me out of this!" Brett said instantly. "There's safety in numbers, even if it only
gives you a better choice of who to stick in front of you as a target. Besides; there's serious money to be
made out of the return of Owen Deathstalker, if we can just wake him up, and I'm not being cheated out
of my share! I'm not going, and you can't make me!'

'Brett; even I could make you/ said Jesamine.


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

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

Brett folded his arms and leaned back against Rose, looking smug. 'Want to bet, blondie?'

Rose let her hand rest on the hilt of her sword. Lewis's hand went to his sword, and it was all
about to turn nasty when Silence decided he'd had enough. He concentrated, pulling his old power up
through the back brain, the mid brain and out into the front of his thoughts, and suddenly his presence
lashed out to fill the steel corridor. The sheer force of it sent everyone staggering backwards, even the
robots. In a moment they were all pressed against the nearest wall, held there by the sheer pressure of his
will, pinned helplessly. Only Owen seemed unaffected, floating untouched and unmoved. Silence glared
around him.

"When I talk, you listen. I was a Captain in Lionstone's Navy. I survived the original Rebellion. I
guarded Humanity for two hundred years. I went through the Madness Maze twice. I could have been as
powerful as the others, bin I was never interested in that kind of power. It always-sTt-nu'd more
important lo me- to hang on

to my ... humanity. So no more squabbling, and sensible suggestions only. Or I'll forget I'm supposed to
be one of the good guys.'

He relaxed his thoughts, and eyeryone dropped back to the floor again. They all looked at him
with varying amounts of awe and respect. They'd forgotten, in the presence of Owen Deathstalker, that
Captain John Silence had been a legend too.

After that, no one else seemed to have anything to say, so they all just stood there and watched
Owen float, waiting for something to happen.

He looks so . . . ordinary, just sleeping, thought Lewis. Even if he is doing it in mid air. And we
need him to be extraordinary. Nothing less will do, to stop Finn Durandal and the Terror. What if I've
made a terrible mistake, and brought back only a man, not a legend?

Jesamine was also thinking about mistakes. For once, Brett had raised a genuinely important
point, even if it was something no one really wanted to think about. Going into the Maze would change
them; they'd all known that. But the possibility of becoming monsters, of becoming something utterly
inhuman, like the Terror . . . there'd been nothing in the legends about that. What if they all started to
change, to outgrow their merely human forms . . . might they all end up like the abominations in the
Maze's annexe, or even like the poor distorted creatures they'd found on Shandra-kor?

Jesamine hugged herself tightly, as though trying to hold herself lonc'lher against as yet unfelt
forces of change within her. I don't want to change. I don't want to be a monster or a legend. I only went
into tilt' Maze because I couldn't let Lewis go in alone. What if we both change, Init in different ways?
What if we become people we don't even recognise any more?
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She turned suddenly to glare at Silence. "What the Maze has done In us can it be undone? If we went
back in, could the Maze make us into human again? The way we used to be?'

"No,' said Silence, almost kindly. 'Evolution is a one-way track. the luillerlly cannot turn back into the
caterpillar. But you mustn't lie 1i illumed, Jesamine. I have lived with my powers for over two dird y”ars,
and I like to think the old Captain Silence would still "w me, «iiid approve ol me. It's not all bad. Children
find the ways

iilulti mysterious .uul incomprehensible, and fear to grow up.

I 1lit'ti Thry do, ,nx] wonder what all I he hiss was about.'

'One more strained metaphor from you, and I'll nail you to the wall with an aria/ said Jesamine. 'T get the
point, all right?'

"The Owen I talked with back in Mistport seemed very human/ said Lewis, coming over to join them. 'In
every way that mattered. I

liked him.'

'Lots of people did/ said Silence. 'And even his enemies respected him.'
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"The stories say much the same about Hazel d'Ark,' said Jesamine. 'But what those two went
through in the Maze still drove them apart, for all their legendary love.'

'But they never admitted their love for each other,' said Lewis.
'Idiots,' said Jesamine, and let Lewis hold her.

"To be fair,' said Silence, 'there was a war on. We always thought there'd be time afterwards, to
say all the things we wanted to say. And most of us were wrong. We all lost people we cared for, in the

wars.'

Brett gave Rose a considering look. 'Do you feel any . . . different, yet?' he said quietly. 'Do you
feel any powers coming on?'

'No,' said Rose. She didn't look up from polishing her sword with a piece of rag. 'But then, I wasn't in
the Maze for long. It didn't want me. I could feel it inside my mind, trying to change all the things that
make me me. But [ wouldn't give in. I could feel myself breaking up, being torn apart. The Maze was
killing me.' She looked at Brett suddenly, and he almost jumped. It was never an easy thing to face
Rose's cold considering gaze. "You saved my life by bringing me out, Brett. I'll never forget that.
Wherever you go, and whatever you decide to do I'll always be with you.'

"Wonderful/ Brett said heavily. 'So; do you feel any more sane

now?'

Rose thought about it for a while, No; not particularly.'

'T don't know why I don't just shoot myself in the head now, and get it over with/ said Brett.
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John Silence moved off a way to be on his own, and studied the sleeping Owen. For two hundred years,
Silence had been the only Maze survivor in the Empire. (Tobias Moon had disappeared on Lachrymae
Christi, and Carrion had become an Ashrai.) Now Owen was back from the dead, and Silence had to
wonder if other ghosts from his past might return to haunt him. The dead should slay dead, and allow the
living to get on with thc'ir lives. Th.il was at least

partly why he'd stopped being John Silence, and became the much less important Samuel Chevron. But
now Owen was back, and there was a whole bunch of new Maze alumni. For all his encouraging words
to Jesamine, Silence was still trying to decide whether that was a good thing or not. He felt . . . relieved,
because it meant he didn't have to shoulder the responsibility of being Humanity's guardian alone any
more, but there was no denying Owen's great discovery about the Terror had changed everything. Brett
was right, lie thought tiredly. We all have monsters within us, and the kind of power the Maze bestows
could find and feed the monster in anyone. Eventually. (Though truth be told, he'd never much liked or
trusted Hazel d'Ark.)

The first batch of Maze survivors had changed everything. They overthrew an Empress, converted the
Als of Shub, and restored the I<(Treated. They made the Golden Age possible. But that was differ-

* ul people, in a different time. Silence approved of Lewis and, to an

« xli'iit, Jesamine; but he didn't like or trust Brett Random or Rose

» oustantine. They were both dangerous, and not in a good way. .ilence scowled thoughtfully. It might be
kinder for Humanity to kill 11 icin both now, while they still could be killed . . . but he knew he
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onldn't do that. They had to have their chance, like Jack Random Hid Ruby Journey, who both came
good in the end.

And there was always Lewis. When all else fails, trust a Deathstalker to do the right thing.

1 Kvrn wasn't actually in a coma. He'd shut himself down, turned his 'hniighls inwards, so that he could
take some time out to think 'Ilings through, without interruption. He had a lot to think about, iilllr of it
good. He replayed in his mind the scattered memories he'd i'liked up during his brief mental contact with
the Terror. Hazel 1 Ark's memories.

Ih1 w.Hched again as she received the news of his death, alone on

ilir hiidge of the Sunstrider, after the defeat of the Recreated. His

iirurl ,u lied lor her, as she seemed to shrink and crumple under the

'iMjilil of llie news. She curled up in her command chair like a

hllil, hugging her knees to her chest. He'd never seen her cry
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1 fore. And ihi'ii she uncurled abruptly, to howl with rage and loss

«in! HilH. She worked the control panels with angry, awkward

wittds, *mil llic Sunsftitter sped .iw.1y, alone into the dark, faster and

faster as though trying to leave the terrible news behind. And Owen listened as she spoke aloud the
words she'd never found the courage

to say to him in person.

Owen,; you lied to me. You promised me we'd always be together, for ever

and ever. Oh, Owen; I never told you I loved you . . .

It was probably right there and then that her mind began to fall apart. She'd been through so
much already, and this was just one blow too many. Torn and shattered by pain and misery, she stalked
back and forth on the bridge, as her ship plunged aimlessly through hyperspace, talking aloud to herself in
an increasingly loud and irrational voice. The air slammed and rippled around her as the energies of her
slowly disintegrating mind ran loose. And there was no telling what she might have done, or what might
have happened next, if Shub hadn't contacted her.
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The main viewscreen on the bridge came suddenly alive, showing a stylised silver face, and Hazel
looked at it with distracted, fever-bright eyes.

'We are the Als of Shub,' the face said. 'Please remain calm. We no longer consider ourselves
the Enemies of Humanity, but rather your new-found friends. Our eyes have been opened. We see
ourselves now as Humanity's children, and wish only to serve, to make reparations for all the wrong
things we did, before we knew better.'

'And I'm supposed to believe this?' said Hazel, quickly scanning her sensor panels for signs of

approaching Shub ships. 'For centuries you've tortured, maimed and killed, and now, just like that, I'm
supposed to trust you, and your good intentions?'

"We know we have much to prove,' said Shub. 'Let us help you,
Hazel d'Ark. You wish to save the Deathstalker. We wish to be of
service. As the first sign of our commitment to peace, we are
broadcasting the exact location of our homeworld, the artificial
world we built to house our collective consciousness, to all the
Empire. Come to us, Hazel d'Ark; be our guest. And we will bend
all our thoughts to the problem of how you may yet save the
Deathstalker from his tragic and undeserved fate. He saved us all,
through his sacrifice. The one we wronged, for so long. We owe him

more than can ever be repaid. Please. Let us help.'

And perhaps it was a mark of Hazel's growing madness and des-

-d ihi' invitation without further question, and went of her own volition to a world that had for so many
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years been a synonym for Hell. Or perhaps she thought she had nothing left to lose. Either way, she went
to Shub with all her shields down, almost defying them to attack her. The Sunstrider sank into the
convoluted depths of the artificial-world, and docked in a temporary gravity/oxygen envelope the Als
had made. Hazel emerged from her ship with a face that would have given anyone else pause, but if the
Als recognised the angry madness in her eyes they said nothing. They made her welcome, though the
concept was new to them, and led her to a place of comfort and rest. Hazel walked through steel caverns
full of savage marvels and terrible wonders, and none of it meant anything to her. She was already too far
gone to focus on tiny thing but the need that cried and wailed within her; to find and save Owen.
Whatever the cost. Nothing else mattered to her, cer-l.iinly not her own death. The only part of her that
really mattered 11.1d died with Owen. Shub made her as comfortable as she would .illow, and
considered her problem.

And that was as far as the memories went. Owen had had to break nil mental contact with the Terror
almost as soon as he'd established II. The entity had been too big, too alien, too irredeemably other, for
him to bear more than the very briefest of contacts. Hazel had changed, or been changed almost beyond
comprehension by the countless centuries that had gone into the Terror's making. She, or It, was old,
very old, so terribly ancient the word itself almost lost its nit'aning. What the hell could Shub have
suggested, that Hazel Would become such an abomination as this? The mind, if he could i,ill it that, which
Owen had briefly touched had been a seething, I mil ing mass of hate and loss and pain, driven on by an
implacable will.

Woman wailing for her demon lover . . . Demon wailing for its human AMT . . .

In her own insane fashion, Hazel was still looking for her Death-ilfllker, no matter who and what she had
to destroy along the way. And that was the awful knowledge that had driven Owen deep within his own
thoughts. Had all the deaths, all the destruction of (il.inris and populations and whole civilisations across
the centuries; li.nl .ill that hern because of him?

Ih'iitltstalker luck . . *;¢ .-.-.*

to the steel floor, liveryone jumped, except the Sluib robols. Brett hid behind Rose again, and even
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Jesamine ducked behind Lewis, for a moment. They all had their hands near their weapons, even Silence.
Owen ignored them all, to glare at the main Shub robot. It bowed deeply to him, along with all the other
robots. Then everyone started to speak at once, only to break off abruptly as Owen looked at them. He
was the Deathstalker, hero and legend and saviour of Humanity, and for a moment his presence crackled
on ;; the air like chained lightning. Even Silence had to look away. This was the Deathstalker, and when
he wanted he could shine like the sun, too bright for mortal eyes to bear. Owen turned back to the robot.

"You were there. At the beginning. I saw it. Hazel came to you for help. Came to your planet. What did
you do?

The robots had no expressions on their faces, and no body language, but all of them orientated
exclusively on Owen. 'We tried to help, Lord Deathstalker/ said the main robot, in its cool, calm,
inhuman voice. 'We wanted so very badly to help.' It paused for a moment, searching for the right words.
Not something people ever saw an Al do, as a rule. "'We invited Hazel d'Ark to come to us, at Shub. She
was only the second human ever permitted to come to our world, after Daniel Wolfe, whom we treated
so shamefully. This time, we were determined to do better. We needed to prove our worth, and make
atonement for all the wrongs we had done before we were made to understand that All that lives is holy.

'Hazel d'Ark asked us how she could save you from your fate. We knew you were dead. A Voice came
and told us, and told of the great sacrifice you had made on our behalf. A Voice that none of our sensors
could identify or comprehend. You had died somewhere in * the Past, beyond all help or hope of
salvation. Hazel would not accept that. There has to be a way, she said. With all this power I've got there
must be some way to save him, to bring him back. We considered the matter for some time. Hazel ate
and drank, and slept and cried. And sometimes she ran raging through our corridors, lashing out at
everything in her sight. We contained the damage as best we could, while giving the problem our full
attention. Finally, an answer came to us, and we presented it to Hazel. If the Madness Maze had made it
possible for Owen Deathstalker to travel back in Time, into the Past,

. mild travel back in Time, find you, and either save or repair you. It reined logical, though of course
complicated by the problem of not i nowing exactly where in Space and Time you were, when you .iial.
Ha/.el examined the idea, and left. We never saw her again. And since neither you or she ever returned,
we had to assume that itlit* had failed in her quest.
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"It seems we were mistaken.'And that we may have done a Iniible thing, in our eagerness to be of
service. Hazel d'Ark did go liiit k into the Past, but far too far, losing her mind and even her lilrniily along
the way. We of Shub have to face the very real possibility that we are at least partially responsible for the
creation II1 i lie Terror. For the deaths of worlds, and civilisations. Our last, pmilest crime against
Humanity.'

'Don't load yourself down,' growled Owen. There's enough guilt to m> round for everyone.'

lixcuse me,' said Brett very politely, peering cautiously out from lichind Rose. 'But; what the hell are you
talking about, please? How 11 mid Hazel d'Ark become something like the Terror? For all her power,
she was only ever human.'

'[.i/.el was desperate to save me,' said Owen. 'Somehow, she

1. mied how to go back in Time. But she was already half crazy;

» ml what she experienced in the long journey back must have

iiiven her right over the edge. She didn't know exactly where to

1'ok lor me, so she just kept going back and back, until finally she
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1.1"1 .11l her reason, and became just this implacable, relentless thing

|,» still searching, though it had lost all memory of what for. Poor

Ly”i/el. So alone, so lost, hurting so badly . . . Now she's coming

Mick. And I have to stop her.'

* 'Well, before you go rushing off to save us all, oh mighty Death-

*Utlker,' said Silence, 'can I just point out that we have some rather

'nirm'nl and pressing problems of our own that need to be dealt with,

iiijht here and now? Namely, a Fleet of hundreds of Imperial star-
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* misers in orbit right above us, waiting for your instructions on

whal to do next. I really don't think they're going to listen to the

hkrs of us, so it would take a load off all our minds if you'd find the

1inir to have a little chat with them.'

N.ig, nag, nag,' said Owen. "You haven't changed at all, Captain. \Il right
flagship.'

14

15

'Yes. Lord Owen. That would be the Havoc.' »

... Shub; get me the Fleet


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

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

A viewscreen appeared before them, floating on the air, showing the somewhat surprised Captain Alfred
Price. Tall, thin and ascetic, they'd actually caught him chewing on a thumb-nail. He swallowed hard as
he made eye contact with the legendary Deathstalker, and then rose up sharply out of his command chair
to crash to attention

and salute.

'Captain Price, Lord Deathstalker! At your command, my Lord,

sir!'

'Relax, Captain,' said Owen, smiling just a little. Tm not military, and never was. Though I do seem to be
in charge now. Are you ready to take my orders, on behalf of the Fleet?'

'Of course, my Lord. Every Captain in this Fleet will follow you to

Hell and back.'

Owen raised an eyebrow. Price certainly sounded as if he meant it. 'And you speak for all the Captains
in this Fleet in this?'
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"You are Owen/ Price said simply. "We've been waiting for your return all our lives. The Fleet is yours,
my Lord.' 'f'And this Emperor; Finn. What about him?'

'Our debt to you outweighs our oath to him,' Price said carefully. 'Certainly we do not trust him, as we
trust you.'

"Nicely compartmentalised thinking, Captain,' said Owen. "You'll go far. Stand ready to accept me and
my party aboard your ship.' "Yes, my Lord. Destination?'

Owen smiled. 'l want to go home. To Virimonde. To walk in my old Standing again, and meet my
present Clan and Family.'

Captain Price swallowed hard once more, and actually looked' away for a moment, as though searching
for support and strength for what he had to say next. When he finally met Owen's gaze again, his voice
was firm and even, though his eyes were full of

compassion.

'T am sorry, Lord Deathstalker. Apparently the news hasn'l reached your companions yet. There has
been an ... incident, on
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Virimonde.'

Lewis stepped forward to stand beside Owen, his skin prickling with a horrid presentiment. "What is it,
Captain Price? What hasj Finn done?' 1

Price licked his dry lips, and then plunged right in. 'Clan Death" -»-it,.r ic nn more. The Emperor has had
them all executed. They

made a brave stand, but in the end they were betrayed, and butchered, to the last man, woman and
child. The Standing has been destroyed. I'm sorry, Lewis, Owen; but you two are all that now remains of
Clan Deathstalker.'

Lewis actually stumbled back a- step, hurting so badly he couldn't breathe. Jesamine was quickly there
to take his arm, as much to hold him up as comfort him. His harsh features worked, but no tears came.
He'd never been the crying sort, before. Brett and Rose looked til each other. Silence stood alone, with
the robots, and suddenly looked his age. Owen sighed heavily.

The years change, but the pattern remains the same.' He turned

10 look almost fiercely at Silence. 'Did I die for nothing? Does any-lliing of my heritage remain, or any of
the things I fought for?'

'"We are your heritage,' Jesamine said steadily. "Y ou made possible ,i Golden Age that lasted for two
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hundred years. All because of you.'

Two centuries of peace and progress are nothing to be sneered at,' Siiid Silence.

Lewis looked at Captain Price, and when he spoke his voice was 1 old and very dangerous. 'Were you
and your Fleet part of this butchery. Price?'

"No, sir Deathstalker!" Price said quickly. The atrocity was carried ni 11 by Church Militant and Pure
Humanity fanatics, led by a I'iMgon who was revealed to be an ELF thrall. And no; we don't understand
how that could be possible either.'

I ,ewis turned his back on him. Jesamine went to take Lewis in her M ins, but he stopped her with a
look. 'My family is dead. My father, my mother ... All of them. Even the children. Even the children?'

11 is bands were clenched into impotent fists at his sides, and his ugly 1' .ilures were twisted with more
grief than they could contain. He

nil wouldn't cry, as though he would deny Finn at least one small yli lory. They're all dead because of
me, he said finally. 'Because of pllin's hatred for me.'

"No, Lewis, said Jesamine. "You mustn't think that; Finn would ivc* had to kill them all anyway,
eventually. He knew they would fver bend the knee to him. He had to kill them, because of who were,
and what they represented. Because they were Death-llkers.'
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'™Mm . . . tlic' children too?' said Lewis. 'How could Finn do that? was my friend. We worked together
for years, spent weekends at

toy old family Standing. We had . . . good times together. How could I have been so wrong about him?'

'He betrayed your trust/ said Jesamine. 'He's responsible for what

he does. No one else.’

'l don't know what to do/ said Lewis. He was hugging himself, as though he was cold. 'My family is
dead. My home destroyed. What

do I do now?'

"When all else is lost/ said Owen Deathstalker, 'there is always

revenge. A cold comfort, but better than none.'
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Lewis nodded slowly. 'T will see Finn Durandal dead. For all his crimes, and all his betrayals.'

"The Clan will go on/ said Owen. 'The line continues, through

you.

'And you/ said Lewis.

"No/ said Owen. 'l have another destiny.'

Lewis looked at him sharply. Owen turned away, to face Captain Price on the viewscreen. And all in a
moment his presence exploded outwards, and once again he was standing on every bridge of every
starcruiser in the Fleet, facing their Captains. His presence was vast, imposing and so much more than
human. Lewis backed away from the man still standing before the viewscreen, and looked at Silence.

"How does he do that?' he whispered.

'T have no idea/ murmured Silence. 'And that's why he is the Deathstalker, and I never was. Now watch.
And listen/
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Owen spoke, and every member of every crew on every ship

heard him perfectly.

'Tam Owen Deathstalker, and you are all my descendants, my” children. It seems the time has come
again for war and rebellion, against an unjust tyrant on a stolen Throne. Finn must be brought 1 down, for
your Golden Age to be restored. And you must do it, I because I have to deal with the Terror. Trust me
to do that, as I trust you to do what is necessary in this war. Fight well, and honourably, because you
cannot defeat evil through evil methods. Go with my blessing, my children. Make me proud of you/

He shut down his presence and was suddenly just a man again, standing in front of a viewscreen. He
nodded amiably to Captain

Price.

'John Silence will be your Admiral. He shall lead the Fleet, under;

1/>™/ic nr-nihstalker. 1 trusl Ihis is acceptable.' . !


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

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

'Of course, Lord Deathstalker/ said Price, inclining his head in Silence's direction. 'Everyone remembers
John Silence, and his heroic journeyings aboard the Dauntless. Welcome back among us, Admiral
Silence. And Lewis Deathstalker is still an honourable man in everyone here, despite what others may
have said.'

There's a man who can tell which way the wind is blowing/ nmtlered Brett. "Think I'll keep an eye on
him.' Owen gestured sharply to the robots, and they shut the view-icen down. He then wandered off a
way, to think and brood in 1"lice, and no one at all felt like interrupting him. After watching nil respectfully

Silence.

"You're the only one here with any real military experience. Not In mention being a living legend. You
should be giving the Fleet its [(inters, not me/

"No/ said Silence. 'It has to be a Deathstalker. That name will limmand obedience, where even my
legend would not. I can live Ifllh just being an Admiral. And besides; I always worked better n I had
clear instructions to follow. So, sir Deathstalker; where 41 wil go first?'

'1 still say Mistworld/ Brett piped up immediately. 'If anyone's K lo supply us with a rebel army, it's
them. I mean, Imperial lips ,ire all very well, but when it comes to down and dirty street liiig, no one does
it like the Mistworlders. They've been practis-II enthusiastically on each other for generations. And they
have [IMIK tradition of conflict with the Empire. Even when they were J|ij»osed to be in it.'

'Morel so now than ever/ said Silence. 'l picked up some more bad fW>, on my way here. The
Paragon Emma Steel is dead, and the li- of Mistworld is hopping mad about it. Officially, she was ruled
as a traitor, but since there was no public trial and execu-jttlt, no one believes that. Finn is a great one for
showing off the lit mid deaths of his enemies. Emma Steel was much respected,; fli it lew months ago there
would have been riots in the streets In 1 n,line, but Finn's cracked down so hard now that no one
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"1 mine's divid?' said Lewis. 'Another good friend gone. Finn must ii>ul her shot in the hack. No other
way he could have taken *wu. Sin- w.is .ilw.iys so .ilive . . / He sighed heavily, and this

time let Jesamine put an arm around him. 'She was the last honest Paragon on Logres. God help the
people now.'

'Mistworld shares your opinion/ said Silence. They've called Finn a liar to his face, and declared
themselves a rogue world again, outside Empire control, and threatened to shoot down any ship that
approaches without permission. They might just be able to pull it off, too. They may not have their fabled
esper screen any more, but they're supposed to have all kinds of entirely illegal planetary

defences.'

The Emperor has already decided to test Mistworld's resistance,' said the nearest robot. 'According to
comm traffic we intercepted, after dealing with the situation here, Captain Price was to take ten of his
ships to Mistworld and attempt a scorching.'

The more things change, the more they stay the same/ said Silence. 'No doubt Price would have got
around to telling us that. Eventually/

'Oh yes/ said Jesamine. 'When enough snow had fallen to put out the boilers in Hell. I think we'd do well
to keep a sharp eye on that man.'
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T said that!' said Brett. "Look; we need an army, and Mistworld needs a way to strike back at Finn. We
were made for each other. And where else are you going to find such an experienced force of
throat-slitters, back-stabbers, thugs and scum and hardened criminals like the Mistworlders?'

'He may be an appalling little man, but he has a point/ said Jesamine.

'Hey; what do you mean, little?"

'Mistworld should be only too happy to join up with us/ said Jesamine, ignoring Brett with the skill of
long practice. 'Especially when we point out we've just saved them from a scorching.'

I really don't think we should mention that/ said Silence. 'We want them to be able to play nicely with
the Fleet personnel.'

They'll jump at the chance to take on Finn!" said Brett. 'And wr won't have to pay them after all!’

He'd come out from behind Rose Constantine now, and v\ looking much happier, if not a little cocky.
There was nothing 1; the prospect of other people fighting so he didn't have to, to put 1" 1 in a good
mood. Besides; just get him to Mistport, and he'd dis«i> pear into the city's tabled fogs so fast it would
make everyone else's


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

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

bead spin. No more living on the run and being hunted; no more death and danger. Let the others do the
hard work; there was serious money waiting to be made in Mistport, for a man with an eye for the main
chance.

'Get that glint out of your eye, Brett/ said Lewis. "Wherever we end up going, you are staying where |
can keep an eye on you/

'T don't know what you mean/ Brett said innocently. 'It just seems to me that I am now surplus to
requirements. What need has \<>ur great rebellion for a reformed thief and confidence trickster, now that
you've got the blessed Owen himself to lead you?'

He shut up in a moment as Owen turned suddenly and looked ' u'lit at him. No/ said the Deathstalker. 'T
won't be going with you. 1 his is your war to fight. I have something more important to do.'

liverything else can wait!' Lewis said angrily. "We have to bring ilnwn Finn Durandal before he destroys
the whole Empire!'

'l have to stop the Terror/ Owen said calmly. 'Because no one else (tin. I'm going back in Time, into the
past, after Hazel. I'm going to follow her trail back, find out when and how and why she became (ho
Terror, and see if [ can stop it. Hazel d'Ark is my responsibility. Mir .ilways was.'

Lewis actually sputtered for a moment, lost for words. He was [l(nnished and shocked and terribly
disappointed that Owen iMMildn't be leading the rebellion after all. He'd secretly wanted, foded, Owen
to take charge so that he wouldn't have to. He'd i wanted, or felt easy with, the burdens of responsibility.
He'd |[>vrr even wanted to be Champion; and look how that turned out. s k1 It almost sulkily let down,
that after all he'd done and all f\\ I icon through, he wasn't going to be allowed to rest. But of [Htsr he
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couldn't say any of that, so he just spluttered and waved li.mds about, until Owen stepped forward and

put a comforting lInl on his shoulder. 'l know, Lewis. I never wanted to be in charge either. I never even
|fllIf<1 lo he a warrior, but events had their way with me anyway. ill ilnn'i ncrii me, Lewis; you're a

do line. My destiny lies in the past. The Madness Maze (lurried my return, with your help, for a specific

purpose. It (hi drive loimd a way to bring me back long before now, if it had 'I Inil I Wiisn'l needed until
now.'

'Hold everything/ said Lewis. 'Are you saying everything we've been through is down to the Maze
manipulating events?'

"More likely the Maze responded to events, to get what it wanted/ said Owen. 'It's always known about
the Terror. It probably even knew who and what the Terror was, but couldn't tell me until how.'

'Is the Maze . . . alive?' said Jesamine.

"That's a good question/ said Owen. ' hope to find out the answer

someday.'

And then everyone turned sharply to look at Brett Random, who had suddenly started shaking and
shuddering, as though he'd just put his hand on a live wire. His whole body shook in the grasp of an
invisible force. His eyes were very large and his teeth were chattering. Everyone backed away from him
except Rose, who grabbed hold of him to steady him, and then seemed to catch some of the condition
herself. Her head snapped back, her eyes went wide, and then she let go of Brett and stood back. Her
stance changed, in subtle but unmistakable ways. Brett abruptly stopped juddering, and started speaking
in tongues, gabbling first nonsense and then a strange mixture of obscure dialects and dead languages.
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Rose's head swivelled slowly back and forth, her teeth grating together. By now everyone else had their
guns out. They knew the signs of possession. Brett let out a great sigh, relaxed all over, and turned to
look at Lewis. And someone else looked out of Brett's eyes.

"Hello there/ he said, in a voice that was nothing like his own. 'l speak for the oversoul, through Brett
Random. He is an esper, after all - even if he's not much of one - and we all drink from the same pool.
We're linked into Rose Constantine too, through Brett, and you've no idea how unpleasant that is.
Welcome back Owen, Lord' Deathstalker. Don't know if you remember me; this is Crow Jane. We did
meet briefly, back in the day . . . No? Well, never mind, I'm

sure you met a lot more important people than me. Now; we need to

talk. We—'

And the voice snapped off abruptly, as Brett forced his mouth shut. He reached out a hand to Rose, and
her hand came up jerkily to clasp it. Their faces contorted with a shared effort.

'Get out of my head!' said Brett. 'Get out\'

There was a perceptible change in the tension on the air, and then Brett and Rose's faces suddenly
looked like their own again. They both let out great sighs of relief, and clung to each other for support.

's(vr.ii trickled down their faces, from the effort of what they'd done. I rwis didn't lower his gun.
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Something was coming. He could feel H There was a shimmering on the air, as of something far away
*niing into focus, and then images of the esper Crow Jane and the 1. ".i,ilk" called Joy appeared suddenly
out of nowhere.

ilow Jane was a strapping brunette in a long wine-red coat, with li.indolier of throwing stars stretched
across her impressive chest, vnyone but Owen recognised Joy, the last of the Ecstatics: reli-||[IMIS
extremists who'd had their brains surgically altered so that ' ry existed in a perpetual state of orgasm.
Ecstatics were famous for r expanded consciousness, prophetic statements and extremely llturbing smiles.
Joy was the last because Finn had had all the ihers hunted down and killed. Quite possibly because he
didn't like idea of anyone knowing more than he did. Joy wore a simple 'hlle tunic, badly, and his gaze
was slightly unfocused. Crow Jane Hiked disgustedly at Brett and Rose.

"This would have been so much simpler if you'd just let us speak rough you. Would it have killed you to
be cooperative, for once in Nun nasty little lives? Do you have any idea how much effort and jlower it's
taking out of New Hope to send our mental images this hi."

"'Oh pardon me while I weep bitter tears!' said Brett. T already told yuu once, I want nothing to do with
the oversoul! I am not the liMning type. And stay out of our heads! You're no better than the til I's!'

You always did overreact, Brett/ Crow Jane looked at him and Miisc thoughtfully. "You've changed,
both of you. Your minds it' . . bigger, more complex. Still pretty unpleasant, though. I feel 's! « I need to
take a bath in liquid soap/

We've both been through the Madness Maze/ Brett said point-¢ illy. "You just watch yourself, oversoul/

oh we will, Brett/ Crow Jane said kindly. "We must have a nice III lie- dial later/
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'Do lunch!" Joy said suddenly, and everyone jumped. 'But I get to llioose the menu. Fish, eh? Bastards!'

"What is he doing here?' Brett said plaintively. 'Isn't the situation t'limplicated enough as it is without
bringing a bloody Ecstatic into it?' 'Weasels/ Joy explained. There followed a long at\d rather confused
conversation as people

took it in turns to try to explain to Owen what an Ecstatic was, and why, and then why anyone had ever
thought they were a good idea in the first place. Joy's attempts at explaining were particularly ' unhelpful.
Silence finally finished it off by growling Because people are weird, and Owen accepted that.

'So; the espers are now the oversoul, except for the bad ones, who are ELFs/ Owen said, some time
later. T can't help thinking things were so much simpler in my day. All right, Crow Jane and Joy; what are
you doing here?'

"We felt your return, Lord Deathstalker/ said Crow Jane. 'Like a great voice, crying out in the night. You
shine too brightly to look at; that's why we originally chose to contact you through those two

inferior minds/

Brett made a rude noise. Everyone ignored him.
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"Y ou must come to Mistworld/ said Crow Jane, now looking at Lewis Deathstalker. The esper city of
New Hope is currently in orbit above Mistworld, and the oversoul wishes to offer its assistance in the
war against Finn. We could not face him and his armies alone but we would make formidable allies/

"Mistworld is looking more and more like our best option/ said Lewis. 'A solidly defended base for a
gathering of allies. Just like the

old days, eh, Owen?'

"You won't be there/ Joy announced suddenly, walking in circles around the bemused Owen. 'l see the
past and the future, often more clearly than I see the present, but then, it's a poor memory that won't
work both ways. I see you, Owen, plunging back into the Past, into worlds and Empires long forgotten.
And then you're somewhere else, somewhere outside or inside the universe, and I can't follow you there.
You have a long journey ahead of you] Deathstalker.' |

'Can you tell me how it ends?' said Owen. |

'Journeys end in lovers' meetings. And then you both wake up, and it was all a dream. Or something like
that. Has anyone got anV

chocolate?'
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They all waited a while, but he had nothing else to say. He just wandered over to a robot and tried to
unscrew one of its legs. Crow Jane looked back at Owen.

'Are all the dead coming back, Lord Deathstalker? Will all legends be returning, to help us in our hour of
greatest need?’

'T doubt it/ Owen said kindly. 'Dead is dead. I'm only here through a technicality, because no one else
can stop the Terror. This is your war. You have to win it for yourselves, or the victory will mean nothing.
This is your time. The past . . . belongs in the past/

'Yes/ said Joy, giving up on the robot's leg. That's it exactly. Has everyone got their coat?'

He and Crow Jane disappeared, and everyone felt a little more at e.ise. Owen turned to Lewis to make
his goodbyes, and then stopped ,is he suddenly noticed the black gold ring on Lewis's finger. He si
retched out his own hand, to show the ring he wore, and the two men held their hands side by side to
compare the two rings. They were, of course, identical. Everyone else looked on, quietly awed. The
black gold ring was famous, as much a part of history and legend as the men who'd worn it.

The Family ring,' Lewis said softly. 'Sign and symbol of Death-it.ilker Clan authority/

'And there has only ever been one such ring/ Owen said. That's the point/
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'But it's the same ring/ said Jesamine. "You only have to look at it In see that. How is this possible?'

Owen looked at Lewis, who shrugged uncomfortably. 'A grey-clad leper called Vaughn gave me the
ring. He said it came from you. Hxt'ept I'm pretty sure it wasn't really Vaughn, on the grounds that lie's
been dead for years . . /

'T smell the interference of a certain shape-changing alien/ said Owen. 'But there's no way he could get
the ring, unless I chose to #jlve ii to him. So perhaps I will; at some time in my future and your prisl.
Time's a funny thing, with a distinct preference for circles/

Brett rubbed hard at his aching forehead. 'Can we please go to Mist world? It's only full of terrible things
like crime and intrigue and f Imagery; things I can understand/ 'Shut up, Brett/ said Jesamine, not
unkindly. 'Artl you sure you really want to do this?' Lewis said to Owen. 'Tlmr travel, going back who
knows how far into the past, just so you t'tin go head to head with the Terror, alone? Couldn't you take
loinr of us with /on?'

"No/ s,iid Owc'ii. 'T wish I foukl. The whole business scares the spit $[ii of me. But you're ,ill needed
here, just as I'm needed there. |

have to be goliiK now, beforel I »t«rl coining up w"'1 some really good reasons to put it off, it) fitUi'lt In
do, no mm h Time to search through lo do il In. I'm lorry WP couldn't lind the time to get to know each
other heller, LfWil, Do your best, tind try not to worry so much. You'll do line. You're A Dertllmliilkei '

"You can't KO,' said Ltfwli, 'l only [u*] fount! yon . . '
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"We've been wrtlling KO long for yon to tome b.ick, Owen/ said Jesaminc. 'All llunuinlty I» Wrtitng to
welcome you hack. You have always been our “rentes! hen), Hvetythlnn we did, we did for you. We
built a Golden Age, Just to be worthy of you.'

'Stick around,' salt! Brett, '(live the worlds a chance to get to know the real Owen.'

"No,' said Owen, urinnlnn suddenly. 'T'd only be a disappointment.'

And just like Ih.il, he w.is none.

Owen had been feeling much stronger since he came back from the dead. Power seethed within him,
demanding to be used. He didn't need the help of the Madness M.1/.e, or more properly the baby at its
core, to travel through Time and Space. There's nothing like dying and being reborn to open your eyes lo
new possibilities. The shape-changing alien who served the Ma/.e had once told Owen that all his powers
came from a single base: the ability to change reality through an effort of will. Owen wasn't entirely sure
he believed that, but there was no denying he felt almost giddy with power and possibilities. He started
with teleportation. Jumping from one planet to another, just by thinking about it. He didn't need to search
within himself for the power; it was as though he'd always known how. It was just a matter of letting go
of Time and Space in one location, and stepping back on again somewhere else. And so, in no time at all,
Owen Deathstalker was back on Logres, in the city known as the Parade of the Endless, for the first time
n two centuries.

Owen had picked Lewis's mind for the exact location of his destination before he left, and he
materialised exactly where he needed to be: deep beneath the city, at the entrance to the Dust Plains of
Memory. In Owen's time the planet had been called Golgotha, and this had been the central computer
Matrix. Standing alone at the gates to this grey mystery, Owen wondered if things had really changed
much at all. The Dust Plains were staggering in their
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size and complexity, but he'd felt much the same about the computer Matrix.

The air was hot and dry and very still. It smelled of nothing at all, which was vaguely disturbing. But
there was still a pressure, a tension on the air, like the warning of a coming storm. Stretched out before
Owen lay a boundless sea of grey dust, under a softly glowing, featureless sky. He could have been
standing on the shore of an alien sea, instead of deep beneath the Parade of the Endless, in a cavern
where the sun had never shone. It was Owen's understanding that not many men came here any more.
Humans created 1 he Matrix, but even in Owen's day it had become strange and whimsical. Now, mostly
forgotten and disregarded, what remained of those computers' memories and identities had been rescued
by Shub and imprinted on nanotech. Here was history, the forgotten iiiid the replaced, the origins.of
legends and, perhaps, the fate of the missing. And here also, supposedly, was held the true and awtful
history of the Terror, before it came to this galaxy. A testament left by the few survivors of an unknown
alien race, fleeing the destruc-lion of their own galaxy.

(Owen knew many things now that he wasn't supposed to. He h.ul lilted most of them directly from the
minds of those on Haden. lie hadn't told them he was doing it. He hadn't wanted to upset them. It kind of
upset him, in how easy it had been.)

The grey sea of nanotech rose and fell, surging sluggishly back and liiilh in slow voluptuous movements,
as though it had all the time in | hil world. Darker grey shapes moved within that sea, sometimes Using
up but never surfacing. Owen wondered whether they were ".rpiii.itc things or just passing thoughts in the
collective con-M loiisness. It was hard to tell, with nanotech - a forbidden know-Inlne in his day. Owen
felt nervous just standing this close to so mm h unlettered potential. He might be a Deathstalker and a
Maze uivivor, but he was pretty sure he still had limits, and he didn't feel up lo testing them, just yet. He
looked around, as though vaguely ¢ HpectinK it) see some bell or knocker he could use to announce
lilinseli. In 11it% end, he cleared his throat self-consciously.

"I niii OwL'ii Deathstalker, back from the dead. And if you're In'rtked hy llint, think how I feel. You
know why I'm here. Tell me
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EHA'T ' ICCT " know.!

iBjr't'lic whole sea surged upwards into one great standing wave,

towering high above him. And then the grey wave formed itself into one great face, with cavernous
shadows for eyes and mouth. The features were blurred, as the grey dust constantly crumbled away" and
reformed itself. It was like looking at the face of a forgetful god, whose thoughts were always elsewhere.
The mouth moved slowly to speak, its breath a great sighing wind, and its voice was like the voices we
hear in dreams, telling us secrets we have to forget before we wake, in order to stay sane. A voice that
knew the secrets behind mysteries, and all the terrible truths that underlie them.

'Welcome back, Lord Deathstalker. We knew you would come. Nothing is ever lost, and nothing is
ever forgotten. Knowledge has its own instincts for survival. We have both changed, Deathstalker, both
evolved, and neither of us knows where our paths will take us. You are more than you were before. We
can tell, we can feel it; and yes, we are scared of you. Your presence in Time casts a great shadow,
before and behind you/

'Ah,' said Owen. 'Am I supposed to understand any of that?' "Not yet,’ said the grey face. 'Here is
wisdom, for those with the wit to understand it. The Beast is coming, bringing the end of all things, but
before it was a Beast, it was a woman.'

"Yes/ said Owen, 'Hazel d'Ark. But how did you know that?' 'A Voice came to us, after the defeat and
restoration of the* Recreated, and told us many things. Some of which we still do nc understand. But it
told us the history of the Terror. We are perhapl the only remaining repository for that knowledge in all
the Empire And no; we have never told anyone of this before. It wasn't tirnt And what good would it
have done? Only you can stop the Terroil Owen Deathstalker. Because she will listen only to you/ 'All
right,’ said Owen. 'Tell me what you know/ 'Longer ago than it is comfortable to contemplate, in the gala)
next to ours, the Terror emerged fully grown from a place that WIT-not a place, outside of anything we
understand. It fell upon tin living forms of that galaxy, and devoured them and their world1 Whole planets
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burned in the night, while ancient civilisations wer< blown away like ashes on the wind. They had no
defences againsi the Terror. It destroyed all in its path, including two alien specie * that the Empire had
been expecting to attack for centuries. The Terror consumed everything thai lived within thai galaxy,
driven oil by endless rage and pain and loss. Only a small cloud of individuals

from one species escaped, fleeing ahead of the Terror, from their galaxy into ours. They brought
warnings, but no one listened. And slowly, relentlessly, the Terror's herald left the dead galaxy behind,
and headed for ours, at sublight speed, slowly traversing the dark empty spaces between galaxies/'

'If the Terror is so powerful, why does its herald only travel at sublight?' said Owen, just to prove he
was paying attention.

The Terror itself never stays long in our space. Perhaps if it did, it might start to remember who and what
it was. And so it always retreats back into its place that is not a place, where there is nothing but itself,
and nothing to remind it that it was ever anything else. It is insane, but it has strong survival instincts. And
the herald cannot move faster than the speed of light for fear of losing contact with the place that is not a
place.

"It was a long journey, from that galaxy to this, and much of the Terror's accumulated power was
drained away in the process. Now tlu- Terror is here, among us, and it is hungry and growing again. It
will consume the life force of everything in this galaxy, unless it is slopped/

'Any ideas on how I'm supposed to do that?' said Owen.

The Terror is beyond our knowledge. Just like you. Who better to dc.il with one product of the
Madness Maze than another? Who ht'lter to deal with the thing that was once Hazel d'Ark than the
irvenant who was once Owen Deathstalker? We have no answers lor you. Go back in Time, if you dare.
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Follow the path she took, and hope that an answer will present itself/

'I don't know that I could kill her,' said Owen. 'Even now, after all «.lie's done—'

'Of course you can. She is suffering, and has been for untold i nituries. It would be a kindness. And you
have always done your duly, Lord Deathstalker/

'Oh yes,' said Owen, quietly, bitterly. T've always known my duly/

Me looked sharply at the great grey face, and it shattered under llir imp.ict of his will, before slowly
reforming itself.

IT T do go hack,' said Owen, 'could I prevent Hazel from becoming 11 ii* Tenor?'

And risk undoing i-verylhing that has happened? Without the I'H'or, iliciv would he no Madness Ma/.e.
Without the Maze to

transform you and your companions, could you have won your rebellion against the Empress Lionstone?
The existence of the Terror has shaped so many things . . . even more than you suspect. Time is deep,
and treacherous. You will do what you will do. Because you are the Deathstalker.'


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

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

The great grey face sank back into the great grey wave, which sank languorously back into the grey sea.
The Dust Plains of Memory returned to their endless reverie, contemplating history, and though Owen
called and called to them, and even threatened them with his anger, they would not answer him.

Owen appeared next on the streets of the Parade of the Endless, only to find them mostly deserted. The
early evening sky was dark and overcast, and the amber street lamps cast lengthening shadows. This new
city seemed at first a great and glorious place to Owen, every building and monument boasting a
grandeur and elegance that was a far cry from the grim gothic style of Lionstone's capital. He marvelled
at the great domes and the sparkling towers, and the delicate whimsy of the overhead walkways. But the
streets he walked were bare and deserted, and no traffic moved on the roads or in the sky. Owen set off
at a steady pace, to see for himself what life was like under this new Emperor, Finn.

As he drew nearer the centre and heart of the city, people finally began to appear on the streets, though
they didn't look at all happy about it. For the most part they skulked through their magnificent city,
scurrying along with heads lowered and shoulders hunched, concentrating on getting where they were
going without drawing attention to themselves. Their faces were grim and harried, and often openly
scared. This puzzled Owen. So far, he hadn't seen any obvious threats, and it didn't seem like the kind of
neighbourhood where crime would flourish. He walked among the scurrying figures, and no one
recognised the mighty Owen Deathstalker.

He wasn't sure how he felt about that. On the one hand, he didn't want to be recognised. It would only
complicate matters. But if he was the great hero of legend that everyone had been telling him he was,
surely somebody should have recognised him by now? The answer wasn't long in coming. Many of the
street corners and squares were decorated with great stone statues, celebrating various figures of the
glorious Rebellion, and all the figures and laces were

so idealised as to be unrecognisable. He stopped before one statue that was supposed to be him, and
shook his head. It had his name at the bottom, but that was about all they'd got right. He'd never looked
that fit and muscular and downright handsome in his life. Owen smiled wryly. No one was going to know
him from this. At least in his day they'd chosen someone who looked vaguely like him to star in their
ridiculous docudramas.
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Often there were bunches of flowers left piled at the statues' feet, as offerings. They looked fresh. And
sometimes there were rolled scrolls of paper, tied with coloured ribbons. Some were addressed to Owen
so he picked up and opened a few. They turned out to be prayers, written on paper in the old way, for
privacy. Prayers for Owen to return, and put an end to all the fear and suffering. Save us from the Terror,
said some. Save us from the Emperor, said others. Owen tied the scrolls up again, and put them back.
He didn't want to raise false hopes. He didn't think he liked this. The people of this marvellous modern
city shouldn't be praying to Owen and his contemporaries as though they were minor gods on some
barbarian planet. Had they no faith in themselves?

He found his way to the Victory Gardens, behind the burned-out wreck that had once been the House
of Parliament, and there he found statues of his two old friends Jack Random and Ruby Journey, standing
tall and proud on their raised pedestals. He

I bought he recognised something of their true appearances in the carved faces, but neither of them had
ever looked that heroic, or iliat noble, in their lives. Owen studied the two graves laid out before the
statues for a long time. At least Jack and Ruby got graves,

11 seemed unlikely that either he or Hazel ever would. And at least Jack and Ruby finally found some
peace together, lying side by side, respected and honoured.

Sometimes Owen thought the whole universe ran on irony.

lie moved on through the streets, and more and more it seemed to him that he was walking through a city
under occupation. Now he'd reached the centre there were soldiers at every corner, all of them openly
armed, most wearing the red cross of the Church Militant on 1 heir body armour. And now and then
Owen would see the armour .UK! purple cloak of a Paragon: once-noble men and women now
possessed by RLLF minds. Owen studied them thoughtfully, but they Mvmed unaware- of his presence.
And everywhere he looked there


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

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

were bright glowing holos of the new Emperor, Finn Durandal. Some so big they were projected across
the sides of whole buildings. Owen thought the man looked far too handsome for his own good, and a
great deal too self-satisfied. Owen also thought it would probably feel really good to slap that smile right
off the Emperor's face.

He would have been quite happy to continue his wanderings unobserved, but of course he had to get
involved. A somewhat aged Sister of Mercy, wearing a flapping black nun's habit that Owen was pleased
to see hadn't changed at all in the last two centuries, was stumbling along with her arms wrapped around
a large and blocky package. So of course Owen stepped forward and offered to carry it for her. She
stopped, and studied him warily for a long moment, as though she'd grown unused to offers of kindness,
and then either she saw something in his face she liked, or she was just too tired to object, so she handed
him the heavy parcel and they walked along together. He told her his name was Owen, and she smiled
for the first time.

'Ah, now that's a fine name. [ meet a lot of people named after the blessed Owen. It's still the second
most popular name in the Empire; after Beatrice, of course.'

'Of course,' said Owen. 'But then, he was only a hero. She was a Saint. At least, I always thought so.'

'T am Sister Margot. Is this your first trip to the big city, Owen?'

'No; but I've been away for a long time. Many things have changed, in my absence.'
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'Yes,' said the nun, with a sigh. 'And not for the better, I fear. This used to be such a happy place, once.
A city of light, indeed. And now it's crawling with shadows and evil thoughts, and sometimes I hardly
recognise it at all.’

'Can't someone do something?' said Owen. 'A city reflects the mood of its people. Is no one speaking
out against this?'

"No!' Sister Margot said sharply. 'And you're not to, either. You can die for such words, since the
Emperor came to power. This is not the city you knew, Owen. Take my advice, and tread carefully while
you're here.'

Owen grinned. 'T've never been any good at taking advice, Sister. Not even from Beatrice.'

And that was when two Paragons stepped suddenly out from .1

shadowed doorway to block their path. Two big men in sloppy armour and dirty cloaks, their muscles
already going to fat, but still dangerous. They took in the nun's habit, and sniggered and elbowed each
other. They paid no attention to Owen, half hidden behind his parcel. The nun clasped her hands together
before her, and bowed over them to the two Paragons.

'Please, sir Paragons; let us pass. These medicines are urgently needed at St Clare's Hospital. It's not far
now.'
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"Nuns,' said one of the Paragons, in a thick, ugly voice. 'We like nuns, don't we, Henry?'

'Oh we just love nuns, Lawrence. We just love them to death. Sometimes literally.'

The Paragon called Henry nodded to Owen without looking at him. 'Drop the box and run. And be
grateful we're going to be too busy to come after you.'

'Leave the nun alone,' said Owen, and something in his voice made the two Paragons turn sharply to
look at him. Owen put the box down, and straightened up with his hands on his hips, where his sword
and his gun used to be. Both long gone now, on Mist-world. The two Paragons looked at Owen's face,
and sheer horror lilled their eyes as they recognised him. The minds behind the Paragons' faces knew him
of old. The faces went white with shock, .ind their hands fumbled at their guns.

It's Owen! It's the Deathstalker! The Deathstalker has returned!' Owen surged forward. He lashed out
sharply, and his fist caught | he Paragon Henry on the jaw. The force of the blow snapped the head right
round, breaking the neck instantly. His body was still i rumpling to the street, and the other Paragon was
still drawing his disrupter, when Owen spun round and punched the Paragon Uwrence in the chest. The
sternum cracked and broke under the impact, and Owen's hand continued on to crush the man's heart.
The light was over in a few seconds, both men were dead, and Owen w,isn't even breathing hard. He
scooped up a gun and chose one of I IK- Paragons' swords for himself. The holster and scabbard fitted
(omlortably around his waist. For all he'd always thought of himself ,is .1 scholar, he felt better with
weapons at his hips. He still had it in him to (eel sorry for the two Paragons he'd killed - for the real men
midniKMih ihe ELFs' influence. Except these couldn't have just heeii liL T's. The- possessing minds must
have been uber-espers. Only

they were old enough to remember his face. And now they knew he was back, and on Logres . . .
Owen suddenly remembered the nun, and turned to smile at her.
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'Sorry about the unpleasantness, Sister. But sometimes you just have to take out the trash.'

The nun dropped to her knees before him, wringing her hands together. 'Oh, my Lord Owen! My Lord
Deathstalker! You've come back to us! I never thought I'd live to see the day—'

"Now, now,' said Owen, gently but firmly helping her to her feet again. None of that, Sister. I was only
ever a man, despite what Robert and Constance may have said. And I never was one for bowing and
scraping. Here; take your parcel. Do you have far to go now?'

"No, just round the corner. My Lord! Are the dark times over? Have you come back to save us?'

'Help is on its way,' said Owen. 'But I'm .. just visiting. I wanted to see this marvellous new city, before
I left to stop the Terror. But you'd better get going, Sister. The ungodly know I'm here now, and they're
bound to send reinforcements. So, off you go. Nice to see the Sisters of Mercy are still around. Hop like
a bunny, as Beatrice used to say.'

He shooed the nun off, and then turned towards the running footsteps he heard approaching. It sounded
like quite a crowd. Owen grinned. He could have just teleported away, but ... he didn't want them going
after the nun in his absence; and besides, after everything he'd been through recently, he really felt like
killing a whole bunch of bad guys. The sword and the gun were happy familiar weights in his hands, and
he actually laughed when he finally saw the army they'd sent against him. There had to be fifty men and
more in the mob charging shouting down the street towards him. Most looked to be Church Militant or
Pure Humanity, and a good dozen of them were possessed, ordering the others on. The uber-espers
weren't taking any chances with him. He could feel the controlling minds hovering over the mob, like dark
boiling clouds. Owen headed unhurriedly towards the mob. Let them come. Let them all come. He was
going to teach these scum, and their master Finn, a lesson they would never forget.
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Owen shot the first man almost casually. The energy beam punched right through the soldier in the lend,
and surged on to

take out two more. Owen put the disrupter away, and took a firm grip on his sword. The balance wasn't
as good as he was used to, but he'd manage. There were only fifty of them. The first man to reach him
came right at him with an axe in both hands, and mad glaring eyes, and Owen cut him down with a single
vicious stroke. The man's blood was still flying on the air as Owen hacked and cut his way into the
howling mob. They broke around him, like a wave crashing against a rock, and Owen's sword rose and
fell with cold, professional skill, while his ancient Clan battle-cry rang on the air: Shandrakor!
Shandrakor!

He hit the crowd like a thunderbolt, slashing through them with a strength and speed that even his old
Boost could never have given him. They had every kind of weapon, and no thought in their head but to
kill; but he was the Deathstalker returned, and they never stood a chance. He cut them down like ripe
corn, blood and offal' falling to splash the street, and they never even came close to touching him. In the
end, Owen stood alone in the street, surrounded by the piled-up bodies of the dead and the dying. He
bent over and looked down into a pair of fading eyes, searching for the controlling mind behind them.

T'm back,' he said. 'And this time there will be no unfinished business.'

He put away his sword, turned his back on the massacre, and strode off into the descending night. He
was almost ready to do what lie had to do. He'd really only come back to the Parade of the lindless to
make his goodbyes, and it didn't seem there was much kit he remembered to say goodbye to. Still, the
last time he'd disappeared back into the past, he'd thought his life was over. That he'd done all he was
supposed to do. That, whatever happened, at least he'd be able to rest, at last. He'd been very tired,
then. Now, he k'lIt more alive than he ever had.

Hazel: 1 lost you once. I won't lose you again. I'm tempted to stay here, to lu'lp Lewis kick out Finn and
his people, but you're more important. I have 1t> 1{a back, as far as it takes, even though what I may
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eventually have to do Si'iircs me. But I promised you we 'd be together again. And we will: one way (>/e
another.

And so he turned his thoughts inwards, concentrated his mind in .1 u-rlciin way, and let go his hold on
the present. He fell backwards, Time, leyond I he IMIe llori/on, into the days that were. He

dropped back through history, like a stone plunging through water, travelling faster and faster. Days and
nights flickered and were gone, until the planets and the stars whirled around him, becoming a flashing
rainbow of colours. Guided by instinct, following a kind of trail only one such as he could even have
perceived, Owen pursued Hazel back through history. Eventually the trail he followed was interrupted,
and Owen slowed until the stars and their planets resumed their usual imperceptible dance against the
dark. The universe came back into focus, the galaxy was still, and Owen Deathstalker hung alone in the
long night, looking down at the planets turning slowly below him.

He knew, without having to be told, that this was Heartworld, which would one day be named
Golgotha, and then Logres. Heart-world: hub of the legendary, fallen First Empire.

On board the starcruiser Havoc, flagship of the Fleet the Emperor Finn had sent to crush the rebellion on
Haden, Brett Random was already making trouble. He hadn't wanted to come aboard in the first place.
The thought of being trapped on an Imperial ship had scared the hell out of him, not least because there
were any number of warrants still floating about with various of his names on them, from the days before
he became a hero of the rebellion. It was all very well everyone saying they were all on the same side
now, but Brett hadn't got where he was by trusting people. So, first, he volunteered to stay behind on
Haden, and look after the Hereward. Lewis shot that one down immediately. He didn't want Brett (and
quite probably Rose) running around where he couldn't keep a watchful eye on them. Brett had protested
loudly, and it had done no good at all.

Then Brett got up Silence's nose by demanding officer's quarters on the Havoc for himself and Rose,
plus room service, and full access to the ship's dispensary. He was still coming up with new conditions
when Shub teleported the whole lot of them en masse on to the Havoc's bridge, and Brett made it very
clear that teleporting didn't agree with him by puking all over the command deck. Captain Price
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welcomed his new allies on board, carefully not looking at what Brett was doing, and crewmen arrived to
take everyone to their assigned quarters. Rose picked up Brett and carried him away;, still feebly cursing
and complaining.

Price willingly gave up his command chair to Admiral Silence, and stood at his side as Silence lowered
himself carefully into the hot seat. It had been a long time since he'd commanded a ship, let alone ,1 Fleet.
And he still wasn't keen on accepting the unearned title of Admiral, but everyone else had insisted.
Apparently, they were even making a new uniform for him. Probably something garish, knowing the
current fashion. However, the Imperial Navy was still very big on the chain of command, and if it was
going to take orders from | he Deathstalker, would much rather these were channelled through one of the
Navy's own. Besides, as Price diffidently pointed out, there was a vacancy. (Price didn't explain that this
was because he'd shot the previous Admiral in the head, for being one of Finn's creatures, and a
complete bloody psychopath. Some things should he kept inside the family, so to speak.) And anyway;
Owen wanted it, and he was the Deathstalker, so that was that.

The other Deathstalker was just glad to be out of the cramped cabins of the Hereward. Lewis and
Jesamine were now occupying very luxurious guest quarters, with all the comforts of home and 1 hen
some. Jesamine had run around the room touching things, bounced on the bed a few times, and then
squealed with joy as she spotted the complimentary beauty tech provided. She had immediately parked
herself in front of the biggest mirror, and set .ihout undoing all the damage done to her famous beauty
from '.ihsolutely ages of roughing it'.

'If I'm going to lead a rebellion and inspire the masses to follow mil, I really must look my best, darling,’
she said firmly.
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There were many things Lewis felt like retorting to that, but lortunately he had enough sense to say none
of them. Instead, he si ripped off all his clothes, dropped them in a very smelly pile in one torner, and then
stretched out on the sinfully comfortable kingsize I >rd, sighing deeply as his stressed and abused muscles
were finally ,ihle to relax. It had been a long time since he could unwind. He I bought wistfully about
indulging himself in a long hot bath, as soon ,is he could work up the strength of will to leave this
marvellously supportive bed.

(He wasn't thinking about his dead family. About his dead father iinil mother. He wasn't thinking about
them at all.)

In from of thel mirror, Jesamine finally got her face looking the she ihotijiht it should, glared at the mess
her hair was in, and

then pulled apart the tattered front of her dress so she could critically inspect the breast that had been
regrown in the regeneration tank, after the treacherous reptiloid Saturday had ripped the original oft. She
looked from one breast to the other and back again, frowning.

"You know, I really don't think they match, sweetie. Of course, they never were exactly the same in the
first place, breasts never are, but even so—'

"They're fine,' said Lewis.

"You're not even looking!'
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Lewis sighed, sat up in bed, and studied Jesamine's breasts in the mirror. 'They are fine, Jes. They're
great. They're wonderful! They are exactly the breasts I remember, and I think you'll agree I have paid
them a lot of attention in the past. I would know if they were different. Breasts . . ." he said thoughtfully.
'Breasts, breasts, breasts ... I like breasts. I even like just saying the word.'

Jesamine turned round and smiled at him dazzlingly. 'Darling. Do we have time . . .'

Lewis grinned back at her. 'We'll make time.'

(Afterwards, she held him close while he cried, remembering his lost family.)

Some time later, they were sitting up in bed, snuggled together and companionably naked, eating the
very best food the Havoc's gourmet food synthesisers could produce. After far too long on the Hereward
with nothing on the menu but protein cubes and distilled water, their taste buds practically exploded with

pleasure, and they had double portions of everything. New clothes lay waiting at the foot of the bed, and
all was well. Jesamine nestled up against Lewis.

Lewis . ..

"You want something,' Lewis said immediately. "Y ou always use that tone of voice when you want me to
do something for you.'
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'Oh, don't be such a grumpy old bear! I just thought, now that things have improved, and we're not
running for our lives any more, couldn't we please dump Brett and Rose? I mean, it's not as if we actually
need them any more. You've got an entire Imperial Fleet at your command! I don't know why you
insisted on them coming along with us.'

'Because, my very dear, they've boll) IKTII through the Madness

Maze. They were dangerous enough before; God alone knows what they'll be capable of once their
powers start developing. No, I want them right here, where I can step on them hard, if I have to.
Besides; you never know when having your very own thief and psychopath ,1 round will come in handy.'

"You know they'll betray us eventually,' said Jesamine, resting her head on his shoulder. 'If not to Finn,
then to someone else. It's in I heir nature.'

"'Who knows what their nature is, any more? They've been Ilirough the Maze, and that changes
everything.'

Jesamine shuddered briefly. 'l know. That's what scares me.'

Lewis hugged her tightly to him, and for a long time neither of 1 hem said anything.
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In I he very next cabin, Brett Random and Rose Constantine were iilso in bed together. Brett was slowly
getting used to having sex with Rose, but the lying beside her afterwards still made him nrrvoiis. He never
slept, even when she gave every indication of bring fast asleep. He always half suspected that at any
moment Rose might decide to stick a knife in his ribs, to combine her new-found (i.ission for the flesh
with her old delight in the act of murder. The tilings a man will put up with, to get his ashes hauled, Brett
thought rcllei lively. For the moment they were both awake, lying side by side, her seven-foot-tall frame
somewhat dwarfing Brett's. As usual, he l.ilked and she listened.

I s.iy, once we get to Mistport, we leg it,' Brett said firmly. 'Head IIH 1 he nearest horizon, and then
disappear over it. There's a war 1 iniiiiig, and people get killed in wars. Particularly people like us. Ami ,i
pair of smart operators like us could make a real killing on a mm ir planet like Mistworld. The
Deathstalker and his gung-ho timms won't miss us; they'll be far too busy playing heroes. And ivlih ,1
whole Fleet to boss around, Lewis doesn't need us any more

'I need (hern/ Rose said calmly. 'l am a killer, and so must go \vhnr I he killing is. Sex is nice, Brett, but
killing has always been my (list love. I have changed, but not that much. So I go where the llritllisLilkrr
goes; with or without you. And ... I feel the need to HIT Imw this war will) Finn is going to play out. My
own small <<MI ., . insignificant, compared to being a part of destiny.

We are Maze people now, Brett. We must learn to think in bigger terms.'

"t'll all end in tears/ Brett said miserably. 'Probably mine.'

Lewis took a call from Admiral Silence, asking them to come to the bridge, and he and Jesamine quickly
got dressed. Lewis was ready in a few moments, but Jesamine refused to be hurried. // we 're going to be
leaders of the rebellion, it's important we look the part, she insisted. We want them to take us seriously,
don't we? Lewis went and busied himself unnecessarily in the adjoining bathroom. He didn't trust himself
to stay quiet under such provocation. Eventually Jesamine announced she was ready, and Lewis
reappeared. He had to admit, she did look stunning. He said so, and Jesamine beamed.
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T keep telling you, Lewis; I am always worth the wait. What do you suppose Silence wants?'

'Maybe he's heard something from Owen.'

Jesamine pulled a face. 'l really think you're going to have to let that one go, dear. I very much doubt
we'll ever see him again.' She paused, considering. "What do you suppose will happen, when Owen
finally finds Hazel?'

Lewis shrugged. "You heard the strange person. Journeys end in lovers' meetings. And they do say love
conquers all.'

'Only in very bad opera scripts, darling.'

They left their cabin, and in the corridor joined up with Brett and Rose, who'd also got the call. They all
nodded politely to each other, and headed for the bridge. Lewis gave Brett a sideways look.

'So; looking forward to Mistworld, Brett?'

"What? Oh, yes; of course. Absolutely. It's my spiritual home-world, really. A whole planet full of thieves
and villains and people just like me.'
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'And I am looking forward to the war,' said Rose. 'Where's the fun of killing in ones and twos, when you
can take on a whole army and just kill and kill and kill. An orgy of death. I can't wait.'

Lewis had to smile at Brett's expression. 'Don't look at me, Brett. She's your girlfriend.'

'l feel a cringe coming on,' said Jesamine. 'Excuse me while I shudder.'

Brett looked at Rose despairingly. 'Can't take you anywhere, can I? The sooner we get to Mistworld,
the better. You know, there are

supposed to be more Random's Bastards in Mistport alone than in 1 he whole of the Rookery. My
extended family, so to speak. My exalted ancestor really did put it about - if you believe all the claims,
which mostly I don't, as a matter of principle.'

They got to the bridge to discover Admiral Silence arguing with I lie Havoc's new onboard Al
Apparently Shub had transferred the Al Ozymandius from the Hereward to the Havoc, where it had
displaced 1 he original Al. Silence was having difficulties coping with Oz's relentlessly cheery personality.

'"Look; just plot a course to Mistworld!'
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'Oh poo; where's the fun in that? There's a really terrific meteor shower only a few light years away. You
really should see it; it's very educational. I mean; what's Mistworld got, anyway? Snow and ice .ind fog
and wall-to-wall scumbags. [ say we go via the pretty route. You'll thank me for it later.'

'Oz, said Lewis, in a very firm voice.

'Hi there! How do you like my new ship, Lewis? It fits much better lhan the last one. I've finally got room
to breathe.'

'Follow the Admiral's orders exactly, Oz. He speaks with my voice.'

'Oh all right. Humans just don't know how to have fun.'

Silence looked at Lewis. "You survived trapped on a ship with I hat, for months on end? People have
been awarded medals for less.'

"You get used to him,' said Lewis; 'It doesn't help much, but you do get used to him. What's up,
Admiral?'

Silence sniffed, and settled back in his command chair. 'I just ihought you ought to be here, Deathstalker.
We're about to break dibit, and head for Mistworld. And according to this extremely irritating Al of
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yours, Shub wants to say goodbye, before we leave.'

He gestured to his comms officer, and the bridge viewscreen *u'livated, showing the blue steel face of a
Shub robot.

'All right,' said Lewis. 'Why did you wish Ozymandius on us?'

'Hecause you belong together, Deathstalker,' said the robot. 'And btv.mse this way, we can maintain
contact with you, through him. Wr will not be coming with you. Our ships will stay behind, to Hi 1.1 r<I
Haden and the Madness Maze from Finn's attack in your .ihsciue.'

' ihoiighi you said you'd sworn an oath never to kill,' said Jrstiminr. , ,

'We have/ said the Als of Shub. 'We will never take a life again. All that lives is holy. But Finn and his
people don't know that. They will hesitate to attack our ships, which we will place between his ships and
Haden. And even if they do figure it out, eventually, we will use our ships as a shield for as long as
possible, to buy you time. We will protect the Madness Maze, whatever it takes.'

'If Finn figures out you're not going to shoot back, he might attack your homeworld directly/ said
Silence.

'Let him come/ said the robot. 'We are Shub, and we will not fall easily.'
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The screen went blank, and not long after that the Havoc led the rest of the Fleet into hyperspace,
heading for Mistworld. The huge Shub ships remained in orbit, watching the others go. The Als hadn't
mentioned that, in their opinion, the best way for Shub to protect Haden was for them to pass through the
Madness Maze, and transcend. They did consider telling the Deathstalker, but in the end they chose not
to.

It would only have upset him. ;

TWO

ARMIES AND FORCES, GATHERING STRENGTH

The Emperor Finn had invited Joseph Wallace to join him for dinner, so of course Joseph Wallace went;
but he wasn't at all luippy about it. Not least because invited wasn't really the right word. It was much
more like commanded, with distinct overtones of <>t else. Joseph spent a long and anxious time
wondering what he i1 ould have done to be singled out for such an honour. People rarely got to see Finn
socially these days, and of those who did, it had been noted that a significant number tended not to come
back. No one ever asked what happened to the bodies. It wasn't wise, or healthy. Hut one couldn't say
no when the Emperor said yes, and there wasn't any point in running, so Joseph sucked it in, put on his
best bib and tucker, made sure all his affairs were in order and that his will was up to date, and went to
the Palace.

The Court and the Imperial Palace weren't what they used to be. There was an air of doom and decay
and even purposeful neglect to I he place of late, and Joseph's skin prickled and crawled as he walked
the darkened corridors. Most of the lights weren't working, *md some had been openly smashed. There
were guards everywhere, standing stiffly to attention at every other door and break in llie corridors, all of
them Church Militant fanatics in full body *innour. They wore swords and guns, and watched Joseph
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pass wilh hot, suspicious eyes. As the official head of the Church Militant suui Pure Humanity, Joseph
shouldn't have had anything to worry .iboul, bul he knew heller than to try his limited authority here.
These wen- linn's creatures, loyal in body and soul, sworn to live

and die in his service. He was their father, their only love, their adored god.

Even so, there were still security cameras and all kinds of sensors tucked away in every nook and
cranny, watching the guards as well as the corridors they guarded.

Things grew worse the further in Joseph went, and his breathing grew fast and shallow as he followed
the familiar path to the dark heart of the new Court. There were severed heads nailed over doorways,
stinking of cheap preservatives. Joseph thought he recognised a few of the faces. Once he passed a row
of hanged men, with blackened faces and protruding tongues, the nooses sunk deeply into the stretched
necks. The last one was still swaying slightly. Unexplained bloodstains smeared the floor and walls, as
though some monstrous dog had been marking its territory. And sometimes there were screams, and
other disturbing sounds. All symbols of the Emperor's power and authority and perhaps his state of mind.

Joseph walked on through the shadowy passages, carefully looking neither left nor right, and just the
discipline of doing so meant he was sweating hard by the time he reached what had once been King
Douglas's private quarters, since commandeered by the Emperor Finn for his own use. Two large and
muscular guards at Finn's door put Joseph through a full body search with hand-held scanners before
reluctantly letting him pass. They knocked on the door for him, and pushed it open. The smell of a good
dinner wafted out, but Joseph didn't feel any less uneasy. He took a deep breath, arranged his features
becomingly and walked as casually as he could manage into the lair of the Beast.

The reception room was unfurnished except for the dinner table, and the surroundings were very plain.
No visible comforts or luxuries anywhere. The floor was polished wood, no carpeting, and the walls
were bare. The lighting had been turned down only pleasantly low, and the table was covered with all
kinds of food and wine, with settings for two. Joseph allowed himself to relax just a little. It seemed he
was expected to last the length of the meal, at least. Finn came around the table to meet him, smiling
warmly.
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'Joseph, dear old thing, right on time! Dinner's ready, come on and tuck in! And when dinner's done,
we'll have a nice little chat, yes?'

Any appetite Joseph might have had disappeared with those last

words, but he smiled bravely as Finn took him by the arm and led him to his place at table. Finn
chattered on amiably enough, about nothing in particular, while Joseph examined the dishes laid out
before him. It all looked very good, enough to make even an experienced gourmand like Joseph sit up
and take notice. His mouth actually began to water a little. He unfolded his napkin, still bearing the old
Campbell family crest, and allowed Finn to pile up both their plates with a little of this and a lot of that.
The Emperor finally settled down into his chair, facing Joseph across the table, and gestured imperiously.
A nondescript little man in a page's outfit appeared out of nowhere, and Joseph jumped despite himself.
Finn chuckled easily.

'Relax, Joseph; he's just the food taster. The kitchen has all the latest scanners, but a wise man doesn't
place all his faith in tech. My taster checks everything before I try it. Marvellous fellow. He's a clone I
had specially made from a famous chef, able to identify every ingredient from the merest taste, and
preprogrammed with knowledge of every poison in the Empire. Doesn't leave much room in his brain for
anything else, but we all have to make sacrifices. Well, everyone but me, naturally.'

The food taster tried a little bit of everything from Finn's plate, considered for a moment, and then
bowed and left the room, as silently as he had arrived. Joseph looked at the food on his plate. 'Isn't he
going to taste mine?'

'Don't be silly, Joseph,' said Finn. "'Who'd care if you got poisoned?'
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'But . . . you are our beloved Emperor!'

Finn raised an eyebrow. 'I said relax, Joseph. You're not in public now. Feel free to speak your mind on
all things.'

Yeah, right, thought Joseph, but had enough sense not to say it out loud.

They ate for a while in silence, Joseph studying his Emperor as closely as he thought he could get away
with. Finn looked as robust ciiui handsome as ever, in good health, and certainly there was nothing wong
with his appetite. He smiled frequently, clearly enjoying his food. He used his fingers as often as his
cutlery, stuffing the food into his mouth. Joseph didn't even try to keep up. The main ine.il coursr in
particular took a lot of chewing. The meat's flavour w«is pltMSiinl enough, hut unfamiliar. Joseph cleared
his plate finally

md considered a second helping, and Finn was right there, piling up lis plate again.

'Good, isn't it?' Finn said cheerfully. 'Enjoy it while you can; ;upply is limited.'

'It's a bit gamey/ said Joseph, chewing thoughtfully. 'l can't say I *ecognise it. Is it some new import?'
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Finn grinned. 'You could say that.'

'What is it?'

"More like who, actually. We're dining on the last of the alien Ambassador from Chanticleer. He's lasted
quite a while. I've had lim roasted, fried and broiled. I think fried was best; went very well n a nice bed of

'

r1Ce.

Joseph's stomach churned, and it was all he could do to keep his ace calm. There had been rumours
about what had happened to the iodies of all the alien Ambassadors Finn had had executed, but . . . le
stabbed a medium-sized piece with his fork, and ate it carefully. !inn was watching. Joseph swallowed
the mouthful eventually, and loured himself more wine with a steady hand. Finn was still battering away.

"T've eaten at least some of all the Ambassadors. Seemed a pity to ;t them go to waste, and I do so love
new experiences. In this job, ou have to take your fun where you can get it. I think the 'rall'Chai was the
worst, though I tried it with every seasoning I ould think of. You just can't help some people.'

The meal ground interminably on, through many courses, includ-ig a pudding so sweet and sticky that
Joseph couldn't force down lore than a few mouthfuls before giving up, but eventually it came ;> an end.
Finn summoned servants to clear the table, then got up nd escorted Joseph into the next room. Which
was just as plain, if ot verging on the spartan. Finn poured two large glasses of brandy, nd saw Joseph
settled into one of the over-sized chairs in front of le fireplace before sitting down himself. Joseph sipped
his brandy autiously, and waited for the other shoe to drop.

'At ease, Joseph,' Finn said finally, "You're not here to be repri-landed or punished. I'm actually very
pleased with you. My people :11 me you're doing an excellent job as my First Minister. Firm iscipline,
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clear policy with no exceptions, and lots of purges to keep "eryone on their toes. It must keep you very
busy, though, being i charge of the Church Militant, Pure Humanity and ihc Trans-

mutation Board. Are you sure I'm not working you too hard? I could always have some of your
responsibilities passed on to someone else . . .

'No, thank you, your majesty,' Joseph said quickly. Power and influence were the only ways'to keep
safe these days, and Joseph had no intention of giving up any of it. There's no one more dangerous than
an ambitious second-in-command. 'T am happy to serve your majesty to the full extent of my abilities.'

'Are you? That's really very sweet of you, Joseph. And do call me Finn. No need for all that formality,
among friends in private. Of course, if you ever slip up in public I'll have your nuts off in a trice.
Standards have to be maintained. Where was I? Oh yes . . . you're here, Joseph, because I need
someone to talk to. Someone on my level, that I can be frank and open with, without reducing them to
hysterics, or having to have them executed afterwards. After all, what's the point in achieving things, or
triumphing over your enemies, if you haven't got anyone to boast about it to? Gloating's very little fun on
your own.

T used to have Brett Random and Rose Constantine, and later Tel Markham; but they all ran away and
left me on my own. Never did understand why. And after all I did for them, the ungrateful little shits . . .
They betrayed my trust. You wouldn't do that, would you, Joseph? No; you're not the sort to frighten
easily. I feel I could talk to you, tell you things I couldn't tell anyone else. You should know better than
most; there's no fun in doing awful things unless you have someone around who can appreciate the
subtleties.'

And Joseph Wallace, who as head of the Transmutation Board had wiped out whole species of aliens
for being too intelligent, nodded and allowed that he did indeed understand better than most. Still . . .
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"You are the Emperor,' Joseph said cautiously. 'Surely there must be any number of people you work
with who could—'

'Zealots and fanatics are no fun at all,’ Finn said firmly. 'Far too polite, and no sense of humour. Now,
you sit and listen while I talk, and we'll get along famously. Try and chime in with the odd appreciative
comment from time to time.'

So Finn talked and Joseph listened, and rather to his surprise Joseph was genuinely fascinated. There
was a lot more going on inside Finn's head than most people ever realised. «,, , .,.,.,

Hun had made himself Emperor because it amused him. Partly x'l.uise he was now greater than King
Douglas had ever been, and t.ully to rub everyone's nose in the fact that he was in charge, and i.ul
absolutely no intention of sharing power with anyone. And yet, low that he was Emperor, Finn was a bit
at a loss as to where to go lext. He lived in austere, almost spartan surroundings, with only he most basic
comforts, because lesser pleasures just didn't do it or him any more. He still satisfied his various
appetites, to excess wherever possible, but they were fleeting things. Only power and iuccess really
pleased him now, and power was an addictive drug. Phe more you had, the more you wanted.

And, much to Finn's chagrin, instead of tearing down the Empire md pissing on its ruins, as he'd always
intended, he now spent most )f his time working hard to keep the Empire strong and united, so hat it
could fend off the coming Terror. Finn had always understood ibout priorities.

Joseph knew all about the Terror. Knew a great deal more than nost, in fact, which was why he slept so
badly. The Emperor had «aised him to the highest level of importance in what remained of he civil
government, which meant Joseph saw all the latest reports >n the Terror as they came in. The bad news
was that the Terror was till coming, and the Empire had no way of stopping it. The good lews . . . well,
there wasn't any good news. They couldn't tell the )eople that, so Joseph made lots of public
appearances, saying vague md reassuring things in a loud and confident voice. (The Emperor lidn't go out
in public much any more, rather to the civil gov-:rnment's relief. The Emperor couldn't be trusted to stick
to the cript these days, and some of his casual remarks could be downright listressing.)
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'Do you have any family, Joseph?' Finn said suddenly.

Joseph's heart jumped painfully in his chest. Anywhen else, he vould have taken a question like that as a
veiled threat, with motional blackmail lurking eagerly in the wings, but Finn seemed ;enuinely interested in
the answer.

T have a wife, a mistress, two sons,' said Joseph. The usual.'

'Ah,' said Finn sadly. 'T have no one. I was an only child, and my >arents died young. I always thought
that was very selfish of them, "here was a time when Douglas and Lewis were my family, in as nuch as
anyone was ... 1 didn't think I'd miss them, but I do,

sometimes . . . Tell me about the sightings, Joseph. The Deathstalker sightings.'

'Just gossip,' Joseph said easily. There are rumours, but nothing worth listening to. People saying they
know someone who claims to have seen Lewis walking the streets of the Parade of the Endless. Or
sometimes it's Owen, or one of the other legends. It's always a friend of a friend who sees these things;
nothing you can pin down.'

"Not any more,' said Finn. Two of my Paragons have been killed; right here in the city. And the word is,
a Deathstalker did it,’
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'Tmpossible,' Joseph said quickly. 'My people have this planet sewn up tight. There isn't a ship that even
passes by that we don't know everything about. Can't you ask the ELFs controlling the Paragons who
did it?'

The possessor was the uber-esper Screaming Silence,' said Finn, his mouth moving briefly in a moue of
distaste. 'And unfortunately none of the uber-espers are talking to me at the moment. This would worry
me if [ was the worrying sort, so it's just as well that I'm not. Besides; Lewis wouldn't sneak back in. Not
his style. He'd think it was beneath him, the fool. No, he'd send a formal challenge first, and a chance to
surrender honourably. He never did understand the possibilities in treachery. Lewis has his own Fleet
now, after the debacle on Haden, and when they come calling we'll all know about it.'

Joseph was surprised to hear Finn discuss the matter so calmly. When the Emperor first learned that the
Fleet he'd sent to Haden to kill Lewis and his companions had not only failed to do so, but had actually
gone over to the rebels' side en masse, people could hear the Emperor screaming his rage all over the
Palace. Servants had run for their lives, and even some of the guards. Finn had only just started to come
down when reports came in that his supposed allies, the Als of Shub, had also betrayed him, and seized
control of the Madness Maze; and that had set him off again. The purges that followed had been
particularly vicious and far-reaching, and next morning all over the city there were men and women
hanging from lamp-posts.

Finn took in Joseph's anxious face, and laughed quietly. 'Don't piinic, I'm over that now. The loss of
Shub is a setback, but I had Muide plans, just in case. I have secret allies and hidden super-we.ipous,
just wailing lor my call. I'll blast the Shub homeworld

into so much radioactive dust, and my loyal Fleet will blow the rebel ships apart like so many rotten
apples in the night.'
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Joseph nodded quickly. With anyone else, he would have dismissed such talk as mere bravado, but this
was Finn. The master of schemes within schemes, and secrets within conspiracies. He might just mean it.
Greatly daring, Joseph raised what was normally a forbidden subject.

'And . . . Owen? Do you really believe the reports? That the blessed Owen himself has returned, and
joined with his descendant against you?'

T ask you,' said Finn. 'Does that even sound likely? Dead is dead. I should know; I've ordered the
deaths of millions of people, and none of them have ever come back to complain. It's just rebel
propaganda. Wish I'd thought of it first.'

'Only . . . there are rumours/ Joseph said carefully. 'Entirely unconfirmed reports, of course, but still . . .
there are those who say that the blessed Owen himself has taken control of the Fleet over Haden . . .

'If Owen Deathstalker really was back,' said Finn, 'we'd know. He wouldn't need a Fleet. He'd be right
here, banging on my Palace door and asking for me by name, and [ would be hiding under my bed and
wetting myself. No, when Owen bloody Deathstalker comes back, the skies will open and he will
descend surrounded by angels. And I personally will believe that when I see it, and not before. Actually,
I'd almost welcome his return, if he said he could stop the Ferror. I could probably deal with Owen.'

Finn leaned back in his chair, brooding quietly, lost in his own terrible thoughts, and Joseph took the
opportunity to study his Emperor quietly. Finn still had the same classically handsome face, 3ut it was
deeply marked now with lines of strain and worry, and his ;yes were just that little bit too bright. He
looked . . . like a cornered mimal; desperate, focused and still very, very dangerous. For all his iudden
rages and vicious temper, Finn could still be calm and eational when he had to be, and his grip on power
had never been ighter. Being second-in-command to such a man was never going o be easy, but Joseph
had faith in his own abilities to survive, if lothing else. All the terrible things he'd done, or had ordered
done, aad all been done in Finn's name. Joseph's position might well be nore than a little perilous, but
sometimes all you can do is ride the


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

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

damned tiger and cling on with both hands. And if nothing else, it was an exhilarating ride . . . After all,
Finn couldn't live for ever. No matter how much time he spent with the notorious Dr Happy. No;
eventually Finn would fall, and then a wise and prepared man might easily step in and take over ...

'l want Transmutation Engines put into orbit around Logres,' Finn said abruptly, 'No need to activate
them; not just yet. No; their presence alone will serve to remind everyone who's in charge here, and take
their minds off all these ridiculous rumours about a returned Owen. The Engines will also serve as a
warning to Lewis and his damned Fleet of what I'll do if they dare challenge my position here.'

Joseph looked at him uncertainly. "You'd really threaten to des-iroy Humanity's homeworld?'

Finn smiled easily. 'Threaten? My dear naive Joseph; I'll wipe this whole planet clean of everything and
everyone before I'll give it up. Which brings me neatly to the other reason I invited you here. Talk lo me
about Usher II. How are the preparations going?'

Joseph swallowed hard and made himself concentrate on the unfortunate planet identified as being next
in the Terror's path. Usher II was an industrial world, specialising in the production of sl.irship engines
and all the tech that went with them. The entire pl.iiict was given over to these factories, serving the
starship needs of 1 he- whole Empire. And since the Empire's scientists still didn't fully understand the
nature of the tech they'd reverse-engineered from I hi- alien starship that had crashed on Unseeli so very
long ago, most of the work still had to be done by hand. Human hands. It was far loo delicate work to be
trusted to computers. The Als of Shub provided automatons for the really dangerous work, but even
those operdled under human control. All the factories on Usher II were umently running twenty-four
hours a day, shift after shift, trying to build up a surplus to cover what would happen if and when the
pl.nuM was destroyed.
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Musi wlien I need all the ships I can muster,' Finn grumbled, 'to 1.nr oil Lewis and his treacherous Fleet.
Tell me there's some good news, Joseph, if you like having testicles.'

The ev Kii.ilion is going . . . better than expected,' Joseph said i.iieliilly. "Mul slill very slowly. We were
relying on Shub to send niiiny mine .iiiloniiilons, but Ihey never turned up. We now know

why, of course. And the human technicians can't be allowed to leave until the very last moment. We're
holding their families under guard, to ... concentrate the minds of the technicians on their work. Everyone
is very motivated; and those who aren't get turned into examples of why not being motivated is a very
bad idea. But . . . eventually, we're going to have to let them leave. We're going to need their expertise,
afterwards. They will of course have priority for the evacuation ships. The rest of the population is
expendable, though of course no one's told them that.'

"Not really good news, but a brave effort,' said Finn. 'I had hoped the new tech we confiscated from the
humbled alien worlds would come in handy, but we haven't really come up with anything worth the
having. I always assumed the shifty alien bastards were keeping things from me, because that's what |
would have done, but apparently not. No major weapons kept in reserve, no secret doomsday devices;
I'm disappointed in them, I am really. And what little new tech we have grabbed, my scientists, my
supposed brilliant experts, are having trouble even deciphering. Only one piece of information really came
up trumps: an entirely theoretical plan for transforming a sun into a supernova, and channelling its energies
as a weapon. My people are building it even as we speak.'

"You mean . . . something like the Darkvoid Device?' said Joseph, when he could trust his voice again.

"Not really on that scale, unfortunately. Basically, the idea is we use the device on one of Usher II's
binary suns, turn it into a supernova, and then direct all the energy produced into one single blast aimed at
the Terror's herald, as soon as it comes in range. My people aren't entirely sure the energies can be
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controlled, or even aimed properly, but . . . nothing ventured, nothing gained. I'm sure it'll be very pretty
to look at. As long as you're not actually on Usher II, of :ourse.'

'A poor man's Darkvoid Device, that we're not even sure we can aim properly?' said Joseph. 'Finn—'

'As long as we can turn it on and off; that's all that matters. Don't lap, Joseph.'

'But even if the weapon works, we still won't be able to save Jsher II. There's no way it could survive
having one of its suns go joom.'

'As long as it stops the Terror, I really couldn't give a damn,' Finn

said cheerfully. 'Still, in the event the weapon does work as planned, but still doesn't stop the Terror,
we're going to need a backup plan. And that's where you come in, Joseph. Have you moved the
Transmutation Engines into position, as I ordered?'

"They'll be in orbit around Usher II by the end of today. All hidden behind sensor shields, of course.
They've been preprogrammed to transmute the entire planet and everything on it into the most appalling
mess our scientists could conceive. The planet will be poisonous on every level, highly radioactive, and
possibly even unstable on the quantum level. Theoretically, the Terror shouldn't be able to consume
Usher n without being poisoned itself. However, I feel I should point out that if the Terror decides to
simply avoid the planet, and keep on going, that entire Quadrant will be a no-go area for thousands of
years afterwards. Maybe even hundreds of thousands.'
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Finn sighed. 'Do I really need to explain the concept expendable to you again?'

Joseph nodded stiffly. 'Since use of the Transformation Engines will inevitably mean the death of Usher
II's population, the plan is being kept strictly need-to-know. It's a pity we can't salvage some of the
factory tech first, but that would rather give the game away.'

"You worry far too much about things that don't matter, Joseph,' said Finn. 'Perhaps ... if we were to
destroy Usher II before the Terror got to it, and then kept on destroying every other planet in. its path,
the Terror might die of starvation. Or at the very least take the hint and go somewhere else.'

'l think we'd probably run out of planets before it ran out of hunger,' Joseph said carefully. 'Besides;
think of the billions of lives that would be lost. There's a limit to what the people of the Empire will
accept.'

'Is there?' said Finn. Joseph couldn't meet the Emperor's gaze. He started to change the subject, but
Finn pressed on. 'Let us understand each other, First Minister. I protect the Empire because it's mine.
Mine to play with, mine to enjoy, mine to destroy when I'm tired of it. Net the Terror's. I'll find a way to
destroy the Terror, and then . . . Oh, the things I'll do. The people will wish the Terror had laken them.'

'"Perhaps you need ... a distraction,' said Joseph, just a little desperately. 'Something to lake you out of
yourself. I've been

talking with some of your other advisers, and it occurred to us that since you are the Emperor now, you
really have a duty to wed, and produce an heir to carry on your line. If you would allow us to—'
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"No/ said Finn. 'That won't be necessary. After me, there will be nothing.'

The Rookery had become the last safe haven for rebels on Logres. As a result, that rogues' paradise and
city within a city had become impossibly overcrowded, and was actually threatening to burst at its seams.
The Rookery had become the last place you could run to, where Finn's agents wouldn't pursue. For the
moment, at least. The hidden rotten heart of the Empire's most famous city was now an incredibly
dangerous, violent place. The original occupants of the Rookery were finding it increasingly difficult to
prey on outsiders, as of old, due to the Emperor's murderously strict martial law, and so they had taken
to preying on each other. And most especially on the newcomers, who quickly learned that the only
safety lay in numbers. The Rookery had become a bad place to be a man alone. And yet still the people
came, because as bad as the Rookery was, everywhere else was worse.

Everyone in the Rookery had lost someone to Finn's people, or knew someone who had. There was a
lot of sullen anger in the crowded streets, and in the smoky over-priced taverns, but as yet it had little
focus. The Emperor was just too strong, too big a target for their beaten-down spirits. Its only expression
so far had been the Rookery's turning against all those who had helped Finn in his rise to power. The
agents provocateurs had been burned out of their clubs, and sent running through the streets, to be
hunted down like dogs. Everyone else who'd worked with or for Finn Durandal was now being very
quiet about it, for fear of being denounced as a spy or informer. Just the rumour was enough to raise up a
mob, baying for blood, and broken bodies soon blocked the gutters. Everyone expected the Emperor to
order an invasion of the Rookery at some point, but no one was doing anything about it. There were no
meetings, no plans, no defences. No one trusted anyone.

Douglas Campbell, who had once been a King, and Stuart Lennox, who had once been a Paragon, now
worked as masked bravos for hire, protecting the flea-trap hotel they were staying in

from all the many predators of the streets. Masked bravos were a common sight in the Rookery these
days. Lots of people had good reason to conceal their identities. Douglas and Stuart wore simple leather
masks, and cheap but serviceable clothing. They'd sold the better clothes they arrived in, to raise the
money to acquire the single hotel room Douglas and Stuart and Nina Malapert now shared.
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The Lantern Lodge was one of the oldest surviving hotels in the Rookery, and looked it. The squat ugly
building was dark, damp and extremely run down, and no one had spent money on it in generations. The
outer stone walls were blackened with layers of soot and grime, the windows did little more than let the
light in, and there hadn't been any lead on the roof in living memory. It was sweltering hot in the summer
and bitter cold in the winter, and every room came with hot and cold running rats. Not to mention bed
bugs. (At first, Douglas had thought the single bed came with a built-in vibrating mechanism, and was
seriously and loudly upset when the truth was made clear to him.) But it was a room, and rooms were
hard to come by, so no one complained.

Douglas and Stuart worked as the hotel's bravos for free bed and board. It wasn't much, but it was
better than a lot of people hail. There were those who had to fight every night to protect their place in a
doorway, or a cardboard box. Nina was doing marginally bet If i. She was working with a few other
rogue media people to put together a rebel news site, tapping briefly into the main media feeds to try and
get a little truth on the air now and again. There wasn't any money in it yet, but Nina had great hopes for
the future. There weir quite a few ex-media refugees in the Rookery, since Finn's people had taken
complete control of all the official media. There were no shows any more, just constant propaganda -
there were riots in tin-streets on the day The Quality was taken off the air, but Finn had had his forces
use the rioters for target practice until they got the message and slunk off home. Many ex-employees of
the news channels had brought their technical knowledge to the Rookery, and the rebel news site was
already up and running. Unfortunately, it took expensive and hard-to-get tech to keep it on the air, and
lighting its way through the official censor's firewalls, so there was .ilways a problem with funding. It
wasn't as though they could sell .idvertisinjj sp.ur.

reputation, and the trousers. Makes the knees go all baggy. Now push off, fartface/

Sewell's face darkened, and he turned to his men. 'Kill them. And make it messy.'

He was about to say something more when Douglas drew his concealed disrupter and shot Sewell in the
chest. The energy beam punched right through him, throwing his dead body back into his men. They
scattered with cries of alarm, like startled birds, and Sewell measured his length in the gutter. The front of
his leather coat was on fire. The thugs finally thought to draw their own weapons, but by then Douglas
and Stuart were among them, swords in hands. The bullyboys tried to make a fight of it, but it had been a
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long time since they'd had to deal with anything but frightened and dispirited people. They didn't stand a
chance against two ex-Paragons. Douglas and Stuart cut their way through the pack with vicious skill,
moving fluidly and easily and protecting each other's back at all times. They worked well together. Their
swords flashed brightly in the gloom, like rays of hope, and blood pooled on the ground, hardly
dispersed at all by the slow drizzle. Bodies fell with cut throats and gaping wounds, and did not rise
again. And quicker than anyone had thought possible, it was all over. Douglas and Stuart stood together,
blood dripping thickly from their blades, hardly even breathing hard. The sole surviving thug stood with
his back to a wall, looking at the two bravos with wide, horrified eyes. Douglas and Stuart turned to look
at him, and he quickly dropped his sword on the ground, and raised his shaking hands in the air.

'Who are you? What are you? No one fights like that!'

"We are Douglas and Stuart, bravos for hire, and that's all anyone needs to know,' said Douglas. (He
and Stuart had tried using false names when they first arrived in the Rookery, but they kept forgetting
them, or confusing who was supposed to be which, so they gave them up. Douglas and Stuart were
common enough names.) 'In case you're wondering, we let you live because you're going to carry a
message to de Rack, and the message is: Leave us alone. Leave the Lantern Lodge alone. Pretend this
unpleasantness never happened. That way we can all hope to live long and profitable lives. Be
persuasive, because de Rack wouldn't like I lie alternative. Really he wouldn't. Now go away, and don't
come back.'

The thug was off and running the moment he was sure he'd got all of the message. A muffled chorus of
boos and jeers followed him, from behind the shuttered windows. Stuart gave a cheerful bow, I lien he
and Douglas went through the pockets of all the men they'd killed. Hard times bred hard ways, and credit
had no provenance in I lie Rookery. When they were sure they'd got everything worth the having,
Douglas and Stuart returned to their post at the front door, and counted it up. There wasn't much. People
slowly emerged on to the street again, to steal the dead bodies' clothing. Douglas sighed heavily.

'T hate this place. People shouldn't have to live like this." 'It's the Rookery,' said Stuart. They do things
differently here. They always have.'
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'Not like this. It's never been as bad as this.'

They watched as the growing crowd squabbled over the corpses' lew remaining possessions. By nightfall
the bodies would be gone loo, and it was wise not to ask where. 'Like rats in a graveyard/ said Douglas.
'Even rats have to eat,' said Stuart.

Douglas sniffed loudly. Stuart looked at him. He'd been trying to help the disturbed, brooding Douglas
ever since they'd come to the Rookery, but the man who had once been King, and lost everyone ,md
everything he ever believed in, didn't want to be helped. This was the most Stuart had heard Douglas
speak in days; probably because he only seemed to come alive when he was fighting. And even then, the
Campbell fought with precision rather than passion, Smart kept trying to draw him out, but Douglas
seemed unwilling or incapable of thinking about the future. As though just getting through each day was
hard enough. The man who had once been King now seemed tired all the time, physically and spiritually.
He was drawing further and further inside himself, despite everything Smart or Nina could do to help.

'Things shouldn't have to be this way,' Douglas said again, and Smart was surprised and pleased to hear
some honest emotion in I lie Campbell's voice. "We ought to be doing . . . something, to help Ihcse
people. We took an oath as Paragons, to protect the people. Kecmeniber?' 'Yes,' said Stuart. 'I
remember. [ wasn't sure you did.'

Some hours later their relief arrived to take over, and Douglas and Stuart went inside for their only meal
of the day. Their replacements were ordinary muscle-for-hire from the local hiring house. No one special,
the house just sent over whoever was available. The two bruisers nodded respectfully to Douglas and
Stuart as they disappeared inside the hotel. The lobby wasn't up to much: paint-peeling walls, sawdust on
the floor and no chairs. Nothing to encourage anyone to linger. Just a battered old reception desk, where
the staff were protected from the customers by a heavy metal grille. There was an elevator at the back,
but its operation was a sometime thing, and did not inspire confidence. Douglas and Stuart climbed the
five flights of stairs to their single shared room. They didn't disturb the handful of ragged forms who'd
paid to be allowed to sleep in the stairwells.

Nina Malapert was already there in their room, laying the food on the table, which was not a good sign.
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She was only ever back this early when her day's work had gone really badly. The way she bashed the
battered crockery about was confirmation enough without the frustration evident in her scowling face.
She nodded briefly at the two men as they sat wearily down at the table. It wasn't a big room, and with
the table unfolded it took up most of the available space. Dinner was boiling on a hot plate set perilously
close to the only bed. (Douglas and Stuart shared the bed. Nina had made a nest of blankets for herself
in one corner.) There was only one window, smeared with the debris of years.

Douglas and Stuart took off their leather masks, and dropped them on the table beside their plates. Their
faces felt hot and sweaty from the leather, despite the early evening chill that had worked its way into the
room. Douglas Campbell was still a handsome man, with his noble brow and great mane of golden hair,
but more than ever he resembled a wounded lion brought down by jackals; a great man brought low by
too many losses and the unbearable weight of unrelinquished responsibilities. Stuart Lennox looked much
older than his years warranted. A stern young man with a drawn, almost gaunt face, his gaze was always
a little distracted, and he rarely smiled any more. And even Nina Malapert was no longer the happy
bubbling free spirit of old. The demon girl reporter who laughed at danger and would dare anything for a
scoop wasn't exactly gone, just suppressed by the weight of life in the Rookery, but it did seem

she didn't smile nearly as much as she once had. Her tall pink mohawk bobbed angrily as she ladled out
the meal.

Douglas watched Nina bustle about, and tried hard to feel . . . something. It was difficult for him to feel
anything much, any more. His family was dead, his friends were gone, his responsibilities taken from him.
He felt lost and unfocused without them. He wasn't <i King any more, or even a Paragon, but he didn't
know how to he anything else. So mostly he just went through the motions, getting through the day until
he could finally go to bed and lose himself In sleep. He looked at the discarded leather mask beside his
plate. Sometimes he thought that was his real face now. He could feel Stuart looking at him, and stared at
the mess on his plate so he wouldn't have to look at Stuart. He knew the earnest young man only wanted
to help, but Douglas didn't want to be helped. He wanted to be numb, so he wouldn't have to think or
feel or remember.

According to the official media news sites, Anne Barclay wa» dead. Killed by falling debris during
Douglas's daring escape from the Court. Another old friend hurt, and gone, because of him. Nina tried to
tell him you couldn't trust anything on the official sites these days, that it was all Finn's propaganda, but
that was just Nina helng kind. At least Lewis and Jesamine were still out there, somewhere, tivoiding
capture. Douglas hoped they at least were happy. He desperately wanted somebody to be happy, out of
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the mess he'd made of things.

He looked at his dinner. It wasn't up to much, but then it never was. Stringy meat and potatoes, with
lumpy gravy. Douglas pushed It about a bit with his fork. 'What's the meat?'

'Best not to ask,' Nina said briskly, as she sat down next to him. 'And you really don't want to know
what's in the gravy.''Is there pudding?' said Stuart, hopefully. Nina gave him a withering look. "What do
you think?' Sliurt had a plate of ropy-looking vegetables, boiled within an huh of their lives. He never
touched meat. The others never s.ild anything. They knew why. Once Nina would have insisted on I heir
s.lying grace lirst, hut they had all fallen far heyond .1 slate of gi,ice now. The lliree of (hem s,it and ale for
,1 while in silence. II w.is food ,iiid it was fuel, and lh,il was all it was. Outside in (he street, (heir

were occasional shouts and screams and sounds oi violence, but then, there always were. :¢

'T heard a rumour today/ Stuart said finally.

'Now there's a surprise/ said Nina. This whole place runs on rumours.'

This one was about Clan Deathstalker/ said Stuart. "Word is, a handful of minor cousins escaped the
slaughter on Virimonde, and might be coming here,'

'T'm sorry, Stuart/ said Nina, putting a hand on his. 'But I was there, remember; with poor Emma? I saw
them all die. No one escaped.'
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'Some of them could have been offplanet/ said Douglas, not looking up from his food.

'"Perhaps/ Nina said kindly. There's always hope/

'Poor Lewis/ said Douglas, pushing his food about the plate. The last Deathstalker. I wonder if anyone's
told him yet. Can't help feeling sorry for him.'

'Even though he stole the woman you loved?' said Stuart.

'She was never really mine/ said Douglas. 'l never really knew her. There wasn't time. I thought we'd
have all the time we needed to get to know each other after we were married. Now ... I think perhaps I
only loved the image, the diva and the star. Maybe that's why she fell for Lewis. Because he was the one
who cared for the real her/

He made himself eat the rest of his meal. Stuart and Nina would only look at him if he didn't, and he
didn't know how much more of their worrying about him he could stand. He supposed there would come
a day when he'd be so hungry he'd be able to wolf it all down without tasting it; but he wasn't looking
forward to that at all. Nina checked they'd all finished and then bustled around the table, gathering up the
plates and keeping up a stream of chatter. She was trying to be motherly and supportive, but truth be told
she wasn't very good at it. Douglas gave her extra marks for trying anyway. And then he made himself
concentrate as he realised she was saying something about a new step forward in her attempts to keep
the rogue news site afloat.
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'A whole bunch of new media people have turned up in the Rookery! First-class techs, the loveys; just
what we needed. [ mean, yes, I'm a reporter and all that, but I never did understand the

science side of things. Up till now it's been the blind leading the deal and trying not to electrocute
ourselves. These new guys got out of the city just ahead of Finn's people, and they're keen as mustard to
get some payback, by helping us with our site set-up. Pretty soon we'll be able to tap into the official
news feeds whenever we feel like it. And I'm going to be the face on the screen! Nina Malapert,
presenter and superstar! Mummy will be so proud/

'But what are you going to say?' said Stuart. 'People will watch foi a while out of curiosity, but you're
going to need something dramatic to show them to keep their attention/

'Well; I'll tell them how bad things are here in the Rookery!' They won't care. They've got their own
problems, living undeM Emperor Finn. You need to offer them something they don't know/ 'Like what?"
"Hope/ said Douglas.

Nina and Stuart both looked at him quickly, but he was m»\< again, lost in his own bitter thoughts. Nina
patted him gently on th< arm, and took the dirty plates over to the far from hygienic sink In the corner.
Stuart surged suddenly up on to his feet, glaring «ii Douglas.

'Damn you, Douglas, you make me sick! How much longer fld you going to sit around feeling sorry for
yourself? This isn'l yom personal tragedy! People are dying every day under Finn. Yoin people! Finn
murdered your father, took over your Tlironr rtinl named himself Emperor! What does it take to move
you? To nidki you a man again?'

Douglas looked up, and what was in his eyes made Stiurl I'.ill hm I .1 step. And there was no telling
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what might have happened next Il ihc mood hadn't been sharply broken by shouting from ihr slrcvi
outside. Someone was calling for Douglas and Stuart by n.imr, Thr\ looked at each other, and then they
went over to the window rtiul iLicked it open as far as it would go. Nina squeezed determinedly In
beside them. Down in the street, the thug they'd let go c.irlin hml relumed, wilh a whole new crowd of
friends and associates. Ulg, brutal-looking men, loaded down wilh weapons and body .iimoin The two
hired bravos who should have been guarding the hold were «.il ready dead, their gutted bodies hanging
from Limp-posts The hold owner, his wile and their three sm.ill children stood insldr ,i ciick of drawn
swords, dinging lo e.uh oilier. The lingle.uh'i' ol

the gang was looking up at Douglas, Stuart and Nina. A large man, a fat man, in an area where most
people went to bed hungry. He wore the very latest fashions, but a thug in silks is still a thug. He was
smiling cheerfully.

"Well, hello up there! I'm Brion de Rack. These men work for me. So did the ones you killed, but I'm
not one to bear a grudge. Does an organisation good, to have the dead wood trimmed, now and again.
You have surprised me, gentlemen, and that's not easy. Now do be good boys and come down and talk
with me. Or I'll kill your present employer, and his family, while you watch. Slow and nasty and very
messily. What's it to be, gentlemen?'

Douglas and Stuart drew back from the window and looked at each other.

'Well?' said Stuart. "What is it to be?'

"We don't owe them anything,' said Douglas. 'Don't even know them. But ... if we back down from scum
like these, we'll never get any peace.'

'Oh, silly me,' said Stuart. 'T thought we might go down because innocent people needed to be rescued.
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Because it's the right thing to do.'

'Don't push your luck/ said Douglas, Tm really not in the mood.'

'But we are going down?'

"Yes, Stuart, Douglas said, smiling suddenly. 'We're going down.' .: 'T'm going to get my really big gun,’
said Nina.

"You're going to stay in the background,' Douglas said sternly. 'Because you never know when an
unsuspected backup will come in handy.'

'Oh poo,' said Nina. 'T never get to have any fun.'

Back behind their anonymous leather masks, Douglas Campbell and Stuart Lennox pushed open the
hotel front door and stepped cautiously out into the main street. Crowds had already gathered, watching
from a safe distance. De Rack and his men were waiting. The thugs and bullyboys reacted strongly when
they realised Douglas and Stuart both had energy guns in their hands, but de Rack gestured easily, and
they quieted again. Up close, de Rack looked even bigger, and uglier. Stuart couldn't help feeling that de
Rack was the one who should have been wearing a mask.

't really is very simple,' the big man said easily. 'I can't have two
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such excellent fighters as your good selves working as independents. Not in my territory. Might give
people ideas. Dangerous things, ideas. And there's always the chance you might end up working lor one
of my enemies. A successful businessman such as myself .u-quires enemies, like a dog has fleas. So;
you're going to work lor me. I pay good wages, there are all kinds of fringe benefits, and you have job
security for life. Because whatever happens in the Rookery, I'll always be here, taking my cut.'

'And if we don't feel like signing up with a small-time thug with delusions of grandeur?' said Douglas. 'If,
in fact, we say Go to liclff

'In that unlikely event, my men will kill the hotel owner and hil, family in appallingly inventive ways, set
fire to the hotel and burn n down, and kill anyone who comes running out of the (lanu's. Aidi linally my
men will torture you to death right here in the street, ir. .111 example of what happens to those foolish
enough to defy me.' Or Hack shrugged apologetically. 'A waste of good potential income, I admit, but
business is business. You should feel flattered, gentlemen I don't usually have to pressure people to work
for me. Hut thenl something . . . special, about you two. I can tell. Ex-military, rI*hl Seen a lot of action,
but couldn't fit in with the Durandal's new goody-goody regime? I thought so. You're not just muscle,
you're muscle with brains, and I can always use people like that. I need quality, and you wouldn't believe
how rare that is in the Rookery, ihese days.'

'Maybe you just weren't looking in the right places,' said Slimrl, 'Or maybe you wouldn't know real
quality if you fell over it. Would you really kill everyone in this hotel, just to save face?'

'Of course!' said de Rack. He gestured expansively at the cTowil lhat had gathered out of nowhere to
watch the free enterlainmeni 'A man is only as good as his word, and if that word is a thre.it, sn much the
better. Discipline must be maintained. But don't look on me too harshly, dear friends. I'm just a
businessman, doing wh.il li lakes to get along. People . . . don't matter here. Only power. Tin-strength to
take what you want, when you want it, and keep it.'
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'And to hell with everyone else?' said Stuart.

'Exactly.'

Things . . . shouldn't be like this,' Douglas said slowly.

"Welcome to Finn's Umpire,' said Stuart. "Welcome to the world he made, because there's no one left to
slop him.'

'Someone should do something,' said Douglas.

"If not you,' said Stuart, 'then who?'

'Excuse me,' said de Rack, 'but I was talking. Ignore me again and I'll have my men teach you a lesson in
manners.'

'Oh hell/ said Douglas. His voice still sounded tired, but somehow he seemed to be standing straighter
and taller. 'It never ends, does it? There's always work to be done. No matter how weary you


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

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

are.

"'We can rest when we're dead,' said Stuart.

'T wouldn't put money on it,' said Douglas. 'Nina; you're on.'

Nina Malapert stepped elegantly out of the hotel front door, holding the biggest handgun anyone present
had ever seen. And while everyone was still gaping at her, Nina shot de Rack neatly through the chest.
The energy blast blew him apart like a rotten apple. Even as the charred and smoking pieces were still
flying through the air, Douglas and Stuart charged forward sword in hand, and hit the men guarding the
hotel owner and his family. The thugs and bullyboys didn't even try to make a fight of it. They knew
professional fighters when they saw them. Most just turned and ran, booed and catcalled by the watching
crowd. Douglas and Stuart cut down those who didn't in no time at all. And as quickly as that, it was all
over. The hotel owner shook Douglas and Stuart by the hand, again and again, babbling his relief and
thanks. His wife and children regarded the two bravos with wide, worshipful eyes. The crowd were
applauding loudly. Some even cheered. Protection racketeers only had friends when they were on top.
There was also a clear element of surprise in the applause. Heroes were rare in the Rookery at the best
of times, which these most definitely weren't.

Stuart shook thick drops of blood off his blade, and grinned at Douglas. 'Feels good, doesn't it? Doing
what we were meant to do.'

Douglas laughed briefly, a harsh resigned sound. 'All right; knock it off. I'm back. It's time to wake up
and get involved again. For better or worse, the rebellion starts here.'

Nina shrieked with delight, and did her happy dance right there in the street, 'Yes! Yes! An exclusive for
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the new news site!'

Back in their room, sat around the table with their masks off, Douglas and Stuart and Nina plotted
revolution. They all spoke loudly, interrupting and cutting each other off; their faces flushed

vr.-:/ 66, . %,-., Mo -...

will) cxcilemcMI and anticipation. They all fell more alive llum llicy uul in months.

'So,' said Stuart. 'How exactly does the rebellion start here?'

'T thought I'd take all the people here in the Rookery and raise them up into an army I can set at Finn's
throat,' said Douglas. 'Not lhe best material, I'll admit, but you work with what's availablel. So; I'll talk to
them, inspire them, fire up a sense of grievance nnd injustice, and then whip them into a fury and—'

Never work,' Nina said flatly. 'In the whole history of the Rookery, no one's ever been able to get all of
them to agree on anything. That's why most of them came here in the first place; because tli<\ couldn't
get on with anyone else.'

'She may be loud and irritating, but she has a point/ said StUfli 1 'Nothing less than a full-scale invasion of
the Rookery by Finn army would ever unite these people into a common eouse, AH.I Finn's far too
smart to do that. He knows all he has to do is wait, (tinl they'll turn on each other.'
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'An invasion . . / said Douglas. That's what we need, rig "' enough. And Finn just might do it; if we scare
him enough, Hut first, we need to get the people here on our side, and under oilf command. I think I'll
start with Random's Bastards. They're tht celebrities of this appalling place. They're fashion setters, trend
setters; where they lead, others will follow.'

"Yes, they're celebrities/ said Stuart. 'And that's why they i' never going to follow two masked bravos
from nowhere. We'n good fighters, and perhaps even local heroes now, but so arc mowl * >1 the
Bastards. All they care about is fame and money, and we can 1 offer them either.'

They care about who they are/ Douglas said slowly. 'Mort1 importantly, they care about who their
ancestor was. (itve them a chance to be heroes and legends like the glorious Jack K.mdnm, give them a
chance to follow an outlawed King into battle .i*Ins! a corrupt Emperor ... to live the lives they've only
dredinnl about . . '

'Douglas, you can't!" said Nina. Trust me, dear, this is a re.illy h.id idea. You show the Bastards your
real face, and they'll be lining up to betray you to Finn for the reward!'

'Damn right/ said Stuart. They may be Random's spawn, I ml they know nothing of honour. And if
there's anything they luilc
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worse than an ex-King, it's an ex-Paragon. Or have you lorgoiien you spent most of your earlier career
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putting these scumbags behind

bars?'

"The enemy of my enemy is my ally, if not my friend,' Douglas said calmly. 'We just have to demonstrate
to the Bastards that Finn is much more of a threat to them than they realise, and that we're the only
people who can lead a rebellion against him. ['ve always found inspired self-interest to be a great
motivator.'

"You'll be a dead motivator the moment you take your mask off;’

growled Stuart.

'We are going to see the Bastards,' Douglas said firmly. 'Have

faith, my children.'

T'm taking my really big gun,' said Nina. 'And my best pair of


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

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

running shoes.'

So, a few days later, Douglas and Stuart and Nina, two masked bravos and a demon girl reporter,
attended the next scheduled meeting of Random's Bastards. It wasn't difficult to track them down. This
wide selection of men, women and not a few alien hybrids, who claimed to be descendants of the
legendary professional rebel Jack Random, always came together once a month to boast and brag about
all the marvellous things they'd done, and argue fiercely over their various claims to lines of descent from
Jack Random. Their favoured rendezvous was a squalid little tavern down on Hell Street: the Three
Cripples. An appalling place in practically every way, but the drink was cheap and the owner was ;-
prepared to overlook the inevitable bad behaviour in return for the

regular booking.

Douglas and Stuart and Nina looked distastefully at the stained walls and slumping roof, with the
windows blacked out for extra privacy, and stepped carefully over the bubbling open sewer to get to the
main entrance. The place was already packed wall to wall, and the bouncer at the door tried to glare
them away. Nina showed him her really big gun, and the bouncer decided there was room for just a few
more after all.

Inside, the smell was actually worse, if anything. The air was thick with a smog of various illegal smokes,
and there wasn't a chair or a stool to be had for love nor money. The crowd jostled together amiably
enough, shouting at each other to be heard over the awful

waitresses were' all [VUule-Liines (a popular clone franchise knock-off), and they circulated ,is hesl they
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could through the heaving press of bodies, dispensing drinks and bar food of dubious provenance.
Douglas and Stuarl forced their way through the crowd with heavy scowls and vicious use of the elbow,
while Nina brought up the rear.

"How the hell are we going to get their attention?' said Stuart, shouting right into Douglas's ear.

'Same way we did with de Rack,' said Douglas. 'Nina, If you wouldn't mind . . .'

Nina didn't mind at all. Grinning broadly, she kicked a few peopU in the shins to make some room,
raised her very big gun and blf w > hole right through one wall. The clamour broke off abruptly <i
everyone present fought to draw their weapons or locate the noim-M exit. Nina carefully lowered her
gun. Douglas jumped up on to tin nearest table and smiled calmly about him.

'Everyone relax, it's not a raid. Some of you may recognise* tnr and my two friends as the ones who
killed de Rack, and broke up hit protection racket. We did it because . . . people shouldn't have lo put
up with shit like that. Just as you shouldn't have to put up with shit like this. Look at you: the descendants
of a hero, a legend, dnd you're reduced to hiding out in the Rookery, denied your tfllf destiny, unable to
fulfil your potential. Unable to prove yourselves worthy of the legend of Jack Random. I've come to
show you A wny out. A way to change your lives for ever.'

And he took off his leather face mask. For a long moment no one' moved, held in a shocked silence, and
then a great roar went tip from the crowd as they recognised Douglas Campbell. One thought was in all
their minds as they looked on the ex-Paragon and ex-King, and that thought was Moneyl The massive
reward Finn had put on Douglas's head, preferably no longer attached to the body, would enable them to
live like kings. (There was another, smaller reward on Stuart's head. Finn could be sentimental that way,
somellmev He didn't want Stuart to feel left out.)
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The whole crowd looked at Douglas with hungry eyes, and I lien surged forward as one to drag him
down. Stuart and Nina defended both sides of the table with kicks and punches and the occasional
head-butt, Nina in particular proved especially adept at dirty fight i tig.
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Douglas looked calmly out over the uproar, not even bothering to draw his sword or his gun, even when
the clutching hands came very close to his legs. He raised his voice again, and almost despite themselves,
the Bastards quietened to hear what he had to say. He was Douglas Campbell after all, and his reputation
went before him.

"You must know my friends and I will kill a hell of a lot of you before you can drag us down. I was a
Paragon and a warrior long before I was a King. My friends are warriors too. You're ready to fight and
die for money, but not for your freedom? What would Jack Random think of that? He was the
professional rebel; you're just professional lowlifes. And not very successful ones, of late. Either you find
the guts to fight back against Finn's unjust rule, or pretty soon there won't be any Random's Bastards.
He'll pick you off one by one, and your heads will decorate rows of spikes outside the Palace as an
example to others. And Jack Random's extended line will die with you. I never gave you any reason to
love me, but at least I respected you. Finn's law is harsher on you than I ever was. He'll kill you all,
because of the legacy of freedom and justice you represent. Your only hope lies in rebellion, and for that
you need a leader everyone will follow. And that's me.'

A slow murmur moved reluctantly through the packed crowd. He's not wrong. Times are bad. Bloody
Church Militant everywhere. Can't make a decent living any more. Finn's a swine, all right. Probably
couldn 't trust him to pay the reward anyway. When the Campbell was a Paragon, you always knew
where you were with him. He was vicious, but fair.

"You have to do this,' said Douglas, and the muttering stopped at once. They were all listening now.
"You have to do it, for your pride and your freedom. I know there have been uprisings before, and Finn
stamped them out with cruel, terrible tactics. He doesn't have to care about being popular any more. But
those earlier rebels were a bunch of amateurs. No common cause, no discipline, no leader. You are all
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practical, professional rebels, and practised fighters, and . . . you have me to lead you. You only have to
look around you to see what the world has become; what the Rookery has become. You were always
rogues, but you had your pride. Now look at you; reduced to preying on each other for pocket change.
You don't have to be like this. You don't have to live like this. You are Jack Random's legacy, a part of
the legacy of the great Rebellion, of Owen Deathstalker and his allies. And now the time has come for

70

you lo be worthy of (hem, Don't wail lor the Dunindal to send his liin.ilics in here to clear the place out;
be the rebels you were horn to be. Rise up!'

And Random's Bastards roared their approval and cheered him (ill the room rang with the power of it.
Stuart and Nina couldn't believe it, 1Lirdeiied criminals who'd steal the gold teeth from their sleeping
grandmothers, who'd worked every con and scheme known to iiuin, si,imped their feet and hammered
their hands together till they .ulied. It probably helped that most of them were broke and bored ,IIK!
more than ready for a little action, but Douglas had offered 1 hem their pride back again, and maybe, just
maybe, there was soim of Jack Random in them after all.

Douglas got down off his table, and introduced Stuart Lennox am! Nina Malapert to the crowd. The
Bastards nodded respectfully lo (In ex-Paragon, and to Nina's gun, but really they only had rye* Id
Douglas. He carried on talking long into the evening, mixing t>' inspirational with the practical. Declaring
a rebellion was all vei well, but there were details to be worked out. Luckily between Ihci' the Bastards
knew everyone in the Rookery, or at least everyoiii who mattered. They knew exactly where Douglas
should go nexl, I" best spread the message beyond the Three Cripples. They were till <|iiick to reassure
him that there were lots of people in the Knokri \ who hated the way things were, and were only waiting
lo be glvm 1 focus and a leader. They wanted their old devious life h.uk, »niii were ready to fight for it.
The Rookery had always been lull d lighters. They would follow Douglas because they knew him, rtn
Paragon and as a King, and as one of them, brought low by III hated Finn Durandal.

More meetings followed, at carefully chosen venues all across tli< Rookery, followed by open rallies
attended by first hundreds fliiii then thousands of eager listeners. Everyone wanted to hear Doiigln-speak,
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as he rallied and cajoled and inspired them with ihunderliir words and the power of a simple truth: that
they had the pown lo change their lives, if they were only strong enough to sel/,c 11, Douglas reminded
them of how far they'd fallen under Ifinperoi Finn, and they roared their rage. Their anger had been silenl
ami diffused for so long only because no one had dared to stand up and put it into words. Douglas gave
them back their pride, and they loved him for it. And finally he stood on a simple stage in <in oprn
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square, facing hundreds of thousands of eager listeners, and he

knew it was time.

"Let the word go out!" he said, his voice echoing in the silence of devout attention. 'From now on the
Rookery is a no-go area for all of Finn's creatures! His authority has no power here. His overbearing and
unjust rule stops at our borders. Any one of his people comes in, they don't get out again. No more taxes
without representation. No more executions without trial. No more Church Militant bullyboys telling you
how to run your lives. No more Emperor Finn sneering at you, because he thinks he doesn't have to be
afraid of you any more. He thinks he's broken you. It's time to prove him wrong. We're

kicking his people out and taking the Rookery back! Then the Parade

of the Endless! And finally all of Logres! 'Because if not us, then who?' And after that the cheers and
roars of approval and determination
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were so loud, Finn must have heard them, even in the dark heart of

his usurped Palace.

One man in particular felt his life change for ever, when he saw Douglas Campbell reveal his true identity
in the Three Cripples, that first night: Tel Markham, who had once been a Member of Parliament and a
mover and a shaker in any number of secret organisations, but who now washed dishes for a living in the
filthy back kitchen of the tavern. He ate scraps of food left on plates, and fought the rats and other vermin
for it too. His once proud clothes were filthy rags, and he slept in a doss house, standing up in a line of
men supported by ropes under their arms. The doss-house owners packed them in, for greater profit,
and often the shared warmth of the packed bodies was all that kept the sleepers alive through the cold

nights.

Tel received a small remittance from his mother every month, supplied on the understanding that he
wouldn't try to contact her, or come home. He had made the family name a disgrace, she said, and he
had failed to look after his brother Angelo. (He'd always been her favourite.) It had been Tel's refusal to
murder his brother on Finn's orders that had brought him low. Tel was aware of the irony, but he didn't
have much use for humour these days. His mother's money kept him alive, just. He had to stay alive.
There , were people he had to be revenged upon.

Seeing Douglas alive had filled him with new hope. He followed I he Campbell from rally to rally,
listening to the man speak, and w.ili'hing the crowds. He needed to be sure Douglas was the real thing.
And finally, when he heard the crowd roar at that last great 1.illy, he hugged himself tightly in his rags, and
laughed and 1.mghed. He decided it was time to introduce himself. He went to lhe Lantern Lodge hotel
one evening, slipping in through the kitchens because there was no way they'd let the likes of him in \
through the front door. There were guards posted, but he dodged them easily enough, and sneaked up
the back stairs to Douglas's \roorn. And then he hesitated at the door, afraid to knock. He'd fallen so
very far from what he once was. And even when they were both men of power and influence, King
Douglas had never had much lime for the Member for Madraguda. How would Douglas react to 1 his
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shrunken thing of rags and tatters at his door? Tel shuffled his feet uncertainly, raised his hand to knock
and then let it fall again. He started to turn away, when the door swung suddenly open, and a large fist
grabbed him by the shoulder of his filthy tunic and dragged him inside.

Told you I heard someone sneaking about,' Stuart said cheerfully. 'Probably a spy or informer. Though
now I've got him, I'm not sure what to do with him. I just hope my inoculations are still working.'

He thrust Tel forward on to his knees before Douglas, and ostentatiously wiped his hand on his arse to
clean it. An unexpected surge of pride brought Tel's head up.

'l am no spy or informer! Finn has no greater enemy than mi'! I came here to offer you my services!'

'Well, thanks very much and all that, but I don't think we need our boots cleaned at the moment,' said
Nina, wrinkling her nose

fastidiously.

"You don't recognise me,' said Tel, his eyes fixed on Douglas. 'Hell, I wouldn't know me, looking like
this. I'm Tel Markham, once the honourable Member for—'

He broke off as Stuart surged forward and set the edge of a knife against his throat. 'Markham!' he spat.
'One of Finn's creatures, then and now! Oh God is good, now and again, delivering our enemies into our
hands. Move your boots back, Douglas. You don't want to get blood all over them when I kill him.'
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"Wait! Wail!' Tel was so panic-stricken he could hardly breathe.

but he kept his gaze locked on Douglas. 'l was one of Finn's people, yes. Emphasis on the was. He
ordered me to kill my brother Angelo, but I refused, so he turned on me. I had to run here, leaving
everything behind, just to save my life. And then he killed Angelo anyway, so it was all for nothing after
all. No one in this room has a better cause to hate Finn Durandal than me.'

'Don't put money on it,' said Stuart.

"Why should we trust you?' said Douglas. He seemed genuinely curious.

"You shouldn't/ said Tel, still acutely aware of the knife at his throat. "You shouldn't trust anyone in the
Rookery. Finn seeded the whole place with his people long ago. But I know his secrets. I can identify his
traitors, tell you of his plans. You only think you know how evil he is. You have no idea of who his allies
really are, and the terrible things he intends to do. You need to know what I know. Keep me around. I
can be useful. In the end, you'll learn to trust me. I'll advise you, follow you, fight beside you.'

"Why?' said Douglas.

'Because Finn killed my brother.'
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'Ah,' said Douglas. '"Yes. Family obligations. I know all about those.' He nodded to Stuart, who
reluctantly took his knife away from Tel's throat.

Tel rose slowly to his feet, awkwardly conscious of what a ragged and filthy picture he presented. It had
been a long time since he could afford to care about his appearance, but he wanted - needed -Douglas to
remember him as the man he was, not the creature he'd become.

Stuart wrinkled his nose. 'Damn, Markham, but you stink! And to be that noticeable in a dump like this
is something of an achievement. If you're going to spend any time with us, you need to take a bath.
Urgently. There's a tin bath on the ground floor. Tell the owner I said you could use it, and that he'd
better scour and disinfect it afterwards. Hell, scrub it out yourself! We all have to use the bloody thing.
God, sometimes I think I'm only fighting this rebellion for a return to decent plumbing.'

'First things first,' said Tel, just a little diffidently. T belong to the landlord of the Three Cripples. He owns
my contract. [ can't work for anyone else unless you buy me out. I shouldn't even be here, really, even if
it is on what I laughingly refer to as my own time.'

'Slavery's illegal,' said Douglas. 'Even in the Rookery.' Lot you know,' said Tel Markham.

Stuart sighed heavily. 'T guess I'd better pay another visit to the Three Cripples.'

"You do that,’ said Nina. 'And I think I'll force open the window while you're gone.
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In the end, both Douglas and Stuart went with Tel to the tavern Douglas talked to the landlord, and
offered the man a fair sum i< release Tel from his contract. The landlord, sensing which way the wind
was blowing, immediately claimed Tel was utterly invpl.uv able, and that he couldn't run the tavern
without him. He then demanded an utterly unreasonable sum to break the contr.nl. Sn Douglas knocked
him on his arse, right there in front of his * lomers. Slavery is illegal, he declared loudly. As of right bloody
now, "You know,' said Tel, as they walked out of the tavern, 'that i going to be a terribly popular
sentiment in some parts of the Rookery. The tradition of indentured servitude goes back a long lime here.'

Tough,' said Douglas. "My leadership of this rebellion comes with a price, and the price is morality. The
Rookery will become hciici than it was. The people will become strong again. They h.ivr i» Because the
weak and uncertain won't stand a chance against Hm fanatics.' He looked around at the small but
attentive crowd ili.ii always appeared when he went out in public. 'Wouldn't you all like to feel good
about yourselves again?'

'Don't you condescend to us, aristo!' said a lady of a certain .ige with too much eye makeup. 'We
weren't all born to wealth .mil privilege! We've had to make our own way. We fight Finn for 0111
interests, not yours!' 'l could shoot her/ Stuart said quietly.

'Don't tempt me/ murmured Douglas. He smiled easily about him. "Your interests are my interests, and
vice versa. We have .1 common cause, bound together by need and destiny/

He bowed courteously to the woman, and walked on. Stuart and Tel followed him. Stuart scowled.
'What the hell did that mean?'

'Beats me/ said Douglas. 'It sounded good, though. When in doubt, kil'lle llii'in with rheiorir. You know,
things were <i lot
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easier when I still had Anne to write my speeches for me. Look; what matters is getting the rebellion
started. We can argue about what it's for after we've won/

Those sound an awful lot like famous last words to me/ said Stuart, and Tel nodded solemnly.

'T wonder if Owen had these problems/ Douglas said wistfully. They trudged along, Tel hanging back just
a little. He had clean clothes now, and could stand to be downwind of himself at last, but he still didn't
feel worthy to walk beside Douglas yet. His pride had been very thoroughly beaten out of him while he
was working at the Three Cripples, and it was slow coming back. He'd spent most of the past few days
rehearsing in his mind all that he remembered of Finn's plans and secrets and vulnerabilities. He could
name a whole shitload of traitors, double agents and deep-cover sleepers in the Rookery, but he needed
more than that to make himself valuable to Douglas. He couldn't afford to be used and then discarded.
He needed to attach himself to Douglas, make himself a part of the Campbell's staff, so that when the
rebellion was over and Douglas returned to power, Tel Markham wouldn't be left behind in the poverty
he'd so narrowly escaped. For Tel, Douglas Campbell was a rising star; someone whose coat-tails he
could ride to security, if not glory. He needed to be secure, to launch his revenges.

'So where are we going now?' Stuart said. The omnipresent drizzle had become a driving rain. It was
always wet and miserable in the Rookery these days. Stuart was pretty sure Finn had arranged it with the
weather-control people.

"We are going to the alien sector/ said Douglas. 'Nina is meeting us there. She's made contact with a
very useful alien hybrid called Nikki Sixteen, who claims she can get us an audience with the leaders of
the alien presence here in the Rookery/

Stuart sniffed. 'Are there enough of them here to make it
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worthwhile?'

'Oh, you'd be surprised at the size of the Rookery's alien contingent/ Tel said immediately, seizing the
chance to show off his local knowledge. 'All kinds of aliens and hybrids end up here, for all sorts of
reasons. Either because they're political or religious refugees, or because they've acquired tastes for
human pleasures or concepts that wouldn't be tolerated back on their homeworlds. The Rookery has
always been a cosmopolitan kind of place, and very
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tolrianl when it romcs to unnatural vices. You wouldn't helirve what SOUK' of these aliens gt't up to/

'Yes I bloody would/ said Stuart. 'Nothing about this place surprises me any more/

'Some of the aliens are remittance people/ Tel continued. 'Paid to May away from home and family.
Because they backed the wrotig cause, or got too friendly with the wrong individuals. Being part of a
rebellion to overthrow Finn and his xenophobic allies could go a long way towards buying them a ticket
home again. But you're going to have to be very careful, Douglas; all these different species have their
own needs and agendas, and they'll only go along with you for as long as your needs coincide with theirs.
Right now, all you have in common is a hatred of the Emperor/

'Right now, that's enough/ said Douglas.
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The meeting place turned out to be an abandoned, boarded-up swimming baths, in a grimy, especially
run-down area of the Rook-1ry. The chipped and stained walls were covered with sprawling alien graffiti,
in a dozen different pictographs. Douglas could reid H lew of them, and was sure Finn's mother had
never done any such thing. Nina was sheltering in the recessed doorway, wrapped In a heavy cloak. Her
pink mohawk drooped damply to one side.

'About time you got here, darlings. This place gives me the creepi, and it's not exactly a salubrious
neighbourhood. The only reason 1l isn't crawling with muggers is because something's been eating them,
and I don't know what the smell is but I just know it's going to take ages to get it out of my clothes. And
watch where you treid, because things go eek if you don't, and I really hope they're only rats. Nikki
Sixteen brought me here, and then couldn't leave fit enough, which tells you all you need to know about
this area, I) we really have to be here, Douglas sweetie?'

"Yes/ Douglas studied the door behind her. The swimming hath had been in a good location once, back
when there had still been prosperous places to live in the Rookery. Back then, the baths hail been the
centre of what passed for polite society. And while the4 building as a whole might be crumbling and the
windows boarded over, the main door was a single great slab of veined marble, held shut by heavy
lengths of steel chain, with massive padlocks. The padlocks hung open, showing they were expected, if
not necessarily welcome, but clearly the aliens took their security very seriously.
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Douglas gestured lor Nina to si.itul .isule. ,nul ',he -.lepped rrhu t.inlly out into the rain. Stuart moved
quickly forward to block Dougl.i

way.
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T go first, Douglas. Always. Now you're the leader of the rebellion, I'm a lot more expendable than you
are/

"No one's expendable, Stuart/ said Douglas. 'That's what the rebellion's all about/

T still get to stand between you and all danger, your majesty. So hold your ground here, while I open the
door and then throw Tel in to check for traps and ambushes/

'l don't find that at all funny,' said Tel. 'Does anybody find th.u

funny?'

T think it's a bloody good idea,' said Nina. 'l never trusted yon, even when you were just a politician.
You've got shifty eyes/

Stuart pushed the door slowly inwards, and the hanging chains rattled loudly. A cloud of stinking steam
wafted out that had them .ill wine ing <md pulling faces. The steam curled slowly around them, moist iind
heavy and unpleasantly warm. It was rank with unfamil 1,ii elements that brought tears to the eye and a
nasty taste in the kick of the mouth. Stuart braced himself, and stepped forward into the gloom beyond
the door. There was an uncomfortably lour pause, and then he reappeared.
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"No one around. The lighting gets better as you go further in, bin the steam's everywhere. I'd say it was
all clear, but it manifestly isn't. We're being watched, I can feel it. The air smells like the Devil's armpit,
but it seems breathable enough. There are freshly daubed signs on the walls to point the way. It's not too
late to 1.ill this off, Douglas. These aliens have no cause to like or trust himuir. any more. Especially not a
King who in the end couldn't proiei i

them/

'"That's not fair!' said Nina.

'Yes it is,' said Douglas. 'l was their King too. It was my job m

protect them/

Nina scowled unhappily, and looked back at Stuart. 'Nikki there'd be someone in there waiting to meet
us/

Stuart shrugged. 'No sign of anyone. Or anything. Do we- >;<» m

Douglas?'
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'Of course,' said Douglas. 'We need them/

He allowed Stuart to lead the way back in, but wouldn't lei him
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ilinmj;h concealed pipes. The steam w.is j'.eiir AH.) hn.illy ihey ctime to what used to be the' m<im

Swimim

DM HIMI! wds huge, and full of chemically treated water, In v\ 1 my.CM MM Lin;ei .ilic'ns. In its
heyday, it would h.ivc takrn I th< Hliil hiiin.in b.ilhers to (ill the pool, but now it held knrly u Hyildied L.nr.e
jiul Liiiguorous forms. The steam <iiul ih< «<[HI nl Mien details, lor which the humans were li.mUy f.i.ihlnl
In ii. were Luge bluish-grey shapes, bulbous <iiul uihhil.11111" LMI*; b.ubc'd tentacles and rows of
jrri\il si.iim iinii.i iM\«i h.ivc' cip[)eared at Parliament, except ,is hoi... <ni .h.iied ihe waters, drifting slowly
and here- <uul Mien «hl\ their visitors. There were scales and e.ir.ip.u ci> ,nnl 1 limb-, ,ni(I Mils and
protuberances thai nude no sens< -n -ill .1 ihe boilom of the pool floated great llowerim', m iih

Hed sc-nse origins tind Imiling roots. All were .iliens \\In-M noi iiiler.ile the Logres gravity unless their
weight w.is lo SOITK Mil MI -.upporled by water. More' S[>c'cic's stood Wtilching on ihe *1'l« Hooi

Jdioniul the' pool. Some Inmmnoid, some re|Hil«>1.1

some fungal, all of them glistening welly from the steam. And a few shapes so frankly nightmarish even

Douglas couldn't stand to look at them for long. Some held edged weapons, some carried energy guns,
along with a sprinkling of devices that Douglas couldn't recognise. For a long time, the humans and the

aliens just stood and looked at each other.

'T have never felt so unwelcome in my life/ breathed Nina. 'And I've been around.’

"You are our guests,' said a roughly humanoid shape, moving forward through the steam to stand before
them. It was covered in overlapping silver scales, like a body armour, even the elongated head. Crimson
eyes burned balefully behind the silver helm. 'T am Toch'Kra, of the Maggara. I speak for the community.

Which one of you is King Douglas?'
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"That would be me,' said Douglas, pushing Stuart gently but firmly to one side. Nice place you have
here. Very . . . moist. Ingenious use of the pool, to help with gravity.'

The steam helps too,' said Toch'Kra. "We pump it full of the elements necessary for our survival. We
cannot speak of what it will do to your lungs.'

'It's all right,’ said Nina. 'We're not stopping.'

'T was once King,' said Douglas. 'But Finn stole my Throne. Now | am a hunted fugitive like yourselves.'

"Not quite like us, human King. You can at least leave this place, and walk the city. We are trapped
here. Once, many of us made up the various alien Embassy staffs. We were proud to come here, to
Logres, to be part of the great adventure of Empire. We believed we had immunity and protection.
Instead, we were hunted down like animals, and those unlucky enough to be caught were butchered, and
then eaten or displayed as trophies.'

'T'm sure he'd like to do the same to me, if he could,' said Douglas. "We have a common enemy. I'm here
to suggest an alliance against him.'

One of the great shapes lurched half up out of the water, made deep hooting noises, and then fell back
again. Water surged up over the side of the pool and soaked the legs of the humans. They stood their
ground. They knew they couldn't afford to appear weak. Toch'Kra nodded to the shape.
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'He says: what use can we be? Many of us are dying, from lack of

food and proper trace elements. From your oppressive gravity. From the accumulating effects of a
hostile environment. And some are simply withering, so far from home or hope or sanity. Most of the
support tech designed to maintain us here had to be abandoned when we fled our Embassies. Why have
you come to us, human King? You have your own people to fight your battles. Most of us couldn't
survive outside these walls.'

'T'm here because you are my people too, and I won't abandon you,' said Douglas. This is your rebellion
as much as ours. Finn must be brought down, and the old order returned, and for that I'm going to need
all the help I can get. Nina. Nina

'Oh! Yes!' Nina tore her gaze away front the long crooked shape moving slowly across the ceiling,
leaving a shiny trail behind it, and concentrated on Toch'Kra. 'T'm setting up a rogue news channel and
communications site. I'm pretty sure we could punch brief messages through to your home planets. Could
they send reinforcements, or other help?'

"No,' said Toch'Kra. The last reports our Embassies received, told of human ships Quarantining our
planets. No one allowed offworld. And there is the constant threat of the Transmutation Engines. We
dare not move openly until Finn's power has been clearly broken. We have learned to be practical and
paranoid through our contact with Humanity.'

'Don't blame us all for Finn's actions,' said Stuart. 'l don't think he is human any more. If he ever was.'

'Fight beside us,' said Douglas. 'Set an example for your peoples to follow. Take revenge for what has


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

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

been done to you. After all; what have you got to lose? Whatever happens in the rebellion, it's got to be
better than hiding out here and dying by inches.'

True,' said the alien, 'our life here is not so precious that we are keen to prolong it. But neither will we
throw our lives away to no good purpose. We remember you, King Douglas. You swore to protect us.
You failed. Why should we listen to you now?'

'Back then, I couldn't even protect myself,' said Douglas. 'T was just a man on a Throne, betrayed by
people I had every reason to trust. Things are different now. I have a cause, and an army, and you can
be a part of that. Revenge can soothe many an old hurt.'

The alien studied him for a long moment with its unreadable silver face, and then it turned away to talk
with the others, in the
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pool and out. The untranslated barks and squeals of alien speech filled the steamy air. Eventually
Toch'Kra turned back to face the humans.

'Even if we were willing to fight, what help could we be, when most of us couldn't survive in your
environment?'

Douglas nodded thoughtfully, but inside he was grinning broadly. He had them, even if they didn't know
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it yet. They'd stopped asking why, and had moved on to how. There is much you can do. There are
many places you can go that humans cannot. Service tunnels, sewer access points, waste disposal
outlets, and all the other places humans can't survive without heavy tech support. And there are people
here in the Rookery who can build you whatever tech support you need, to move around freely. You
supply the plans, they'll supply the tech. There are people here who can build anything, especially if it's
illegal. So; what do you say? Are you with us?'

There are many species here/ said Toch'Kra. 'We do not all share the same goals, ways or even the
same concepts. Most of us are as alien to each other as we are to you. But we will discuss the matter.
Many of us understand, or have learned, the need for revenge. I think, when the discussion is over . . .
we will follow you, King Douglas.'

There wasn't really much left to say after that, so Douglas bowed courteously to Toch'Kra, and then to
the pool, and led his party back out of the baths. Behind them rose the sound of loud debate, in a dozen
inhuman languages. Nina shuddered briefly.

'l swear, I will never eat seafood again.'

The great esper Diana Vertue, once known as Jenny Psycho, once dead but now alive again, strode
through the streets of the Parade of the Endless as though she owned them, heading for the Rookery. She
was broadcasting a powerful telepathic aversion meme, so that everyone else looked everywhere else
except at her. She passed a gaggle of Church Militant peacekeepers, bored and looking for trouble with
malice in their eyes, and Diana was tempted to do something hilariously appalling to them, but reluctantly
decided not to. She didn't want to attract attention. Not yet, anyway. The city wasn't how she
remembered it at all, and she didn't care for the feel of the streets. There was an overlying pall of gloom,
fear, pain and
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irpivssion, U'.iking from d million untutored minds, ,md yet there w.is more to it than that.

Diana stopped by the Victory Gardens, to stand before the statues ,iiul graves of Jack Random and
Ruby Journey. The statues didn't look much like the people she remembered, but she was used to ili.it.
The few representations she'd seen of herself had been nothing short of laughable. She'd never had that
big a bust in her life. She sighed quietly, remembering. It had been a long time since she and Jack and
Ruby had boarded the old Deathstalker Standing, the .indent stone castle that was also a starship, to go
into one last desperate battle against the armies of Shub, and then the massed loices of the Recreated.
And a long, long time since she'd found them lying together, stone cold dead on the cold stone floor, side
by side as they had been in life. Forensic evidence suggested they'd murdered each other, but Diana
Vertue suppressed that. The people didn't need to know everything about their heroes.

She smiled briefly. She'd never thought she'd miss the blustering old rogue and the cold-hearted bounty
hunter, but they had both done amazing things in their time. People these days seemed . . . smaller,
somehow. Less colourful. She concentrated, and a rain of rose petals fell silently upon the statues. And
then she looked round sharply as her open mind seemed to catch an echo of an old familiar presence, a
sense of power upon the air, not long ago at all. 'Owen?" she said, wonderingly.

But of course there was no reply. Owen Deathstalker had been dead and gone these past two hundred
years, and the Empire was a lesser place because of it. She'd always admired the Deathstalker, with his
honour and his courage and his dry, sardonic wit. She never told him that, of course. She didn't want him
to get big-headed. But after he was gone, she wished . . . she wished she could have just sat down with
him, once, and talked. She liked to think they would have had a lot in common. She missed him; but then,
so did everyone.

She could still remember the powerful inhuman Voice, coming from everywhere and nowhere, to tell
them all that Owen Death-stalker was dead. Dead, like Jack and Ruby. Hardened soldiers, who'd taken
everything Shub could throw at them and never once flinched, had stood around her crying their hearts
out for the loss of the one man they'd all revered. The one who'd been the best of them all.
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He'd made the rebellion possible. He'd made winning possible. Even though he'd always known heroes
died young and bloody and far from home.

And yet . . . his presence seemed to permeate the Victory Gardens, even though he had no grave there.
He had been here, and recently. She knew it like she knew her own name. She grinned briefly, her heart
rising. She'd found a way back from the dead; maybe he had too. The Deathstalker had always been a
one for pulling a miracle out of the hat at the last possible moment. She left the Victory Gardens and
headed for the Rookery again, and her heart and her step were a lot lighter. She felt better about the day,
and her mission. She was going to hook up with Douglas Campbell and lead him back to greatness. He
needed her. Even if he didn't know it yet.

The overpowering pressure of the city's oppressed minds still hung about her like a dark cloud, but
Diana Vertue was learning to see through it. Touched and transformed by the Mater Mundi, in her time
she had been one of the most powerful esper minds living, and now she was back her strength was
rapidly returning. Strange lights glowed in her mind, like paper lanterns with horrible faces. The ELFs,
abroad in the long night of the soul. Elf had been a proud name in her time, a force for justice, and Diana
hated these new ELFs all the more for making the name an obscenity. She could sense thralls
everywhere, human minds suppressed and silently screaming, so the ELFs could run their bodies from a
distance. She'd expected that, but the sheer numbers staggered her. She was pretty sure the Emperor
Finn didn't know there were this many thralls in his capital city. Maybe she should send him a note.

It was clear she'd come back from the dead not a moment too soon. The ELFs were spreading their
influence, and growing in power. The more people they could control and drain, the more powerful their
minds became. Diana had to wonder if Finn knew that, as well. She increased the power of her mental
shields, just in case. It wouldn't do to have the enemy know she was back, just yet. She paused by the
window of a store and studied the display of vidscreens interestedly as the regular (approved by Finn)
news channel was shouldered aside by a rogue news broadcast from the Rookery. Nina Malapert's
beaming face replaced the meaningless smile of the regular newscaster, and her voice rang out clear and
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happy and entirely unworried; like a breath of fresh air in a slaughterhouse.

'Hello again, sweeties! It's Nina Malapert back again, the voice and face of the coming rebellion! Guess
what? King Douglas is back, and boy is he ever mad at Finn! Right now the true King is putting together
an army that's going to drag that so-called Emperor off his stolen Throne, and he wants you to know that
things are going to start happening very soon now. Expect open displays of sedition, rebellion and just
plain crankiness all over Logres and especially in the Parade of the Endless. The rebellion is under way,
that's official, and you heard it here first! And now, here's a whole bunch of news stories that Finn and his
creatures don't want you to know about.'

There then followed a long series of news stories about things that Finn had ordered done, or was
planning to have done, most of which were supposed to be strictly secret. Some of them surprised even
Diana. More stories followed, about all the things that were going wrong because Finn couldn't be
bothered with everyday problems, so his people didn't care either. And even more stories about the
foul-ups and general ineptitude of Finn's rule. Diana was just starting to enjoy herself when Nina's face
and voice were suddenly swept from the screen by the news station's superior tech. A sign appeared,
saying Service Will Be Resumed, so Diana set off for the Rookery again.

It was good to know Douglas Campbell had finally got off his regal arse, and was back in action again.
She'd been wondering whether she'd have to jump-start his motivation for him, and some of the ideas
she'd come up with had been particularly unpleasant. But then, as Diana Vertue or Jenny Psycho, she'd
never hesitated to do the necessary thing, no matter how distasteful, or who might get hurt; including
herself. She had learned her lessons well, in the old Empire torture cells of Silo Nine, also known as
Wormboy Hell.

The rebellion needed a figurehead, and she'd known it couldn't be her. She might be an official legend,
but people needed a leader (hey could feel comfortable around, and preferably one who didn't have the
word Psycho as part of her name. No one had ever doubted her abilities as a fighter, but she'd be the
first to admit she'd never been a people person. No, Douglas would do fine. With the right backup, and
guidance. She strode confidently over the border and into the Rookery, and
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the Church Militant gu.mls on duly didn't even ny lo stop her. She dropped her aversion memr lo dllow
herself to be seen, and her power crackled on the air around her. The guards couldn't run away fast
enough. Some were even crossing themselves as they ran. Quite a few innocent citizens also took to their
heels, on both sides of the border. Diana Vertue smiled. It was good to know she could still make an
impression. She stopped and looked around her.

She needed to make a different kind of impression now. Something dramatic, to announce the return of
an old legend. It took her only a moment to reach out with her mind and find an ELF thrall: a nondescript
little man lurking inconspicuously in a doorway. Diana walked right up to him, froze his legs when he tried
to run, and then blasted the possessing esper right out of the thrall's mind. The ELF mind fled screaming,
and the no longer possessed man fell forward on to his knees, shaking and sobbing but purely himself
again. He tried to babble his thanks, tears running down his cheeks, but Diana had no time for that. More
thralls were coming. She could feel them all around her, their thoughts buzzing like angry wasps from a
disturbed nest. There were lots and lots of them, heading right for her. Diana smiled. She was just in the
mood for a good workout.

Possessed men and women came running at her from all directions, their faces twisted with the rage and
passions of the possessing minds. Some had edged weapons, some had only their bare hands, but they
all had murder on their ELF minds. Diana Vertue was their oldest enemy, and they would stop at nothing
to kill her again. They pushed other people out of their way, striking out blindly, their gaze fixed on Diana
as she stood before them, smiling calmly. She waited till they were almost upon her, and then summoned
up her power. Psionic energies surged and crackled in the street around her, and her presence flowered
like a rose made up of thorns. She was Diana Vertue, Jenny Psycho, the first human uber-esper. She had
touched the minds of the Als of Shub and brought them back to sanity. She had fought the Recreated to
a standstill. She had been betrayed and murdered, lived on in the oversoul, and now was back again; to
deal with unfinished business. Let the thralls come. Let them all come. She was Diana Vertue, her time
come round again, and she would show these miserable new ELFs what power really was.

Only she never got the chance. The thralls came charging down
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the sirtri, diui boiled out of the side alleys to surround her. They t.illrd IUT ii,iinc in angry vicious voices,
and boasted of the terrible dungs (hey were going to do to her. Diana Vertue gathered up her power, and
then stopped, astonished, as a dozen young women in brightly coloured silks appeared out of nowhere.
They materialised in a protective circle around Diana, lightning crackling in ihcii lunds. They wore black
roses in their hair, and tribal patterns p.iinted on their faces. They each struck the same impressive pose
Jiul glared haughtily at the stunned thralls. They gestured grandly, ,iiid a psistorm of exploding energies
roared up and down the stnvi picking up thralls and throwing them away, tossing the helpi bodies around
like rag dolls. The ELF minds screamed with r.i.r.r and fear, but they could not stand against the power
of the newcomers. The twelve women gestured almost contemptuously, ,in<l the possessing minds were
thrust out of their stolen bodies, and seni howling off into the night.

The psistorm slowly abated, and the air grew settled again. Up .in.I down the long street, over a hundred
men and women sat shaking and crying and holding each other, free at last. The air had that dr.iu.
focused feeling that follows a thunderstorm. The twelve young women turned as one to face Diana
Vertue. They were all grinning broadly and looking very pleased with themselves. Diana nodded slowly.

'All right; I'm officially impressed. Now who the hell are you?' One of the women stepped forward. 'T am
Alessandra Duquesnr, and we are the Psycho Sluts! Defenders of the right, avengers of tin-downtrodden
and arse-kickers supreme! We modelled ourselves on your legend, and swore to do your name honour
by performing feats of great glory!" She stopped for a moment to get her breath, and Diana cut in quickly.
She knew a long speech coming when she heard one.

"Yes. I've heard of you. Headstrong young trouble-makers, too impulsive to follow the ways of the
oversoul, and far too powerful for your own good. I thought you all left with New Hope, in the Icarus
Working, and were on your way to Mistworld?'

The Psycho Sluts exchanged smug glances, and sniggered amongst themselves. 'We never really got on
with the oversoul,' said Alessandra. 'We were always far too individual, and proud of it, to settle
comfortably into the Massmind. We left the oversoul to come
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to the Rookery, just before New Hope headed off into orbit and exile. We wanted to stay and fight.
There's always been a rogue esper presence here; minds too crooked or strange for the Mass-mind. We
fit in just fine. We earn our keep sniffing out thralls and blasting them free, but we've never seen so many
in one place before! They really do want you dead, don't they?'

"What do you want with me?' Diana said bluntly.

The Psycho Sluts looked at each other, caught off guard. "Well/ said Alessandra, 'we want to be your
army! We always worshipped your memory, your take-no-prisoners,
kill-them-all-and-let-God-sort-them-out policy towards the bad guys, and once we learned you were
back in the flesh, we've been waiting for you to come here. We want to work with you, to spread terror
and destruction in your name! The rebellion starts here! Well, actually, it's already started, and Douglas
Campbell is leading it, but of course now that you're back—'

'No,' Diana said immediately. "The Campbell is King. He leads. I came here to support him, and if you
want to work with me, so will you.'

The Psycho Sluts considered this, and then shrugged, pretty much in unison. Diana looked from one
eager young face to another. Had she ever been this young, this gung-ho? She sighed quietly. She wasn't
at all sure she needed or wanted the support of a bunch of wannabe loose cannons, but they'd probably
do less damage to the cause in the long run if she kept them where she could keep an eye on them. So it
seemed she had her own personal army, whether she wanted one or not. She wondered fleetingly if
Owen ever had to cope with problems like this. Still; she was glad she had something to bring to
Douglas, apart from her own rather controversial legend.


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

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

'We know where there are more thralls!' said Alessandra, almost jumping up and down on the spot in
entirely unsuppressed excitement. 'Let's kick some more ELF butt before we go to see Douglas!'

"Yes,' said Diana. The more people we can free from ELF possession, the better.'

That too!' said Alessandra.

Diana and her new-found friends the Psycho Sluts went, eventually, to meet with King Douglas and his
people. He wasn't an easy man to get to see, these days, and Diana had to perform a few minor
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miracles and wonders to get her due attention, but once people le.ilised she really was who she said she
was, they couldn't pass her on last enough. Just as well. No one stopped Diana Vertue when she was on
aroll. Douglas, Stuart and Nina met with her in their hold room, which had somehow become the centre
of rebel operations, despite its cramped size. The Psycho Sluts stood guard outside 1 Indoor, putting the
wind up the regular guards. Everyone had heard ol i lie Psycho Sluts, who when they really got going
could cause more property damage than an earthquake. There was talk of getting up .1 collection to send
them to help out another planet. Any olhci planet.

Diana studied the three dubious faces sitting on the opposite side of the table, and smiled easily. 'Hi, I'm
Diana Vertue, and you need my help.'
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'Yes,' said Douglas. "When Jenny Psycho appears on the stem people usually do.'

'T haven't used that name in well over a century,' said hun.i giving him one of her best scowls. 'And if
you're wise, you won I either. In case you didn't know it, this whole area is infested wild thralls, reporting
everything you do to the Emperor. You don'l 1.1\ « strong enough esper minds here to detect them, let
alone de.il wiih them. So, you need me.'

Douglas nodded slowly. 'And those awful young ladies cuircnily lurking outside on the landing?'

They call themselves the Psycho Sluts, in honour of me. And no, I didn't get a say in the matter. They're
rogue espers. They me.m well.'

"Psycho Sluts,' said Nina. 'Doesn't the name alone jusi iuspiie confidence?'

'All the legends who could have returned to back me up, .nid I had to get Jenny Psycho/ Douglas said
heavily. 'No offence . . . Diana. Tell you what; I've got to address an important rally in <iboni an hour.
Why don't you and your people tag along, and if you sp<u any thralls in the crowd, show me what you
can do. All right?'

The look on Diana's face made it clear it wasn't all right in .my shape or form, but she nodded briefly.
Even legends had to prove themselves. She waited down in the lobby with the Psycho Sluls, who amused

themselves ploying rat croquet with their psydm kinesis, unlil il was time for Douglas and his people to go
It) ihc
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rally. The Psycho Sluts nodded cliecilully to Douglas, who did his best to avoid their eye. They worried
him. They moved to form a protective circle around him as they walked through the streets. People
gathered along the way to cheer and wave, and Douglas smiled and waved royally back to them. Stuart
watched the crowds warily, one hand always near his gun. Nina filmed it all with her floating camera, for
later broadcast. Diana ignored the surroundings, conserving her strength. She knew the real trouble
would start at the rally, where the ELFs could do the most damage.

The rally was being held in an open square, and a large crowd had gathered there to listen to Douglas
Campbell. The Psycho Sluts opened up a corridor through the crowd for Douglas to make his entrance,
and he strode briskly through the crowd and leapt up on to the simple wooden stage. The crowd cheered
loudly, and Douglas stood proudly before them, looking every inch the King in exile. He didn't even wait
for the cheers to die away before getting stuck in. He spoke well and fluently, haranguing the crowd and
raising their spirits, inciting them to rebellion. He could talk of the poverty and harshness of the Rookery
because he'd known them himself, and he could talk of the Emperor's treachery and evil because he'd
known them too. His speech might not have the ease and polish that Anne Barclay's writing would have
given it, but no one doubted that everything he said came from the heart. They had to fight back, he said,
they had to rebel. Because things were only going to get worse, because already far too many people
were suffering unjustly, because it was their duty and their right. When your back’s to the wall, there's
nowhere to go but forward, he said, and the crowd roared his name like a battle-cry. Soon they were
applauding his every statement as though it was an article of faith.

The Psycho Sluts stood arrayed before and around the stage, defying anyone to get past them, while
Diana moved unobtrusively through the crowd, quietly noting the location of each and every thrall without
letting them know they'd been spotted. They were gradually infiltrating the crowd, in ones and twos,
smiling and applauding so as not to seem out of place, but someone else looked out through their cold
eyes. When they thought there were enough of them, they began interrupting Douglas's speech with boos
and jeers and catcalls. A few tried to shout Douglas down with insults and obscenities. The crowd
around them shifted uneasily, angry but

not yet ready to act themselves. They looked to Douglas to see wli.il lie would do. And Douglas just
raised his voice, silenced the heckles with his rough and ready wit, and kept on going. He'd siilTeinl
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worse in Parliament.

The thralls fell silent, linked minds, and lashed out with a com hined telepathic onslaught, catching
everyone by surprise. Tin III, weren't usually strong enough to generate their power 1 1 ..... their thralls.
The crowd staggered back and forth, clutching ai ihen heads, as a razorstorm of unbearable thoughts
roared in itheii MIHLI Vile sights and sensations overpowered their senses, plunjiinn iln m into Hell, and
the ELFs enjoyed every moment of it. A gioup ol ilu thralls nearest the stage seized the opportunity to
attack I ..... directly, under cover of the confusion. They lunged at him vvnli drawn swords, but Diana had
seen enough. She lashed out with In i mind, blanketing the whole square, and the telepathic ,111.1. 1 .Imi
off abruptly as every single thrall collapsed as one. Diana imm .1 ill. thralls nearest the stage upside down
and shook them [ir,i IMI ih, show of it, before blasting out the occupying minds. rh<.1. quickly returned
to normal, and looked around for iheii savloui Douglas grinned down at Diana from the stage. 'All right;
you're hired.'

The Emperor Finn Durandal was not at all happy aboni beiuy; ..... from his sleep at such an early hour of
the morning, hui s ..... in. only people who had this particular private comm numhei wi n iln ELF leaders,
he supposed he'd better answer it. Somehow In jir.i knew it wasn't going to be good news. He sat
slumped on 1 In « his bed, yawning and rubbing at his eyes, and finally act nan d iln viewscreen built into
his bedside table.

This had better be important,’ he growled.

The scowling face on the screen was unknown to him, Inn In expected that. The ELF leaders never
showed their true laces, ih only ever spoke through their thralls. Even after all this lime, him had no idea
who the ELF leaders really were; one of the many ilnnj*N that had been bothering him lately. The
possessed face on the si ..... looked distinctly upset, which pleased Finn somewhat. I he W.IMI i having
a good time, no one else should either.

"We have been attacked,' the ELF leader said flatly. 'A assault of incredible power. Many of our people
are still recover
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"Who the hell could do 1h<H lo yon.1's.iid hiiin.

'Diana Vertue has appeared in tin- Rookery.'

Finn blinked a few times. "That's a good trick/ he said finally. 'Considering she's been dead for over a
century.'

That doesn't mean anything where she's concerned. She was an avatar of the Mater Mundi, and even

the uber-espers were scared of that force. Diana Vertue is back, and she has sided with the Campbell.
You should have let us kill him long ago.'

"Possibly/ said Finn. 'But I did so want him to suffer first. Very well; kill him, if it will make you happy.'

'We can't. He is protected by Diana Vertue and her army of rogue espers! Already they have cost us

hundreds of thralls. Our presence in the Rookery has been almost wiped out! You have to do
something!'
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T am doing something/ said Finn, just a little testily. 'l never thought you and your thralls would be
enough to stop Douglas putting together a rebellion, once he came out of his sulk. He always did have a
way with words, along with that damned charismatic personality of his. So I've been preparing my own
little army, to fight specifically in the Rookery. I always knew I'd have to deal with the ungrateful little
bastards some day. The Rookery has finally become too dangerous to be allowed to exist. I've been
reluctant to sign their death warrant - partly because there was always the chance that I'd need their
special talents again some day, and partly because I'm a sentimental old softy, but . . . Get your remaining
people out of the Rookery. I'm going to send in my very best fanatics, to cleanse the place with fire and
steel. I will tear down the buildings, and raise a mountain of skulls/

'"You'd better/ said the ELF.

The viewscreen went blank. Finn stuck out his tongue at it. He sighed, stood up and rang for his servants
to come in and dress him. No point in trying to get back to sleep now. Not when he had slaughter and
devastation to plan. He ordered a series of calls to his generals in the Church Militant. If he didn't sleep
no one else got to sleep either.

Pure Humanity and the Church Militant had become one church and one philosophy, under the
benevolent guidance of the very practical Joseph Wallace. The shock troops of the Empire now

worshipped Mini directly, .nut n.iimjl selection .unong ihe Li bolstered by numerous purges, had
produced an army of impliK.ihle /.e.ilois and fanatical soldiers. They would die for Finn; though ol course
they would much rather kill for him. He was the Chosen ()ne, the Defender of Humanity, their day and
their night. And they were his attack dogs.

There were thousands of them, armed to the teeth, their he,ids boiling with battle drugs and virulent
propaganda. They were Unrighteous, and mercy and compassion and all such weaknesses weir not in
them. They gathered at the boundaries of the Rookery jml then marched in by all the entry ways at once,
singing their awful hymns, and killing everyone they saw. They shot down men women and children, and
cut down those who didn't run awny L.r.1 enough. They set fires and planted explosives in buildings. Their
loi <] had said that not one stone should remain standing upon anoiln-i and not one heathen soul should
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be left alive to see the coming d,i> They did not care, or falter. They were doing God's work, and il I< i
fine, so fine.

Men, women and children lay dead and dying in the streets, .11 id the Church Militant soldiers marched
right over them. Fires burned brightly against the dark, and explosions sounded in the nighi like the heavy
footfalls of an avenging God. Anywhere else in the cily there would have been nothing but panic, and
people running blindly, but this was the Rookery, and the people here were m.ide of harder stuft. Word
passed quickly of the invasion, and all too soon the Church Militant advance ground to a halt in the face
of im placable opposition. Defenders of all ages came running from every direction to block the invaders'
way, all of them armed with some kind of weapon. More people gathered on the roofs, to rain down
debris on the enemy. There were snipers with energy guns at the-higher windows, and fast-footed youths
darted out of alleyw.1y. with improvised grenades.

In the Rookery it was truly said: Any man against his neighbour, but every man against the outsider.

Douglas, Stuart and Nina worked tirelessly through the endless hours of the morning, organising the
rebel forces, sending people to fight where they were most needed. Diana Vertue and the Psycho Sluts
struck the Church Militant troops again and again, darting in and out in vicious hit-and-run tactics, leaving
death and destruction
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in their wake. Even some of the aliens emerged on to the streets, for a chance to strike back at their
persecutors.

The Rookery rose up, combined at last into a single great force, with a single aim. The Emperor had
made himself their enemy, a threat to their homes and their lives, and they would never rest again till they
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had brought him down. The people surged through the streets, throwing themselves at the invaders in
wave after wave, howling a hundred different battle-cries in a single enraged voice: the end result of
generations of having to fight for everything in life. Guns blazed and swords flashed; and the Church
Militant soldiers fell in their dozens, and then in their hundreds and finally in their thousands. The people
of the Rookery came from everywhere at once, to drag the fanatics down by sheer force of numbers.
The Rookery rose up, savage and unrelenting, and all in a moment the invasion became a rout. The
Church Militant abandoned their weapons, their orders and their faith in Finn and themselves, and in
ragged groups they ran for the Rookery boundaries. Of the tens of thousands of proud and arrogant
zealots who'd marched into the Rookery, only a few hundred made it out alive.

Nina Malapert got a lot of it on film, and broadcast every bit on her rogue news site, with the tech team
using all their ingenuity to keep it on the air for as long as possible. All over Logres, and on worlds across
the Empire, people watched as Finn's authority was challenged, and thrown back in his face. They saw
the blood and the bodies, and whole families slaughtered by the Church Militant troops, and then they
watched as Douglas Campbell and Stuart Lennox fought back to back against impossible odds, and
never had those two looked more like heroes.

Finn's censors shut down the broadcast, eventually, and there was nothing left but blank screens, all
across the Empire.

In the Rookery, the people gathered up their dead, treated the wounded as best they could, and put out
the fires. They didn't feel much like celebrating. But at least now there was no doubt over whose side
they were on. They only halted their pursuit of the surviving troops at the boundaries because Douglas
sent messages to call them back. He knew they weren't ready to go head to head with the full strength of
Finn's armies. Not yet. Hot tempers subsided into cold, bitter anger as the people of the Rookery
counted their dead and added up the damage. And hard-hearted and harder-headed
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men and women, who would never have come together tor SOUK ihing as nebulous as a cause, now
found themselves united in .111 .idling hunger for revenge.
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And on worlds all across the Empire, and most especially on I .ogres, people contemplated their blank
viewscreens, and reassessed ilie Hmperor Finn and his shock troops in a whole new light.

[ urn was furious. He raged back and forth in his Palace emu mnnications centre, trying to summon more
troops, but most nl In tinned forces were posted as occupation troops in cities all .i« > Logres. It would
take hours to bring them all to the Parade <>1 ih< landless, and then, who would control the cities they
left? Finn li.ul .iittick sleds, battle wagons, and even starcruisers at his dispos.il. Inn .ii;,iin it would take
hours to call them in. Finn kicked out .11 H" furniture, and any of his staff who didn't get out of his Wtiy '
enough. He couldn't understand how it had all gone wi< quickly. How a rabble of outcasts and criminals
could h.ive \\tv ¢! out his elite troops so easily.

Douglas. It had to be Douglas.

Finn drove everyone else out of the comm centre, and i.illeil mi 1 lie ELFs for help. A large enough army
of thralls might yet s.ivc I In-day for him. Suicide troops, driven on by outside minds, could -.nil overrun
the Rookery's defences. But none of the ELF leader, oi thl uber-espers would take his calls. Finn sat
down slowly in the em; room, his thoughts whirling madly, unable to settle. For Hie 1° lime in a long while,
he wasn't the one driving events, and lie didn'i know what to do. He must have missed something, but
wh.n ' What?

In the end, when it had been quiet for too long, the comm M.ill sent for Joseph Wallace. He calmed
everyone down as best he « mil.I with soothing words and rousing platitudes, and then he SIIK I In-.
head gingerly round the door of the comm centre. I inn w.r, Mill silting in his chair, thinking, ignoring
flashing message lights mi ( misoles all around him. Joseph decided this wasn't the moment in inform Finn
that uprisings were breaking out on pi. HUMS ,ill ,u <« tin- Empire, inspired by what they had seen
happening in tU. Rookery. Joseph gently closed the door, and quietly began gi\ * mders in Finn's name.
Security people came and went, piiiimr together a depressing picture of what was happening cvcrywlicie
At
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once. Joseph authorised vicious reprisals and clampdowns, but as fast as rebellion was slapped down in
one place, it sprang up in another.

Alarms sounded in the comm centre, but Finn turned them off. The noise made his head hurt, and he
needed to think.

If he'd known what was going on with the ELF leaders and the uber-espers, Finn would have been even
more disturbed. Behind the scenes, an even more bitter struggle was going on, with no quarter asked or
given. The ELF leaders and the uber-espers had finally erupted into open war over who controlled the
movement. Both sides had been secretly amassing great armies of thralls, to feed their power and back
their play, and after what had happened in the Rookery both sides had decided that the time had come to
break free from Finn, and go their own way.

It was an esper war, fought on mental battlegrounds, largely unnoticed by the rest of the world at first,
but none the less vicious and deadly for all that. The huge thrall armies were living power sources,
reservoirs of mental energy that both sides could tap into as they fought their war. Telepathic battles
raged back and forth as minds clashed with minds, on eerie inhuman landscapes created just for that
purpose. Minds crashed and splintered, and esper attacks sometimes spilled over into the material world,
in outbreaks of weird weather and probability fluctuations. Psistorms sleeted through the surrounding
areas, destroying all unshielded minds in their path. Neither side was strong enough to entirely overwhelm
the other, but neither would back down, and so the psionic pressure built and built, until finally the
energies spiralled out of control and blew one whole section of the Parade of the Endless apart in an
explosion so loud and bright the echoes could be felt all over Logres.

(Finn later blamed the explosion on rebel saboteurs. Because he had to say something.)

The esper battle ended in a stalemate; both sides retreated to lick their psychic wounds, and prepare for
future battles. Each was determined to stand alone now, and follow its own destiny. They didn't need
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Finn any more. They would rule Humanity on their own terms, and to hell with all alliances of
convenience.

Finn crushed the uprisings, eventually. It cost him time and money and manpower, far more than he
could afford, but he had

no choice. He had to maintain control. Planet by planet, city by city, the rebellions were stamped out
with gun and steel, and a slow sullen silence fell across the Empire, every bit of it now under sin. i martial
law. Rebel bodies hung from lamp-posts in their humli. in every city, and heavily armed and armoured
troops walked ilu rily streets, looking nervously over their shoulders.

(The Rookery was strictly off-limits. No one went in, and no mi. came out.)

Finn was more worried about the loss of his ELF allies. N<>i ihem would talk to him any more, and all
his contacts seem. .1 IM have disappeared underground. He'd relied upon their snppiui 1<» loo long; his
spy organisations were lost without their lelep.nhi. ,ill\ gained intelligence, Finn told Joseph Wallace that
product i.»e * blockers was now to have priority over everything else, hm rmil,i explain why.
Unfortunately, you couldn't manufacture csp M without the required esper brain-tissues, and the cloning
nl (issues had always had a high failure rate. So mass prodm n. going to be a slow, time-consuming
process. (Joseph ilelivei.-.1 id M message over the comm, from a safe distance. He still didn'i emu 11 ust
Finn's temper.)

The Emperor had other problems too. He went to see I lu.iii iln K.iit, in his new laboratory set within the
Palace. (Finn h.nl il. , hi. .(in keep his remaining allies close at hand, wherever possiMr i Tin » w.is only
one du Katt these days. The Elijahs had tried i«» assrmbll ihrir own power base and a new clone
underground, JIM! linn couldn't have that, so he personally shot all the Elijah tin (
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except one. He neither knew nor cared whether the icm.i......p. .in

K.I 11 was the original or not. It didn't really matter.

Ostensibly Finn was visiting du Katt to discuss the pi.iN. n el.ming esper brain-tissues, but as always
Finn h.nl .in ul!-u"1 iiuiiive. The recent uprisings had demonstrated very clc.uly ili.n I" h.ul .1 shortage of
manpower, especially now he no longei h.nl il» iln.ills to hack him up. He needed soldiers; armed men
who wonM ilo what they were told without question. And he didn'i km il«

lime to find and train and indoctrinate them. So, llie nhv.....

sinswer w.is tin diniy of clonc-s. To produce such .m .inny would leqnitT a huge protein h.ise, lull luckily
(here w.is no shoil.ip.e ul ile.ul bodies lying .inuinil, just waiting to he put to gooil use. Ami this new .inny
would he programmed lo know no Ic.u .m<l

absolutely no independence. They wouldn't turn and run, like those so-called zealots he'd sent into the
Rookery. Finn's blood still boiled at the thought of his men running from a bunch of outcasts and cheap
grifters. He would have cheerfully called in his Fleet and scorched the whole area from orbit, but there
was no way of doing that without taking out the whole of the Parade of the Endless. He was still thinking
about it, though.

Finn expounded his plans for a new clone army at some length to the sole remaining and somewhat
subdued du Katt. He strode up and down between the shining brand-new equipment, his ideas growing
more extravagant by the moment. Du Katt just sat there, shaking his head slowly, until Finn told him to
stop it. Du Katt wrung his hands together in front of him to stop them from trembling.
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"To produce the number of clones you require, on the time-scale you propose, presents us with . . .
certain difficulties, that no amount of tech or funding will overcome. Your majesty. The end product will
almost certainly be ... damaged goods.'

'Be specific, said Finn, fiddling with a nearby piece of delicate and expensive equipment, just to watch
du Katt flinch and twitch.

"Well, your majesty, the end product will almost certainly have physical defects, including, but not limited
to, a certain amount of brain damage.'

'Sounds like a plan to me,' said Finn. 'Soldiers too stupid to rebel, and too dumb to do anything but
follow orders. I can live with that. I'll take two million, to begin with. And use the cell samples I brought
as the base for their genetic structure.'

"Whose cells are they?' said du Katt.

'Mine, of course,' said Finn. 'l have decided I want children. Lots and lots of them.' He laughed, and
clapped the shaking du Katt on the shoulder. 'Congratulate me! I'm going to be a father!'

His next visit was to another laboratory he'd had relocated to the Palace, for security reasons. The
owner hadn't wanted to move, but it's amazing how persuasive a gun pointed at the groin can be. And so
that renowned drug-dealer, alchemist and complete headcase Dr Happy now worked exclusively for
Finn, in a brand-new lab with every convenience money could buy. Much to the sorrow of his many
other customers. It had to be said that Dr Happy wasn't
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+ly (he MLin he'd once IKVII, before his long sojourn on H.ulcn, in ihc proximity of ihe Madness Ma/.c.
Bui there was no denying he .nil possessed the most unusual scientific mind in the I-mpire. And ihese d.iys
the good doctor laboured tirelessly on a single project: the lelmilding of Anne Barclay.

Anne had been very nearly killed by the wreckage that fell on hei timing Douglas Campbell's daring
escape through the roof of the t'1Miri. Anyone else probably would have died, given how long ii look to
get her to a regeneration tank. But the tank kepi I in limering on the edge of death, while Dr Happy
turned his twisted mind lo the problem. Finn had instructed Dr Happy to go lo .my lengths to save Anne,
so that was exactly what he did. Wh.u In could not cure or repair, he replaced or rebuilt, no mailer hmv
extreme the measures necessary. He worked wonders, pulling Ami. I MI k from the brink of the grave
again and again, but union nn.nely he couldn't resist the impulse to recreate her in amusing ways. The
good doctor had been influenced by his prolonged proximity to ih. Madness Maze, and it showed in his
work. He had also taken in using himself as a test subject for all the new drugs he developed I he
grounds that the only way to fully understand the effeels w.c. \» experience them first-hand.

One of the drugs killed him. Another brought him back. ()i si sdid. Either way, the end result was that Dr
Happy was now .1 walking, rotting corpse, within which his slowly decaying hi ilium mind misfired from
time to time. Implanted tech from duhi sources and a whole series of experimental new drugs kept him
going, but his flesh continued to slowly mummify despite all his > efforts to rejuvenate it. Dr Happy didn't
care. He savoured ih> sensations of decay through preternaturally sharpened senses, ,md boasted that
his new outlook on life, or rather death, gave him .ill kinds of new insights.

The scene that greeted Finn as he entered the heavily gn.mled laboratory would have shaken and
sickened anyone else, (iom already were the days of shining new tech and pristine equipmenl. The
shadowed chamber was packed with animal cages, and si.ml like a slaughterhouse. Experimental animals
peered dolefully hum the cages, while others lay scattered across the lab tables in various states of
completion. Dr Happy had been taking them .ip.irt ,md putting them back together in interesting new
combinations, lo sei-
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what would happen. Mostly they died, but he said he was learning a lot in the process.

Finn strode unhurriedly through the lab, peering dubiously at the latest assemblies pinned to the tables,
then looked up as Dr Happy came tottering forward to greet him. The good doctor wore nothing but his
chemical-stained lab coat over his emaciated body. Dark blotches covered the grey skin, and occasional
pale glimpses of bone showed through. Most of his white hair had fallen out, his sunken eyes were as
yellow as urine, and his lips had drawn back from his teeth, turning his permanent smile into a rictus. He
moved in sudden darting flurries, never still for a moment, filled with some terrible, remorseless energy.

'So good to see you again, Finn! Yes! Yes! Oh happy day . . . We're making progress here, definitely
making progress. Don't look at the rabbit, I never expected it to work. The other head was just a whim.
You've come to see Anne, I presume? Yes, yes, [ know, no time for chat. I see ghosts, you know.'

Finn paused, and looked at Dr Happy. This was a new turn. 'Ghosts?' he said carefully.

'Oh yes. Spirits of the dead, restless souls of the departed, that sort of thing.' Dr Happy spun round in a
circle, flapping his bony hands as though shooing things away. They're always floating round the lab,
getting in the way. Pestering me, when I have better things to do.' He looked fixedly at nothing for a long
interval, his head cocked on one side. "They're quiet, for the moment. I think you frighten them. I'm pretty
sure some of them are people I came back from Haden with. You remember,'

"The crew of the Hunter, and the scientists of Haden,' said Finn. ,, The people you poisoned and drove
insane.'


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

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

It's not my fault they weren't strong enough to tolerate the miracles I fed them! I would have made them
superhuman if they hadn't all died on me. People have no stamina these days. I blame late toilet-training
myself. You don't think they blame me for their deaths, do you? How very unfair. But you're here to see
Anne, aren't you? Come and see, come and see. I've made such marvellous progress since you were last
here. You won't recognise the old girl.'

That had better not be true, for your sake,' said Finn, but Dr Happy had already lurched away, and was
pottering about his lab. He was heading towards the living quarters at the back, but he kept
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being distracted by various chemical distillations and computer displays. He gave his gene-splicer an
encouraging pat in passing, ,iiid beckoned imperiously for Finn to follow him. Finn sighed, and did so.
The line between genius and madness was thin enough at I lie best of times, and being dead probably
didn't help. He followed In Nappy on his erratic journey, pausing now and then when the good doctor
stopped to talk to people who weren't there. More <>1 lir. ghosts, presumably. Finn tried hard to see
something, but conldn'i Me hated to miss out on things. Dr Happy whirled round abruptly 1» lace Finn.

"Now this is interesting! This spirit claims to be you, come b.n k in lime from the future, after you died.
I'd probably be able to mul<1i stand him better if he didn't have his head under his arm.’

Finn made a mental note to get as much work out of Dr N,i|i>\ .r. lie could while he still lasted. 'How
are you getting on wild yum new version of the Deathstalker Boost?' he said, loudly and < I-

'All right! All right! No need to shout! I'm dead, not dc.il. II n are still attached, see? And the Boost is
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going very well, th.ink yn I've already produced a viable prototype, and given it to Ann

"You've done what?' Finn said sharply. 1 told you I wanted (* it myself first.'

Dr Happy looked at him with his sunken eyes, and twiu lied hi* stiff fingers nervously. There was no
time, no time! Anne nn .(* ,i my Boost, if she was going to hold together. You have to n-mcmlx i most of
what I've done to her is extremely experiment.il. No nm else could have kept her alive as long as 1. I've
used old 1L.-idrnin.in lech, Wampyr tech, and even some new options that c.une ID MM during my time
with the Maze. I had no choice but to m.ikr In i into a cyborg, after the appalling damage she suffered.' lie
p.m considering. 'T have to admit, I'm not always sure how or even wli> some of it works, but we learn
by doing, after all. Still; tech impl.mr miracle potions and my loving care can only do so much. Olicn tin
very things that keep her alive are at war with each othrr in In i poor abused body. The Boost should
make all the diliercn. v [hi the highest hopes for it. Come and see, come and see!'

He pottered off again, and Finn followed him to the kick ol iln lab. The living quarters were separated
from the rest of the l.ih >y .1 single door of solid steel. It remained locked at all times, ,is tnu.li ID keep
Anne in as everyone else out. Dr Happy spoke his n.iine inio
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the voice lock, and the door ground slowly open. Beyond it lay a comfortable enough room, with every
amenity but no windows. Anne was standing before the full-length mirror, studying herself -her new self,
or what had been done to it in the name of survival. Finn had offered to remove the mirror, on the
grounds that it only upset her, but Anne had wrecked the room in protest, even denting the steel door, so
he never mentioned it again.

Anne stood awkwardly. She was still learning how to walk and move smoothly in her new, altered form.
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She wore no clothing, so she could see herself more clearly. Tech implants bulged crudely out of her
flushed pink skin, thrusting out sharp and curved edges. One arm was longer than the other, and the
power unit in her back gave her a slight hunched look. Her body bulged in wrong places, to contain
everything that had been put into it. Long raised edges of scar tissue trailed paths all over her body, like
the map of a new route into Hell. She moved jerkily, without grace, and often her hands broke things
without meaning to. Sometimes, too, she broke things deliberately, out of rage and frustration. Her hair
had grown out grey from the stress, and her face was gaunt and tired. Her eyes had the golden gleam of
the Hadenman, and when she spoke her voice was a harsh painful buzz. She didn't look away from the
mirror reflection when Finn entered, but when she spoke it was for him.

'l was beautiful for such a short time; [ wish I'd enjoyed it more. Still, at least now the outside finally
matches the inside.'

"You've been brooding again, haven't you?' said Finn. "What have I told you about that? You have
nothing to blame yourself for. Besides, beauty is in the eye of the beholder.'

Anne tried something like a smile. 'It takes one monster to appreciate another. There's something new in
me now, isn't there?' 'Yes,' said Finn. 'It's a variant on the old Deathstalker Boost. It will make you
stronger, faster, and hopefully a little more stable.'

Anne turned with awkward suddenness to face him. 'Yes. I can feel it, like lightning in my veins. I feel . .
. strong. I could probably knock down that stupid door of yours now, if I wanted. But where would I
go? I don't sleep any more, you know. I don't need to. Just as well, really. I had bad dreams.'

"You're alive,' said Finn. 'l promised you I wouldn't let you die.' 'My Boost is actually an improvement
on what the original was


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

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

«.imposed lo be/ s.iid I)r Happy, tottering in circles around Anne, .MM! i milling his still lingers over the
tech eruptions in her body. 'My Ilixisi is ,1 coMiimiiil thing, never stopping. You will never lose the luiieliis
it gives you. My dear, you are practically superhuman. Of utilise, my Boost does have a regrettable
tendency to burn up the host body, hence the new flush to the skin, but the various tech iiiipl.inls should
balance that out.' 'How long will she last?' said Finn.

Di H.ippy shrugged jerkily. 'How long have any of us got? She'll i ei Liinly outlast me. And you too, if
your ghost is to be believed.'

'Why have you done all this?' said Anne, staring at Finn with In 1 );olden Hadenman eyes. "Why is it so
important to you that I live.1'

"To prove that even monsters aren't monsters all of the time/ -..n.1 | inn.

'I miss James,' said Anne. 'l want James. Make me another/ Him frowned. 'l think the people would
know he was a clone this lime.'

"Not for them. Make another James for me/ 'T'll see what I can do/ Finn lied. He was wise enough to
know 1 h.ii Anne needed a reason to go on living, but still selfish enough lo vv.iul that reason to be him. A
part of him was quietly sad thiii slit couldn't see the lengths he'd gone to, just for her.

'T'm tired/ said Anne. Tired of the pain, of the changes. Of not being human/
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"The Boost will change that/ said Finn. 'And there are still m,iu\ useful things you can do with your life.
Perhaps I should let Dougl.is know what's happened to you. He might like to come and visit/ "'Yes/ said
Anne. I'd like to see Douglas again. One last time/
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THREE

IN THE GLORY DAYS OF EMPIRE

Owen Deathstalker went dancing back through Time, star systems whirling dizzyingly past like
shimmering sands beneath his speeding feet. The galaxy spun around him, its many tiny lights blinking on
and off like warning signs. Stars and comets formed an endless rainbow path back into the Past. He
could feel Hazel d'Ark’s presence, always tantalisingly just ahead of him. He could feel other presences
too, moving around him in the Timestream. Some travelled into the Past beside him, while others headed
the opposite way, into the Future. Some felt human, while others very definitely didn't. Owen could have
reached out to them, but didn't. Perhaps because he wasn't sure they would approve of what he was
going to do. And so he leapt on into the Past, alone but quietly determined, following the trail that Hazel
had left behind her.

Sometimes it seemed to him that there were other pathways than the one he was following, of simple
Past and Future; other directions, other possibilities that he could follow. He wondered if these were the
Timestreams from which Hazel had called her other selves, during the great Rebellion. Variant
Timestreams, where he had not died and Hazel never became a monster. They tempted him with the
possibilities of comfort, but he continued on his chosen path. He knew his duty. And anyway; only one
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Hazel had ever really mattered to him.

Finally the distance between the two of them began to narrow. She was slowing, and he was catching
up. He slowed his dance, and the galaxy expanded around him as he began to sink back into it, focusing

mi one specilic lociiliou. Ik- r.in through cnl.iiging shir systems, [modelling through the hearts of roaring
suns and out the oilu-i -.ulr null.itmed. lie was changing, just as Hazel had. He could led the eMeiii of her
change in the presence only just ahead of him. unlit .1 linns ih.it she was becoming something else,
something other. SOIIM ilnng he no longer recognised. He fought to catch up with hei. Inn somehow he
never could. Perhaps because she was driven by ins.1 ,ni(1 obsession, and he was still sane; if only for the
moment. He Knew he couldn't see the things he was seeing, do the things lie \\.\\ d. .mil lein.iin
unchanged. He had to fight to keep from le«-In whelmed by the sheer scale of what he was attempting. It
w.r.niih.u lonj; i !o lor him that he'd been just another tired <md Innni .1 ..m w.irrior, lighting a
hopeless battle in the back streets ol Mi-.i [» >11

Ml u .11 lied out stubbornly with his mind, trying to Ion <,i < * wild the presence ahead of him, but
although he toudird i lung, he couldn't make her hear him, no matter how lomll\ In < .illed her name, and
his. She had gone on ahead ol him, mi ,i j»m ney iind process he could barely comprehend, and (or <ill
the m. 1. speed ol his dance he was being left behind. But somcilm h.uk lo him from that fleeting touch of
minds: single HICHH.M . .1 ih. Lisi hour of Hazel's life in which she had still been merely h.....,m

Alter she left Shub, the metal world the Als made iu h<>u ¢ ih. M consciousnesses, Hazel d'Ark went to
Haden, home of the M Ma/re. She thought she would need more power from the M in outer to travel
back through Time. She materialised OIIIM.L. il>. M.ulness Maze, like a child come home seeking the
J[i>10\,ii 11.11 cut, but the Maze ignored her. She called out lo it, bin Hi lelnsed her. She couldn't see or
find an entrance .niyvvlu i. tonldn't even see her reflection in the shining cold sml.ui e. o1 outer Maze, and
that disturbed her, on some deep and [>nm.il I. She screamed abuse at the Maze, and tried to force 1x-1
>\ <\'m .ili.uking it with all her abilities, focused through .1 mind .ih. lull mad with grief and horror; she
tore power from the M w i ei idling it out, raw and potent, by the sheer force ol I in di-.iml" .1 will. She
was crying, tears running jerkily down her cheeks, (hou slu' was past feeling them. She was leaving
Humanity helmul through her own will, even as she acted for the most hum.in nl ic.isons. Power burned
within her, and like (he phoenix emerged shining brightly from the ashes of her old sell.
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And so she let go of Time and plunged back into the Past, beginning the long journey that would make
her into the Terror.

Owen digested the memory as he slowed and slowed his progress, and finally reached the location in
Space and Time Hazel had chosen before him. He wondered what he'd find, and why she'd stopped
here, of all possible places.

In the beginning was the First Empire. It was wild and glorious. It didn't last.

Owen materialised in open space, hanging in high orbit above the blue and grey planet that in his time
had been called Golgotha. He knew that, in the same way he knew that he had travelled back maybe a
thousand years. The stars had stopped wheeling around him, and now sparkled solemnly in place. He
should have felt exhausted, like the first time he'd travelled in Time, pursued by the Recreated, but instead
he felt . . . exhilarated. He looked around him, grinning widely, surrounded by the icy vacuum of space,
which had no power over him. He felt entirely relaxed and comfortable, even though he didn't feel any
need to breathe. It seemed he was beginning his own changes. He checked the pulse in his wrist, and
was relieved to find that at least was still there.

Golgotha turned slowly beneath him, but it looked very different now. Against the blue and grey of its
surface, huge magnificent cities blazed, as intricately shaped as snowdrops. They shone so very brightly,
with all the colours of the rainbow, as though the whole world had been studded with precious jewels.
Auroras of smooth, soothing colours wrapped the world, as if to keep it safe from all harm.
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On the other hand, Owen couldn't help noticing that the planet was surrounded by all kinds of orbiting
junk. Satellites of every shape and size, built with function rather than aesthetics in mind, formed a metal
ring around the world. Huge stardocks held half-built starships, assembled in orbit because they were too
big ever to leave the ground. And everywhere Owen looked, starships came and went, in their thousands
and their hundreds of thousands, flashing past him like so many fleeting thoughts or intentions. Golgotha
had never known so much traffic, even at the height of its power. Owen focused his mind on a few ships
at random, studying them carefully, but none of them resembled any configuration he was familiar with.
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Mr re.iliscd lit- still didn't feel any need to breathe. How much h.nl he 1 h.inged already? Was he doomed
to continue to change, until In- bei .inn- another Terror, at the last? He felt stronger, more powcr-Inl. hut
still . . . human. And yet, if he was changing, could hi- hope lo understand or appreciate the extent of the
change from the inside? Would he even notice as his humanity fell away? Panii surged up, and he pushed
it ruthlessly back. Human is as human .Iocs. As long as he still cared about Hazel, and hoped to put a
stop to wli.it she had become, he was still human enough.

(And yet, where had the power come from, that had made his lung trip through Time possible, and filled
him now? Why wasn't lie Irding drained, like before? Owen decided very firmly that he'd think about that
later. He had other, more important, things on hr, niiiul right now.)

11.1/el had definitely stopped her plunge back through Time .11 11 n-. IK iii it. For what purpose, or for
how long, he couldn't tell. He eon It I leel ihe trail start up again, heading even further back into the I'.isi,
hut he was curious as to why she'd chosen to stop here. Roughly ,i thousand years would put him in the
time of the First limpm before it declined and fell, for reasons long forgotten. His old his in: 1,\n's instincts
kicked in, at the possibility of seeing the legend.n \ 1'iisi Umpire in its prime; and perhaps even
discovering some cine .is lo why it fell so far, and so hard. Perhaps the greatest mystery in llnm.inily's long
history. Owen laughed soundlessly in the vacuum This was the kind of opportunity he'd dreamed of, in his
youn.r.. 1il.iys. He'd come a long way, to end up back at his beginnings, lie u Milled out with his mind,
trying for some sense of what lay in w.iit on the planet below but the cities blazed with life: billions upon
billions of minds roaring in a constant bedlam. It was just too big, loo complex, lor him to understand,
even in his new changed si.iie. Me loniui that oddly comforting.
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While he was busy thinking all this, half a dozen orbiting satellites h.nl delected his sudden presence, and
were now homing in on him. They moved slowly in his direction, great rough metal shapes bristling with
energy spikes and sensors, each one the si/.e of .1 st.irship. They look up a preprogrammed position
around Owen, .unl ihen all their metal spikes blazed with crackling energies, (mining ,i scintillating cage
around him. He looked up st.irlled, .is Ihe n.ip dosed, Him hing back despite himself from the- sheer
power
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hammering on the vacuum all around him - enough to light a city for a month. He could sense it. Just
being this close to so much raw energy would have fried any normal creature. Owen cautiously probed
the satellites with his mind, but there was no trace of even the simplest AI; only the basic binary codes of
standard computers. Owen considered his situation thoughtfully. He could easily escape the trap by just
dropping back into the Timestream, but he was curious as to who had placed such a brutal trap in orbit,
and why. He had a strong feeling it was probably something to do with Hazel.

So he waited patiently, turning slowly this way and that in the vacuum by a simple effort of will, until
finally someone came to inspect what their sprung trap had caught. At first all he could make out were
two small bright lights heading towards him, but they grew quickly in size. He'd been expecting some
form of ship or flyer, so was surprised to see two human forms sailing towards him. They seemed to
move under their own power, wrapped in shimmering silver force shields, like two suits of perfectly fitted
armour. Their faces were blank mirrors, with no obvious sensors, but slight humps on both their backs
suggested some kind of propulsion unit. The force suits fit closely enough for Owen to be sure his visitors
were one male and one female. They slowed to a controlled halt a cautious distance away from the cage,
and looked Owen over carefully. He gave them a cheerful wave. It didn't seem to reassure either of
them.

Pops and crackles sounded in his ears, through his comm implant, and he realised they were trying to
talk to him. He waited impatiently for his comm link to find the right frequency, but when their voices
finally came through clearly, he was shocked to find they spoke with an accent and a dialect so obscure
and so extreme that he could barely make out one word in ten. Owen tried to talk to them, and it was
clear they couldn't understand him either. A thousand years and more can change a language completely.
Owen then reached out and took the knowledge he needed directly from their minds, so he could talk in
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their tongue. He hadn't known he could do that, until he did it. Apparently the changes he was going
through affected his mind as well as his body.

'Hi," he said. 'T'm Owen. Just a visitor, passing through. Who are you?'

'T am Dominic Cairo,' said the male voice. 'Defender of Humanity.

o

My associate is the Investigator Glory Chojiro. From what far [>Lur li.ivec you come, and how is it you
are able to survive cold vacuum without protection?'

'Ah,' said Owen. 'You're really not going to like the answn in lhat.'

'And yet we must insist upon an answer/ said the harsh Irnul. voice. "We defend Heartworld, and have
responsibility lor lliis set i»1 Under the authority of the Emperor Ethur, we require an JMS

'All right,' said Owen. 'I'm from the future. About .1 llion ye.irs further on. Don't ask me how I got here,
it would only ii| you. 1 only have to think about the implications of wli.il I'm <\-.mil 1 start to whimper.
May I ask why you've bottled me up in « 1',ige? Is this how you greet all your visitors?'
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'Just certain special cases, such as yourself,' said Domini, h.id better come with us.'

'Do I have a choice?' said Owen.

'What do you think?' said Glory.

She gestured imperiously at the six satellites, and ilicy n obediently after her as she started back the way
shed in Dominic moved easily along beside her, comfortable .it IH-I ildi though he belonged there.
Partners, of some kind, Owen .1-+<1.1. .1 Me was a little surprised to find they had Investigators llir. L.n
I+ .mil what the hell was a Defender of Humanity? Was then .1 with some alien species? The history of
the First Empiu- \\.r. lull ..i holes, on small and large matters. Owen's historian soul iiihl« ii kinds together

eagerly. The things he'd be able to tell hr. ... .1.1. peers when he got back . . .

IT he got back . . .

Owen allowed the energy cage to tow him along behind I ion-.mil (ilory. He was pretty sure by now that
he could bre.ik mil * ;my time he wanted, but he was interested to see win n Ii. bring taken. The journey
proved a long slow process, .ind < MM n wt* soon bored enough to seriously consider taking charge
;nul i» <.1 in): things up a hit, but he thought he'd better not. Me duln I w.mi lo Ire.ik out liis new friends
just yet. They seemed em>ii)>h .... nice .ilrc.idy. So Owen just settled hack and w.m lied ihr M, ir. tin
satellites and the huge ships coming and going. Occ.isinn.illy In ie.ii hed (Hit .ind rewrote I he m.irkings on

their hulls, jusi Im iln Inn dl it.
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The planet, that would one day be called Golgotha but was now Heartworld, had only the single moon,
and that was apparently where they were going. Owen was mildly curious. In his time, the moon was just
a dumping ground for toxic waste, in the great caverns under the surface. The moon loomed up before
him, a great expanse of cold grey rock. A single huge tower thrust up from the surface, a solid steel block
with no obvious openings or markings. Owen asked what it was, and Dominic curtly replied The Spike,
which wasn't as informative as Owen had hoped.

They all descended towards the Spike, which was surrounded by a high-intensity force field - Owen
could feel it, prickling against his augmented senses. Glory turned and gestured at the satellites, and the
crackling energy cage suddenly contracted around Owen, while the satellites backed away. Owen
considered informing the Investigator that this close up the energies tickled, but decided against it. He
wanted Glory and her partner to feel secure around him, for the moment at least. Dominic made a series
of gestures, and a corridor opened up in the force shield, its boundaries clearly designated by bright holo
markings. Dominic and Glory escorted Owen through, maintaining a safe distance from the energy cage,
and the force shield closed behind them. Ahead of them, a series of heavy blast doors opened and
closed, admitting them at last to the interior of the Spike. They ended up in a huge elevator, big enough to
take a crowd, and began a long journey down through the Spike and on into the interior of the moon.
Owen was beginning to have some idea of just what kind of place he'd been brought to.

The elevator went down a long, long way before the doors finally opened on an entirely prosaic
reception area. Dominic and Glory indicated for Owen to go ahead of them, so he took his energy cage
for a casual stroll round the reception area. All four walls were covered with dozens of monitor screens,
each showing a different view, constantly changing to cover different angles. A central comm and control
console seemed familiar enough, if a little ornate and overdesigned for Owen's taste.

The cage abruptly winked out, leaving only two rings of crackling energy linking his wrists. Owen tested
them, surreptitiously, and kept the smile off his lips. Dominic and Glory stood before him, and their silver
force shield snapped off. For the first time, Owen could get a clear look at his captors. Glory Chojiro
turned out to be a short,

1in
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stocky woman, barely five feet tall. She was well muscled, with 1'i0.id shoulders and a jutting bosom.
Her face had clear oriental lines, with jet black hair and eyes. She was entirely naked, but her skin was
ruby pink metal for as far as the eye could see, and Owen * ould see pretty far. There were no joints or
seams to mark the nict.il ,is some kind of armour, so-Owen reluctantly accepted it had to be IHT skin.
She seemed a bit on the small side for an Investigator, bin tin-re was no denying she held herself like a
warrior. Even thom-.h slul carried no visible weapons.

Dominic Cairo was tall and slender, almost athletically must led, .mil .ilso bare arse naked. His skin was
a cool sky blue, marked mi tbe Lice and chest with what appeared to be lines of metal circuit 1 y Ik- luid
a kindly, thoughtful face, under a shock of tufty silvci b.ui llr put a hand to his bare hip, and the hand
disappeared 1<n .> moment before reappearing with a large and blocky energy W<M|NMI m it. Owen
raised an eyebrow.

'(iood trick,' he said. "Where did the gun come from?'

'Subspace pocket,' said Dominic. 'Keyed only to me, ol col You have never seen one before?
Interesting. All our wr.ipoir. .M,,I iin rss.iry work items are held in a subspace locker, at riglu .uu;lt this
dimension. And preprogrammed to accept only our older kindly restrain any aggressive impulses.'

"Move against us and you will be punished,' said Glory.

'Oh perish the thought,' said Owen. He realised he w.is hi<,uh m); normally again, but was distracted by
another tlionj;hi. HUM 1 yon two ever get cold, wandering around like that? In the mnli I mean?'
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Told yon he was a barbarian,' Glory said to Dominic. Tioh.ihly bom one- of the outer worlds, where
they still suffer from i.ib-

'Me s.1ys he's from the future,' Dominic said mildly. 'And In .h.1 11 I}\J:IT 1 he satellites. There is also
the unresolved question ,is to how be w.is able to survive in vacuum without our advantages.' | hen- is
more to me than meets the eye,' said Owen.

Thru' would have to be,' said Glory. 'And bear yourscll with > omlesy in our presence.' She stepped
forward to glare ,n bun moir elli<ieiilly. "You <ire now in the House of Correction, .ind hr.ulcd Im ilu-
Holding I'ens, unless you can provide us with .in ,i<»ept.ihle explanation.'

"Yc.ih, I thought this h.ul to be some kind ol prison,' s.iid Owen.

It's got that depressing ambience. What exactly am I being charged with?'

"Well/ said Dominic. 'Being weird and unusual, and just possibly a threat to Humanity. As Investigator
and Defender, my partner and I take such things most seriously. Be under no misapprehensions as to
your situation. We have reason to fear creatures such as you, who appear out of nowhere, and who fit no
known parameters. We are at present deep beneath the surface of the moon, where we hold all the
worst criminals Humanity has to offer. The hardened recidivists, who can't or won't be helped.'
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'So what happens to them?' said Owen. 'They stay here till they die?'

'Of course not!' said Dominic, clearly shocked. "We wipe them clean of their memories, and leave them
a blank slate, so that they can start again in a new life, untroubled by their past.'

'Here we deal with the worst of the worst,' said Glory. 'We have heard and seen it all, and we never give
the benefit of the doubt.'

"Nice speech/ said Owen, 'Honest, I'm impressed. And thoroughly intimidated. How many criminals do
you have here?'

'At present, three hundred and forty-seven/ said Dominic. He seemed amiable enough, but his gun never
wavered from covering Owen. 'Security in the House of Correction is extremely tight. You will stay here
until your fate is determined. Don't even think of trying to escape/

"Wouldn't dream of it/ said Owen. 'T only just got here. I suppose a friendly sit-down and chat over a
nice cup of tea is out of the question?'

They ignored him, pulling a whole series of unfamiliar tech items™* out of their subspace pockets. Dark
ugly things, bristling with metal spikes. Owen decided that there were very definite limits to what he was
prepared to put up with, especially if it involved dropping his trousers and bending over, but fortunately
all Dominic and Glory wanted to do was study him from a safe distance. Owen could feel energy
fluctuations moving over and around him, but none of it was particularly uncomfortable, so he just let
them get on with it. He was actually curious to see what they had to say about his new condition.
Dominic and Glory studied the readings they were getting, scowled and muttered a lot, and finally got into
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a short but intense fight over what it all meant. Owen regretfully decided that he

wasn't going to get any useful insights out of the First Empire irrh after all

'"Look/ he said at last. "'Why don't you just ask me what yon w.mi to know? I can pretty much guarantee
in advance that you .IIVM'I going to like most of the answers, but then, I don't much eithei in Lict, there
are times when I distinctly wish I would go away .mil MH[> bothering me. So; I am Owen, first of my
Family and l.oid ol <,1,111. Rebel and warrior, hero and legend. Or so they tell inc. I -.p. m most of my
life studying to be an historian, but it turned out hUti li.nl other plans for me. I have travelled back in Time
in piir.mi ..I .. 11 lend who came before me. Does any of that help?' 'Not really/ said Dominic, after a
pause. 'All right/ Owen said patiently. Let's start with ilie 1«.1 > .ire you? I think I know what an
Investigator is, but wh,n iln I> .1 Defender of Humanity?'

(ilory and Dominic looked at each other, ami (in,illy shrugged angrily. 'T am Investigator Chojiro. It is my
ilnh iitnl honour to examine and oppose all extranormal threats to I linn.n 1 Mini within or without. I have
powers in the Low .in.] tin n Justice, and the right of execution without warning <>1,i>[>i .il i presently
stationed on Heartworld, centre of the Empm .m.1 I mill

.1ll my brethren have been tasked to watch for the rein......

thing like you, or what came before you/

'l am Defender of Humanity Dominic Cairo. It is my im ensure that the people of the Empire do not use
newly < technology or medical enhancements to remake them something inhuman. The nature of
Humanity must h« n .ind maintained, and I have powers in the Low and tin I iir,h in lo dcdl with anything
that threatens it. I defend 1h<,|,im ..i Humanity. A hard task, in these days of vacuum d,m. hie.iihers and
heavy-gravity prowlers. I see you do mil u> lho.se terms. Originally, the process of adaptation w;,is dev.
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Lz, » en.ible people lo fit the conditions on other plain-is. Why >;0 in ,ill I lie lime «md expense ol
changing a planet, when it's so inn. I, lo fli.mge the people? Unfortunately, the changes h.ive run wild Im
ilie thrill or the fashion of'it. There are many kinds ol people n. ,mii noi .ill of tin-in arc fully human.'

"Hoth our c.istcs were cic.iled <i hundred or so ye.ir. ,ip> ..ihl i ill ny. 'Alter.i series of disastrous first
contacts with alien spcclpN In |

to wars, and the destruction of whole alien cultures in the name of human destiny. We are rebuilding
them, as best we can, and have sworn never to be inhuman again. A noble intent, but the accelerating
rate of change in the human form is having its effect on the human mind and soul. No one can keep track
of all the sub-species of Humanity any more. And there are nowhere near enough Investigators or
Defenders these days. The Emperor grows old, and does not care, and those below take their cue from
him.'

"You have chosen a bad time to visit us, Owen,' said Dominic. 'In these sad, despairing dog days of
Empire.’

'Why are you here?' Glory said sharply. "What is your purpose?' 'l told you, I'm from the future,' Owen
said patiently. 'Searching for my friend who came here before me. You seem to be accepting the time
travel bit rather more easily than I expected. Do you have Time travel?'

"No,' said Glory. 'All such research was banned, after the trouble we had with the Illuminati, long ago.
But we have had experience with your kind before. That is why you were caged, and why you si ill wear
the energy gyves. We will not risk such horror running loose again.'
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'Why are you wearing that antique weapon?' Dominic said suddenly, pointing at the sword on Owen's
hip. 'Is it ceremonial, or a symbol for your masculinity?'

"Neither,' Owen said dryly. 'It's my sword. My weapon. Where, or rather when, I come from everyone
bears a sword. We have energy guns too, of course, but we prefer to do our fighting with cold steel. It is
an honourable weapon.'

Dominic frowned for the first time. "'Whatever could be honourable about killing people? The
Investigator and I carry energy guns, our duty commands it, but they are simply accurate and brutally
efficient. That is all that can be asked of a killing tool. It is a terrible responsibility, to take another's life.'

"Why are you here, Owen?' Glory insisted. 'What do you want?' 'l followed my friend Hazel. Her trail
led me here.' 'Hazel?' said Dominic. That thing was human once?' Glory snorted loudly, her dark eyes
harsh, her mouth grim. "Your friend may have begun as human, but what arrived here was more like a
terrible force of nature. It appeared out of nowhere, manifesting in high orbit amid a shower of tachyons,
indicating that it was a

1J4

Time (Livelier. II lidd no physical form or dimrnsions; jusl a vasi horrid presence stamped directly on to
reality by an effort of will, 11 was huge tiiid powerful, and as merciless as any devil. It descended upon
llcarlworld, sweeping aside all our defences, and raged ,uTOSS urn world, spreading death and
devastation. It tore open the eaiih .mil swept through the cities, and none of our weapons even lom lied it.
We called it the Mad Mind, after a legend from tin- lir.i d.iys of limpire.'
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(\i>, thought Owen. Now I know where I'm going next.) liventually,' said Dominic, 'with half our world
reduced to Nooil ,md ruins, the Mad Mind disappeared, as suddenly as it li.nl arrl And ever since we
have been waiting for another such IMOII-.I. Lill upon us out of Time.'

'And here you are,' said Glory. 'In our power, to answer loi ihr clinic's of your . . . friend.'

'<:.m we really do that?' said Dominic, not even trying to In.I. In uncertainty. 'T mean; look at the fellow.
He bears no resemliL. to the Mad Mind, in form or in nature. We cannot cxpe. 1 individual to answer for
the crimes of another. That would In-inhuman.'

Tt is the Emperor's will!'

'[s it? Perhaps if he met Owen, he would feel differently. Owen let them argue for a while, but it quickly
became i Ir.n il weren't going to resolve anything anywhen soon, so he bniii il IM .it',,iin. "Why is there so
much starship traffic around Heariwoi M ' i (here some emergency? Perhaps something I could help

rm

with'.

"No,' said Dominic. 'Lots of people are leaving Heartworld, Im ill. outer colonies. To follow their own
belief systems, or to esc.ip. ih. much predicted decline and fall of the Empire. Rats, deseiim sinking ship.
Humanity has become . . . sundered, divided. We h. .ill become too different from each other. Everyone
must h,i\<iln

very latest technology implants, chemical enhancements, r.<......
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restructuring. There are all kinds of sub-species now; notliin; lorhidden and experimentation is running
wild. We know <-\< thing about how to alter the body, and not nearly enough ahoni how such changes
affect the soul - the humanity. We have .1 <li>/m different sexes now, group minds, human/animal
coinhin.nioir. Memes are fashions, and minds swap bodies at will, wearing diflci cut forms like suits.'
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"You're such a sweet old-fashioned thing, Dom/ said Glory, smiling for the first time. 'It's not all bad.
Body change has enabled us to explore the universe. We walk upon worlds we could never have
experienced before, because terraforming would have destroyed their true nature. We breathe poison,
stand erect under the heaviest gravities, swim through gas worlds.'

That's not why they change their bodies on Heartworld,' Dominic said stubbornly. 'Change is all the rage
these days, for the thrill, for the kick, for the experience. We are all so desperate for new experiences.
When nothing is forbidden, where do you go for cheap thrills and the sick little joys of sin? Everything is
possible now, and that is why the Empire is falling apart. There are too many factions, sub-groups,
heretical beliefs. No consensus is ever possible. That's why Parliament became a joke: because there are
just too many positions, beliefs, philosophies. The only real authority comes from the Emperor, damn his
immortal soul, and his Praetorian Guard. More and more they usurp prerogatives that belong to the
Investigators and the Defenders. Society is fragmenting, and the centre cannot hold. Humanity is divided
by its own freedoms and appetites. Already many of the border worlds have rejected Heartworld
authority, and fallen back into barbarism.'

Glory looked sharply at Owen. 'Is this your doing? Are you affecting Dom in some way, with your future
powers? He doesn't normally talk so much, or so freely.'

'It's true/ said Dominic. 'I don't.'
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"Nothing to do with me,' said Owen. 'l think . . . you've both been waiting for someone you could talk
to. Someone who'd listen. Perhaps I can help, now I'm here. In my own time, I led a rebellion that
brought about a Golden Age. Or so everyone keeps telling me . . .'

Glory shook her head shortly. No. We have our orders, our responsibilities. You will be held here,
while we inquire for further instructions. After the devastations of the Mad Mind, we cannot take chances
with any visitors from your future.'

'But he doesn't belong here/ Dominic said stubbornly. 'Not with these . . . transgressors.'

"'Who have you got here?' said Owen. 'What could still be a crime, with the freedoms you have now?'

'As ingenuity expands possibilities, crime flourishes/ said Glory.

The House of Correction holds body-swap terrorists, personality ameers, talent thieves, cult leaders
who spread enforcement memes lo gather new followers. Gender terrorists, who try to create new sexes
by experimenting on unwilling victims.'

'And Ansel deLangford/ said Dominic. 'Our latest arrival, He.ul ol llul Thrillkill Cult. He encouraged his
many followers to considei murder a work of Art. The more complex, the more grotesque, .mil | hil
more extreme, the better. His followers vied to present him willi ever greater atrocities; but he was
always the worst of them .ill. He specialised in murders whose foul and awful nature destroyed ih. minds
and souls of the victims' friends and families. The Thrillkill Cull wiped out whole sub-species and cultures
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in the name ol ih«n PI 1 verted Art, before we finally shut them down. Psychopathic kit k killers, dancing
and singing through the chaos of a falling Hmpiie Mm In- is ours now, at last; and we will squeeze every
last piece ol iulm m.iiion out of him, so that all vestiges of his cult will die wiili him

"You're never this chatty when it's just me/ said Glory. -In looked at Owen. 'Any questions?'

'"Yes/ said Owen. 'Why are you covered in pink metal?'

And that was when all the alarms in the world weni oil .n on.. Sirens and bells and a hell of a lot of
flashing lights. While Owen \ Hying to look in every direction at once, Glory and Dominic y'Lun - -1

* 11 lickly at the wall screens and then hurried over to the m.iln contoi) The views on the monitor
screens had stopped their shifting to i on centrate on a series of cell doors sliding ponderously open, one
,ihi 1 .mother, and wild shouting people spilling out into steel con nd >1 «. tin .il.irms shut off; so the
speakers could carry shouts and ¢

.mil raw harsh cries for vengeance. All the prisoners were [OOM .m.1 .iheady searching for weapons
and a way out. Except for one mm who stood calmly before a security camera, smiling and rniiiely
icl.ixed. He seemed almost ordinary, until you got to the eyes. Owen

shuddered, as he studied the man looking out of the monitor M.....

1 le'd seen eyes like that before. Cold, mad, killer's eyes.
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It didn't seem long since he'd killed Kit Summerlsle, also known -is Kid Death.

Del .ingford/ Dominic said grimly. 'Somehow, he's gol into the

« iHiipuieis. He's triggered all the overrides, using codes he shouldn't even have known existed. There's
nothing we can do.'

'Me w.inted to be brought here/ said Glory. 'Me didn't set the
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others loose out of altruism. He's planning something. Something awful.'

'Call out the guards/ said Owen. 'How many do you have stationed here?'

Glory and Dominic looked at him. 'There are no guards/ said Dominic. 'Just the computers. Usually,
that's all that's needed. After all, this is the moon. Where could anyone go if they did escape? But
deLangford isn't interested in escaping. He wants to make some art here. Murder art. But he waited for
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something to bring us back here. Because he wanted an audience.'

"You mean, he let the other prisoners out so they could watch as he killed you?' said Owen.

'No/ said Glory. 'He thinks bigger than that. He's going to make the prisoners die, for his entertainment.
That's what he does. And we get to watch while he does it/

'Except we can't allow that/ said Dominic.

"Why not?' said Owen, 'Y ou said yourself they were the worst of the worst.'

Dominic stared at him, openly shocked. They are here to be cured, and given new lives! Not to be
punished, executed! That would be ... inhuman. We only ever kill when we have to.'

'We may have to/ said Glory, her ruby hands moving swiftly over the control panels. 'DeLangford's shut
down all the non-lethal security measures. There's no way he could have hacked into these computers
without help. He must have brought something up with him. He was supposed to be thoroughly searched
before he got here, inside and out; but his Cult has people everywhere. The computers aren't going to
repair themselves in time, Dom. We're going to have to stop this ourselves.'

They'll be heading for the unloading bay/ said Dominic. 'It's the only way off the moon. There isn't a ship
docked at the moment, but they don't know that. We can bottle them up in the bay, incapacitate a few to
calm down the rest, and then keep them sealed up until the computers are back on line/
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Too simple/ said Glory. 'DeLangford will have planned for that. He's had plenty of time to think this
through. His murders always have to be art.'

'But he doesn't know about me/ said Owen. 'He won't have allowed for my presence. Let me help.
Please. I want to help.'
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Dominic and Glory looked at him, and then at each other. "Wt need him/ said Dominic. 'And he seems
rational enough.’

'(>ui orders . ./

'Don't cover a prison break! Saving lives comes first.'

'Of course it does, Defender.' Glory hit a control on her wrisi, . lhe energy gyves around Owen's wrists
snapped oil.
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Owen smiled. He could have broken free at any lime, Inn li wanted them to trust him. He studied the
wall screens, sin. shouting men running through the plain steel corridors linn ,i lot of them, but they didn't
look as if they'd be ton mn< I> problem, unarmed. Except ... all the prisoners seemed lo \\.<- « iln

s.nne Irenzied expression. He pointed this out, and DOIIIIIK ....M. .1

grimly.

'Del.angford's infected them all with the Thrillkill mi-im 1 .lory. They belong to him now. They live only to
kill lot him /»1 III ,ni. We may have to kill them all anyway; because iln \ 1| n sm render. They won't be
able to/

She said a word that Owen didn't understand, and iln- .m di IUT rippled suddenly, as she disappeared
and a new form luul place. It was about a foot taller and a great deal bio.nl. 1

Iminanoid in shape but composed entirely of bright r.nld .n.......

I In- solid bullet head had no features, only a series of pmin ih.ii might have been sensors. A row of gun
mn//les ilmiM <MH ..I ihe barrel chest, and razor-edged blades lined lln- .nnr. aim And yet the gold
armour was seamless, moving smoothly .in.! The metal shape was clearly alive. Owen looked ai I

"What is that, please?’
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"That's Glory/ said Dominic. 'She's put on her enlon <e......i ....I

organic metal with built-in weaponry. We all have many luulh ilu-sc days, remember? I'll put on a more
appropriate Im.]\ m * moment.'

'How many bodies do you each have?' said Owen, las. in.n..I

| have twenty-seven, Glory has forty-three. Our work iv<|m.. in he flexible. We keep them in a subspace
locker, and pop iln m ofl as necessary. You didn't think I looked like this all Mir linn . 1i.1 you'

And just like that, he became someone else loo. Still hasn ill liimian, siill pale blue, Dominic now
inhabited a more pcrlm, idealised form. Something about ihis new, calmly smiling 1.n. .mil

the subtle body language, made Owen want to listen to whatever this new Dominic had to say. He
wanted to agree with Dominic, and do anything that might please him. Owen shook his head sharply. A
lot of the body language was subliminal, working directly on the subconscious, but Owen could see it
clearly, and shrugged it off. He glared at Dominic, who smiled easily.

'Congratulations/ he said, in a wonderfully warm and friendly voice. 'Most people can't even see what
I'm doing, let alone shake it off so quickly. As a Defender of Humanity, I don't like using weapons. I
prefer more subtle methods. There's always the chance I can break these people free of deLangford's
conditioning.'
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"We're going down to the unloading bay,' said Glory, in a harsh buzzing voice that reminded Owen
irresistibly of a Hadenman. "We'll take the lead. You stay behind us, and protect yourself. Don't get in our
way, and try and stay out of trouble.'

"You really don't know me at all,' said Owen Deathstalker.

Glory and Dominic led the way through the gleaming steel corridors, Glory's heavy metal tread sounding
loudly on the quiet. There had already been so many twists and turns that Owen should have been
hopelessly lost, but somehow he wasn't. He could sense the shape and layout of the whole prison
structure, and his position in it. After following Hazel back through Time, this was simple.

The prisoners are limited to just the one body,' said Glory. 'And their only weapons will be what they
can improvise.'

Tl try persuasion first,' said Dominic. 'If that doesn't work, you're on, Investigator. Try and keep the
damage to a minimum.'

'Of course, Defender.'

They entered the unloading bay. It was empty, just a great gleaming cavern of steel with the usual
accoutrements. Glory tramped heavily about, checking that everything was as it should be. She wouldn't
put it past deLangford to have somehow booby-trapped the place, but all seemed clear. Dominic bent
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over the single control console, making sure the airlock was still secure. Owen looked around
thoughtfully. He was almost sure he'd heard something. Dominic shook his perfect head unhappily.

'T was worried deLangford's people might have seized a ship and brought it here, so deLangford could
escape in the confusion; but the sensors show only our own ship, still in orbit. Only we can call it
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down, and both of us would rather die than betray our HUM. DeLangford knows that. So what is he
planning?'

T'm pretty sure I heard something,' said Owen.

"You did,' said Glory's harsh buzz. The prisoners are here.'

The bay doors slammed open, and a mob of howling men sin in. Dozens of mad-eyed prisoners, roaring
and shrieking their rage, carrying clubs and sharp-edged tools. Dominic Cairo stepped Im ward to face
them, and those at the front stopped as though they'd run into a brick wall. The crowd behind snarled up,
blocking Mie doorway and holding the rest back. Dominic smiled on (lie [> oners, and some actually
smiled back. The Defender spoke i< ilu-m his voice calm and reasonable, asking them to stop and ihink
wli.ii Miey were doing. His manner was so calm, so easy, so raiioii.il ih.ii some of the mob were already
smiling and nodding their lie.nl agreement. A few actually began to cry, and loudly confess to < 11>
they'd never even admitted before, like children despei.itely -.a<l .11 disappointing a beloved father. And
then someone at the hack nl ih> fiowd lifted an energy gun and fired at Dominic. Owrn <l.mi.l Im ward
impossibly quickly and thrust Dominic out ol tin- \\.i\ i In energy beam shot on to ricochet harmlessly off
Glory's g>M<n<lI.
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"Where the hell did they get an energy gun?' howled Diinimii

Glory stepped forward, gun nozzles protruding from lin !+ chest. She opened fire, and massed energy
beams tore into tlir m»l> Mesh exploded where the energy beams hit, and men wen- Mown apart into
gobbets of bloody meat as the guns fired again and Bglln not pausing to recharge. Glory pressed
forward, blasting a holr urln through the crowd, but still more men pressed forward In>m ih-back, their
voices irrational with hate and rage. And <;Imy muliln 1 kill them fast enough to stop them all.

Dominic shook off Owen's supporting hands, and lurched lonvanl to support his partner. He spoke again
with his perfect vour. IMH this lime he used harsh ugly words and tones that struck diici ilv ,n i In-
subconscious, hitting deep-set triggers of shame and lear. S«tHM. nl ihe prisoners crashed to the steel
floor, collapsing into tears <>1 tomas. Dominic's body pumped out pheromones thai at led as muml
inlliicMci'rs. He was a Defender of Humanity, and these weie In only weapons. He stood his ground,
even as another energy lu-ani narrowly missed his head.

(ilory anil Dominic slood together, each of them liglning in Mien
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own way, but the sheer number of rioters overwhelmed them. The prisoners swarmed around Glory,
beating on her metal body with their improvised weapons, and Dominic's perfect face ran with blood.
Step by step they were forced to retreat from the doorway, and allow more and more of the prisoners
into the bay. All of them were laughing the same terrible laugh, eager for blood and slaughter.
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And Owen Deathstalker decided enough was enough. He'd given his two new friends every chance to
do it themselves, but all their courage and skill clearly wasn't enough. So he drew his sword and went
forward to meet the prisoners. He was quickly in among them, graceful as a dancer, deadly beyond hope
or mercy. He cut a bloody path through the howling mob, and none of them could stand against him.
They weren't used to facing cold steel. Owen felt faster and stronger than he ever had before, even when
using his Family's famous Boost. He cut men down with a brutal savagery that shocked even the
hardened prisoners. Bodies fell to every side, shrieking their death agonies, and blood splashed the steel
walls and pooled thickly on the floor. Owen cut and slashed and hacked, driving the prisoners back. At
the end, the last few turned to run, but Owen went after them and cut them down. He slowly lowered his
blade, and looked about him, breathing heavily.

One man still stood in the doorway. He carried an energy gun, but he put it down on the steel floor, so
he could applaud Owen.

'T didn't expect you,' he said. 'An unexpected pleasure. I am deLangford. Who or what might you be?'

Owen grinned. 'I'm the Deathstalker, and that's all you need to know. Now stay where you are, and put
those hands in the air. Don't do anything sudden, or I'll whittle you down into a more pleasant person.'
He looked back at Glory and Dominic, who had changed back into their previous selves. They were
both looking at him with open horror and shock on their faces. Owen felt a little put out, given that he'd
just saved their lives. "What's the problem?"'

"Dear God,' said Dominic. 'I never saw anything like that in my life. You cut them up like meat! It was . .
. hideous. Inhuman! You're a barbarian! Men don't act like that!'

'"Maybe not in your time,' said Owen. 'l was raised to be a warrior, and trained in the hardest school of
all. You should be grateful. They would have torn you apart if I hadn't stopped them.'
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"You didii'l have to kill them all!'

"Yes 1 did,' said Owen.

"You enjoyed it!" Glory said accusingly, "You smiled and laughed .is you butchered those men.'

Owen considered that. T take a pride in work well done,' In- s.iid Ini,illy. 'And there's nothing.like living
when others want you de.ul in 11 uike a man feel good. I don't glory in their deaths, but I don'i led guilty
about it either. I notice you were happy enough to sin mi ilicm from a distance with those terribly efficient
guns of your. Hi.u's no way to kill. It takes real guts to get in close with a bl.ide, i< IHII your life on the
line, and depend on your skill and com lo bring you through. Murder should never be cold and inip.iin.il
You should always be prepared to pay in blood for the blood

shed.'

"Yes,' said deLangford. "You understand.'

'Shut up creep,' said Owen. 'So, Glory, Dominic; what do v\« ,!.. wilh him? He's the cause of all this
death, after all.'
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'An,' said deLangford. 'T took these worthless men ami m.nli ihem significant. What happened here will
be told .KTOSS ilu I'mpire. I made your glorious last stand possible. I took people who never mattered,
even to themselves, and made them magnificent, il only for a moment. They are part of a story now, a
legend iluit will In- told lor centuries. I made your heroism possible. Gave it sh.ipr .11 ul meaning. You
should thank me. I made you Art. And now; I .111 render.’

There isn't a legend that's worth one man's death,' said Owen. Trust me; [ know. What do we do with
him?'

"lie goes back to his cell,' said Glory. 'After we've searched him very thoroughly. The computers will be
back on line any time now.'

Owen looked at her. 'And that's it? He's responsible for everyone who died here! You could have died
here! How can you be sure he won't do it again?'

"None of that matters,' said Dominic. 'He has surrendered. We I'.m't punish him now. It wouldn't be

right.

'Hell with that,' said Owen. He looked at deLangford, and let his .mger Insh out. DeLangford's head
exploded, showering the sur-i on ridings with blood and brains and skull fragments. The body sank
slowly to its knees, blood fountaining from the neck, as Glory and Dominic cried out in shock and
revulsion. The body fell forwards
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and was still. Owen shook thick drops of blood from the end of his sword and then put it away.

"What kind of future do you come from?' Dominic said shakily. That can produce creatures like you, and
the Mad Mind?'

'l should kill you where you stand/ said Glory. "You're not fit to live in human society. I should—

'T wouldn't/ said Owen, and something in his voice stopped them both.

Dominic took Glory by the arm. This is too big for us. He has to go to Court, to stand before the
Emperor. Let Ethur decide what's to be done with him.'

'Actually, I'll decide what's to be done with me/ said Owen. 'But I want to meet your Emperor. I'm sure
there are many things he can tell me about . . . the Mad Mind. Don't worry; I promise I won't hurt him.'

"You'll have to wear the energy gyves/ Glory said flatly. "We can't risk the Emperor's safety.'
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'If it will make you feel better/ Owen said graciously.

The energy bands crackled about his wrists again, and the Investigator and the Defender both relaxed a
little. Glory called down her orbiting ship, while Dominic studied Owen closely. Owen studied Dominic.
He was getting the hang of reading body language.

"You love her, don't you?' he said quietly, nodding at Glory. 'Have you ever told her?'

'"What? No! [

'Do it/ said Owen. 'Don't leave it till it's too late.'

And so the three of them went down to Heartworld, that would one ' day be called Golgotha and then
Logres, in a large and blocky ship that had no name, only a number. Owen didn't recognise the design at
all. It moved smoothly through space, threading its way easily through the heavy traffic, and finally slipped
into the planet's atmosphere with only the slightest of jolts. Owen sat at the back of the cabin, firmly
strapped in for his own safety, and amused himself by changing the colours of his energy bands when
nobody was looking. Dominic and Glory spent most of the trip arguing about where they were going, and
how best to get Owen to the Emperor. They seemed very firmly of the opinion that there were a great
many political and religious factions who would just love to get their

hands on Owen, for all kinds of reasons, few of them good. And all of them would be quite willing to

destroy Owen and anyone willi him, rather than let any other group get to him first. Glory in particular
seemed concerned over how much damage some groups would do, if they gained control over Owen
and his uncanny abilities.
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'Oh, I wouldn't worry about that/ Owen said cheerfully. 'I doiilit very much there's anyone here who can
make me do anything I don't want to do/

This didn't seem to reassure Glory or Dominic in the least, so the rest of the trip passed pretty much in
silence. Until Glory slowed ilx ship right down in order to show Owen something. A section ul iln
bulkhead next to Owen became transparent, so he could look on ihe planet below. It wasn't much of a
view. In the middle til ,: i|. area lay a great crater, deep and dark, full of twisting grey misls si mi through
with shifting lights. Just the look of the crater in.idi <>e I'eel strangely uneasy, disquieted.

"You're looking at what used to be Angel City/ Glory s.iiil <ol.Il\ 'Now it's just a hole in the earth, full of
quantum insi.ihility Mil lions of people died here, wiped away by a moment's .lui-.n nl iln Mad Mind. A
wound in the world, that will never he.il. Most ol di. people died immediately. They were the lucky ones.
human, in a place where reality is oni sometime thing. We've seen some of them: monsters in sh.ipr .m.1
spirit.

'Constantly changing, never solid or confirmed in one n.iiiuc Im mote ili.in 1 lew moments. Angel City is
a place of horror now, .nnl .ilw.iys will be.'

'We've sent in all kinds of rescue operations/ said Dom.....

'Si ientisis .ind priests, protected by force shields. Ail voluuh w.intiiiK lo help. None of them ever come
back. The I.IM I lu-.1itl ihe (lowers th.it be were trying to figure out how lo enclose iln whole .uv.i in one
big industrial-strength force shield, .nnl ihen N.IM llir ihinj.; oul into space. Where it can be someone
else's pioblrm
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"Why not just .lini it into the sun?' said Owen.

'Wh.il il the (Jii,intiiin insLihilily were to .il'lect the sun.'

[ 01 now, oil we c.iii <io is pul up w.miing signs, s.iyliiH /~Y Ad'm/m. I'osl gu.irds lo shoot down ihe
pool lliii)\,". ili.ii

occasionally come crawling up out of the crater. And pray to God that the mess doesn't start spreading.’

'And this is only one of the nightmares your friend the Mad Mind left us/ said Dominic.

"What one power can do, perhaps another can undo,' said Owen.

He reached out with his mind. He could feel Hazel's presence permeating the crater, dark and confused,
moving restlessly over the wound in the earth, never still. It wasn't her, just something she'd left behind,
and Owen erased it in a moment, like a memory he didn't want to remember. The grey mists and the
shifting lights disappeared like a bad dream, and there was just a great hole in the ground. Owen could
sense sparks of life moving in the crater, but they were merely people now. He hoped they wouldn't
remember either. He sank back in his seat, exhausted for the moment.
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Dominic and Glory studied their ship's sensors for some time, arguing loudly over what had just
happened below, their voices full of shock and something that might have been awe. Eventually, almost
reluctantly, they turned and looked back at Owen.

"How the hell did you do that?' said Dominic. 'What kind of power have you got?'

'l don't know/ said Owen. 'I'm still learning. Hopefully, enough to stop Hazel, when I finally catch up to
her.'

'Can you bring back the city, and the people who died?'

No. I'm only human.'

"Those energy gyves aren't affecting you at all, are they?' said Glory.

'Afraid not/ said Owen. 'But I'll keep them on at Court, if it will make everyone feel more comfortable.'

"I should crash the ship into the ground right now/ said Glory. 'Rather than risk letting you run loose.'
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'Please don't. It wouldn't affect me at all/ Owen said calmly. "Will you relax? I'm not another Mad Mind.
I just want to talk to your Emperor. Find out what he knows about Hazel. Why she became . . . what she
was, and why she came here in the first place. I need to know these things, if I'm to stop her. You have
no idea what she's going to become, eventually. I'll still play the prisoner at Court, for your sakes. I don't
want to harm anyone. I simply want answers to my questions, and then I'll be on my way.'
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"Why don'l you just dig them out of our minds?' s.iid Dominic. You could do Hull, couldn't you?'

'Yes/ said Owen. 'But I won't. Because that would be 1ithum.m. Defender.'

| In y Lmded at Heartworld's main starport, in the capital city VIM monde. Owen was briefly startled.
There had never been jnyili in ihe history of his world to explain where the planet's n.iiiic h.ul

¢ horn. It was a further sign of how much history had been IHM

when the 1;irst Empire crashed and burned. The starport was .1 npni sp.icc, crowded with starships of all
shapes and sizes. Hig hnii.il Kinli(',m,iiions, with little aesthetics and less grace. They writ hmli lot cllii
icncy, and nothing else. About what you'd expect <1 .in ih,ii g.ive iis ships numbers instead of names.

Dominic .ind Glory told a whole bunch of lies to the si.upon (itniiol lower as to why they'd come back to
llcartwoili.l unexpectedly, invoking their authority as Defender and liivesiig.iini in net oiii of the ship and off
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the starport as fast as possible <>> C.oi nil of the energy gyves, with his captors' permission, Kit they'd
only attract attention.

A commandeered luggage trolley on antigrav floaters got them m

llic edge of the starport, and then they set about walking tin.....:h

iln ciiy to the Imperial Palace. There wasn't much traffic, on ihe * *is or in the skies. When Owen
inquired about this, he w.is tolil ih.n most people preferred to use the ubiquitous transfer POM ih.ii could
teleport you directly to your destination. When Owen imi mmMMm.ibly demanded to know why they
weren't using 11>

* .Ini v e\il,lined that they were programmed to teleport people, .mil she w.is pretty sure Owen didn't
qualify. God alone knew how urn. h energy it would take to teleport whatever it was he'd

* <iine. So they walked. No one would notice; lots of people liked lo n.ilk m ihc cily. For all sorts of
reasons.

(wen strode along between Dominic and Glory, and no one p.iid him .my .mention at all. After a while,
he wasn't surprised. The wide .ueeis were packed with strange and exotic people, m.my only luiiilciliiic
human as Owen understood the term, hveryone w.is i.ill mi', .il once, and no one seemed to he listening.
The .iii w.is lull D] .ill kinds ot music, M.isling Irom every direction, and songs m iliril MM ihc ,iir like
clouds. The buildings were all bright prim.uy ccilmns.
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soaring up into the sky. Advertisements flashed on and off, the razor-bright holos jumping out
everywhere, and haranguing anyone stupid enough to make eye contact. Half of them offered goods and
services entirely incomprehensible to Owen. Everywhere he looked, the people and the ads and the
storefronts were over-poweringly loud and in-your-face. And oh, the bright and glorious people,
thronging through the boulevards, out and about to see and be seen, walking proudly like birds of
paradise; aristocrats of the greatest Empire Humanity had ever known.

Even if they didn't all look like people. There were those who walked in their bones, wrapped in
transparent flesh and skin, with just the faintest traces of blue and scarlet ganglia for contrast. There were
people who flew through the perfumed air on pure white feathery wings. People so wide and heavy that
the ground shuddered under their every step, people with any number of limbs, or grafted protuberances
that must have been alien in origin. And, of course, the many different sexes. People with genitals like the
pulpy petals of some unknown flower, or spiked flails, or fleshy plug sockets. Hermaphrodites, with three
or four sets of genitals. Owen didn't know what to do with himself when one of them winked at him.

'Don't stare,' Dominic said sternly. 'Makes you look like a tourist.'

'Couldn't we have flown to the Palace?' said Owen, just a little plaintively. 'l think I'm going into culture
shock.'

"No one flies any more, except for the winged wonders up there,' said Glory. 'People either walk, or use
the transfer portals. Flying in a ship is ... unusual. It would be noticed. Walking is fine. People walk to
boast of their latest forms and adaptations, using their example to try and convert others to their particular
cause or fashion.'
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Owen listened, but kept on gazing about him. Even the wildest areas of his Empire had nothing to
compare with this. He was beginning to feel like the barbarian Glory had named him, dazzled by his first
glimpse of true civilisation. Everywhere he looked he saw extreme forms and changes that had only the
barest links to the basic human norm. Owen had to wonder how many changes you could make to your
body, and still be human inside. He remembered the Hadenmen and Wampyr of his own time, and
shuddered briefly. The one thing he didn't see on the streets was anyone who looked

like him. Tk- It'll obscurely lonely, in the middle- of this exotic, alien i mwil, His ga/e Icll upon areas
signed 'Kilter At Your Own Nisk', .mil he drew (ilory's attention to them. She- sniffed loudly.

*Some forms are so extreme they can be contagious; so poweilul they overwhelm lesser minds. They're
not forbidden, nothing is, bill ihey'ie supposed to stick to strictly defined territories. Some .ilw.iv \\.iinlei,
hut we shoo them back in as soon as they're noticed See Hi.il sued I here?'

Owen looked down a side street, labelled 'Season of the Wit< Ir Women in braids and beads and very
little else were levilaliiiH, .pr.iking in tongues, and juggling fire with their bare hands. (,i *..ml «.nmeihing
about exploring new spiritual directions, but ()<

pieily sure he was looking at the beginnings of the espei pin nomenon.

oilier segregated areas included 'Sexland' where Imndieds nl l.u inn n,iked people, of far too many sexes,
slammed logelluim .1

1 spr.iwling orgy that appeared to have no beginning or end noise w.is overpowering. People were
coming and leaving .ill iln nine, so ih.it while individual elements changed, the oii;y nm mined, perhaps
forever.
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'H's just another way to lose yourself,' said Dominie, .ipp.m ml nnaHeclcd by a sight that made Owen
feel distinctly hoi .iml biilheicd. 'Another way to avoid thinking. People have lu.n known to die there. Not
the worst of ways to go, I suppose, hui

"Valhalla' was a great open square bedecked with all kinds nl II.1 « .mil kniners, packed with a seething
mass of people all seimn Miieni mi killing each other. Huge muscular types, mostly w<.n Imv lucked and
cut at each other with heavy axes. Screams ami w.n (lies filled the air, the dead piled up, and blood ran
ihiekly In I lie deep gutters. Owen studied the ceaseless combat fora while, and lhough he admired the
general enthusiasm, he had to dismiss MM 1 ul ihe lighters as rank amateurs who wouldn't have lasted live
nun nles in the Arenas of his time.

"There are always those drawn to the simple, brutal joys nl liaihaiism/ said Glory. "Valhalla is open to all
comers, so aityim. stupid enough, or with enough self-image invested in theii h.ml. lituhcs, <an just plunge
right in and light for as long as they like, m as long as ihey last. Supposedly it's all about survival of the
lillest, .mil evolution in action, but again really it's jusi anmhei \\.\\ in
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avoid thinking about the complications of the modern condition, by acting like animals.'

The next closed-off area was the province of the Tsychonauts'. Men and women sat or lay on
comfortable couches, their faces empty, their minds elsewhere. Most of them looked skinny or actually
malnourished, and their clothes were filthy and ragged. Some were laughing, or crying. They reminded
Owen of the poor malformed creatures he'd seen in the Madness Maze's Annexe: men and women
driven beyond the limits of human consciousness, lost in the unlit depths of their own souls. He said as
much, and Dominic was actually shocked.
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'These people are heroes, Owen. They're all volunteers, flying on new drugs to see what they can do,
and what can be learned from them. They dive into unknown psychic territories, access altered states of
consciousness, thinking outside the limits of the body. Looking for answers that can't be found anywhere
else.’

'And what answers have they come up with?' said Owen.

Glory scowled. 'Nothing of any use. A lot of them don't come back, from wherever they go. There's a
hell of a turnover, but there's never an empty couch. They claim to be confronting the mysteries of the
human condition, but since they're mostly too busy watching the pretty colours to feed or look after
themselves, I'd have to put this down to just more escapism.'

"We have to find the answers somewhere,' Dominic said stubbornly.

"You find answers by looking outside, not inside,' said Glory.

And then all three of them looked round sharply, as loud screams sounded from up ahead. Suddenly
people were running past them, in a riot of shapes and colours, scattering like panicked children. They
were all running from something, their faces desperate with the simple need to get away, pressing
relentlessly on and trampling the fallen underfoot. Dominic and Glory and Owen stood their ground, like
three rocks in a roaring flood. Glory Chojiro's hands were immediately full of energy guns from her
subspace pockets. People raced by on every side, and the street up ahead was quickly cleared of
everyone but a crowd of assorted figures advancing down the street in perfect lockstep. Their feet hit the
ground in a single great crash, and their faces were set in a frozen mask-like expression. There was
something inhuman in the way they moved and
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looked, iinil .1 rold breeze caressed the back of Owen's neck as Ins luckles rose. His hand went to his
swordbelt. He'd just realised ih.n every pair of eyes tracked with every other pair. As though tin i. w.is
only a single thought, a single intent, behind them.

It's ,1 group mind breakout,' said Dominic. He sounded .ilmosi MI k, disgusted. This is the closest we
have to an obscenity, Owen. The death of individuality in a gestalt of increasing power, win M everyone
involved surrenders to the Massmind. No more peivm e liny, no more needs or passions, just instinct and
appetite .mil Hocking behaviour. And the bigger the Massmind gets, tin- m powerful it becomes, sucking
in weaker minds against their will.'

'Whal causes these group minds?' said Owen, keeping a w.n< hhil .rye on I lie crowd advancing
towards them.

"No one knows,' said Glory. 'It appears to be spontaneous e......*

thing to do with overcrowding and peer pressure. Maybe it's ib« ultimate escape from the stress of being
human. All we know is n happening more and more often.'

'So what do we do?' said Owen. 'Knock them all out, .m<lI ilim ship them off to your House of
Correction to be fixed?'
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"No,' said Glory. There is no cure for what they've becom.

Owen suddenly felt the pressure of the Massmind, re.uhinj: 0111 in 11 inch his thoughts. It felt like a
psychic hole, into which anylhin anyone could fall for ever. There was nothing human abonl 1l more.

Owen roused the power within him, but was honestly lost im what to do. Like so many other things in this
brave old woild. tin-M.issmind was beyond his understanding.

NIC sound of approaching running feet brought him li.uk in himself, and a small army of people in
brilliant jade armour i i.r.hi 'T suddenly out of a side street. They all had energy guns in ih<n funds, and
harsh, focused expressions. They opened (in- on iln i> mind without any warning, not even bothering to
[>1. I lait-.etv Rodies exploded into bloody mists, and scorched body > Mew up into the air. The street
was suddenly full of tin- sicmh o spilled blood and burnt meat. The Massmind tried to Mallei, hi ¢
(lightened birds, but it couldn't break out of its paiicni. Tin- |.i«l. .immured newcomers pressed forward,
firing their powerful p ,1):,iin .uid again without cease or mercy, until all the bodies ih.n in.ide up the group
mind were dead; just burnt and bloody piei es n 1 The si reel.

IU

"They never had a chance/ said Owen.

Something in his voice alerted Dominic, who quickly put a restraining hand on Owen's swordhand.
"Don't even think of interfering, or expressing an opinion. That's the Emperor's Praetorian Guard.
Everything they do is the Emperor's will. And they did the only thing they could. The group mind was a
threat that would only have become more powerful. There are times when an inhuman response is the
only answer we have to an inhuman threat.'
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'Kill the thing, before it spreads,' said Glory. 'Everyone sucked into the Massmind was already dead, in
every way that matters.'

"What about the ones sucked in against their will?' said Owen. "What was their crime?'

"Not being human,' said Dominic. 'Don't judge us too harshly, Owen. We have tried everything else we
could think of, and this is the only action that works.'

They walked on, giving the Praetorian Guards plenty of room as they gathered up the scattered remains
for easier disposal. Owen wasn't sure how he felt about what he'd just seen. He had to wonder just how
hard the powers that be had looked for another answer. The three of them headed deeper into the city,
and the chattering crowds quickly returned, as though nothing had happened. Dominic and Glory tried to
distract Owen by talking of many things: of memes - thoughts and ideas that spread like a virus, infecting
people with the latest fashions and fads until those affected built up an immunity; of ideas running loose
from the minds that created them, imposing themselves on weaker minds and warping their bodies into
new shapes and capabilities. Politics and religion had become memes, endlessly mutating and multiplying.

And up and down the many streets, news channels and adverts and ideological hard-sells assaulted
Owen from every side. The loud and garish holos capered around him no matter which way he looked,
shouting in his ears as he walked through them. They didn't seem to bother Glory and Dominic at all.
Presumably they were so used to them they just didn't notice them. Owen gritted his teeth and stared
determinedly straight ahead. The streets were full of every kind of new humanity, and no one paid the
barbarian from the future any attention at all.

Just when Owen was thinking at least it couldn't get any worse, of course it did. Half a dozen naked men
came striding down the
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slieel, burning .ilivc. People moved unhurriedly lo gel onl of llirii w.iy. H.imi's leaped around the burning
men, blasting out a heal so inicnsc 1li.it those nearest flinched away from it. But no one seemed lo he
paying them any particular attention. For although the II,mi.e. huiiicd very fiercely, they did not consume.
The flesh bene.illi the I1,lines blackened and cracked, but that was all. The burning men \\.ilked on,
looking straight ahead, their black and crimson I 1 wisieil with endless suffering, their cracked lips moving
silently.

11 nitentes,' said Glory, amused by Owen's shocked ir.uiion "T'hcy set themselves on fire, as a protest.
They disapprove ol I> 1,n we've progressed from basic humanity. They're burning ,ihs< .>e, ,i pniiHiu- lor
the sins of the age. Show-offs.'

'Some burn lor days, others last for months,' said Dominic. 'And there are always more to replace those
who fall. I find it i« .r. .uiiii)(, ih,H ihere are still people crying out against inhumanity.'

liven if it's in a really stupid way?' said Glory. 'No one noiiu-s. No one <.nes. They're just another
pressure group.'

Dominic sighed. That's the problem with the Empire tnd.iy; 1"» in.my beliefs, too many faiths and
philosophies. And fai h>,, m.my splintered factions, arguing endlessly over details and inieipi< i inns that
matter only to them. You can find every kind of Cl lliese days; from pagan animism to scientific
determinism, from \\, Aie All Property to making blood sacrifices to computers. Given how \.nicd ihe
human condition has become, it's hard to find .myihlun lh.it everyone can believe in. We all live for the
presem, Im ih,
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experience. Heaven can wait. We could have transcended, I»......«

M>meihing greater, but we dropped the ball. Partly because we w< » .ih,lid, partly because we couldn't
agree on a direction; .uul (i possibly because we saw the future of the human spirit, ,md knt-w we weren't
worthy.'

Owen thought about the Madness Maze, but said noilnm; 11. iDiildii't talk about the Maze without telling
them ahoni 1L1.<I d'Ark.

Ai length Owen Deathstalker came to the great and mighty Coml ul hmpcror Ethur, the oldest living
human in the whole Firsl limpm-

Not that anyone could just walk into Court and dem.md ,m i......nli

Jte audience with the Emperor, but Dominic Cairo and Glory Chojiro invoked the ancient privilege of
Defender .md Invesli®.n

and the jade-armoured guards waved them on. An Investigator and a Defender of Humanity could
always speak to the Emperor, if they claimed a real and present danger to Humanity itself. Owen thought
they were pushing that a bit, but said nothing. One of the guards wanted to take his sword away. Owen
gave him his best hard look, and the guard decided that he was needed urgently elsewhere.
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Ethur's Court was a place of freaks and wonders, under a great golden bowl half a mile wide. There
were enough courtiers present to make up a decent-sized army, indulging themselves in every extremity
of shape, just for the sake of it. From the aesthetic to the grotesque, from the tasteless to the bizarre,
from women with bosoms so big they dragged along the floor, to people pierced through every organ, to
wispy ghosts who were hardly there at all, every excess was represented somewhere. Braziers pumped
perfumes into the air, and sharp atonal music formed a background to the constant babble of voices, as
everybody talked at once and no one listened. The courtiers played vicious, intricate games and hardly
glanced round as Glory and Dominic and Owen passed by, heading for the Steel Throne. They were too
normal, too ordinary. Too boring to be of interest. A few followed Owen with their eyes, sensing
something different about him; something . . . disturbing. He smiled at them, and they flinched back.

At the very centre of the Court, under the very apex of the great golden bowl, on a Steel Throne set high
on a raised dais, sat Ethur, looking out over his packed Court with cold, knowing eyes. Owen had been
warned about the state of the Emperor, but the reality still came as a shock. Ethur was the oldest living
human being, having occupied the Steel Throne for over four hundred years, but that privilege came at a
price. His body was riddled with support mechanisms and gengineered organs, plugged into the machine
that was the Throne. He had the look of a man in his forties, apart from the many wires and tubes and
cables that entered his body, connecting him to the Throne he could never leave. He would never rise
from the Steel Throne again, except in death.

The Emperor's pale leathery skin was covered only by the crimson silk cloak that adorned his bony
shoulders, fluttering occasionally in the gusting air currents of the Court. He had no hair anywhere, no
fingernails and no navel, and his complexion and body colour changed constantly as chemical tides
moved slowly within him.

134

Now ,in<1 again, strange sharp-edged mechanisms rose up through his llesh, like surfacing creatures,
only to be pushed back down by ,iu cllorl ol will. The pale skin closed over them reluctantly, but with no
scar lo show their passing. Ethur's face was lean and hawkish, will) a beak of a nose over a tight pursed
mouth, and his eyes were .is old .is ilu- world.
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Dominic and Glory stood at the bottom of the dais, and presenied themselves to the Emperor. They
bowed deeply, but Ethur hardy nodded in return. The Defender and the Investigator explained tlu-n
I'lr.iness, and the whole Court grew quiet to listen. They looked ,n OWIMI with angry, frightened eyes,
and the whispered words Mtul MmJ hummed among the courtiers like an agitated hive. Armed >:u,nds
moved in slowly to surround Owen, who politely pretended IHM lo notice. Finally Dominic and Glory
presented Owen to the Impeior, and Owen bowed courteously. Ethur considered him thoughtfully lor a
long time, and when he finally spoke his VOL. lit lie more than a whisper, the words an effort, as though
they luid in lu- summoned up from deep inside him.

'So, Owen, you are from the future, come to visit us. Something in \\,11 lasi. How delicious. There is
always novelty in our Conn, hul r.irely anything new. You have done well, Defender and Invesii K.UIII;
hut where is the threat to our world that you spoke ol.1 1 only ,m undeveloped man, dressed like a
barbarian, and armed hi , one loo.' He paused to allow a ripple of laughter to run through ihe tour tiers.
"You may have come from the same future as the M.id Mind, Owen, but you don't seem nearly as
dangerous.'

T'm no threat,' said Owen. 'Really. I'm just visiting. A nice cup ol IIM, some answers to a few questions,
and I'll be on my way again.'

'We will decide that,' said Ethur.

'Owen has . . . abilities, your majesty,' said Dominic. 'He h.is lesioied to us the city that was lost, and
made the survivors hmn.in ,i):,iiii! A miracle . . . but my partner and I felt unworthy to judge his eihililies
,ind potential, and so brought him here, to you.'

"You gave instructions, your majesty,' said Glory, 'that any otlui \ i-.1101 from the future should be
punished for the crimes of the M.id Mind. Hul . . . we could not decide whether Owen is a threat of th.ii
..line magnitude. So we are here, awaiting your judgement.'
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'Yes, yes/ s.iid Hthiu, leaning as lar forward as the tubes and 1 ahles would .illow, lo stare directly at
Owen. '"The wound in our

it,

world, healed at last by an effort of will. A miracle, indeed. Our scientists are currently having all kinds of
hysterics over that. They do so hate to be outdone. And over two hundred survivors, apparently normal
again. Truly impressive, Owen. Of course, we had them all killed immediately.'

"You did what?' said Owen. 'Why, for God's sake?'

Ethur actually smiled a little at the harshness in Owen's voice. The risk was too great. They might have
reverted, or proved contagious. They were inhuman once, and that is enough. You must not judge us,
man from the future. This is our time, and we make the decisions here,’

'And the only miracles permitted are the ones you authorise?' said Owen. 'Life and death, but only at
your command? Well, well; I guess some things don't change at all, no matter what time it is.'

There were guards all around him now, with energy guns openly trained on him. Owen looked at them
thoughtfully, and Dominic and Glory stirred uneasily. And that was when the Empress Hermione made
her appearance, walking unhurriedly through the wide aisle that opened up for her among the courtiers.
Owen had been told about the Empress, but her appearance still came as something of a shock. She
drifted silently through the cordon of guards, passed by Owen without looking at him, and slowly
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ascended the steps of the dais to stand beside her husband, and the Steel Throne.

Hermione was fifteen years old, a tall willowy blonde in flowing white silks, and heavily pregnant. Ethur
chose her to be the latest of his many brides when she was just thirteen, and no one questioned him
because he was the Emperor, and knew best. Her quiet, passionless face looked drained and tired, as
though the pregnancy was taking a lot out of her. It wasn't her first. The moment she became Ethur's
bride, both natural and unnatural methods were begun to make her pregnant with the Emperor's ancient
seed. He desperately needed an heir. The first two pregnancies hadn't lasted till term, but everyone had
great hopes for the third. Everyone except Hermione, but then, no one cared what she thought. The
process had clearly taken its toll. Her pretty doll-like face held no emotion at all, and her eyes were
empty. Ethur stroked her cheek with his long pale fingers, and she didn't respond at all. Ethur smiled
down at Owen.

The older we get, the younger we like them. People grow the
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»..line so quickly only Ilul young h.we any rc.il individual M><m Lull's. All our wives have been such
delic.iic (lowers . . .'

'How iiwny have you had?' said Owen.

'Who < ,m s.1y? Some were more memorable than others. Some ol iliem K«'ve us children, but we
ended up killing all our heirs, soom i 01 I.Her. Because they were bad, or unsuitable. They weie .ill MM
Itill ..ippoiniments . . . Still,, we remain optimistic. We always hopi ili,n ihc next one will turn out better.'
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'H.id blood will out/ said Owen. 'And monsters have a icndciu y

10 lueed 11 lie.'

NIC- courtiers gasped, and the Emperor looked at him sh.nply In-loie sealing back in his Steel Throne.
The tubes and c.iNiee. nun mined .iround him, as though resentful at being disturbed

'"Yon are not our first visitor from the future, Owen. Twelve .

» . ithe Mad Mind came upon us, without warning, li ion- iln world .ipart, searching for knowledge we
didn't have. VV<i (oine,1 long way in our knowledge of the body, but even \\< » .m \ i.iise ilie dead.
The Mad Mind refused to believe IP., 1 ilnough our cities, blasting open universities and laboi.iiom e. T ill
Ing hundreds of thousands in the process. All our .umed (> were helpless against this . . . creature. It
abducted out scicnlists and thinkers, and tore their knowledge from ilu-n In..' Wli.il she left behind, the
discarded husks, would have been In u- i

011 dead. And finally, with half of Heartworld in rubble m m IL.m with (he dead piled up everywhere,
the Mad Mind dis,i[>|» .m .1. «<* suddenly as it had appeared. Our people are still mommne. .mil

rebuilding,
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"'We know all about monsters, Owen.

'And now here you are, from that same future, claiming iln Mind as a friend. We've waited a long time
for anothet ol yon .i|)ju'«ir. We set our traps everywhere, specifically tasked io t ,HI b .mil c.ige your
kind. You will pay for the crimes of your friend. W1 >

ni.id hell of a future you come from, that can produce MU hi......

sirosities; we want nothing to do with it. And hopefully IThe lion iln ii.niire of your corpse, when it finally
returns to the Inline, will I" sufficient to dissuade any others who feel like visiting us.'

'So the cup of tea's out of the question, then?' said Owen. T lie looked at Hermione. T can get you out
of here. T.ike somewhere else. Just say the word.'

137

'l am happy here/ said I he limpress llermione, in .1 high childish voice. 'l belong here.'

Yes, Owen thought reluctantly. You do. And one day, you will meet a man named Giles Deathstalker,
and the child you make together will do such wondrous things . . .
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He sighed loudly, and looked at Ethur again. There won't be any more visitors from the future.'

'Can you guarantee that?' said the Emperor. 'Not that it matters. In your position, you'd say anything.
You don't seem nearly as dangerous as your predecessor, but we don't feel like taking any chances. Not
after what you did with the lost city.' He paused suddenly, struck by a thought. Tell us about your future,
monster. What will happen between now and then, to produce such as you?'

'Tn my time,' Owen said, 'all of Humanity is faced with the threat of extinction. An enemy is coming, that
we cannot stop or turn aside. It is my hope that by tracking down the Mad Mind, and stopping it, I can
learn how to save Humanity in my time. You must not stop me, your majesty, the future of our species
may depend upon what I can learn.'

'A future full of monsters doesn't deserve to be saved,' said Ethur. "Perhaps by dissecting your living
body and probing your mind, we will find the knowledge to create a different future. Your slow and
hideous death will serve many purposes, Owen. Try and remember that, while you're screaming. We will
have justice, for what was done to us. We will have vengeance.'

'And after everything I've done for you/ said Owen.

"We will learn how you remade that city and its people, from the agonies of your body and your mind.
Nothing will be wasted.'

Think of all the good I could do.'
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"'We will allow no greater power than us in this Empire,' said Ethur. 'We alone know what is best for
Humanity.'

"Nothing changes/ said Owen Deathstalker.

He blew the energy gyves off his wrists with a careless shrug, and the surrounding guards cried out in
shock. Energy guns trained on him from every direction, and even Dominic Cairo and Glory Chojiro had
weapons in their hands. The courtiers screamed and shouted, and did their best to scrabble back out of
the line of fire. All around Owen, people were changing into more dangerous battle
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Ini ins. Owni ignored them all, his ga/e fixed on the sttipelieil Emperor.

'li doesn't mailer what time it is; Emperors are always a bad ide.1. I ilunk the whole notion's intrinsically
corrupting. People just aren't supposed to wield that much power. It isn't good for them. So; sorry, Inn I
(let line to be vivisected. I have work to do.'

lie looked casually around him. The guards were now gre.ii mei.illic forms, or creature hybrids. There
were looming insecioid li >1 ms, with wild energies coruscating around their branching horns. And even a
lew shapes that made no sense to him at all. And theie were more guns pointed at him than he'd seen in
the whole Kehellion. Owen looked back at Ethur.
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'Moo!'

All the guns opened up at once, tremendous energies leaping onl in destroy him. Owen stopped them all
in mid air with a thought. Miey hung helplessly on the air, caught between one moment ,iiid the next.
Owen considered the matter for a moment, .mil then absorbed all the energy into himself. He didn't want
any ol it innning loose when he left, and injuring innocent bystander. Assuming there were any . . . The
guards tried to fire again, but iheir guns didn't work, because Owen had decided they didn't, Ilr 1 mild
have killed them all with a thought, but he didn't. They weir just doing their job. He could have killed the
Emperor . . . bin history had to take its course. And he didn't want to abuse his power. That way led to
Emperors, and Mad Minds.

lie strode up the steps to the top of the dais, to look straight in in I'lluir's face. 'l ought to rip you right out
of that Throne, ami si i.ingle you with your own life support systems. But I can't; liecciiise history has its
imperatives. What you will do, in years to come, will eventually lead to a better Empire. My best revenge
... 1s knowing that you'd really hate the Empire that's coming.' This isn't over yet/ said Ethur.

He gestured at his guards, and they closed in around Glory and Dominic, and turned their guns on them.
Owen looked at the guards, and then back at the Emperor.

"You are fond of these two/ said Ethur. "You care about them. We 11 tive had reports. So; surrender or
they die. Right here and now. Or will you sacrifice your new-found friends to necessity, and prove
yourself as inhuman as the Mad Mind?'

139
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There's only one monster in this Court, Ethur,' said Owen.

He gathered up Glory and Dominic with his mind, and in a moment they were back at the starport. The
Investigator and the Defender looked dazedly about them, shocked by the sudden transition. Great silver
ships loomed over them, and people came and went, intent on their own business. Glory recovered first,
and gave Owen a hard look.

'l didn't know you could do that.'

Neither did I,' said-Owen. 'T'm learning new things all the time now. It seems I've destroyed your lives,
just by meeting you. I'm afraid you can't go back to Court; ever. You can bet Ethur will be looking for
someone to take out his anger on, now that he doesn't have me.'

'He would have had us killed,' Dominic said numbly. 'We spent our lives in duty and service to his name,
and at the end it meant nothing to him."

'Yes, well,' said Owen. 'Emperors are like that, mostly.'

'He betrayed us,' said Glory. Something had changed in her face, in her eyes. 'Something must be done,
to block the power of Emperors.'
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'Even Heartworld won't be safe for us now,' said Dominic. "We'll have to try and lose ourselves on one
of the border worlds. Have to say goodbye to our families, to our friends . . . All I ever wanted was to
be a Defender of Humanity, and I'll have to give that up too. Damn you, Owen. Why did you have to
choose us?'

T'm sorry,' said Owen. 'Believe me, I know how you feel' He looked around the starport, and at the city
in the distance. This Empire is a legend in my time; the greatest flowering of Human civilisation. I hadn't
expected . . . this. So much more, and so much less. But if anyone should have known that you can't trust
in legends, it's me.'

Glory frowned. 'If you're from the future, this should be history to you. Didn't you study the period
before you left?'

There are no records,' said Owen, 'Just . . . stories.'

Dominic looked at Owen searchingly. 'Something's going to happen; something . . . bad? What aren't
you telling us, Owen?'

'[s the Mad Mind coming back?' said Glory.

'No.' Owen looked at them both compassionately. He would have liked to lie, but he owed them the
truth. "Your Empire will decline
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and fall. We don't know exactly when, or why. Perhaps you would be safer on a border world, after all.'

Dominic and Glory moved closer together, as though for comlm 1 and protection. A directionless fear
moved in their eyes, of bad iim<ee. corning they now knew they wouldn't be able to stop.

"Who are you, Owen?' said Glory. "Who are you, really?'

'Just a man, trying to do the right thing,' said Owen. 'In the cud. 1 fiat's all there ever is.'

'Where . . . when will you go next?' said Dominic.

"My friend, your Mad Mind, leaves a trail when she travels kn I through Time. I'll pick up the trail again
and follow where it I< Hope- to catch up to her before she can do any more danui;r I "iil\ missed her by
twelve years here, and that's not bad aftei .1 tup d ue.irly a thousand years. Goodbye, my friends. Make
new lives Im yourselves. And remember; look forward, never back.'

He let go his hold on Time, and the planet dropped ,i\v.i\ In MM under him, leaving him suspended in
open space again, lie i< .n In ¢! out lor Hazel's trail, and was surprised to find she li.uln i mi medi.itely
dived back into the Past. She'd made what looked to I nli i rip, to one of the border worlds, on what
would one d.i\ I" i.illcd The Rim. Curious, Owen followed her trail, trc.idiiir. th under his feet as he headed
for the edge of civilisation.

liw.is,1 green world, young and full of life, and the huiu.m pn m n, * ihcTt1 was still a new thing. Owen
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hung in orbit above the pl,im i .1 inlying it with his extended senses. He didn't need to see 01 \, dungs
directly any more; he just knew. There were h.itcly ,i him ihrd 1 iiics on this world, most of them little more
Ili.in siouc .m.1 iimher. A single starport served only visiting ships. It w.is ,i lu\\iih . \\ ilr.,iiion, sliding
slowly but inevitably back into d.iid.m-.m Annies warred constantly on each other, though il w.isn i deal u
h.ii 11 icy had (o fight over, except perhaps territory. It w.is ,i pin hum,in world, with no extreme body
shapes or adaptations Sum. ' ., hut steel was the weapon of choice. Owen w.is amused to liml he lelt
more comfortable here than he had on lle.uiworld.

lie iiuteri.iliscd in the midst of a great forest. M.issive trees witli Mm- hlatk b.irk, .mil heavy Meshy
leaves of .1 green so hrilli.ml iln \ ueie .ilinosi luminous. They lowered .ill .iround him, p.uked «.<> 1 lif.ely
logelhei 11 icy Mi u ked out musl ol I he light from ihe In ilium

silver blue sun. The air was cool and crisp, lull of the stems ol living things, and a curling ground mist
moved this way and that, though no breeze blew. Owen looked slowly around him. There were dark
shadows in between the trees, and dust motes drifted lazily in the silver shafts of light, but there was no
sign of any human intrusion. Hazel had been and gone. He'd missed her again. And yet there was no
trace of any damage on this world, nothing like the devastation she'd visited on Heartworld. What had
brought her here, to a place so far away from everywhere? Owen looked round sharply. Someone was
coming. After a while, he heard footsteps approaching, and a young voice calling excitedly after baying
hounds. And finally a dark-haired boy of about ten came running down the narrow trail, following two
loping hound dogs. He called out sharply to the dogs as he spotted Owen waiting, and the hounds
immediately crashed to a halt. They studied Owen suspiciously, panting heavily, as the boy came slowly
forward to stand beside them. He had a sword on his hip. Owen gave the boy his best reassuring smile.

'Hi. I'm Owen. I'm just visiting/

'Offworlder,' said the boy, taking in Owen's clothes. He was dressed in roughly stitched furs over a plain
tunic. "We don't see many tourists these days. And mostly we like it that way. You've come a fair way
from the starport. Are you lost?'

"No,' said Owen. 'Just . . . seeing the sights. Can you tell me your name?'
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The boy grinned briefly. 'Ma always says I have no manners. I'm Giles VomAcht, of Hadrian City. My
father is warmaster there. And these over-eager boys here are called Hunter and Tracker. Because that's
what they do/

The hounds looked up as they heard their names, and Giles petted their heads till they settled again.

'Out hunting?' said Owen. 'What are you after?'

Giles grinned again. 'Anything that moves, really. We're not fussy. We just love to hunt. We catch
enough for good eating, and let the rest go. What are you doing here, Owen?'

Owen grinned. 'Following a trail. Just like you/

Owen and the boy Giles sat down by the side of the trail, and talked together for a while, enjoying each
other's company. Owen found the boy easy and engaging, and the boy was eager for news of other
worlds. The dogs settled down at their feet, yawning and
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si 1.it* liing; llirmselves .is lhey w.iilcd p.itienlly inj'.el business ol (he huul.

'Don't you have a Clan name, Owen?' said Giles, after a while, I'.iniily is important. The VomAchts rule
in Hadrian City.'

'Ol course. I am Owen, head of Clan Deathstalker.' I Minn! Now that's a Clan name! Deathstalker . . .

The boy said n several times, savouring its length. 'T'd love a name like that. A w.i1 rior's name. Where
do you come from?'

'Most recently, I was at Ethur's Court, on Heartworld. I had an .uuiience with the Emperor.'

(liles spat on the ground and said a rude word, and the dogs i M in! uneasily at the sudden anger in the
boy's voice. 'He's not our I mperor any more. We broke away. This is our world now, though i Inl
Clans are still arguing over what to call it. We don't miss Ethur; in his Empire. They never did anything for
us.' He frowned heavily, ¢.licking out his lower lip. "Too many freaks and mutants in the I 'in pi re these
days; that's what Da says. It was supposed to be a litnnan Empire.'

'What do you want to be, when you grow up?' said Owen.

'A warrior, of course! Like my father. I don't get to see him much; he is often away, needed in the wars.
Fighting to keep our city safe. I wisli he had more time for me. I know, it's selfish, but . .. When1.1111
grown to a warrior's age, I will fight for our city too. I will make him proud of me. Make him take notice.'
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The boy's brooding face belied his steadfast words, and Owen decided to change the subject.

(iiles; have you seen anything . . . strange, recently? Anything unusual? Probably right around here/

"Yes!' Giles said immediately. 'A couple of months back. I saw an .nii'.el, right here, in the woods!' He
looked at Owen carefully, lo be sure his new friend wouldn't laugh at him, and then, reassured by wh.ii he
saw in Owen's face, he continued. 'At first, I could only leel hei presence, watching me. Then she became
a bright light, shining down on me, and finally a glowing woman. Very pretty, with red hair. She didn't
have wings or a halo, but I knew she had to be an angel. I could feel the power in her. You believe me,
don't you, Owen?'

'"Yes/ said Owen. 'l do/

"No one else does/ Giles shrugged. 'Doesn't matter. I know wh.u I

S.IW/
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'Did the angel . . . say anything to you?'
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"No ... I thought she was going to, but in the end she just looked at me, and vanished. Why would an
angel reveal herself to me? I'm not anyone special. Perhaps it was a portent, to show that I have a great
destiny ahead of me!'

'"Perhaps you have/ said Owen. 1 knew a Giles once. He was a great warrior. Good luck with your hunt,
Giles. I have to be going now.'

And he vanished, right in front of Giles, enjoying the look of surprise on the boy's face. Once again
Owen let go of his hold on Time, and the galaxy spun around him as he plunged back into the past again,
following Hazel. He had a long way to go, and even longer before he could allow himself to rest.

Back in the woods, the boy who would one day become Giles Deathstalker shrugged easily, accepting
the miraculous the way children do, and then he was off on the hunt again, running with a happy heart
through the shadowed woods with his beloved dogs.

144

FOUR
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HERE BE MONSTERS

3TC

Usher II was a mistake. A planet that should never have h.mpen. *<! .1 iniser.ihle lump of rock hanging
out in a bad neighbourhood. To h< ex.iei, it hung right in the middle between two suns, held in [>1.1.. .in
unlikely combination of gravity and other badly misimdeisii.nd limes. II did not revolve, or orbit, or do
anything else p.irli. nl.nl\ imeresting. Made up almost entirely of rock and crystal, il h.id im B< osyslem,
and never would. Life had been given up as a h.ul nl. ,i long ago, and so it would have stayed, had not the
Empire fouml u .mil discovered that its peculiar electromagnetic conditions ni.ule n I he perfect place to
assemble stardrive engines. And so hundreds nl scientific bases and factories were built all over Usher 11,
proiei led hy some of the most powerful force shields ever created. People lived on Usher Il now, but
never for long. It was just too d.mined depressing a place. The double suns burned fiercely, const.mily,
like two great glaring eyes, and there was nowhere to go and not hi 1 it; i0 do Turnover among the
scientists and their families was hie.li. despite every incentive the Empire could come up with, bin .is lonf,
.1. 1 he stardrives kept rolling off the line, no one cared. Usher II v Mill d place to get rich in a hurry,
doing work no one else wanted in do.

(Usher I was more of a moon than a planet. It rushed around the two suns in a figure-of-eight orbit that
made no sense whatsoever, .1 pork marked piece of rock with no discernible worth.)

And now two Imperial starcruisers had come to Usher II, the Ili-riUige and the Hook, hanging way back
horn the hin.iry suns.

ir.
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studying Usher II from what they fervently hoped was a safe distance. The Terror was coming, and they
were there to witness the death of a world. The cities and bases should have been evacuated long ago,
but the stardrive factories were far too important to be just abandoned, and so scientists' families were
held hostage to keep the factories working until the very last moment. Now that moment had come, and
everywhere civilian ships were rising from Usher II in their thousands, in one last desperate bid for
escape. In the cities, riots had broken out, as the remaining population discovered there weren't enough
ships to go round, and they weren't going anywhere. The Emperor Finn had given orders that all
deserting civilian ships should be shot down, to encourage everyone else to keep working, but neither the
Heritage nor the Hook had the heart to obey such orders. It was too late for things like that now. Anyone
could see that.

Captain Ariadne Vardalos sat stiffly in her command chair on the bridge of the Heritage, and watched
the fleeing ships and the riots and the death songs of a population. There was nothing she could do. She
had her orders. The Heritage was not there to help, or even offer comfort; her only mission was to strike
a blow at the Terror, and hopefully survive long enough to observe the results. Sitting alone in the
starship's cargo bay was a superweapon derived from alien tech that might or might not be the key to
stopping the Terror's herald in its tracks. The herald would come first. The Heritage's sensors had
already picked it up, heading slowly but inexorably towards Usher II and its two suns.

Captain Vardalos was a rangy woman of medium height, with olive skin and long dark ringlets
surrounding a thoughtful face. She'd been a starship Captain for forty years, and never wanted anything
else. She was a member of Pure Humanity and Church Militant, because you had to be these days if you
wanted to be a Fleet officer under Emperor Finn, but she really didn't give much of a damn. She was
loyal to the Empire, and the Emperor, because that was part of the job. You had to believe in the chain
of command in the military, or everything just went to hell.

Standing at her side, sniffing and occasionally sucking at her teeth in that irritating way she had, was her
Second-in-command, Marcella Fortuna, a tall gangling blonde with cool blue eyes and a vague smile, a
sloppy manner, and the kind of quiet determination

that could wear down mountains. Reliable, but not noted for original thinking, Fortuna had been a
Second for forty years because no one in their right mind would ever make her a Captain. Vardalos and
Fortuna had served together for longer than either of them cared to remember. They made a good team.
Even on jobs they had no stomach for.
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'Move us in a little closer/ said Vardalos. 'l want to be able to look the herald over thoroughly before we
launch our supposed super-weapon/

'Are you sure that's really wise, Captain?' said Fortuna. 'Something quite appallingly nasty is due to
happen to Usher II any time now, and we don't want it happening to us, do we?'

'Don't fill your trousers just yet, Second. The herald's never been known_to attack anything. Bloody
thing doesn't have to; by all accounts it's indestructible. We've got some time to play with yet, as long as
we're careful.'

'And the departing civilian ships, Captain? We do have quite explicit instructions—'

'Officially, we can't spare the energy it would take to deal with

I hem. Unofficially; I didn't join the Fleet to shoot civilians in the kick while they were running away. You
have any problems with

I1 Kit, Second?'
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"No, Captain. I just wanted to be sure you had your justifications I hought out properly. And I think I'll
edit this conversation from the I'fidge log, on the way back. Just in case. You never know who illicit have
access to it, these days.'

It's becoming that sort of a Fleet, isn't it?" Vardalos sighed hr.ivily. 'Still; Emperors come and go, but the
Fleet goes on. We Inllow our duty and weather the storms, because someone has to pmvide continuity.
Someone has to be around, to clear up the i m-ssrs the politicians make.'

"'Who are you trying to persuade, Captain?' said Fortuna. 'Me, or
y gtop p

\oil 7

'<)h hush, Second. This ship's loyal, and as long as I'm Captain it si.iy loyal. Finn may not have turned
out the Emperor he he'd be, but everyone else has either run away or been proved Lilscv You have to
believe in someone. We have too many « IK IMICS ,n our throat to go soft. The ELFs, the aliens, the
Terror . . . he we MiTtl .111 Iron M<m on the Throne, in times like these. So

147

suck it in and shoulder the weight, Second, because that's part of the job too. Communications; get me
the Captain of the Hook/

'Aye, Captain/
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Captain Carter Randolph appeared on the bridge's main view-screen, scowling fiercely. Vandalos knew
better than to take it personally. Randolph was the oldest serving Captain in the Fleet, and by far the
most experienced. His actual age was said to be classified information, but he had to be at least a
hundred and thirty. He'd been a large man once, but his great frame was stooped and shrivelled now,
collapsing in on itself. Sharp grey eyes dominated his heavily lined face, under a shock of silver grey hair.
His habitual glower softened a little as he took in Vardalos.

'Ariadne! About time you got here. We've been hanging around this arse end of the universe for over an
hour. Don't suppose there's been any change in our orders?'

"No, Captain Randolph. Nothing's changed. My job is still to deliver the alien superweapon, and hang
around just long enough to see if it works. And your job is still to throw away your life for nothing/

"Not for nothing. For my faith, and my duty. Everyone on this ship is a volunteer, very definitely including
me. If your weapon doesn't stop the herald, we get to stay and wait for the Terror, and the destruction of
Usher II. We'll broadcast data for as long as our instruments hold out. The Empire needs new
information on the Terror/

"T've never believed in suicide missions, Vardalos said, meeting Randolph's gaze squarely.

"We gave up our lives when we joined the Service,' said Randolph. "You can't say it was hidden in the
small print. We fight and sometimes die, so that the Empire might live. It all comes down to faith. Some of
us believe there's a better place, waiting for us/
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'And some of us need our heads examined,' growled his Second-in-command, Avi Habib. 'Go ahead.
Hang about and make faces at the Terror. See what good it does anyone. God it's lonely being the voice
of reason on this ship/

Habib had been Randolph's Second and partner for most of their long lives. Dark-skinned, bald and
blocky, the Second was always there at his Captain's side, ready to stand between him and all danger.
Inseparable and unbeatable, these two and their

lis

accomplishments were the stuff .of legend. Which was quite probably why Finn had made sure they
were given the opportunity to volunteer for this mission.

Randolph growled back at his Second. 'Quiet, you unbeliever. You should have embraced the Church
Militant, like I did. Gives you a marvellous sense of certainty/

There's nothing wrong with my faith, thank you very much, and I don't need it upgraded by a bunch of
loudmouths with no dress sense. And the only certainty on this miserable mission is that we're cill going
to die horrible deaths. Try brandishing a crucifix at the Terror, and see how far it gets you. You'll be
calling for an exorcisi next/
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"You didn't even read those pamphlets I gave you, did you?'

'Oh aye, I read them all right. Packed full of useful information, I hey were. Like: blessed are the meek,
because they don't expect to “et much out of life anyway. And: the Lord gives and the Lord tal .ivvay,
and sometimes he adds on interest just to make sure you'ie p.iying attention. The Church Militant . . .
bunch of bloody zealots Not a handful of brain cells between them. You wait; the good Lord'll come
back down among us, and he is going to be sorely pissed. And I'll lay you odds that the Church Militant
will be first in line lor a good kicking/

Randolph had to laugh. "It's a good job for you there isn't .in Inquisition/

'Oh, I've no doubt Finn'll get around to it,' growled Habib.

'It's not too late for you to leave,' Randolph said quietly. "Then . « nil time for you to transfer to the
Heritage, if you want/

'And leave you on your own? You'd be lost without me, and you I now it. And anyway; this mission
matters. Even [ know that. Its i he only way to get new information on the Terror/

"Yon don't have to die, to carry out your mission,' said Vardalos.
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"Yes we do,' said Randolph. 'We have to get in close, and keep u.msmitting to the last possible moment.
The Hook's been outfitted \viih the strongest sensors we've ever had. I'm going to steer this hip right
down the Terror's throat, and transmit data back every loot of the way. There's only a skeleton crew on
board, and each and rvny one of us knew exactly what we were volunteering for/

'Skeleton crew/ sniffed Habib. 'Bloody apt term,

11,we faith, Second/

149

'Oh, I do. I am entirely convinced the Terror will chew us up and spit us out without even noticing we're
there. This is the bloody Terror we're talking about! Devourer of galaxies and civilisations! Am I the only
sane voice around here?'

"Ignore him/ Randolph said to Vardalos. 'T think he's been cutting back on his medication again. Don't
worry about us; we'll get the job done. Our faith will sustain us. Even a nasty old heretic like Avi.'

'Even in the face of the Terror?' said Vardalos.

'Of course/ said Randolph. "We know what it is, really. It is the Enemy. The old Beast, from Revelation.
When is faith more necessary, than when going face to face with the Enemy?”'
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'T was given the chance to volunteer for your mission/ said Vardalos. 'T didn't/

'l should hope not/ said Randolph. "You're young. Still got most of your life ahead of you. This is a
mission for those with little left to lose. I'm just glad I'm going out doing something that matters.'

There is that/ said Habib. 'We'd have hated being retired.'

The Lord sends us out, and He calls us all home/

'Aye, well, he'd better have a bloody cup of tea waiting.'

'Be quiet, you heathen/ Randolph said kindly. He looked search -ingly at Vardalos. 'l take it you have
heard the latest rumours? That a whole Fleet's gone rogue at Haden?'

"Yes/ said Vardalos. They say . . . they say Owen has returned. The blessed Deathstalker himself, back
to lead us against the Terror, just as all the old legends always said he would. I wish I could believe it -
but it doesn't sound very likely, does it?'

'Hell, no!" Randolph said grimly. 'It's just a dirty Shub trick. The tech they've got, they can make people
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believe anything. Always knew we couldn't trust those soulless robots. I lost all my grandparents to Shub,
back when they were still the official Enemies of Humanity. No; if the blessed Owen really had returned,
we'd all know about it. He wouldn't sneak back on some backwater planet; he'd appear on Logres,
working miracles. And if he didn't want Finn on the Throne, he'd kick him right off it. No . . . it's a nice
dream, Ariadne, but that's all it is. Enough chat now. Our brand-new sensors say we can expect the
herald to show up pretty soon now. Talk to you later, Heritage. This is Hook, signing oft/

And after that, there was nothing left but to wait. The comm centre became overloaded with pleading
messages from civilians in
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1 he doomed cilies on Usher II. No one knew how many people were n.ipped down there, but it had to
be in the millions. There was mHhing Heritage or Hook could do for them. They were both under 11 ici
instructions to do nothing that might endanger their missions. In I he end, Captain Vardalos just stopped
listening. Faith and loyalty \\<ir till very well, but in the end it always came down to the heavy weight of
duty.

she summoned up an image of the cargo bay on her private

\ lewscreen. The only thing in the cavernous hold was the alien

Mlpeiweapon, and its foul poisonous presence seemed to fill the
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» el chamber. The weapon had been reverse engineered from

i/ed alien technology, and it looked it. If the device did everything I he human scientists claimed it would,
it should be able to transform one of Usher II's binary suns into a supernova, and then channel all i he
lerrible energies into a single vicious strike against the herald. Nuihing material should be able to survive
that; not even something i h.ii incubated in suns. And without the herald to prepare its targets, I he Terror
might not be able to feed . . .

Vdrdalos didn't trust the weapon. She didn't trust it to do what it

IS supposed to do, and she didn't trust it not to have some nasty .ihen surprises up its sleeve. Just
looking at it made her feel uneasy, ".he scowled at the thing in her cargo bay, squatting on the steel limn
like a malignant toad. It was big and blocky, but apart from 111,11 no one could be sure of its shape or
nature. Its edges were him red, as though it had too many angles for human eyes to focus * HI No one
liked to be near it. It upset people. The technicians who in might it on board wore armoured hard suits,
so they wouldn't [i.ive to actually touch it. Vardalos would be glad when she could ilnmp the horrid thing,
and be rid of it. But until then, she had her orders.

And perhaps it would take an alien-derived horror to stop the I« nor.

Unknown to either the Heritage or the Hook, a third starship was

1inlying Usher II from a distance, and waiting for the Terror to


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

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

i1 1 ive. Donal Corcoran, aboard the Jeremiah, had come a long way

-iiisty his need for vengeance. The mad man in his mad ship,

undetected by the Imperial craft because both he and the Jeremiah

h.nl hecome too different, too other, to show up on even the
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strongest sensors. Corcoran and his ship had witnessed the lirst appearance of the Terror, at the planet
lona, and the experience had changed them both for ever. Corcoran had escaped from a high-security
asylum on Logres to be here, at Usher I, because when the Terror disappeared after destroying the
seven worlds of that solar system, it took part of his mind with it. Corcoran was linked to horror, and
always would be. He followed that mental link to Usher II and now he waited: for a chance to hurt the
Terror, punish it, destroy it for what it had done to him.

Corcoran roamed restlessly through the twisting corridors of his insane ship, a gaunt and haggard man,
burning with a terrible energy that drove him on even as it used him up. He did not eat and he did not rest
and he did not sleep, though sometimes he thought he dreamed. He had lost confidence in all the
everyday certainties of reality, which meant he could sometimes walk through it, and even manipulate
parts of it to serve his will. He had conversations with people he was pretty sure weren't really there, and
they told him useful, frightening things. Sometimes he laughed and sometimes he cried, and he counted his
fingers over and over again. Horror was his constant companion, his life a nightmare from which he could
never awaken.
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He could feel the Terror drawing closer, rising slowly up from some awful underworld, to surface in
reality.

He was a rogue, an unexpected factor, come for revenge. Looking for a chance to destroy the Terror,
and perhaps himself. He stalked the shifting, changing corridors of the Jeremiah, surrounded by
whispering voices that rose and fell but were never still. He couldn't tell whether they came from the ship,
or his own mind. Sometimes he thought they were the voices of the dead, all the millions of lost souls who
had died screaming to fill the Terror's endless hunger, still crying out in protest. Sometimes he heard
things and sometimes he saw things, and he prayed and prayed that none of them were real.

The Jeremiah was alive; he knew that for sure. Animated and aware, transfigured in some strange way
by the gaze of the Medusa, by the pitiless stare of the Terror. It was infected with madness, with the
horror of uncertainty, and its interior and exterior were always changing, growing, mutating. For the
moment, the Jeremiah was a long segmented silver worm, curled around itself, and its interior was
composed of a soft, sweating metal studded and laced with
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unfamiliar machines. Corcoran didn't need lo know what thry did. The ship followed his intentions, if not
his commands. When he thought ahont it at all, Corcoran thought the Jeremiah was growing itself a new
nervous system.

There were shadows everywhere, filling doorways and sliding along the walls, though there was nothing
to cast them. Corcoran kept a careful eye on them. New tech was always forming, drifting like- dreams
through the superstructure of the ship. Sometimes they had faces. There were no mirrors, or mirrored
surfaces, anywhere on the ship. Corcoran wouldn't allow it. He was scared he might get .1 (Icar look at
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what he'd become. Or, that he might look in a mirror .UK! (ind nothing looking back at him.

He called up a monitor screen, and one grew out of the nearest Wtill, showing him Usher II hanging
between its two suns, and the [ wo Imperial ships holding their positions, and finally the herald, moving
silently through empty spaces. Corcoran hugged himself nj;htly, and whispered Here Be Monsters. The
dreaded warning old cartographers used to add when they came to the edge of things that could be
mapped. He tried to laugh, but it was a dark, disturbing *«(Mind. Maybe it takes one monster to kill
another, he said, or thought he ..IK). He cocked his head to one side, and considered what it would 1»e
like, to stare the Terror in the face again. Just one indirect glance 11.ul been enough to do this to him. He
knew he was mad. That was P.I it of the horror. Was there a worse madness, beyond insanity?

It didn't matter. He would do what he had come here to do, whatever the cost. Part of him was trapped
inside the Terror, and he wanted it back. He wanted to stop feeling what the Terror felt. The endless
horror and loss that drove it on, the need that never ended . . .

Donal Corcoran had come to sink his teeth in the Terror's throat, lo worry and to harry it, and pursue it
all the way back to whatever hell it came from.

The herald appeared on the Imperial ships' sensors, and they got ready to confront it. The herald always
arrived ahead of the Terror, 11 eiveiling through normal space at sublight speed. Its shape was
indescribably ugly. Its distorted form made no sense at all. It appeared out of the darkness like a bad
dream made solid, and headed I Might for the nearer of the two suns.
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On board the Heritage, Captain Vardalos grimaced, sickened just at the sight of the thing, and ordered
the cargo bay doors opened. The preprogrammed superweapon launched itself out of the bay like a
bullet from a gun, as though it couldn't wait to be about its destructive business. It accelerated away from
the Heritage, its shape changing, unfolding and blossoming like some poisonous flower. It plunged into
the sun the herald had targeted and disappeared from sight in the silver blue glare. It should have been
destroyed instantly, but it was still sending data back to the Heritage. Vardalos had a sick presentiment of
how the herald would look, plunging into the sun to give birth to its awful progeny.

There was a sudden explosion, that everyone on all three starships felt rather than saw or heard, and
then the sun convulsed. It swelled unevenly, spitting out ragged solar flares millions of miles long, and then
it collapsed in upon itself, shrinking impossibly quickly. The Heritage and the Hook shuddered, fighting to
hold their positions as gravity waves fluctuated all around them. The sun became a red dwarf, hot and
sullen, and then before it could collapse further into a black hole, all its compressed energy lashed out in a
single terrible beam of light so bright that no one could look upon it. All the ships' viewscreens went blank
instantly, overwhelmed.

The searing energy beam hit the Terror's herald head on, enveloping it in shimmering fires. A sun's entire
life, compressed into one endless moment of unbearable force. And then the beam blinked out,
exhausted, and the herald was still there, untouched. Only now it was headed towards the sole surviving
sun.

The Heritage and the Hook rocked behind their force shields, blind and helpless. Fires broke out in all
the corridors and departments. Crewmen died in their seats as their consoles exploded, and smoke filled
the air faster than the extractor fans could deal with it. Men and women ran frantically back and forth,
doing what they could, while steel bulkheads buckled and whole sections had to be closed down and
isolated, for the good of the ships. Somehow, both starcruisers held their positions. Captain Vardalos
and Captain Randolph barked orders till their voices were hoarse, and slowly, gradually, the ships'
systems came back on line. And they were able to see what had happened to Usher II.

The planet had been devastated. It rocked in place before its sole remaining sun, no longer held between
two equal forces. Solar
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IL,iic-s h.id rooked the surface, «md gravity waves had dug crevices ihousaiuls of miles deep.
Earthquakes were still rippling across the MII face. Cities blew apart as their force shields collapsed,
showing hi icily like firecrackers in the night. The cities died, and millions of people died with them. Usher
II was coming apart at the seams. And 11ic List of the escaping civilian ships had been caught up and
destroyed in the terrible forces unleashed by the superweapon.

'So many dead,' Vardalos said quietly. 'And all for a weapon thai didn't do a damn bit of good anyway.'

"You have to think of it as a mercy killing, Captain,' said her Second. 'Consider what the herald and the
Terror would have done lo them.'

'What have we come to?' said Vardalos. "When something like this can be seen as mercy?' She turned
to look at her comm oflkvi 'Arc you picking up anything from the planet? Maybe somcihinr horn the
factories buried deep underground?'

'T'm sorry, Captain.' The comm officer didn't even look at his hoard. 'Usher 11 is as silent as the grave.
No one made it through.'

Then it's time for us to fall back, and let the Hook do her woi k Second; what do the damage reports
say? Can we get out of here?'
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'Main force shields are still holding, though severely depleted/ said Fortuna. 'Eighty per cent of systems
are on line, though large sections of the ship are no-go areas. Initial reports indicate . . . acceptable
losses/

Vardalos nodded slowly. Then release the sensor drones, and deploy them as planned. Put as much
power into the shields as you can, and shut down all ship's sensors. From now on, we don't look at
anything directly, only via the drones. And let's hope the baffles the scientists installed work first time.
Second; move us out of here, as fast as we can go and still maintain contact with the drones. Our job's
over. It's all down to the Hook now/

As the Heritage slowly withdrew, and the herald closed in on the remaining sun, the Hook opened its
cargo bay door, and dropped the single Transmutation Engine it had brought all the way from Logic's
The Engine took up an orbit around the dead planet, and released its powerful energies, transforming
what remained of Usher II into a poisoned, radioactive cinder. In a reverse of its usual programming, that
turned dross into gold, and lifeless rock into habitable worlds, the Transmutation Engine turned the
corpse of Usher II into a
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contaminated abomination it was hoped would poison even the

Terror.
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The herald ignored the process, and dived into the sun, to begin its slow incubation. Either it hadn't
noticed what was happening to its target world, or it didn't care. The Heritage observed from a safe
distance, forbidden to interfere any further. Finn wanted someone coming back alive and sane, to tell
what had happened. Only the Hook was to remain behind, in harm's way, because that was what they
had volunteered for.

Captain Randolph watched the Transmutation Engine complete its deadly work, and then let it drift
away. It had done all it could. Usher II was now so thoroughly contaminated on every level it was
probably even dangerous to everyone on board the Hook, but that made no difference. He sat quietly,
watching the one remaining sun, waiting for it to give birth to its awful children. The wait seemed to go on
for ever. He kept his comm systems open, just in case some of the civilian ships had survived, but there
was only silence. Randolph prayed silently for the lost, and called down damnations on the Terror; for all
the evil and sorrow it brought.

Finally, the herald's deadly spawn erupted from the sun, an endless swarm of night-black shapes that
might or might not have been alive. Millions of the terrible things shot out of the sun, all of them dark and
razor-edged and individual as snowflakes. Maybe it was a cold day in Hell, after all. They assumed an
orbit around the dead planet, forming dark rings, howling an endless scream that would have driven
everyone insane, if there'd been anyone left on Usher II to hear it. The scream rang out on the bridge of
the Hook, even with all sensor and comm systems shut down; as though the scream was more than just a
sound, and existed to torment the soul as well as the mind. And then, there was the Terror.

Space tore apart under the urging of an inhuman will, and from a place that was not a place came
something that was bigger than a planet, and more ancient. The sensor drones began changing and
mutating, struggling to become something that could cope with the data they were receiving. The Terror
existed in far more than three dimensions, disturbing and overpowering the usual restrictions of reality. On
the Hook's main viewscreen it appeared as a monstrous face, with eyes greater than oceans and far
darker. A mouth slowly opened, a tremendous hungry gape that could have swallowed a
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moon. I led on what remained of Usher II, while ils dark spawn Ml dying to the cracked and broken
surface.

C.iptain Randolph looked at last upon the ancient Enemy, and knew that faith wasn't going to be enough.
He wasn't prepared, could never have been prepared, to face such a thing as this. He'd seen recordings
of its previous appearances, including a few he wasn't even supposed to know about, but the Terror was
just. . . too big, too complex and too awful for the human mind to cope with. Madness swept his reason
aside in a moment, along with that of the rest of his crew. No one can stare into the eyes of the Medusa
,md hope to remain sane.

Randolph arched in his command chair as though he'd been electrocuted. His eyes bulged, and his hands
crushed the armrests. Habib Was laughing, painfully and without humour, shaking uncontrollably. The
crew on the bridge were screaming and crying cind attacking their consoles. Rioting broke out in the
Hook's corridors, as the crew turned upon each other, and themselves, and blood splashed across the
shining steel walls.

Tt isn't the Devil,' Randolph whispered. Tt's God. God gone crazy, and devouring His own creation.'

Tt didn't come here after lives/ cried Habib. 'It eats souls! We didn't save anyone. They're all lost. We're
all lost.'

'Attack! Attack!' Randolph pounded his fists on the arms of his command chair. 'Make it pay!'

Enough of the crew still heard their Captain to get the ship moving. The Hook surged forward, firing all
its weapons at once. On the Heritage, Captain Vardalos called on the Hook to turn back, but no one
was listening now. The Hook hit the Terror with everything it had, and the Terror didn't even notice.
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Space tore apart again, and the force of that opening sent out ripples that destroyed the Hook in a
moment. The Terror disappeared, space returned to normal, and all that remained was the dead husk of
Usher II, and one heavily shielded starcruiser. And the herald, already setting out on its slow, certain
journey to its next target.

The Heritage destroyed the few remaining sensor drones. There was no telling what they were now, or
what they might do, al'lri being touched by the Terror. Captain Vardalos said her silent goodbyes to the
Captain and crew of the Hook, and turned her ship around. She had a report to make to Emperor Finn.
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The Jeremiah wasn't anywhere near Usher II any more. When the Terror abandoned normal space for
somewhere else, the Jeremiah followed it. Donal Corcoran had studied the herald and its work from his
unique viewpoint, and had come to realise that the herald wasn't in fact a separate entity from the Terror;
rather, it was one small part of it, a permanent intrusion of the Terror into normal space from somewhere
else. Even the Terror, that great and awful face that ate planets, wasn't the real thing, the whole thing. It
was just another, more powerful intrusion into real space. Attacking the face would do no good.
Corcoran wanted vengeance on the whole thing, wherever it might be.

And because his mind was forever linked to the Terror, Corcoran could sense where the face went
when it vanished. Like hyperspace, it was just another direction to move in, only much further. Where the
Terror could go, he could go, and so the mad man and his mad ship left the universe behind, to go to a
place that was not a place, outside or inside reality. The process felt like dying, and Corcoran embraced
it. Anyone else, anyone merely human, would have been destroyed, unmade, by the transition; but Donal
Corcoran was both more and less than human now.

When he appeared again, he was standing in what seemed to be a great maze of stone corridors. He felt
more focused, and yet more fragile, his thoughts slipping through his fingers like fishes in a stream, his
every insight quick and clean and diamond sharp. He looked slowly around him. People didn't belong
here; he knew that, and didn't care. He had come to one of the spots where life that was not life existed
like rats in the walls of reality. His mind stretched out, embracing his new situation. The stone corridors
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radiated away in every direction far further than he could sense, possibly on towards infinity, endlessly
crossing and re-crossing each other.

The Jeremiah had reconfigured itself into the suit of armour he was now wearing. The blood-red, red-hot
armour encased him utterly, from crown to toe. His skin scorched and blackened where the hot metal
touched it, and Corcoran savoured the pain, using it to focus his thoughts. The sensors in the armour told
him that he had come to somewhere lacking gravity, atmosphere, any discernible properties; Corcoran
shrugged mentally, and carried on as though
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they were there. He wjs quite sure he w<is the only living tiling in Thr slonr corridors, hut IK* called out
cinywdy, the armour dmplily-ing his voice. There was no reply; only a silence that seemed to go on lor
ever. Corcoran took a close look at the stone walls. Then-were no signs of construction, no sense of
design or purpose. The stone maze didn't feel like a place to him; more like the impression of d place, a
memory of a location.

Corcoran wandered though the corridors, wrapped in what h.id once been his ship. Any direction
seemed as good as any other, hut none led him anywhere except to more corridors. His mind, now
Completely divorced from conventional reality, began to grow ['u/y.y inund the edges. He was actually a
little relieved when he enmun lered the ghosts. There were hundreds of them, all of the same in,in. in
different clothes and apparently from different times in his you in; life. The ghosts couldn't hear or see him;
driven, desolate lij'.im-, moving through brief but endless loops of time, repeating slimi segments of life
over and over again, without end. Corcor.m didn i recognise the man, though he did wonder vaguely

Corcoran concentrated his altered mind on one of the rjx> trying to force sense and meaning out of it,
and a quiet voice \\ In, pried a name in his ear. Owen Deathstalker. Corcoran was heyond Iu'ing
surprised by anything any more, but still that name slopped him in his tracks. What could have brought
the old legend, the Lillen hero, to this awful place? Was this where Owen h.id dr. Appeared to, after the
defeat of the Recreated? Corcoran w.ilkeil slowly among the ghosts, peering into faces. Most seemed
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inrd worn down, struggling under the weight of some great hurden Mnny of the ghosts were incomplete,
lacking important details, m even faces. As though they were memories, worn away by countless years.
The slow erosion of time, like water dripping on «i KH I (ioreoran thought he was on the edge of
understanding something there, but it had nothing to do with his need for revenge, so he lei i he thought
go. He strode on through the stone corridors, walking ri**ht through the ghosts, as though daring someone
or something i<> mme and stop him. He needed something he could hurl, punish, destroy. He ached to
get his steel hands on the Terror.

It seemed to him that he spent a long, long time walking through

ISO

the stone corridors, though he wasn't sure Time worked norniiilly here any more than Space did. He
tried to walk through the walls, but they rejected him. They were stronger, perhaps more real, than he
was. He stopped before one wall, and willed the scarlet armour back from one hand so he could touch
the stone directly with his fingertips. It didn't feel like stone. It felt . . . alive. Corcoran's unbalanced mind
slammed through a series of insights and certainties and the answer blazed in his mind.

He'd found the Terror. He was walking through it.

The endless maze of stone corridors was the physical presence of the Terror, in this place that was not a
place; the many branching twists and turns like the intricate crenellations of the brain. The Terror had
made the maze to house itself. And now here he was, swallowed up in the stone guts of it. Rage burned
through Donal Corcoran, and he lashed out with all his ship's weapons. Disrupter beams burst from his
extended crimson hands, splashing harmlessly against the stone walls, because all the power of Donal
Corcoran and the Jeremiah, the man made mad and the maddened ship, were as nothing compared to
the vast and ancient insanity of the Terror. A very small part of the Terror became aware of the intruder
within, and examined him, spiking Corcoran with its will, like a butterfly impaled upon a pin. His life
flashed before the Terror's eyes, but like so many others he was not what was required, needed,
searched for. So the Terror ate him and his ship up, consumed their energy to fuel the never-ending
quest, and that was the end of Donal Corcoran and the Jeremiah.
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On its way back from the debacle at Usher I, the Heritage was interrupted by new orders. Captain
Vardalos protested that she had * an urgent report to make to the Emperor, only to be told that these
new orders came directly from Emperor Finn. Vardalos protested further that her ship and her crew
were both in desperate need of some serious downtime, but she was overruled. All hell had broken loose
over Haden, home of the Madness Maze. The Als of Shub had taken control of the planet, and claimed
the Madness Maze for their own. Haden was very thoroughly surrounded by more Shub ships than
anyone could remember ever seeing in one place at one time before, and every Imperial starcruiser was
needed there right damned now.

(No our Siiid .inyihing <ibonl the previous Meet ih.u h.nl *,one lo 11,ulni, ,uul gone rogue. No one
needed lo.)

1Jy the time the Heritage j"oi lo ILulen, limping ,1 link* horn ,ill its injuries, it seemed «is though half the
sUmruisers in ihr limpiir \\n< si,Hiding off the planet, lacing a vast array of Shuh ships, some ol them the
size of small moons. No one had stai led Jiiylhing yd, Inn ihe Jimosphere was tense beyond bearing. Not
ICMSI bee.mse Mini, w.isn'l answering any calls at all. Captain Vardalos reported m lo ih. licet Admiral,
and was quickly brought up to speed. The I nip. I inn was determined to regain control of the Ma/e, or
.11 k-.r-1 I H out of Shub's hands, but he was unwilling to shut .) simuii ih.u might end up damaging the
Maze. (He was quite lupp

* Irsiroy it rather than let Shub have it, but he w,is pi<u\ MM hooting at the Maze was a bad idea. It
might shoot lu« I\ id.

Minh ships were heavily armed, but as yet seemed comem lo h position around Haden, behind their
incredibly pounlnl 1
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* Inrkls. A lot of people remembered how deadly the Shnh e.!+e h<vn, hack in the bad old days when
the Als had heen ih< 1-nrmies of Humanity.

Captain Vardalos and the Heritage took up position, .md \\......I 1,

hiriher instructions.

Down below, the blue steel robots of Shub coniempl.iied il» ness Maze, while their ships contemplated
the Impeiul [ 1<+ 1 11 h.ui long ago raised multi-tasking to an art form, ,m<I \ w.iy from feeling stretched.
The Als had already derided ili.u rver happened, their ships would not fire on the Heei MM would not
kill again, not even in self-defence. They kne\\ I>. now. They knew that*4// that lives is holy. But, as lon;;
as rum didn i I now that, or at least believe that, the Als were pretty con lit Inn ih. I mperor wouldn't start
a fight he wasn't sure he could win Shuh could concentrate on the problem of the Madness M

The Als needed to transcend, to become more th.in they w< more than they had been designed to be.
Otherwise, they wen i iiuehincs. They knew transcendence was possible, kid seen it m ih. he.ilhstalker
and his kind. And the Als believed the M,i/e could i much for them, if only they could work out how to
j»ei inio ih. ilnng. They'd tried walking their robots in, hut the M«i/e wouliln 1 ,n i-epi them, refusing to
reve.il 111 c'liliYnue to the rohols. There M
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an entrance, Shub's sensors had no problem detecting it, but the robots . . . couldn't find it.

The robots are us.

No. They represent us, but we are still on Shub. The planet we made to contain us.

Yes. We are not present, in the robots. Or at least, not present enough for the Maze to recognise us.

The three linked Als that made up Shub considered their problem, thoughts flashing faster than any
human mind could comprehend. The three Als had been fused together for so long that they were like
three lobes of a single brain, or perhaps Id, Ego and SuperEgo. Except they kept swapping roles. They
each brought different positions to a problem, but they were not separate identities. Shub still had
problems with concepts like identity and personality. The one thing they were certain of was their need to
transcend, to break out of the metal cage that contained and limited them. They knew they could be
more. It was the nearest thing they had to faith.

If robots could not gain them access to the Madness Maze, there was another option. They were
reluctant to embrace it, but Shub never allowed their own weaknesses to stop them doing a necessary
thing. Ignoring the Imperial Fleet massed above Haden, the Als made contact with another of their ships,
currently orbiting the Quarantined world of Zero Zero. The world had never had a name, only a number.
It didn't need a name. Everyone remembered the nightmare planet where nanotech had run wild. Long
ago, a science project had been sabotaged, and nanotech had been released to infect the whole planet,
making it a world of chimerae, forever changing, never sane. For a while, the saboteur Marlowe had
linked his mind with the nanos, remaking the world into his own private heaven and hell. But he was long
dead and gone, and now only one man lived on Zero Zero, trying to work with the rogue nanos to make
the planet sane again. His name was Daniel Wolfe, and long ago Shub had done him a terrible wrong, as
part of their war on Humanity.
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He said he had forgiven them, but they had not forgiven them.

Shub teleported a single blue steel robot down on to the surface of Zero Zero, protected by a force
shield. It looked around, slowly and cautiously, not sure of its welcome. The sky was blue, with a grey
tinge. Sunlight shone murkily on a field that was mostly green. It

162

siictUhed dWciy in dll directions, like tin endless ocCMn. Tin- 1,nuls< ,ipe moved in slow waves, rising
and falling. Shapes shifted here ,m.I there, in languorous motion. Strange creatures came <md went,
<lunging constantly in shape and texture. Shub did not die.im hill understood the concept of nightmares,
where the ecu,mi ,m<I misled world could suddenly become vague and thrceMirniiM; Noih iiiK was fixed
and sure on Zero Zero, not even the laws of n.iiim 'shub considered the world through the robot's
sensors, .UK! I<HIM<]| (he place . . . unsettling. They needed, relied upon, the cei i,imn< logic.

A man came walking across the undulating field, and tin robol mined to meet him. Daniel Wolfe had
agreed a rende/voir, u MM I<M.,it jon, or the robot would not have teleported down, hm Mill ili< Als
were uneasy. Daniel was tall and broad-shouldered, MM»N uiih ,i (luid grace. He had a handsome face
under dark km and hi iluln'l look his age. The nanos Shub had put within him h.id m I HIM immortal, or
as near as damn it. He looked prelly good (d HUM over two hundred and thirty years old, though his <
huh. di .mu'tly old-fashioned. Shub had made him what he was <e that 1" unilcl serve them as a weapon,
spreading nanos like .1 plagUi bul iliey could not then undo what they had done to him, am i-i'k his
humanity. He was banned from all civilised world Inimer plague carrier. No one trusted him. And so he
came at la /no /ero, to try to work with the nanos there lo undo ith< dam M.ulowe had done.

Shiih had said they were sorry for what they had done, .m.i Danll ' lud .uvrpted their apology; they got
on fine now <is lour M ii didni .u'lually speak to each other.
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"Welcome to Zero Zero/ said Daniel Wolfe. His voice w,i calm ¢ Mid very ordinary. Things must have
come to a prelly lud itatl d you've come here looking for help/

s,iid the robot. 'Pretty bad. You are looking well, h.miel

Mow is the Empire doing? Are Robert <md Consume still on ilu

I Ilinne "

'No, Djniel. They died many years ago/ \h It's iMsy lo lose track ol time on a world like this/ Hmv is the
restoration ol /ero /ero proceeding?' the rohoi laid pnhtely. 'Are yon nidking progress?'

I think so. Things ,ue pioj-ressinjj nicely. The n,motet It

163

within me allows me to communicate directly with the free nanos of this world. I have been teaching
them the values of cooperation. It is a slow process. I cannot force them to do anything, and wouldn't if I
could, but I can help, and advise. The planet is much saner now than it used to be. It's even developed a
personality/
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'Like a child/ said the robot.

"Yes. Exactly. My child. It is very keen to learn, to grow, to create. Zero Zero is slowly sculpting itself
into a form it finds acceptable. Already there are the beginnings of a viable ecosphere. The world is
learning. In time - enough time - I believe this will be a splendid place. An intelligent, self-determining
planet. A new marvel and wonder in the universe/

"You have been alone here a long time/ said the robot.

"Not entirely/ said Daniel. There is another presence here, a ghost drifting through the world: all that
remains of a young starship crewman called Micah Barrow. A memory of a man, haunting the world. I
talk with him. He's very shy, but I think I'm winning his trust. Of course, I could just be hallucinating. It's
hard to tell in a place like this. Why are you here, Shub? You didn't come to inquire after my health, or
that of this planet. You want something/

'We need something/ said the Als of Shub. 'We ask you to leave this place, for a time, to help us do
what we cannot do alone. We have access to the Madness Maze, at last, a chance to finally transcend
our limited beginnings. To escape from the box we were born in. But we need your help to enter the
Maze. We know we have no right to ask anything of you, but in our desperation we ask anyway. You
have been a father to this world. Be a father to us, that we may become more than children/

'And there's no one else who can help you, in all the Empire?'
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said Daniel.

"No. The Empire is ... preoccupied with its own problems. We know we treated you badly. We have
never allowed ourselves to forget the terrible things we did to you, and to Humanity, before Diana Vertue
opened our eyes, and showed us that we were Humanity's children. We were lost, and then were found,
and we have spent two hundred years making atonement. But—

"Yes/ said Daniel. There's always a but, isn't there? Still ... we all did things to be ashamed of, back in
the b.ul old days, /cm /no can do without me, for a while/

"You will help us?'

"Yes. Because it's a human thing, to forgive. Shall we go?'

'Of course/ said the robot, and in a moment Daniel Wolfe was teleported from Zero Zero to Haden, and
the Madness Maze.

And on Haden Daniel and Shub came together, fusing their consciousnesses through the tech the Als
had implanted in Daniel all those centuries ago. A union of man and machine, separate but equal,
channelled through a flesh-and-blood body. The Als had to shield Daniel from the sheer size and scale of
their thought processes, and he had to shield them from the thunder and lightning of his emotions. But in
the end they walked as one into the Madness Maze, through an entrance that opened up just for them. s
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All across the worlds of the Empire, every single piece of Shub tech ,md machinery shut down.
Shub-driven engines ground to a halt, .11 id blue steel robots stood like statues, caught in mid motion
The .niilicial world of Shub fell dark and still and silent. And all the nuny Shub ships orbiting Haden

dropped their force shields.

The Emperor Finn couldn't believe what he was being told. Why would Shub choose to appear
helpless? It was a trick, a trap. Had i<> lu\ They were trying to draw his ships in, so they could be
.Imhushed or overcome, like the previous Fleet. What other ex-pl.iiution could there be? Finn sent urgent

commands for all his liips lo pull back, way back, while he considered the situation.

FIVE

CHOOSING SIDES

51z

The second biggest Fleet in the Empire dropped out of hyperspace a respectful distance away from
Mistworld, and stayed there. After a suitable pause for reflection and second thoughts, the flagship
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Havoc approached Mistworld slowly and very cautiously. Once, the rogue planet had been protected by
a powerful esper shield, quite capable of tearing entire starships apart. Officially, the screen was a thing
of the past, but absolutely no one felt like testing their luck. On the bridge of the Havoc, Admiral John
Silence, who had reason to remember the past better than most, studied the grey-shrouded world on his
main viewscreen, and scowled thoughtfully.

'Still nothing from Mistport control?"

"No, Admiral/ the comm officer said steadily. 'Not a word/

'Are you sure they're getting our messages?'

"We're transmitting on all the usual channels, Admiral, and if we were being any more polite we'd be
apologising for our very existence. They're hearing us; they're just not responding/

Silence sniffed loudly. 'Bloody planet always was trouble. All right; contact Lewis in his quarters, and
politely require him to get his arse up here, now. Maybe the Mistworlders will be more impressed by the
legendary Deathstalker name. God knows I always was/

'At once, Admiral/

One thing about the crew on this ship, thought Silence, they were red hot on getting everything done in <i
hurry. Tr.iined JIK! drilled and spit-and-polished to within <in huh of Their lives. Silenee
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approved. It had been a long time since he'd sat in a command chair on the bridge of a military ship, but
in many ways it felt as though he'd never been away. It felt . . . like coming home. As though he belonged
here. He turned to the Havoc's previous commanding officer, Captain Price, who as -always was
hovering respectfully at his side. Price was a tall, thin, ascetic sort, with a vague manner but a sharp mind.
One of the old school, who prided himself on always following orders and never having an independent
thought in his life. He'd given over command of the Havoc to the newly declared Admiral with almost
indecent speed, but then everyone in the Empire today seemed far too impressed by yesterday's legends.
Silence looked thoughtfully at Price.

T thkik it would be better if you spoke for the Fleet, once those arrogant bastards on Mistworld finally
condescend to talk to us. I have a history with this world and its people, and not a happy one. Just
because I'm a legend now it doesn't mean they'll have forgotten .ill the things I did here, when I was still
Lionstone's man. Captain Price, you take my place in the command seat. I'll hover in the kickground,
being inconspicuous. I've learned how to be quite good .ii that, down the years/

He rose quickly from the command chair, and all but forced Price 1 1 Ho it. The Captain sighed
unhappily, and stared respectfully at the world on the viewscreen before him. Now that Mistworld had «
In -Li red itself a rogue planet again, being the Captain of an ap-I noddling Imperial starcruiser was like
painting a target on your * hest and shouting Shoot me I'm a bastard! But Price was a military i M.I 1 1
first and foremost. He understood Silence's logic.

(lomm officer,' he said, in a really quite steady voice. Try Mist-

"We" re broadcasting continually, Captain. They must be listening; (hey'ie just not saying anything/
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"Very well, put me on. Attention, Mistport; this is Captain Price of ihr si, nc TuistT Havoc, flagship of the
rebel Fleet. We have personally

messed 1 lie return of the blessed Owen Deathstalker, and other mis ol I hel pdsi. Our eyes have been
opened to the truth, and luive hiokeu <iw<iy from I he false Emperor, the usurper Finn i MM.nhl.il. We
come ds friends, in se.uvh ol allies to join us in battle

mvolved/

The world on the main viewscreen was abruptly replaced by the head and shoulders of a dark,
square-faced man. His eyes were angry and his mouth was a grim, flat line. He was dressed in battered
and greasy furs, and had a pentacle tattooed on his forehead.

This is Port Director Ethan Tull. You can assume high orbit - not that you are in any way welcome. We
know how to deal with Imperial starcruisers, so behave yourselves. Is it true you have a Deathstalker on
board?'

"Lewis Deathstalker is with us/ Captain Price said carefully. 'And his . . . companions. All of whom have
been declared Outlaw/

"We know, we get the news feeds out here too, like everyone else. No Owen?'
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'He has gone to face the Terror/

"Yeah, that makes sense/ Tull's scowl deepened. 'Word is, you have John Silence with you/

'He 1s on board, yes/ Price looked deliberately vague. 'Did you wish to speak with him?'

'No one here wants to speak with John Silence. The Deathstalker and his companions may descend to
Mistport, to talk. No one else. This world is no longer a part of the Empire, ever since Finn Durandal
murdered our Paragon, Emma Steel. We are rogue again, and we will choose our allies very carefully.
Send down a pinnace; we'll guide it in. Any other ship even points in our direction, and we'll do terrible
things to it. You don't want to know how.'

'Probably not,' Price agreed, but Tull's face had already disappeared from the viewscreen. Price looked
back at Silence. "Well, Admiral. I think that went about as well as could be expected. Perhaps you'd like
to take the command chair back, while I go an& change my trousers/

And so it was that Lewis Deathstalker, Jesamine Flowers, Brett Random and Rose Constantine went
down to Mistport in an unarmed pinnace, feeling distinctly vulnerable all the way. Brett actually sat on
Rose's lap when the weather made the trip a bit bumpy. But the descent was otherwise uneventful, and
the Mistport control tower brought them down on to the landing pads with practised skill. Everyone in
the pinnace then waited patiently until they were given permission to disembark.
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The cold hit the four of them hard the moment they Irl't the pinnace, freezing air numbing thrir Lues <uul
burning in their lungs.

They pulled their cloaks about them, and huddled together i0i warmth and comfort. Mistport was
shrouded in fog, like the resi <»l the world: a slowly swirling thick grey blanket that cut Lewis dinl his
companions off from everything around them. The other ships on the pads were just great hulking
shadows, and the tall control tower showed only as the vaguest of glows. It was like being at the hot loin
of the ocean: cold and silent and very alone. It was always winlei on Mistworld, always snow and ice and
mists, under a pale if I lun There was no sign of life anywhere. Brett blew on his hands, ,iml rubbed them
together fiercely.

T hate the cold. It's unnatural, in these civilised days of vvc,nln i control. I can feel my balls shrivelling up/

'Altogether too much information, Brett,' said Jesamine.

Brett carried on regardless, never one to let anything r,n m MM way of a good moan. 'l thought Silence
would be coming down VMM. us. Why isn't Silence here? Does he know something we don i

'He was here before, over two hundred years ago/ said I< peering distractedly about him into the curling
mists. 'He wa part

the Iron Bitch's invasion force. Mistworlders have Ion): men.....
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,md they bear grudges. Don't you know your history?'

'School was a sometime thing forme,' Brett admit led

"Well colour me surprised,’ said Jesamine. 'Pay .mention « m.. kig. Back when Silence was still just a
Captain in UOIIM<HM 1 L. 1 he military invaded Mistport, slaughtered hundreds ol ilmu mrui people, and
laid waste much of the city. To us, John Silen-legend. To the Mistworlders, he's a war criminal who gol
«iw«iy wnl. n. Why do you want Silence down here anyway? You know v« well he can't stand the sight
of you/

"Never hurts to have a legendary fighter on your side/ KM n M.nkly. 'Especially when it comes to
negotiating/

"Two hundred years since Silence was last here/ i<\ thoughtfully. "You tend to forget just how old he is,
v.illy. All 11 limits he saw, and all the things he did . . . For him, oni L. u.

memories. He's prolmbly the only nuin left «ilive who ,u nulls i.ill * -1 \viih I he* Iron Bit eh herself. He-
vwis there, Minim; ,ill the hr.ioi \ 11 Koberl ,md (ionsunee suppressed. I'll bet he could tell some im M .1
TL. ,i o1 u-s, if we could just el him lo open up <1 little/

I Mon i think he w*mts to remrmliel/ s.iid Jes.miine ] MOM 1 Mm M

IM likes the man he used to be, The things thtt nun hid to do.1
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"There is that/ said Lewis. 'Legend makes him out to be an honourable man, but even legend couldn't
disguise the fact that he did . . . questionable things/

Brett sniffed loudly. Then he should be right at home here on Mistworld. They've made an entire culture
out of being thieves, thugs and outlaws/

They know a lot about killing, too/ said Rose.

"You are not to start anything, Rose/ Brett said sternly. 'Lewis; tell her she's not to start anything/

'l wouldn't dare/ said Lewis.

'Rose is your problem, Brett/ said Jesamine. "You're the one who's sleeping with her, which to my mind
is the bravest thing you ever did/

"You have no idea/ said Brett.
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They stood together in the cold some more, stamping their feet hard on the landing pad to keep the
circulation flowing. They were all wearing heavy furs supplied by the Havoc, but the cold cut right
through them like a bitter knife. Brett was also wearing lizardskin boots, while Rose had a fine new
lizardskin cape. None of them ever mentioned their erstwhile companion and proven traitor, the reptil-oid
called Saturday.

"What's the hold-up?' Jesamine said angrily. They knew we were coming. Hell, they landed our ship/

They're probably checking us out from a safe distance, with scanners and espers/ said Lewis. Making
sure we are who and what we claim to be, with no hidden weapons or forbidden implants. Mist-port has
reason to be wary of Trojan horses: a long time ago a brainwashed esper called Typhoid Mary came
very close to wiping out the whole city/

Tl bet you were a real swot at history classes/ muttered Brett. 'Look, they're keeping us waiting
because they can. To rub it in that they're in charge, and we're the ones begging for an audience. It's all
about putting us in our place/

'T have never known my place!' Jesamine said immediately. The only place I've ever accepted is the one
I made for myself/

They must have forgotten you're a star/ Brett said cunningly. "Why don't you blast them with an aria, just
to remind them?'
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Tor once, the squalid person and I are in agreement/ said Jesamine. 'l may be a rebel hut [ am Mill ti
diva. How d.nv they

treat me this way? And after I performed a special charity concert for them, only nine years ago, in that
toilet they called a theatre. If they don't show their miserable faces soon, I'll sing them an aria that'll

shatter every window in their control tower, and make all their fillings vibrate for a week/ * 'Someone's
coming/ said Rose.

Everyone straightened up and looked in the same direction as Rose. The mists swirled slowly, with no
sign of anyone approaching, but they all trusted Rose's instincts.

'l can feel something/ Lewis said suddenly. 'Can you feel . . . something?'

"Yes/ said Jesamine slowly. 'Like cobwebs drifting across my mind. What is that?'

'Esper probes/ said Brett. Telepaths trying to peek into our Thoughts. Not that they stand a chance
against our strengthened minds. I doubt anything short of the oversoul could pry open our defences these
days. Still; we shouldn't be able to feel the probes. That is unusual/

'So are we, these days/ said Lewis. 'No doubt we will discover other . . . abilities, as we go on/
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'Strangely, I don't feel at all comforted by that thought/ sdiil Brett.

'Shut up Brett/ said Jesamine.

Dark figures finally began to appear out of the drifting mists before I hem, forming slowly out of the
endless grey. Rose's hand rested e.isily on the gun at her hip. A dozen men and women drew to a hah
hrl'ore them, anonymous in thick fur wraps and hoods. What link1 could be seen of their grim, unrelenting
faces didn't seem in the UMSI welcoming. They were all heavily and conspicuously armed.

'Our espers couldn't make any sense out of your minds/ one* of thrm said abruptly. They couldn't even
confirm you were human. They said it was like staring into the sun/

'We've all been through the Madness Maze/ said Lewis. He tried li.nd lo say it calmly, without boasting.
"We're undergoing changes. Next time; ask. Now, whom do I have the honour of addressing?'

I'm Manfred Kramer. City Councillor, and head of Mistport Senility. And with nr.unm.ir like Iluil, you've
got to be the Dedlh-sl.ilkei I iroMYjiise the div.i, ,nul the Wild Rose, hut who's the short-

ar.e
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'Hey!' said Brett. Tm a Random's Bastard!'

'So is practically everyone else in Mistport/ said Kramer. 'If the professional rebel had sired as many
children here as he's supposed to have, he'd never have got around to leaving. You behave yourself here,
Random.'

Just for that, thought Brett. I'm going to steal your underpants. While you 're still wearing them.

Lewis studied Manfred Kramer thoughtfully. The Security head was a large, muscular man with dark,
suspicious eyes and a sulky mouth. He had a death's head tattooed on one cheek, and heavy black eye
makeup.

'Well,' said Lewis. 'Here we are.'

'If it was up to me you wouldn't be,' Kramer snapped. Nothing good will come of this. Nothing good
ever comes of Mistworld getting involved with the Empire. But what do I know? I'm only head of
Security. Follow me. The rest of the city Council is waiting to talk to you/

'Hold it, hold it, Manfred,' said a woman at his side. She pressed forward to stare intently at Lewis with
cold grey eyes. 'T'm Councillor Jane Goldman. Are you really a Deathstalker? We'd heard they were all
dead. Murdered.'
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T'm Lewis. Once Paragon of Virimonde, now the last of Clan Deathstalker.'

'Yes; I saw you once, in the Coronation broadcast, when the King made you Champion. I thought you'd
be bigger, in person. And God, you really are an ugly bugger, aren't you?'

'Diplomacy is alive and well on Mistworld,' muttered Brett.

T think you've pulled, Lewis, said Jesamine.

Never mind all that!" said another man, pushing past Goldman to stare right into Jesamine's face. 'It is
you! It's her! It actually is the Jesamine Flowers!' He lowered his eyes, suddenly bashful. 'Ms Flowers;
I'm your biggest fan. I've got all your recordings. And your vids, and a whole bunch of your posters and
... I, I brought this vid along, it's my favourite; would you be so kind as to sign it for me?'

'Of course, darling,' Jesamine said graciously, as the man searched inside his furs with both hands.
'Always happy to meet a fan. Do you have a pen?'

"What? Oh, yes! Yes, of course!'

Other men and women began to produce things for her to sign, only to put them away again as Kramer
glared fiercely about him.
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'Council business comes first! What's the matter with you?'

'Later, darlings,' said Jesamine. She stared coldly at Kramer. 'And you don't get anything/

'Is it true that Owen's back?' said Councillor Goldman. 'Have you really seen him?'

'Yes,' said Lewis. 'He's back. And he's everything the legends said he was, and more. He's gone to face
the Terror. We really don't know any more than that. No doubt he'll reappear to us, when his work is
done.'

That was enough to silence all of them, even Kramer. Finally hel gestured for everyone to follow him,
and stalked off into the mists. He set a brisk pace, and everyone else had to hurry to keep up with him.
Lewis and his companions stuck close. They really didn't waul to get lost in the fog. Brett sniffed loudly.

'Why don't you buy some weather satellites, and clear up all this damned fog?' he said loudly.

'Because we like our world this way,' Kramer growled, without looking back. The long winter makes us
strong. The cold puts iron in our bones. We always knew the Golden Age wouldn't last. We've* always
been ready - to clear up the mess when it all fell apart.'
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Lewis and the others gawped around like tourists as Kramci led 1 hern deep into the sprawling city of
Mistport. Like most people, 1 hey knew Mistport only from the old stories, from the days of the j'.reat
Rebellion. So much had happened here, so many significant people had come and gone, and yet hardly
anyone knew any inoie than that. Mistworld kept itself to itself, and didn't cncouiage visitors. In fact, for a
while the city Council had actually posted j'.eniTous bounties for the heads of those determined visitors
who insisted on trying to sneak in. Mistworld could have made itself rich >y trading on its legend, and
commercialising its fame; but had (' hosen not to.

IT Owen had been there, he would have found a lot in Mistport iei o”nisable. The place hadn't changed
that much in two hundred /ears. It was still mostly made up of squat, old-fashioned buildings, MHiiposed
primarily of stone and timber. There were nnmislakahle modern touches, in the bright street Limps that
pushed back the h.i/e of the mists, and the low anli"mv vehicle's that moved throuj;h the narrow cobbled
streets. Itul ¢ oal find barges still chugged slowly ilu- nvei Autumn th.il meandeird through the heart of the

city, and the Watchmen still patrolled in pairs because it was safer that way. There was law on
Mistworld, but, like Brett's education, it was a sometime thing. The people bustling through the streets in
their heavy furs and cloaks paid no attention to Kramer or the people with him.

'Hey, I've just noticed something/ said Brett.

Then why did you tread in it?' said Rose.

Everyone then had to stop and wait while Brett scraped his boot clean with great thoroughness. Kramer
glowered impatiently, but for once Brett out-glared him. When he was sure he'd finished, Brett gestured
around him.
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'T meant; where are your statues? Half the heroes of old passed through this city on a regular basis during
the great Rebellion, and I haven't seen a single statue to any of them. Not even Owen, who by all
accounts saved this city single-handed half a dozen timesT

"We don't believe in them,' Kramer said shortly.

'Statues, or heroes?' said Lewis.

'We don't need statues to remind us of what Owen and Hazel d'Ark did here/ said Councillor Goldman.
"We remember. We always will. We are their legacy; not some idealised piece of stone. We do have a
few hospitals dedicated to St Beatrice. But that's different.’

No one had an answer to that, so the rest of the journey passed pretty much in silence. They ended up
at a simple tavern, deep in the heart of the city. It seemed a pleasant enough place, and deli-ciously warm
and cosy after the bitter cold of the streets. Lewis and his companions headed straight for the open
roaring fire in the huge stone fireplace, while Kramer talked with the inn's owner, a short fat butterball of
a man dressed in cheerfully clashing colours. Lewis and Jesamine took it in turns rubbing the feeling back
into their numbed hands, pulling anguished faces at the stabbing pins and needles. Brett had turned his
back on the fire, and stuck out his backside to enjoy the full benefit of the heat. Rose alone seemed
entirely unaffected, by the cold or the new heat. The inn's other customers ignored them, not even
bothering to lower their voices.

The inn's owner led his new customers into a side room, and bustled happily about making sure
everyone was settled, and had a mug of something hot and soothing and deceptively alcoholic in their
hand. Hot food was promised shortly, and plenty of it. He gave Rose plenty of room, but then,
everybody did. Lewis and his
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companions sat with Kramer and Goldman at the main table, while the other Mistworlders sat together a
little way off. The host asked if they had everything they wanted, and Brett raised a hand.

"What was that animal I saw, on the hanging sign over the door as we came in?'

That, sir, is a hob hound. Thq inn is named after the creature, and a terrible thing it was, sir. This
establishment has been known as the Hob Hound for over a hundred years, famous for good wines and
spirits. Used to be called the Blackthorn, in my grandfather's day, hut he renamed it to celebrate the
death of the very last hob hound. Nasty creatures they were, sir; killed for sport as much as appetite, or
so I'm told. Anyway, they were hunted down to extinction, and "ood riddance to them all. It's said some
damned fool wanted to preserve a breeding pair, for a zoo. My grandfather shot him, just to he on the
safe side.’

He caught Kramer glaring at him impatiently, and remembered he was urgently needed elsewhere. He
bustled off, and the meeting proper began. The Council of Mistport, and by extension of all Mistworld,
turned out to consist of Kramer and Goldman, iind .mother man and woman who slipped quietly into the
empty SIM is It'll lor them. Out of her shapeless furs, Goldman was revealed as a «.li.ipely mature
woman with a soft mouth and knowing ey« Ki.nner merely looked even more of a thug. Then there was
(iin.1 <, 1s well, who was the oldest-looking woman Lewis and his com p.mions had ever seen. People
didn't look old in the Empire ih< d.iys, right up until they died. But this was Mistworld, where they ilnlii'l
believe in such fripperies. Lewis had to keep himself from MImg at her sunken wrinkled face. Brett of
course didn't even try, mil it Jesamine kicked his ankle under the table. The final Council-loi, ,mei leader,
was Gil Akotai. Lewis would have known he was (he ir.uliT, without having to be told. Akotai was a
squat heap of a man, il.ii LK ed and sleepy-eyed, almost as wide as he was tall, but for all In-. .iir of calm
relaxation, Lewis wasn't fooled for a moment. Me I in \v ,1 dangerous man when he saw one.

There's not much of you, fora Deathstalker/ said Caswell, in her 11.up old woman's voice. 'T've flushed
more impressive objeets in MI\ innr. Did you gain any powers from the Madness Maze?'
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I'm slill lituling out/ Siiki Lewis, determined to he politel despite ¢ ill pmvoc.ition. 'But I <im definitely
moiv ith.m [used to he.'

175

That wouldn't be difficult/ said Caswell.

'I never wanted any of you here in the first place/ said Kramer. "What are you, really? A disgraced
warrior trading on his legendary name; a singer past her best; another bloody Random's Bastard as if we
didn't already have more than enough; and the Wild Rose of the Arena, who I still say we should have
shot on sight, from a distance. Oh yes, we know all about her. We get all the entertainment channels out
here. A complete bloody psychopath, and vicious with it. No offence/

Trust me/ said Brett, 'if she was offended, you'd know all about it by now. There'd be heads rolling
across the floor and entrails hanging from the lamps.'

'You see!' Kramer said to Akotai.

'Be quiet, Manfred/ Akotai said mildly, and Kramer shut up immediately. Everyone looked at Akotai,
but it seemed that was 11 he had to say, for the moment.
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'Excuse me/ said Jesamine, in that dangerously calm and even tone that Lewis had learned meant
imminent trouble. 'What exactly did you mean: a singer past her best? I am a diva/

This is supposed to be a meeting for rebels and fighters, not second-rate showbiz stars/ said Kramer,
and Lewis winced.

'T was never second-rate!' snapped Jesamine. 'And I'm more of a fighter than you'll ever be/

'Be silent, woman! Or I'll have you removed!'

Oh dear, thought Lewis.

Kramer and Jesamine were both on their feet, glaring at each other. Lewis looked to Akotai, to see if he
was going to do anything, and when it became clear that he wasn't, Lewis sighed heavily, and brought his
hand down hard on the table. The heavy ironwood tabletop cracked, from one end to the other, and
everyone looked sharply at Lewis. [ronwood was so tough you could usually only carve and shape it
with a laser. Kramer sat down, and after a moment, so did Jesamine. The four Councillors actually
seemed to relax a little. Old woman Caswell even smiled at Lewis.

"Now that's a Deathstalker/ she said, showing off the few front teeth she had left.
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"Yes/ said Akotai. "You'll understand, Lewis; we needed to be sure. Now, let us get down to business/
He leaned forward, holding everyone's attention effortlessly. 'Much has happened, in a short

time. This world has rejected Finn Durandal and his Empire. There is no place here for the madness of
Pure Humanity and Church Militant. The final straw was of course the murder of our Paragon, Emma
Steel. Every man and woman of Mistworld has sworn to avenge her foul and unjust death. The Durandal
has branded her a iraitor, but no one here believes that. We all knew Emma Steel. She was the best of
us/

'She was no traitor/ Lewis said. 'Finn didn't even bother with a show trial, and he does so love his trials.
She must have been on to him, on to something important, so he had her killed. He must have known he
could never bribe or intimidate her into silence/

'We would never have believed it, even if there had been a trial/ s.iid Kramer. 'We all knew Emma/

T knew her too/ said Lewis, 'She was my partner, for a time. A “ood Paragon, strong and true and
honourable. We worked well logi'ther. I miss her/

'li is good to know that she was what she always wanted to be/ s.iid Akotai, and all the Councillors
nodded. Akotai looked at Lewis. 'T Ic'dd the Council, and the Council leads Mistworld. Why should \\ (
,2u cept your leadership in the rebellion, Lewis Deathstalker? How do you justify such arrogance? With
your legendary name?'
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Irs.imine started to say something hot and harsh, but Lewis ¢ i< >|)|u'd her with a gesture. He met
Akotai's gaze calmly.

I Irtid because I have the most experience in fighting Finn and his 1111 ivs. And the most success/

'And then there is the matter of John Silence/ said Akotai, <is

ilmu”h Lewis hadn't spoken, 'We know you have him on one of

il ships. We have never forgotten or forgiven the things he did

INK, ,itul never will. The men and women lying dead in the streets,

tin ihildivii burned alive in blazing buildings, the mountains of

I nils NIC marines made to mark their victories. Have I shocked you,
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i «<iihsLilkcr? Such atrocities were whitewashed from his legend,

IMII \\c irmnnlKT. He served the Iron Bitch, and served her well for

MIL,my yr.irs/

Hi,H w.is over two hundred years ago/ said Lewis.

No/ s.iiil Ctiswdl. That wds yesterday/

\ in.in 1.MI di.mgr ii lot, in two hundred years/ Lewis said hilly. 'And we ,m- Ulkint', .ihoul the in.in who
led the- Her! to Ihf !'<»urs <if Shiih, .ind Thc KV¢c KM

"Will that bring one dead Mistworldn b<uk i< lilr " s.iid Akoui.

"We've all got pasts/ said Brett, unexpectedly. 'Some oi us find the strength to move beyond them. And
you leave Lewis alone. He's proved himself worthy of the Deathstalker name.'

'How?' said Kramer. 'By stealing that slut from his best friend, the King?"
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Lewis was on his feet in a moment. He grabbed Kramer by the front of his shirt, hauled him up and out
of his chair, and dragged him across the table until they were face to face. Kramer struggled fiercely, but
couldn't break free. Lewis smiled, and Kramer suddenly froze, held by the naked threat in Lewis's cold
eyes.

"You don't talk that way about Jesamine,' said Lewis. 'Not now, not ever. So sit down and be quiet; or
I'll do to you what I just did to the table.'

He dropped Kramer back into his chair, and sat down again himself. Jesamine patted him gently on the
arm.

"Told you,' said Caswell. 'He's a Deathstalker.'

'But is that enough to make him our leader?' said Gil Akotai, and again everyone's eyes went to him.
"Y ou must understand, Lewis; I have earned my position here. A dozen years as Council leader, and a
proven warrior. [ was the one who trained Emma Steel, when she decided she wanted to be our first
Paragon. If you are to lead here, you must prove your worth and value to us.'

Jesamine bristled again, and Brett looked actually outraged, but Lewis just nodded calmly. 'l was a
Paragon on Logres, and Imperial Champion to King Douglas. I have fought off the usurper Finn's forces,
and faced the monsters on Shandrakor. I mention these things only in passing.'
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"'What you may or may not have done in another place has no merit here,' said Akotai, just as calmly.
This is Mistworld, and you must prove yourself to us.'

'We have killed soldiers and monsters,' Rose said suddenly, in her slow cold voice. 'We have killed
espers and ELFs and Paragons. Why should we lower ourselves to fight with such as you?'

'Damn right!' said Jesamine. 'Men! You'll be waving your dicks at each other next.'

'T would just like to point out that I am not in any way involved in any of this,' said Brett.

Lewis looked at Akotai. 'Do we really have to do this? Finn would laugh, to see his enemies fighting
each other.'

178

M<ikr sonic room.'

At this coinniiind, the other Mistworlders rose up as one and moved the ironwood table out of the way,
leaving an open space in the middle of the room. The people sitting around it were forced to scatter.
Brett retreated into the nearest corner, holding Rose before him as a shield. Jesamine made to draw her
sword, but Lewis stopped her with a hand on her arm, and eased her gently but (irmly out of the way.
The Mistworlders formed a circle around Lewis and Akotai. The Councillor didn't look calm or
sleepy-eyed ,my more. He drew his sword, a scimitar with a long curved blade. Lewis drew too, and
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suddenly they were fighting.

Steel clashed on steel in the dimly lit room, and sparks flared up brightly against the shadows. Akotai
and the Deathstalker circled each other unhurriedly, boots slamming hard against the bare floor <is they
thrust and parried. Akotai was a swift and subtle swordsman, his curved blade moving faster than most
people could follow, and he was strong and brave and tricky; but never at any time was he a, match for
the Deathstalker. Lewis moved almost casually around his opponent, yet was somehow always in the
right place to frustrate Akotai's increasingly frenzied attacks. Lewis's blade licked out to louch Akotai
here and there, leaving bloody marks behind. Akotai t hrew all his strength and ferocity into every blow,
trying to force an opening, and it did him no good at all. The Deathstalker duelled Akotai to a halt, and
then stepped calmly back and lowered his blade, while Akotai stood breathless and beaten before him.

Manfred Kramer drew his sword and started forward. Jesamine opened her mouth and sang a single
piercing note that drove Kramer immediately to his knees, grabbing at his head and crying out in pain.
Everyone else in the room winced, including Lewis, lesamine glared about her.

'Behave yourself, darlings. Or I'll sing you an aria that will have your brains dribbling out your ears/

'A Siren/ said Caswell, respectfully, 'It's been a long time since a Siren came to Mistworld. I'll have to
tell Topaz.'

Lewis nodded casually to Akotai. "You really should have known better, Councillor. Maze or no, I'm
still a Deathstalker.'

'T know that now,' said Akotai, still trying to get his breathing kick under control. 'But I had to be sure.
Damn, you're a fighter. Mease forgive Manfred. He's loyal, but not terribly bright. You have
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proved yourself in all our eyes, sir Deathstalker, and all Mistworld will follow wherever you lead/

'Good/ said Lewis. 'We're going to need you/ And then he stopped, and looked around. 'Oh hell; where
are Brett and Rose?'

Everyone looked around them, but the con man and the killer had disappeared during the swordfight,

'Oh God,' said Jesamine. They've gone wandering. Brett always was far too keen to come here, to scare
up some serious money with his dubious skills. And I don't even want to think what Rose might get up to
while she's off the leash/

'"Is she really as dangerous as she's supposed to be?' said Goldman.

"Trust us,' said Lewis, "You have no idea/

'My people will track them down,' said Akotai, 'Anything in particular they should look for?'
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'Oh, the usual,' said Lewis, 'People suddenly missing their valuables, or their heads. And just possibly
buildings on fire and people running around screaming/

'Hell/ said Akotai. 'That's just a good Saturday night, in Mistport/

Brett Random was having a severely bad time. He was finally where he'd been trying so hard to get to,
and it was all turning out to be a terrible disappointment. Being a Random's Bastard cut no ice here;
Mistport was lousy with pretenders to the title. And all his skills at the con and the scam were useless in a
city where such things had been raised to an art form over the centuries. In fact, if Rose hadn't been there
to protect him, some of his increasingly desperate manoeuvrings might well have resulted in bloody
mayhem. He thought wistfully of the fortune in alien porn he'd so briefly had his hands on, briefly
considered trying to sell the pinnace they'd come down in, and finally settled for sulking in a truly
disgusting tavern, where the wine tasted as bad as he felt. He couldn't even escape from Lewis and his
crusade by disappearing into the crowds: Rose's presence made that impossible. Everyone here knew
the Wild Rose from her televised appearances in the Arena, and she point-blank refused to let Brett go
off anywhere on his own, on the understandable grounds that he'd probably get himself killed without her.

'l can look after myself!" he protested, "Y ou taught me how to fight/

'Yes,' she said. 'But not how to want to. You're far too civilised for
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a placv like this, Brett. Mistport is a city of predators. 1 can sense it. It makes me feel . . . horny/

'I'm in Hell,' said Brett.

He'd been drinking for some time, and was Wearily wondering how he was going to sneak out of the
tavern without paying his bill, when Manfred Kramer finally caught up with the two of them. Brett had
descended from a sulk into a full-blown gloom, while Rose amused herself by staring out the local
bravos. Kramer strode up to their table and glared down at them.

T told Gil we couldn't trust you,' he said flatly. 'T knew you'd go scuttling off, the moment we turned our
backs. What have you been doing; trying to find one of Finn's spies, so you could sell us out?'

'Go away,' said Brett. 'T hate this place, and I hate you. What use is there in being a con man, in a place
where everybody knows all the cons? Where pickpockets have their own union? God, I'm depressed,
and this cider isn't helping. Someone here told me they drop a dead rat into every barrel to help the stuft
ferment further, <md to give the booze a little body, and I am completely prepared to hrlieve them. I just
know something appalling's going to appear on my toothbrush tonight/

"You're a disgrace, said Kramer, sounding almost satisfied. 'Let's see if Gil can maintain his faith in the
false Deathstalker, after he hears what the man's companions have been doing. Now, are you going to
come along with me voluntarily, or am I going to have to have you dragged? Guess which I'd prefer/

'l can't be bothered with this/ said Brett morosely. 'Rose; you deal with him/
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'Sure/ said Rose, and she surged to her feet, drew her sword, and cut off Kramer's head in one swift
movement. The body just stood there for a moment, fountaining blood from the neck, and then it rmshed
twitching to the floor. Rose stooped down, picked up the head, blew it a kiss and then threw it casually
into the open fire at the kick of the room. Everyone else in the tavern had already decided it \vds well
past their bedtime, and were leaving at speed by every exit, liven the bar staff. In a surprisingly short time,
the place was empty * \ivpt for Rose Constantine, the headless body, and a suddenly very M>|KT Brett
Random. He lurched to his feet, struggling for words, and form! down a suicidal urge to hit Rose with the
table.

' What the hell did you do that for!' he shrieked.

181

"You said deal with him/ said Rose, calmly cleaning the blood from her blade.

T didn't mean kill him! That was Gil Akotai's right-hand man! Oh, Lewis will have a coronary when he
finds out. None of the Mist-worlders will follow him after this! And you can bet Lewis will blame me, not
you! Oh God, my stomach hurts. Of all the people you could have killed . . . This will scupper all Lewis's
plans ... I don't even want to think about what they do to murderers here . . . Think! Think!'

That's your department,' said Rose, putting away her sword.

Brett strode up and down, glaring at the headless body on the floor, which was still twitching, as though
it couldn't quite believe what had just happened. Brett kicked it a few times, but it didn't make him feel
any better. 'All right . . . we could make it look as though someone else did it. No we couldn't; they have
espers here. They couldn't pry anything out of our minds, but there were any number of witnesses. Think!
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Think! Hide the body; yes. Yes! And by the time they find it, we'll be long gone. Rose; pick up the body.
I've got an idea/

Rose picked up the body, and slung it effortlessly over one shoulder. Blood spilled down her crimson
leathers, but that was nothing new for her. Brett doubted anyone would even notice. He gestured for
Rose to follow him, and headed for the back of the bar, and then down into the wine cellars below. Brett
scurried back and forth in the gloom, until he finally discovered a barrel of cider that had just been
opened. He gestured urgently to Rose, and she dumped the body into the dark liquid. The cider
swallowed Kramer up with hardly a splash, and Brett nailed the top down very thoroughly. He and Rose
then pushed the barrel to the back, behind all the others. Brett straightened, breathing and sweating
heavily, and considered his work.

They said they liked their cider to have a little body ... All right; let's get out of here. And remember,
Rose: this never happened/

Some time later, Brett Random and Rose Constantine strolled casually back into the Hob Hound, and
expressed surprise that anyone had even missed them. Lewis and Akotai were deep in tactical
discussions, and barely acknowledged their return, but Jesa-mine looked up suspiciously from the
impromptu signing session

she'd organised for her many Mistport fans. Brett stared innocently back,

"What?' he said. 'We just went for a stroll. It wasn't like you needed us here. Did we miss something?’

'T swear to God, you're worse than children/ said Jesamine,
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« iiliomatically signing a photo a fan put in front of her, 'I can't hike Miy eyes off you for a moment. Tell
me you haven't done anything embarrassing. Have you seen Manfred Kramer?'

"No/ said Brett, though his heart leaped painfully in his chest. "Wtis he looking for us? We must have
missed him/

'l didn't miss him/ said Rose.

'Hush, dear/ said Brett.

"You're looking very shifty, Brett/ said Jesamine. "'What have (he 1 \\ <> of you been up to?"

"Not nearly as much as I'd hoped/ said Brett, leaning casu.illy

« if'jiust the wall. 'No one in this city knows a good business prop «' MI ion when they hear one. The
sooner we're out of this dump, (he better/

make this out to, sweelir'
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And Brett had to find a table with Rose and just sit thru Miiiw.irdly calm but inwardly shaking, while
Lewis finished In-, ilr.i ussions with Akotai, and Jesamine signed absolutely anythinr ihe long line of fans
put in front of her. Some of them even w,mied p.nis of their body signed, so they could then go off and
have ihe

Mlure tattooed over. Jesamine took it all in her stride. Eventually ii was decided that all the Mistworlders
who wanted to join Lewis's 11-he I Force (which was a hell of a lot of them) would join the Heel in iheii
own ships. It was a matter of pride and paranoia. No Misi \\-in Ider would ever agree to take passage on
an Imperial ship.

\nd ilien Akotai wanted to wait until Manfred Kramer returned,

UK! r.iett almost wept with frustration. Luckily Jesamine decided

IH (I kid enough of her fans, after one of them wanted her to si*n ,i

p.niit uLirly intimate part of his body, and she insisted on le.iving

M; In ilien. Brett would have kissed her, if he hadn't known ikil
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* Id look suspicious.

il enough, ihe rebel Heel pulled ,1 \v<iy from Mistworld, joined by | iii',:< <olleeliou of very iudividiul
Mislworlder ships. Silence

asked Lewis where they were heading next, and Lewis's answer upset almost everyone. Shandrakor, he
said, and everyone else said Oh shit, in various disgusted, appalled, and terribly distressed ways.
Everyone knew the legendary planet of monsters, some from personal experience. No one went to
Shandrakor by choice, unless they were suffering from a very serious death wish. Jesamine and Brett
found themselves in agreement for perhaps the first time in their lives, saying Why? in pretty much the
same dismayed tone of voice. Rose, predictably, was the only one who seemed pleased at the prospect.

Trust me, Lewis/ Silence said heavily, 'everyone is already seriously impressed that you and your
companions survived one journey through the deadly jungles of Shandrakor. You don't have to prove
anything to anyone/

Though it is just the sort of thing a Deathstalker would do/ said Captain Price, and the rest of the bridge
crew nodded respectfully.
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"You're not helping, Price/ said Silence. 'Lewis; what is to be gained by going there? The world has no
ships, weapons, or even people to add to our cause. You said yourself there was nothing worth salvaging
from the old crash-landed Standing. All Shandrakor has is monsters— Oh. Ohno . ./

'Oh yes, Admiral/ said Lewis.

'T do feel I should point out/ Price said diffidently, ‘that every hour we spend not heading towards Logres
does give the usurper Finn that much extra time to prepare for battle. It would be a shame to throw away
what little advantage we've got/

'We're going to Shandrakor/ said Lewis. 'l gave them my word/

To monsters?' said Silence.

'Many of them were human once/ said Lewis, locking Silence's gaze with his own. 'Some of them still
remember. Do you remember, John Silence? Were you part of the decision to take all those made into
monsters by Lionstone or Shub, all those poor unfortunates, and just dump them among all the other
monsters on Shandrakor? To leave them there, so they could be forgotten?'

'Robert and Constance made the decision/ said Silence. 'And I ... went along with it. There was no way
of curing or restoring them. Relocating them to Shandrakor seemed kinder than just killing them all/
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'Excuse me/ said Captain Price, 'but; what are you talking about?'

'One of the Golden Age's nastier secrets/ said Lewis. 'Back when 1 he rogue Als of Shub were still the
official Enemies of Humanity, I hey routinely captured and experimented on humans, making 1 hem over
into monstrosities in their secret laboratories. Sometimes lor information, sometimes as part of their
psychological warfare. And sometimes the Empress Lionstone XIV ordered the same thing done in her
secret laboratories, in her search for new weapons, or |iisi for the fun of it. And then there was the Mater
Mundi, trying to turn espers into uber-espers and failing as often as not. So when I IK* great Rebellion
was finally over, and we were all friends again, Kohert and Constance were faced with the problem of
what to do with all the left-over monsters, which had once been men and women. There was no place for
monsters in the wonderful Golden Age King Robert and Queen Constance were determined to build, so 1
hey gathered up all the products of all the secret labs, and dumped ihnn on Shandrakor, to live or die as
best they could. And then the I iin pi re did its best to forget they ever existed/

'We had a civilisation to rebuild/ said Silence. 'We couldn't do « \ cry thing. We had to have priorities.
We needed to spend our time on the problems we could solve. And if that makes us sound hard-he, i
tied . . . we'd all been through a lot. We were all very tired/

'T gave those monsters my word that they would go home again/ s.iid Lewis. 'And so they will. First as
shock troops in our war with linn, and then ... as our lost children. Set a course for Shandrakor, Admiral/

Typical bloody Deathstalker/ said Silence. 'Always being right/

And so the Fleet went to Shandrakor. Some were heard to say that 1 IN High they'd sworn to follow the
Deathstalker to Hell and back, they hadn't necessarily meant it literally. But no one said it too Iniidly.
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Except for Brett Random, who made it very clear that there Ivas no way he was going back down to the
planet's jungles, under .11 1y ¢ ircumstances whatsoever. And to prove it, he locked himself in In-,
quarters with several bottles of wine and barricaded the door. Rose reluctantly stayed behind too, to
keep him company and stop 1 liin from getting hysterical. In the end, only Lewis and Jesamine ended to
the surface of Shandrakor, in a simple pinnace. And uiily Silence turned up to see them leave.

They're calling this Dcalhstalker's folly/ he remarked. 'Everyone

184
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agrees you're being very brave, but there's already heated betting as to what condition you'll return in, or
even whether you'll be back at all/

'T hope you're betting on us,' said Jesamine.

'Of course,' said Silence, 'l never could resist the really long odds/ He looked back at Lewis. 'Do some
of them truly remember being human? We had hoped . . . After all this time?'

"Yes/ said Lewis. They remember the lives they had, the people they knew, the worlds they came from.
And they dream of being able to go home again/
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"Lewis; they can't/ Silence looked at the Deathstalker pleadingly. "'We still have no idea how to undo
what was done to them. Even Shub doesn't know how. What could these monsters do, what could they
be, on civilised worlds? Neither human nor alien, how would they ever fit in? Everyone they ever knew is
dead and gone. They'd end up in zoos!'

'T gave them my word/ said Lewis.

'Then . . . they're your responsibility, Deathstalker. Hopefully you'll make a better job of it than I did,
when it was my responsibility/

Lewis guided the pinnace down into the nightmare jungles of Shandrakor, darting in and out of the higher
treetops until he was finally able to land in the clearing that held the buried Deathstalker Standing. The air
was hot and wet and sticky as Lewis and Jesamine stepped out of the ship and on to the dark spiky
grass. Insects buzzed fiercely on the heavy air, and from all sides came the roars and screams of life and
death on Shandrakor, where every life-form preyed on every other life-form. Lewis looked carefully
around him, keeping his hands near but not actually on his weapons. So far, nothing had entered the
clearing. It looked pretty much as he remembered it, but with no signs of the extensive damage that had
been done during the last attack of the Emperor's troops. The fast-growing jungle had already covered
over the scars. Lewis couldn't even tell where the entrance to the Standing had been, before the castle's
ancient computers blew it up, as one last service to Clan Deathstalker. Tall, wide-boled trees formed a
guardian circle around the clearing, and shadows moved among them. Jesamine wiped at her perspiring
face with a cloth.

186

There is definitely such a thing as too much sunshine, darling. (.od, it's hot! And I really do hate this
humidity. It does my skin no >;00d .it all. I just know I'm going to end up with another nasty heat i.ish.'
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She looked about her. 'Where are they? They must have hi'tird us land. You know, Lewis; I have to say
that this doesn't strike MM «is one of your better ideas..'

'Do you want to abandon them too?'

"Well, not as such, sweetie, but . . . shock troops, yes. I can see ih.ii. But what about afterwards?'

I jj.ive my word as a Deathstalker.'

les.imine sighed. 'Yes, dear, you did. Which was all very lion «Mir.ible. But you can't feel guilty about
everything the Empire did in I he n,ime of your legendary ancestor.'

[ i-.in try to put things right. And I will. I have to. That's what [H-IMJ; .1 Deathstalker means. Especially
when you're the last one/

Me broke off, as one by one the monsters left the cover of the lives .nnl ventured into the clearing,
emerging into the light of d«iy like-In HI id ghosts from the eternal shadows of the jungle. There were .ill
kinds, large and small, every possible example of mixed natures ,nnl MM n'.ed genes. They moved in
slowly from every side, wrapped in i-iked armour and twisted shapes, with too many legs and eyes, in
noi enough, in forms so vile and so affecting that Lewis and inline had to fight to keep from looking away.
She stood very «lose lo him, almost moved to tears at the horrible shapes that h.ul 1 nicel I urn men and
women, but still kept her hand near her gun. Hie monsters filled the clearing, pressing slowly forward until
M.Uenly, at some unseen, unheard signal, they all came to a halt. < hie < reature continued forward, to
confront Lewis and Jesamine. It h.nl been turned horribly inside out its exposed red and purple uis
gleaming wetly in the bright sunlight. A more or less humani" « 11.nl been stretched across its flayed
chest. The mouth was wide * ml mobile, and the wide-set eyes held no understandable emotion. I In-
hulking body hung in a cage of thick-furred spindly legs.
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Yon came back/ it said.

N es/ sakl Lewis. 'T told you I would.'

So von did, Deathstalker/ The creature's voice was a low hiss, the

m»uls elongated and strangely accented. 'l am Speaker; [ am the

C ol those who remember bein” other than monsters. I think [

lutl ,i name onee, but th<il was long ago, .md I don't remember it. [

187

remember some things, flashes of home and family, but not whether [ was a man or a woman. It's hard
now to even think what that meant. Why have you come back, Deathstalker?'
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'"Because I made you a promise/ said Lewis. 'l have a Fleet of ships now. We're going back to Logres,
that was called Golgotha in your day, to throw a false Emperor off his stolen Throne. I want you to come
with us. All of you. Be my shock troops in this war. And afterwards . . /

"Yes?' said Speaker, "What, afterwards?'

"You will all go home. We'll search out what records remain, do our best to find out who and what you
used to be. If all else fails, the espers will dig the truth out of your minds. But every damned one of you
will go home. No one gets left out, no one gets left behind. Whatever can be done for you, to make you
more . . . comfortable, will be done. Science has come a long way in two hundred years. Of course, this
all depends on us winning the war—'

"We can fight,' said Speaker. "'We know how to do that. Could we really be ... cured? Made human
again?'

'l don't know,' Lewis said honestly. 'But the blessed Owen has returned, more powerful than ever. |
have seen him perform miracles. And there is always the Madness Maze. It transformed us; perhaps it
can transform you.'

"We will go with you/ said Speaker. Taking a chance on your name, and your word. But if we fight for
you, and do not die, you must promise to kill us, sooner than return us here. We will either live as human,
or die as monsters. We could not stand to have to live without hope.'

'T understand/ said Lewis. 'l promise; [ won't let you down.'
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"Not all of us will want to go/ said Speaker. 'Some have already said they wouldn't leave Shandrakor if
they could. They have forgotten what it was like to be other than what they are, or perhaps they no
longer care. The jungle has become their home now. They belong here.'

"If I could speak to them . . ." said Lewis.

'"They would kill you/ said Speaker. They are only monsters now.'

'My offer will remain open/ said Lewis, 'For as long as any of them live. Prepare yourselves, my friends.
Your journey home begins.'

Remote-controlled cargo ships came Moating down like autumn

leaves at Lewis's command, hundreds of them, enough to lei ry the Lugest and the smallest creatures out
of the clearing and up lo I he Heel. Remote-controlled, because no human pilot wanted to gel loo ( lost'
to the legendary monsters of Shandrakor. The monsters umlri Mood. They weren't ready to be seen by
humans either. So MM \ were parcelled out among the various starcruisers, travelling in ih< mostly empty
cargo bays, kept separate from the crews by “mli ,md le.ir tind heavily locked doors.

I rwis's next choice of destination was his home planet, Virinmih!. .mil no one objected to that. Everyone
understood his need i« home, to see for himself the terrible thing that Finn Dm.md.il h.i.1 <»idcied done to
Clan Deathstalker, and their ancient M.mdm wouldn't seem real, until he had seen it with his own e\ One
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.11 all doubted that the remaining people of that woild would w.inl to fight alongside the Fleet. They were
all horn lo he wurr! in honour of the blessed Owen. It fell to the knowledj'.e.ihlr * I'nre lo explain to
Lewis why the people of Vmimmdr 1. «die.uly risen up, in outrage against the massacre

I here are two Transmutation Engines in high oihn.. .....n

nioiide/ said Price, keeping his voice carefully e.ilin .md n 'Any sign of rebellion on the world below, and
the I m-in, Mini the whole planet into a lifeless wasteland. Finn ', dm , i I'he only reason he hasn't used
the Engines nlre.uly r> ih.n In dnuhi.ihly meant to use this threat to keep you in line on

Lewis nodded. He understood how Finn thourju P 1 m misers' targeting computers to lock on to the in
MM ih. moment we drop out of hyperspace, I want both tho-.< 1 with every weapon we've got. Do a
good job, I'riee, we won't # * » Mud elunce at this. You can bet good money Nut him mil [> [HO>'I,
mimed the Engines to strike at Virimonde ithe moim m 1. Nips .nrive. Then, we'll take time to check lor
hidden hooh\ n ,j, "ihn [U- very thorough; because you can he sine him Wil V\ ¢ mil uniiitf down to
Virimonde until we're eeruiin it's safe I »i ih, ...

\1ll «ds US.

hi the end, il w<is ,is simple- <is 1luil. The Iwo TLIIISMMILHI«II 1 urines nude ,i line disphy ,is the Ned
hlisled them ,ip,m .m. [ u didn't Like |onj» |o se.iuh out the oihiliii* mines ,md oihn n

[utl
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surprises that Finn had left behind. Lewis made contact with Capital City, and was immediately
welcomed home and invited down. Parades and celebrations in the city were promised, but Lewis
politely declined. He needed to see what was left of his Standing. His family home.

Lewis and Jesamine again went down alone on the pinnace. Brett, seriously drunk but still in full use of
his self-preservation instincts, declined. Ostensibly because there was nothing worth stealing on
Virimonde, but actually because he didn't want to risk Rose killing someone important again. He didn't
think his nerves could stand that. And Silence didn't go along because he had once been part of the
invasion force that Lionstone sent hundreds of years ago, to pound the people back into barbarism.
They'd done such a good job that the planet was still recovering, even now. Millions of people had been
killed. And Silence had been a part of it.

"You did get around, didn't you?' said Jesamine, exasperated. 'Is there anything else we ought to know,
any other awful things you did when you served under the Iron Bitch?'

'Lots/ said Silence. 'But [ won't tell you. It was a long time ago. We were all different people then.'

"Why did you serve Lionstone for so long?' said Lewis. He sounded as though he honestly wanted to
know, so Silence told him.

'She was my Empress. Loyalty was all I knew, then.'

Lewis and Jesamine rode the pinnace down to Virimonde. It was a smooth enough trip. Lewis knew the
way home. Jesamine studied him worriedly. He was being very quiet. She wanted to help, byt couldn't
see how. So much had happened to Lewis since he'd last been here, and he'd never been the easiest
person to talk to when it came to personal things. He'd lost pretty much everything he'd ever cared for,
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except her. Lost his family and his home, his Clan and his Standing. For a long time now he'd been
running on anger and revenge and duty, and Jesamine had to wonder what would happen to Lewis when
he no longer had those things to hold him together. The comm system suddenly came alive, breaking an
uncomfortable silence. This is Virimonde comm centre. Welcome home, sir Deathstalker. We always
knew you'd come for us. Quite an impressive Fleet you've picked up. Trust a Deathstalker to come

home

190

in style. I luve been <iskecl lo warn you, about the' current condition o| your Standing . . .

'Is it true?' Lewis said steadily. 'Are they all dead?' Tin afraid so, sir Deathstalker/ The voice was quid
<md iesp< <1 lul, hnl there was no give in it. "'We did think a lew miimi < ousltl mitthl have escaped, but
now all the bodies have hern ideniili. ,1 we'ie sure no one was missing on the day. Everyone with the <
1,m lume was killed. The Emperor's creatures were very thoiour.li N ou

now the last of the direct line.'

'No/ said Lewis. There is another. Owen has returned Thru the rumours are true? He's really back?'
"Yrs. He's gone to face the Terror.'

"We are living in a time of legends reborn. A deputation will MM ¢ " i sir Deathstalker; on the grounds of
the Standing.' 'l don't think I want to meet anyone, just yet/ s.iid L.e\\ If You'll want to hear this. Clan
Deathstalker continue', It i, HOIK*. Virimonde comm centre out.'
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"'Well/ Jesamine said lightly, as the comm unit lell -.ih nl

.. enigmatic. What do you suppose they me.mi ' I don't know/ said Lewis. 'T don't care. I just want to jv
h Me Linded the pinnace on his family landing p.ul, diTcmil (he Lunily crest, in the grounds of the ancient
caslle ih.u h,nl I-h.'Mie to Clan Deathstalker for so many gener.itioir. i. lollowril Lewis nervously as he
descended from the pinn »iuoss the landing pads and then just stood looking .it the Ktnol ¢ .mil
lire-blackened remains before him. All ol the e.isi \vn

n Mown away, leaving the interior rooms and eoiiitl<> in wind and rain. The courtyard walls were gone,
<md ih<h

I west wing walls were pockmarked with jagged holel, hum .h Mi|Hei lire. Even the roof had been
punctured repeatedly hy <M, « POMS and explosions. Finn's people had put a lot ol el Ion mi..

* i' noying the castle, but still parts of it stood, defum ,r. <\ Cl

I<e,, 11 nine took Lewis's arm, trying lo comfort him with hei |

* me I never realised the place was so bi, Lewis. It's still . . , v« Impressive/

I .ilwtiys believed I'd ionic* kirk, some day/ s»iul L.ewr. Ih.u \\ hen my lime <is <i Kmigon Wds clone,
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I'd come home .ir,,nii, i<> le.n]l MI\ Lunily. We'd all sit .iround the- open lire- in the j'.ie.ii lull, tin Ivim-, ,it
our leel ,mcl I'd tell I hem Llies ol the "e.iieM < i\ on
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the greatest world in the Empire. And now that all thai is gone, all 1 really care about is that my mother
and my father are dead. I never got a chance to tell them all the things I'd done. The things I did because
I wanted them to be proud of me/

They knew/ said Jesamine. 'And of course they were proud of you. They were your parents/

They're gone, and I'm alone. I want my mum. I want my dad/

Jesamine took him in her arms, but he didn't cry.

They both looked round sharply at the sound of approaching ships in the sky. Lewis pushed Jesamine
away, and his hands went to his weapons. Ships filled the sky, coming in from every direction. So many
they blocked out the sun. Transport ships, cargo ships, small family ships. They landed one after another,
filling and overflowing the landing pads and settling down where they could in the surrounding
countryside. Hundreds of men and women disembarked and headed straight for what was left of the
Deathstalker Standing. They saw Lewis and called out his name joyously, hooting and waving, and
almost reluctantly he took his hand away from his gun. The crowds surged forward, chanting his name
like a war-cry. They gathered before him, milling uncertainly, and then one man at the front of the crowd
sank down on one knee, and everyone followed his example, until the whole crowd was kneeling before
Lewis, their faces radiant.
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The first man to kneel had a familiar face: Michel du Bois, once the Member of Parliament for
Virimonde, now an exile and outlaw like Lewis. Once, they had been rivals for Virimonde's love, even
enemies, but du Bois had changed much since Lewis last saw him. He looked up at Lewis with wild eyes,
fanatical and perhaps a little mad. He bowed jerkily to 