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| jst night | 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 Innocvnt and punish the guilty. But hefdl in love with hisbest friend's fiancee, and wasin
turn betrayed by another friend. They look ,iway his good name, and made him an Outlaw.

1o,il hstalker luck. Always bad.

| sow him gather friends and allies, and set out to raise an army to wrlhrow the forces of evil, like another
Deathsta ker before him, ind | wanted to warn him that heroes have atendency to die young, Hid
Moody. | saw old friends return from the past, and legendswalk (ill history once more. Stories | eft
unfinished have away of enforcing liclr own endings.

Inmy dream | saw planets burning in thelong night, and armies)! (hi- dead overunning the cities of men.

All inadream. .. and dl so very long ago. Or maybe it wagttst “edcrday. ;

All soriescometoanend, in Time. .

www.orionbooks.co.uk

ONE
DEALING WITH OLD BUSINESS,
AND NEW

Won Deathgtalker was in acoma, and everyone el se was panicking. On the planet Haden, deep downin
the man-made crater caled e Pit, in the stedl corridors men had built to surround and contain ,c
Madness Maze, alot had happened in ashort time. That re-Owned hero and legend Owen Deathstal ker
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 afast trip across
Space in order to tsorve the Terror close up. Unfortunately, that most ancient and Win | destroyer of
worlds and civilisations turned out to be, in some yet unexplained way, Owen'slong-lost love. Hazel



d'Ark. Now Vcryone was back in their right bodies again, but Owen was curled p in afoeta ball, eyes
sgueezed tight shut, dead to the world and 0,11 ing about three feet above the gleaming stedl floor.
Everyonels had since given themselves up to darm and confusion and lying very hard not to wet
themsdves

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

The Alsof Shub were the only onesto remain cdm and unruffled; liough admittedly it was hard to tell the
difference between acam mul an excited robot, when they al had festureless blue stedl faces. iSlIl, for
the moment haf a dozen of them were surrounding Owen's hovering body in an honour guard, and
politdy but firmly refusing to let anyone get too close. (Thisfollowed 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!}

The renowned con man, thief and famed substance abuser was now striding up and down the corridor,
al but bouncing off the sted wals, waving hisfissin thear and loudly declaring that hed awaysknown
no good would come of meddling with the Madness Maze. His face was flushed, hislean angular body
practicaly crackled with frustrated energy, and hislanguage was getting redly distressing. An awful
thought struck him, and he froze in mid step before suddenly whirling round to glare at Owen's

unrespongve floating body.

'Wait aminute! Wait just one goddamned minute! 1s everyone who's gone through the Madness Maze
going to turninto aTerror eventudly? Arewe dl going to end up as ga axy-devouring mongters? Why is
everyone looking at melike that? It's areasonable question.’

Itsatotally unnerving question, and quite probably the last thing | need to think about right now!" said
Jesamine Flowers. 'Aren't things bad enough as they are? | can fedl one of my heads coming on.' The
blonde divas famoudy 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. Lewistried to put acomforting arm across her
shoulders, and she shrugged him off dmost angrily as she glared a the comatose Owen. 'Damn you,
Owen bloody Degath-stalker! Y ou can't just drop abombshell like that on us and then run off to hide
ingdeyourselfl Wake up! Lewis; make him wake up!'

'Don't look & me/ said Lewis. 'I'm the idiot who thought coming here might actualy help uswith our
problems. Instead, we seem to have acquired awhole bunch of new ones." He leaned back against the
metal wall, his muscular aams folded across hisbarrd chest, hisfamoudy ugly features creased in
thoughtful lines. 'If the Terror redly is (or was) Hazd d'Ark ... If that iswhat the Maze's power findly
turnsyouinto. . . Then | may have made ared error of judgement in bringing Owen back from the dead.
We could end up with two Terrors on our hands, and | think I'd like to go and sit down in a corner and
cry for awhile, if that'sdl right with everyone!’

'Oh no you don't,’ Brett said immediately. "Y ou got usinto 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 asheis, or something.’

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

'No, | meant: | don't think the Maze works that way. Once it's finished with someone, it shovesthem
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. | don't think it
wanted meto. Only Deathstalkers get to know the secrets of the Maze.'

'l could dwayskill Owen," said Rose Constantine, and everyone turned to look at her. She looked
camly back at them, standing unnaturdly still and poised as she dwaysdid, thetal cold killer in her
bloodred leathers, with dark hair and darker eyes. Her crimson mouth moved in something like asmile as
she contemplated’ murder. "When in doubt, cutting your enemy's head off and using it asafootbal usudly
puts an end to most problems. | can doit, if you want. I'm not scared of Owen Deathstalker.'

'Y es, but that's because you're a psychopath,’ Brett said kindly. 'Even in acoma, the Deathstalker is ill
undoubtably the most dangerous thing you'll ever mest.

'l know,' said Rose. 'l like a challenge. Just the thought of killing the legendary Owen Deathstalker gets
meall hot.' The red leathers creaked loudly as her bosom swelled.

'l want to go home/ said Brett. ‘| don't belong here, | redly don't.’

'In any casel the main Shub robot said politely, ‘'we would not dllow you to try to harm the Deathstalker.
Heisunder our protection, now and dways. We owe him so much. Y ou are dl becoming unduly
concerned. Thereisno evidence to suggest that anyone ailier than Hazel dArk will ever become a
Terror. Wewere among | lielast to see her dive, two hundred years ago, and she was then .il ready half
mad with loss and grief. Only an insane mind, backed by | he Maze's power, could become something
likethe Terror.’

'And | wouldn't let you touch him ether/ said John Silence, and most people jumped because they'd
forgotten he was there. The man who was once Captain Silence of the old Imperid Navy, and more
recently Samuel Chevron, notable trader and confidant of Kings, w.is.Htu.illy r.ilhcr quid ,ind ordinary
looking, considering

blend imo the background ¢)! g.iilu-iings, ,ind preferred il that way.

'May | remind you dl that thereisal present a Feet of hundreds of Imperia starcruisersin orbit over this
world? They came hereto wipe usal out, and only the appearance of the blessed Owen Desthstalker
stopped them. The Captains of those ships are currently waiting for him to tell them what to do next, and

| redlly 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 ligtening. He studied Owen's floating form and calm face, and made himsdlf consider a
number of unpaatable thoughts. He didn't know what he'd expected would happen once held 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 hisway clearer. That Owen would know immediately what to do, and would step
forward to take over. Then Lewis could set aside the responsibility held so reluctantly shouldered. But
instead, now he had even more thingsto worry about. Most definitely including the possibility that what
Owen had just discovered had been too much for him; ashock too great for even alegendary hero to
bear. He could be catatonic ... he could even be dying again. Lewis edged around the arguing group, and
quietly mentioned his concernsto the main Shub robot.

That thought had occurred to us," murmured the robot. "We have been attempting to investigate the
Desthstalker's condition with every sensor a our command. But | have to admit that even our most
advanced tech has been unableto tdl usathing about him. To be blunt; since histransformation in the
Maze, and indeed his return from the dead, which were realy 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 al. We are



forced to conclude that Owen isno 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.’

'I'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 shewas alive, and ever snce

serioudy revolting. I'm surewe'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
atrail of dark blood behind

| hem. This caught everyone's attention, and they actually stopped shouting at each other to watch.
Silence seized the opportunity to

|1y to bethe voice of reason again.

'l redlly think we should make every reasonabl e effort to wake Owen," he said heavily. 'Before every
Captain in the Fleet above us'.larts knocking on our door, demanding answers.'

Jesamine gave him ahard look. 'Why don't you do something? Y ou're one of the original Maze people,
like Owen. Weren't you al supposed to have some menta link? The legends said—

Thelegends said alot of things,' said Silence. 'And Owen and | were never that close!

'Let metry,’ said Lewis. 'I've been through the Maze. And I'm |.nnily.' He looked at the robots
surrounding Owen, and they al ' 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 dightly, asthough
moved by unseen, unknown tides.

'‘Owen; please wake up. We need you here. There are decisons | hat have to be made, and we can't do
anything without you. (>wen? Can you hear me? Dammit, Owen, | didn't bring you back horn the bloody
dead just so you could hide from your responsibilitieslikethis! Y ou're a Deathstaker, and alegend, and
we need you!'

Not aflicker 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 noteright into it. She put al her
operatraining and lung capacity into that note, and everyone el se present except the robots winced and
put their handsto their ears; but Owen didn't so much as twitch. Jesamine stood up, breathing hard, and
then dapped Owen round the head, at least partly out of pique. Lewis dragged her away before the
robots did it, shielding her body with hisown, just in case there was a defensive reaction from Owen.
Brett was dready hiding behind Rose. But nothing happened, gpart from Jesamine loudly announcing that
sheld 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 menta probe just bounced right back at him, knocking him off hisfeet. He sat down
hard, crying out as much in shock as pain. Lewislooked a him suspicioudly.

‘Brett; did you just do something stupid?

'Leave him done,’ Rose said immediately, hauling Brett back on to hisfeet with effortless grace. ‘At least
he'strying.

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



Lewis gave Brett hisbest stern look. 'Using an esp probe on aMaze survivor islike poking a Grendel
with a stick and saying bad things about its mother. Bad newsfor theidiot that doesit, and probably
everyone ese around him aswell. Maybe you should go back to the surface, Brett.'

'Oh no; you're not shutting me out of thig' Brett said ingtantly. 'There's safety in numbers, evenif it only
givesyou abetter choice of who to stick in front of you as atarget. 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 | could make you/ said Jesamine.
Brett folded hisarms and leaned back against Rose, looking smug. 'Want to bet, blondie?

Roselet her hand rest on the hilt of her sword. Lewiss hand went to his sword, and it was al about to
turn nasty when Silence decided held had enough. He concentrated, pulling his old power up through the
back brain, the mid brain and out into the front of histhoughts, and suddenly his presence lashed out to
fill the stedl corridor. The sheer force of it sent everyone staggering backwards, even therobots. Ina
moment they were al pressed againgt the nearest wall, held there by the sheer pressure of hiswill, pinned
helplesdy. Only Owen seemed unaffected, floating untouched and unmoved. Silence glared around him.

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

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

He relaxed his thoughts, and eyeryone dropped back to the floor again. They al 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 alegend too.

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

Helooksso. . . ordinary, just sleeping, thought Lewis. Even if heisdoing it in mid air. And we
need himto be extraordinary. Nothing lesswill 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 a so thinking about mistakes. For once, Brett had raised a genuinegly important point, even
if it was something no one redlly wanted to think about. Going into the Maze would change them; they'd
al known that. But the possibility of becoming mongters, of becoming something utterly inhuman, like the
Terror . . . theréd been nothing in the legends about that. What if they dl started to change, to outgrow
their merely human forms. . . might they al end up like the abominations in the Maze's annexe, nr even
like the poor distorted creatures they'd found on Shandra-kor?

Jesamine hugged hersdlf tightly, asthough trying to hold hersdlf lonclher againgt as yet unfelt forces of
changewithin her. | don't want to change. | don't want to be a monster or a legend. | only went into
tilt' Maze because | 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 tiny more?

Slu- 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 |lhl human again? The way we used to be?



'No,' said Silence, dmogt kindly. 'Evolution isaone-way track. the luillerlly cannot turn back into the
caterpillar. But you mustn't lieli illumed, Jesamine. | have lived with my powersfor over two dird y*ars,
and | liketo think the old Captain Silence would sill "w me, «iiid gpprove ol me. It'snot dl bad. Children
find theways

iiflulti mysterious .uul incomprehensible, and fear to grow up.
I 1lit'ti Ihry do, ,nxI wonder what al | he hiss was about.'

'One more strained metaphor from you, and I'll nail you to thewal with an arial said Jesamine. 'l get the
point, dl right?

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

liked him.'
'Lots of people did/ said Silence. 'And even his enemies respected
him.'

The stories say much the same about Hazdl d'Ark/ said Jesamine. 'But what those two went through in
the Maze till drove them apart, for al their legendary love.

‘But they never admitted their love for each other/ said Lewis.
'Idioty said Jesamine, and let Lewishold her.

To befair/ said Silence, 'there was awar on. We aways thought thereld be time afterwards, to say dl the
things we wanted to say. And most of uswerewrong. We all lost people we cared for, in the

war's.

Brett gave Rose aconsdering look. ‘Do you fed any . . . different, yet? he said quietly. ‘Do you fed any
powers coming on?

'No/ said Rose. Shedidn't look up from polishing her sword with apiece of rag. 'But then, | wasn'tinthe
Mazefor long. It didnt want me. | could fed it ingde my mind, trying to change dl the things that make
me me. But | wouldn't givein. | could fed mysdlf breaking up, being torn gpart. The Maze waskilling
me.' Shelooked at Brett suddenly, and he almost jumped. It was never an easy thing to face Rose's cold
considering gaze. 'Y ou 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 bewith you.'

'Wonderful/ Brett said heavily. 'So; do you fee any more sane
now?

Rose thought about it for awhile, 'No; not particularly.’ ‘I don't know why | don't just shoot mysdlf inthe
head now, and get it over with/ said Brett.

John Silence moved off a way to be on his own, and studied the degping Owen. For two hundred years,
Silence had been the only Maze survivor in the Empire. (Tobias Moon had disappeared on Lachrymae
Chrigti, 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 day dead, and dlow the
living to get on with thc'ir lives. Th.il was et least



partly why held stopped being John Silence, and became the much lessimportant Samuel Chevron. But
now Owen was back, and there was a whole bunch of new Maze aumni. For al his encouraging words
to Jesamine, Silence was till trying to decide whether that was agood thing or not. Hefelt . . . 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, liethought 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.)

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

* ul people, in adifferent time. Silence gpproved of Lewisand, to an
« xli'iit, Jesamine; but he didn't like or trust Brett Random or Rose

* oustantine. They were both dangerous, and not in agood way. .ilence scowled thoughtfully. It might be
kinder for Humanity to kill 11 icin both now, while they still could bekilled . . . but he knew he

onldn't do that. They had to have their chance, like Jack Random Hid Ruby Journey, who both came
good inthe end.

And therewas dways Lewis. When dl dsefails, trust a Death-Mi ker to do the right thing.

t Kvrn wasn't actudly in acoma Hed shut himsalf down, turned his'hniighlsinwards, so that he could
take sometime out to think 'llings through, without interruption. He had alot to think about, iilllr of it
good. He replayed in his mind the scattered memories held i'liked up during his brief mental contact with
the Terror. Hazd | Ark's memories.

Iht w.Hched again as she received the news of his degth, aoneon
ilir hiidge of the Sunstrider, after the defeat of the Recreated. His
iirurl ,ulied lor her, as she seemed to shrink and crumple under the
iMjilil of llie news. She curled up in her command chair likea

hilil, hugging her kneesto her chest. HEd never seen her cry

i fore. And ihi'ii she uncurled abruptly, to howl with rage and loss
«in! HilH. She worked the control panels with angry, awkward
»ittds, *mil llic Suns/titter sped .iw.iy, aoneinto the dark, faster and

faster asthough trying to |leave the terrible news behind. And Owen listened as she spoke doud the
words sheld never found the courage

to say to himin person.
Owen; you lied to me. You promised me we'd always be together, for ever
and ever. Oh, Owen; | never told you | loved you . . .

It was probably right there and then that her mind began to fall apart. She'd been through so much



aready, and thiswas just one blow too many. Torn and shattered by pain and misery, she stalked back
and forth on the bridge, as her ship plunged aimlesdy through hyperspace, talking doud to hersdf inan
increasingly loud and irrationa voice. The air dammed and rippled around her asthe energies of her
dowly disntegrating mind ran loose. And there wa< no telling what she might have done, or what might
have happened next, if Shub hadn't contacted her.

The main viewscreen on the bridge came suddenly dive, showing astylised slver face, and Hazel |ooked
at it with distracted, fever-bright eyes.

'We arethe 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 reparationsfor al the wrong things we did,
before we knew

better.'

'And I'm supposed to believe this? said Hazel, quickly scanning her sensor panelsfor 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. 'L et us help you,
Hazel d'Ark. Y ou wish to save the Deathstalker. We wish to be of
sarvice. Asthefirst Sgn of our commitment to peace, we are
broadcasting the exact location of our homeworld, the artificia
world we built to house our collective consciousness, to al the
Empire. Cometo us, Hazel d'/Ark; be our guest. And we will bend
al our thoughtsto the problem of how you may yet savethe
Deathstalker from histragic and undeserved fate. He saved usll,
through his sacrifice. The one we wronged, for so long. We owe him
more than can ever berepaid. Please. Let ushelp.’

And perhapsit was amark of Hazel's growing madness and des-
-dihi" invitation without further question,

and went of her own valition to aworld that had for so many years been asynonym for Hell. Or perhaps
she thought she had nothing | eft to lose. Either way, she went to Shub with al her shields down, dmost
defying them to attack her. The Sunstrider sank into the convoluted depths of the artificid-world, and
docked in atemporary gravity/oxygen envelope the Als had made. Hazel emerged from her shipwith a
face that would have given anyone e se pause, but if the Als recognised the angry madnessin her eyes
they said nothing. They made her welcome, though the concept was new to them, and led her to aplace
of comfort and rest. Hazel walked through sted cavernsfull of savage marvels and terrible wonders, and
none of it meant anything to her. She was dready 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 el se mattered to her,
cer-Liinly not her own death. The only part of her that redly mattered 11.id 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 bresk nil mental contact with the Terror
amost as soon as held established 1. The entity had been too big, too dien, 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, wasold,
very old, soterribly ancient the word itsdlf dmost logt its nit'aning. What the hell could Shub have
suggested, that Hazdl Would become such an abomination asthis? The mind, if he could i,ill it that, which
Owen had briefly touched had been aseething, | mil ing mass of hate and loss and pain, driven on by an
implacablewill.

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

In her own insane fashion, Hazel was till looking for her Degthrilfllker, no matter who and what she had
to destroy along the way. And that was the awful knowledge that had driven Owen deep within hisown
thoughts. Had dl 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'iititstalker luck . . ;e -.-*

to the stedl floor, liveryone jumped, except the Suib robols. Brett hid behind Rose again, and even
Jesamine ducked behind Lewis, for amoment. They dl had their hands near their weapons, even Silence.
Owen ignored them dll, to glare at the main Shub robot. It bowed deeply to him, aong with al 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 amoment his presence crackled
one;; theair 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 eyesto bear. Owen turned back to the robot.

'Y ou werethere. At the beginning. | saw it. Hazel cameto you for help. Cameto your planet. What did
you do?

The robots had no expressions on their faces, and no body language, but al of them orientated
exclusively on Owen. 'Wetried to help, Lord Deathsta ker/ said the main robot, inits cool, calm,
inhuman voice. 'We wanted so very badly to help.' It paused for amoment, searching for the right words.
Not something people ever saw an Al do, asarule. 'We invited Hazel d/Ark to cometo us, at Shub. She
was only the second human ever permitted to come to our world, after Danie Wolfe, whom we treated
so shamefully. Thistime, we were determined to do better. We needed to prove our worth, and make
atonement for al the wrongs we had done before we were made to understand that All that livesis

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 behaf. A Voice that none of our sensors
could identify or comprehend. Y ou had died somewherein* the Past, beyond dl help or hope of
savation. Hazel would not accept that. There hasto 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 sometime.
Hazel ate and drank, and dept and cried. And sometimes she ran raging through our corridors, lashing
out a everything in her sght. We contained the damage as best we could, while giving the problem our
full attention. Findly, an answer cameto us, and we presented it to Hazdl. If the Madness Maze had
made it possible for Owen Desthstalker to travel back in Time, into the Pegt,

. 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 wherein Space and Time you were, when you .iid.



Hal.el examined theidea, 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.

It seems we were mistaken.'And that we may have done alniible thing, in our eagernessto be of service.
Hazd d'Ark did go liiit k into the Pagt, but far too far, losing her mind and even her lilrniily dong the way.
We of Shub haveto face the very rea possibility that we are at least partialy responsible for the creation
[11i lie Terror. For the deaths of worlds, and civilisations. Our last, pmilest crime against Humanity.'

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

lixcuse me,' said Brett very politely, peering cautioudy out from lichind Rose. 'But; whet the hell areyou
talking about, please? How 11 mid Hazel d'Ark become something like the Terror? For al her power,
shewasonly ever human.’

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

i. mied how to go back in Time. But shewas dready hdf crazy;

» ml what she experienced in the long journey back must have
iiiven her right over the edge. She didn't know exactly whereto

i 'ok lor me, 0 shejust kept going back and back, until finaly she
i.i"i .ill her reason, and becamejust thisimplacable, reentlessthing
|» still searching, though it had lost dl memory of what for. Poor
LyNi/el. So done, sologt, hurting so badly . . . Now she's coming
Mick. And | haveto stop her.’

* 'Wdll, before you go rushing off to save usal, oh mighty Degth-
*Utlkcr, said Silence, ‘can | 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, aFleet of hundreds of Imperid star-

» misersin orbit right above us, waiting for your ingtructions on
wha to do next. | redly don't think they're going to listen to the
hkrsof us, so it would take aload off dl our mindsif you'd find the
iinir to have alittle chat with them.’

N.ig, nag, nag,’ said Owen. Y ou haven't changed at al, Captain. \Il right . . . Shub; get me the Fleet
flagship.'

14
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'Y es. Lord Owen. That would be the Havoc.' »



A viewscreen appeared before them, floating on the air, showing the somewhat surprised Captain Alfred
Price. Tdl, thin and ascetic, they'd actualy caught him chewing on athumb-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 saute,
'Captain Price, Lord Deathstdker! At your command, my Lord,
arl’

'Relax, Captain, said Owen, smiling just alittle. Tm not military, and never was. Though | do seemto be
in charge now. Are you ready to take my orders, on behaf of the Fleet?

'Of course, my Lord. Every Captainin this Fleet will follow you to
Hell and back.'

Owen raised an eyebrow. Price certainly sounded asif he meant it. "And you speak for al the Captainsin
thisHeet inthis?

'Y ou are OwerV Price said smply. 'Weve been waiting for your return al our lives. The Fleet isyours,
my Lord." " '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, aswe
trust you.'

'Nicely compartmentalised thinking, Captain,’ said Owen. 'Y ou'll go far. Stand ready to accept me and
my party aboard your ship.' 'Y es, my Lord. Degtination?

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 actualy looked' away for amoment, as though searching
for support and strength for what he had to say next. When he finaly met Owen's gaze again, hisvoice
was firm and even, though hiseyeswere full of

compassion.

'l am sorry, Lord Desthstalker. Apparently the news hasn'l reached your companionsyet. There has
been an ... incident, on

Virimonde.'

Lewis stepped forward to stand beside Owen, his skin prickling with ahorrid presentiment. 'What isit,
Captain Price? What hag Finn done? 1

Pricelicked hisdry lips, and then plunged right in. ‘Clan Death" -»-it,.r ic nn more. The Emperor has had
them al 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 dl that now remains of Clan
Deathstalker.'

Lewisactudly ssumbled back a step, hurting so badly he couldn't breathe. Jesamine was quickly thereto



take hisarm, as much to hold him up as comfort him. His harsh features worked, but no tears came. Hed
never been the crying sort, before. Brett and Rose looked til each other. Silence stood aone, with the
robots, and suddenly looked his age. Owen sighed heavily.

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

10 look dmost fiercely at Silence. 'Did | die for nothing? Does any-lliing of my heritage remain, or any of
thethings| fought for?

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

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

Lewislooked a Captain Price, and when he spoke hisvoice wasi old and very dangerous. 'Were you
and your Fleet part of this butchery. Price?

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

| ,ewisturned his back on him. Jesamine went to take Lewisin her M ins, but he stopped her with a
look. 'My family isdead. My father, my maother ... All of them. Even the children. Even the children?

11 isbands were clenched into impotent fists at hissides, and hisugly i* .ilures were twisted with more
grief than they could contain. He

nil wouldn't cry, asthough he would deny Finn at least one smdl yli lory. They're dl dead because of me,’
he sad findly. '‘Because of pllin's hatred for me.'

'No, Lewis,' said Jesamine. 'Y ou mustn't think that; Finn would ivc* had to kill them dl anyway,
eventudly. 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-lIkers!

'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 | 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 wheat to do/ said Lewis. He was hugging himsdlf, as though he was cold. 'My family is
dead. My home destroyed. What

do | do now?

'When dl dseislost/ said Owen Deathstalker, ‘thereisaways

revenge. A cold comfort, but better than none.’

Lewis nodded dowly. 'l will see Finn Durandal dead. For dl hiscrimes, and dl hisbetrayas!

"The Clan will go or/ said Owen. "Theline continues, through



you.'
'And you/ said Lewis.
'No/ said Owen. 'l have another destiny.'

Lewislooked at him sharply. Owen turned away, to face Captain Price on the viewscreen. And al ina
moment his presence exploded outwards, and once again he was standing on every bridge of every
garcruiser 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 a Silence.

'How does he do that? he whispered.

'l have no ideal murmured Silence. 'And that'swhy he isthe Desthstalker, and | never was. Now watch.
And ligtery

Owen spoke, and every member of every crew on every ship
heard him perfectly.

'l am Owen Deathstalker, and you are al my descendants, my” children. It ssemsthe time has come
again for war and rebellion, against an unjust tyrant on astolen Throne. Finn must be brought 1 down, for
your Golden Ageto berestored. And you must do it, | because | have to deal with the Terror. Trust me
to do that, as| trust you to do what is necessary in thiswar. 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 aman again, standing in front of aviewscreen. He
nodded amiably to Captain

Price.
"John Silence will beyour Admira. He shdl lead the Fleet, under;
i >™/ic nr-nihstalker. 1 trud lhisisacceptable.’ . !

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

Theresaman who can tell which way the wind is blowing/ nmtlered Brett. 'Think I'll keep an eyeon
him." Owen gestured sharply to the robots, and they shut the view-icen down. He then wandered off a
way, to think and brood ini"lice, and no one a al felt like interrupting him. After watching nil respectfully

Slence

'Y ou're the only one here with any redl military experience. Not In mention being aliving legend. You
should be giving the Heet its[(inters, not me/

'No/ said Silence. 'It hasto be a Deathstaker. That name will limmand obedience, where even my legend
would not. | can livelfllhjust being an Admira. And besides; | dwaysworked better n| had clear
ingructionsto follow. So, sir Deathstalker; where 41 wi* go firs?

"1 till say Mistworld/ Brett piped up immediately. 'If anyonesK o supply uswith arebe army, it'sthem.



| mean, Imperid lips,iredl very well, but when it comes to down and dirty sireet liiig, no one doesit like
the Mistworlders. They've been practis-11 enthusiagtically on each other for generations. And they have
[IMIK tradition of conflict with the Empire. Even when they were Jjij»osed to beinit.’

'More! so now than ever/ said Silence. 'l picked up some more bad f\W>, on my way here. The Paragon
Emma Sted is dead, and the li- of Mistworld is hopping mad about it. Officidly, shewasruled asa
traitor, but since there was no public trial and execu-jttlt, no one beievesthat. Finnisagreat onefor
showing off thelit mid deaths of his enemies. Emma Sted was much respected; fli it lew months ago there
would have been riotsin the streetsIni n,line, but Finn's cracked down so hard now that no one

I minésdivid? sad Lewis. '"Another good friend gone. Finn must ii>ul her shot in the hack. No other
way he could have taken swu. Sin- w.is.ilw.iysso .ilive. . / He Sghed 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 opinior/ said Silence. They've caled Finn aliar to hisface, and declared
themselves arogue world again, outside Empire control, and threatened to shoot down any ship that
gpproaches without permission. They might just be ableto pull it off, too. They may not have their fabled
esper screen any more, but they're supposed to have dl kinds of entirely illegd planetary

defences!’

The Emperor has already decided to test Mistworld'sresistance,’ said the nearest robot. 'According to
comm traffic we intercepted, after dealing with the Situation here, Captain Price was to take ten of his
shipsto Mistworld and attempt ascorching.’

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

'Oh yed/ said Jesamine. "'When enough snow had fallen to put out the boilersin Hell. | think we'd do well
to keep a sharp eye on that man.'

'| said that!" said Brett. 'Look; we need an army, and Mistworld needs away 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-ditters, back-stabbers, thugs and scum and hardened criminds like the Mistworlders?

'He may be an gppdling 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 ug' said Jesamine, ignoring Brett with the skill of long
practice. 'Especialy when we point out weve just saved them from a scorching.’

'l redly don't think we should mention that/ said Silence. "We want them to be able to play nicely with the
Fleet personnd .’

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

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



bead spin. No more living on the run and being hunted; no more desth and danger. Let the others do the
hard work; there was serious money waiting to be made in Mistport, for aman with an eyefor themain
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/

'l don't know what you mearV Brett said innocently. ‘It just seemsto methat | am now surplusto
requirements. What need has\<>ur greet rebellion for areformed thief and confidence trickster, now that
you've got the blessed Owen himsdlf to lead you?

He shut up in amoment as Owen turned suddenly and looked * U'.lit at him. 'No/ said the Deathstalker. 'l
won't be going with you. i hisisyour war to fight. | have something more important to do.'

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

I have to stop the Terror/ Owen said calmly. ‘Because no one ese (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 seeif | can stop it. Hazel d'Ark ismy responsibility. Mir .ilwayswas'!

Lewisactudly sputtered for amoment, lost for words. He was || (nnished and shocked and terribly
disappointed that Owen iMMildn't be leading the rebellion after al. He'd secretly wanted, foded, Owen
to take charge so that he wouldn't have to. HEd i wanted, or felt easy with, the burdens of responsibility.
Hed ||>vrr even wanted to be Champion; and look how that turned out. sk* It dmost sulkily let down,
that after al hed doneand al f\\ I icon through, he wasn't going to be allowed to rest. But of IHtsr he
couldn't say any of that, so he just spluttered and waved li.mds about, until Owen stepped forward and
put acomforting lInl on his shoulder. ‘I know, Lewis. | never wanted to be in charge either. | never even
[flllf<I lo he awarrior, but events had their way with me anyway. ill ilnn'i ncrii me, Lewis; yourea
doline. My detiny liesin the past. The Madness Maze (lurried my return, with your help, for aspecific
purpose. It (hi drive loimd away to bring me back long before now, if it had 'l Inil I Wiisn'l needed until
now.'

'Hold everything/ said Lewis. 'Are you saying everything weve 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 dways known about
the Terror. It probably even knew who and what the Terror was, but couldn't tell me until how.'

'IstheMaze. . . dive? said Jesamine.
"That'sagood question/ said Owen. 'l hope to find out the answer
someday.'

And then everyone turned sharply to look at Brett Random, who had suddenly started shaking and
shuddering, asthough hed just put his hand on alive wire. Hiswhole body shook in the grasp of an
invisbleforce. Hiseyeswere 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.



Rose's head swivelled dowly back and forth, her teeth grating together. By now everyone else had their
gunsout. They knew the signs of possession. Brett let out agreat sigh, relaxed al over, and turned to
look at Lewis. And someone else looked out of Brett's eyes.

'Hello there/ he said, in avoice that was nothing like his own. 'l spesk for the oversoul, through Breit
Random. Heisan eper, after dl - even if he's not much of one - and we dl drink from the same pool.
We'relinked into Rose Congtantine too, through Brett, and you've no idea how unpleasant that is.
Welcome back Owen, Lord' Deathstalker. Don't know if you remember me; thisis Crow Jane. We did
meet briefly, back intheday . . . No? Wdll, never mind, I'm

sure you met alot 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 ahand 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 rdlief, and clung to each other for support.

‘o(vr.ii trickled down their faces, from the effort of what they'd done. | rwisdidn't lower hisgun.
Something was coming. He could fed H There was a shimmering on the air, as of something far away
*niing into focus, and then images of the esper Crow Janeand thei . ".i,ilk" caled Joy appeared suddenly
out of nowhere.

iiow Jane was a strapping brunette in along wine-red coat, with li.indolier of throwing stars stretched
across her impressive chest, vnyone but Owen recognised Joy, the last of the Ecstatics: rli-[[IMIS
extremistswho'd had their brains surgically dtered so that ' ry existed in a perpetua state of orgasm.
Ecdatics were famous for r expanded consciousness, prophetic statements and extremely llturbing smiles.
Joy wasthe last because Finn had had dl the ihers hunted down and killed. Quite possibly because he
didn' likeidea of anyone knowing more than he did. Joy wore asimplehlle tunic, badly, and his gaze
was dightly unfocused. Crow Jane Hiked disgustedly at Brett and Rose.

"Thiswould have been so much smpler if you'd just let us peak rough you. Would it have killed you to
be cooperative, for oncein Nun nagty little lives? Do you have any idea how much effort and jlower it's
taking out of New Hope to send our mental imagesthishi.”

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

Y ou dways did overreact, Brett/ Crow Janelooked at him and Miisc thoughtfully. Y ou've changed, both
of you. Your mindsit' . . bigger, more complex. Still pretty unpleasant, though. | fed ! « | need to take a
bath in liquid soap/

We've both been through the Madness Maze/ Brett said point-« illy. "Y ou just watch yourself, oversoul/
ohwewill, Brett/ Crow Jane said kindly. 'We must have anicelll lie- did later/
'Do lunch!" Joy said suddenly, and everyone jumped. '‘But | get to |lioose the menu. Fish, eh? Bastards!'

'What is he doing here? Brett said plaintively. 'lsn't the Stuation tlimplicated enough asit iswithout
bringing abloody Ecdtatic into it? "Weasds Joy explained. Therefollowed along at\d rather confused



conversation as people

took it inturnsto try to explain to Owen what an Ecdtatic was, and why, and then why anyone had ever
thought they were agood ideain thefirst place. Joy's attempts at explaining were particularly ' unhel pful.
Slencefindly 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, sometime
later. '| can't help thinking things were so much smpler inmy day. All right, Crow Jane and Joy; what are
you doing here?

'Wefdt your return, Lord Desthstalker/ said Crow Jane. ‘Like agresat voice, crying out in the night. You
shinetoo brightly to look at; that's why we originally chose to contact you through those two

inferior minds/

Brett made arude noise. Everyoneignored him.

"Y ou must come to Mistworld/ said Crow Jane, now looking at Lewis Deathstalker. The esper city of

New Hopeis currently in orbit above Mistworld, and the oversoul wishesto offer its assistancein the
war againg Finn. We could not face him and his armies aone but we would make formidable dlies

'Mistworld islooking more and more like our best option/ said Lewis. 'A solidly defended base for a
gathering of dlies. Just likethe

old days, eh, Owen?

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

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

‘Journeys end in lovers meetings. And then you both wake up, and it was al adream. Or something like
that. Has anyone got anV

chocolate?

They dl waited awhile, but he had nothing else to say. He just wandered over to arobot and tried to
unscrew one of itslegs. Crow Jane looked back at Owen.

'Ared| the dead coming back, Lord Deathstalker? Will dl legends be returning, to help usin our hour of
greatest need?

'l doubt it/ Owen said kindly. 'Dead is dead. I'm only here through atechnicality, because no one else
can stop the Terror. Thisisyour war. Y ou haveto win it for yourselves, or the victory will mean nothing.
Thisisyour time. Thepagt . . . belongsin the past/

'Y ed/ said Joy, giving up on therobot'sleg. That'sit exactly. Has everyone got their coat?

He and Crow Jane disappeared, and everyone fdt alittle more a e.ise. Owen turned to Lewisto make
his goodbyes, and then stopped ,is he suddenly noticed the black gold ring on Lewissfinger. Hes
retched out his own hand, to show the ring he wore, and the two men held their hands side by sideto



compare the two rings. They were, of course, identical. Everyone elselooked on, quietly awed. The
black gold ring was famous, as much apart of history and legend as the men who'd worniit.

The Family ring,’ Lewis said softly. 'Sign and symbol of Degth-it.ilker Clan authority/
'And there has only ever been one such ring/ Owen said. That's the point/
‘But it'sthe same ring/ said Jesamine. 'Y ou only haveto look at it In see that. How isthis possible?

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

'l smdll the interference of a certain shape-changing dien/ said Owen. 'But there's no way he could get
thering, unless| choseto Njlveii to him. So perhaps| will; a sometimein my future and your prid.
Timesafunny thing, with adistinct preferencefor circles/

Brett rubbed hard at his aching forehead. 'Can we please go to Mist world? It'sonly full of terrible things
like crime and intrigue and f Imagery; things | can understand/ 'Shut up, Brett/ said Jesamine, not
unkindly. ‘Art* you sure you redly want to do this? Lewis said to Owen. 'TImr travel, going back who
knows how far into the past, just so you t'tin go head to head with the Terror, done? Couldn't you take
loinr of uswith /on?

'No/ siid Owcii. 'l wish | foukl. The whole business scaresthe spit $fii of me. But you're ,ill needed here,
just as1'm needed there. |

have to be goliiK now, beforet | »t«al coining up w"'* some redlly good reasonsto put it off, it) fttUi'lt In
do, nomm h Timeto search through lo doiil In. I'm lorry WP couldn't [Ind 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 Dertlimliilke '

"You can't KO, said Ltfwli, '1 only Ju*| fount! yon.. . .

'We've been wrtlling KO long for yon to tome b.ick, OwerV said Jesaminc. 'All Hunuinlty 1» Wrtiting to
welcome you hack. Y ou 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, urinninn suddenly. 'I'd only be a disappointment.’
And jugt likelh.il, hew.isnone.

Owen had been feding 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.r/.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 eyeslo
new possibilities. The shape-changing aien who served the Ma.e had once told Owen that al his powers
camefrom asngle base: the ability to change redity through an effort of will. Owen wasn't entirdly sure
he believed that, but there was no denying hefelt amost 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 himsdf for the power; it was as though held dways known how. It wasjust amatter of letting go
of Time and Space in onelocation, and stepping back on again somewheredse. And so, innotime at al,
Owen Deathstalker was back on Logres, in the city known as the Parade of the Endless, for the first time
in two centuries.



Owen had picked Lewiss mind for the exact location of his destination before he |eft, and he materialised
exactly where he needed to be: deep beneath the city, at the entrance to the Dust Plains of Memory. In
Owen'stime the planet had been called Golgotha, and this had been the central computer Matrix.
Standing done at the gatesto this grey mystery, Owen wondered if things had really changed much at all.
The Dust Planswere staggering in their

sSize and complexity, but hed felt much the same about the computer Matrix.

Thear was hot and dry and very dill. It smelled of nothing at dl, which was vagudy disturbing. But there
was il apressure, atension on the air, like the warning of acoming storm. Stretched out before Owen
lay aboundless seaof grey dust, under asoftly glowing, featureless sky. He could have been standing on
the shore of an dien seg, instead of deep beneath the Parade of the Endless, in acavern wherethe sun
had never shone. It was Owen's understanding that not many men came here any more. Humans created
| 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 higtory, the forgotten iiiid the replaced, the origins.of legends and,
perhaps, the fate of the missing. And here aso, supposedly, was held the true and awful history of the
Terror, beforeit cameto thisgaaxy. A testament left by the few survivors of an unknown dien race,
fleeing the destruc-lion of their own gaaxy.

(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 seaof nanotech rose and fell, surging duggishly back and liiilh in dow voluptuous movements,
asthoughit had dl thetimein| hi* 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 thoughtsin the
collective con-M laiisness. It was hard to tell, with nanotech - aforbidden know-Ininein hisday. 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 till had limits, and he didn't fed up lo testing them, just yet. He
looked around, as though vaguely « HpectinK it) see some bell or knocker he could use to announce
lilinsdi. Inllit* end, he cleared histhroat self-conscioudly.

'l niii OwL'ii Deathgtalker, back from the dead. And if you're In'rtked hy Ilint, think how | fed. Y ou know
why I'm here. Tell me

tH/\llll ) ||(I(lll mrn knOW_I
iBjr'tlic 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 itsdlf. It waslikelooking at the face of aforgetful god, whose thoughts were always elsawhere.
The mouth moved dowly to speek, its breath agreat sghing wind, and its voice was like the voiceswe
hear in dreams, telling us secrets we have to forget before we wake, in order to stay sane. A voicethat
knew the secrets behind mysteries, and dl 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 hasits own ingtincts for surviva. We have both changed, Deathstalker, both
evolved, and neither of us knows where our pathswill take us. Y ou are more than you were before. We
cantell, we canfed it; and yes, we are scared of you. Y our presencein Time casts agreat shadow,
before and behind you/



'Ah," said Owen. 'Am | supposed to understand any of that? 'Not yet,’ said the grey face. 'Hereis
wisdom, for those with the wit to understand it. The Beast is coming, bringing the end of al things, but
beforeit was aBeas, it was awoman.'

'Y ed said Owen, 'Hazel d'Ark. But how did you know that? ‘A Voice cameto us, after the defeat and
restoration of the* Recreated, and told us many things. Some of which we gtill do nc understand. But it
told usthe history of the Terror. We are perhapl the only remaining repository for that knowledgein all
the Empire And no; we have never told anyone of thisbefore. 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 mewhat you know/ ‘Longer ago than it is comfortable to contemplate, in the gala)
next to ours, the Terror emerged fully grown from aplace that WIT-not aplace, outside of anything we
undergtand. It fel upon tin living forms of that galaxy, and devoured them and their world* Whole planets
burned in the night, while ancient civilisations wer< blown away like ashes on thewind. They had no
defences againg the Terror. It destroyed dl inits 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 endlessrage and pain and loss. Only asmall cloud of individuas

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

'If the Terror is o powerful, why doesits herald only travel a sublight? said Owen, just to prove he was
paying atention.

The Terror itsdf never sayslong in our space. Perhapsif it did, it might start to remember who and what
it was. And so it dways retreats back into its place that is not a place, where thereis nothing but itsdlf,
and nothing to remind it that it was ever anything ese. It isinsane, but it has strong surviva ingincts. And
the herald cannot move faster than the speed of light for fear of losing contact with the place that isnot a
place.

It was along journey, from that galaxy to this, and much of the Terror's accumulated power was drained
away inthe process. Now tlu- Terror ishere, anong us, and it is hungry and growing again. It will
consumethelifeforce of everything in thisgaaxy, unlessit is dopped/

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

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

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

'Of course you can. Sheis suffering, and has been for untold i niiuries. It would be akindness. And you
have dways done your duly, Lord Deathstalker/

'Ohyes," said Owen, quietly, bitterly. 'I've dways known my duly/

Me looked sharply at the great grey face, and it shattered under lir imp.ict of hiswill, before dowly
reforming itsdlf.

[1'l do go hack,' said Owen, 'could | prevent Hazel from becoming 11 ii* Tenor?



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

transform you and your companions, could you have won your rebellion againgt the Empress Lionstone?
The existence of the Terror has shaped so many things. . . even more than you suspect. Timeis deep,
and treacherous. Y ou will do what you will do. Because you are the Deathstalker.!

The great grey face sank back into the great grey wave, which sank languoroudy back into the grey sea.
The Dust Plains of Memory returned to their endless reverie, contemplating history, and though Owen
caled and cdled 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 agreat and glorious place to Owen, every building and monument boasting a
grandeur and elegance that was afar 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 asteady pace, to seefor himsdf what life waslike under this new Emperor, Finn.

Ashe drew nearer the centre and heart of the city, peoplefinally began to appear on the streets, though
they didn't look at al happy about it. For the most part they skulked through their magnificent city,
scurrying aong with heads lowered and shoulders hunched, concentrating on getting where they were
going without drawing attention to themsalves. Their faceswere grim and harried, and often openly
scared. This puzzled Owen. So far, he hadn't seen any obviousthreats, 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.

Hewasn't sure how hefdt 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 dl the figures and laceswere

s0 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 al they'd got right. He'd never looked
that fit and muscular and downright handsomein hislife. Owen smiled wryly. No one was going to know
him from this. At least in hisday they'd chosen someone who looked vaguely like him to star in their
ridiculous docudrames.

Often there were bunches of flowers|eft 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
s0 he picked up and opened afew. They turned out to be prayers, written on paper in the old way, for
privecy. Prayersfor Owen to return, and put an end to al 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 fase 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?

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



| bought he recognised something of their true appearancesin the carved faces, but neither of them had
ever looked that heroic, or iliat noble, in their lives. Owen studied the two graveslaid out before the
datuesfor along time. At least Jack and Ruby got graves,

|1 seemed unlikely that either he or Hazdl ever would. And at least Jack and Ruby finaly found some
peace together, lying sSide by side, respected and honoured.

Sometimes Owen thought the whole universe ran onirony.

lie moved on through the streets, and more and moreit seemed to him that he was waking through a city
under occupation. Now he'd reached the centre there were soldiers at every corner, dl of them openly
armed, most wearing the red cross of the Church Militant oni 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 RI.F minds. Owen studied them thoughtfully, but they Mvmed unaware- of his presence.
And everywhere he looked there

were bright glowing holos of the new Emperor, Finn Duranda. 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 ded too sdlf-satisfied. Owen aso thought it would probably fed realy good to dap that smileright
off the Emperor'sface.

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 aflapping black nun's habit that Owen was pleased
to see hadn't changed at all in the last two centuries, was stumbling aong with her arms wrapped around
alarge and blocky package. So of course Owen stepped forward and offered to carry it for her. She
stopped, and studied him warily for along moment, as though she'd grown unused to offers of kindness,
and then either she saw something in hisface sheliked, or she was just too tired to object, so she handed
him the heavy parcel and they walked aong together. Hetold her his name was Owen, and she smiled
for thefirg time.

'Ah, now that'safine name. | meet alot of people named after the blessed Owen. It's still the second
most popular namein the Empire; after Bestrice, of course!’

'Of course," said Owen. 'But then, he was only ahero. Shewas a Saint. At least, | aways thought so."
'l am Sister Margot. Isthisyour first trip to the big city, Owen?
'No; but I've been away for along time. Many things have changed, in my absence.’

'Yes,' said the nun, with asigh. "And not for the better, | 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| hardly
recogniseitat dl.’

‘Can't someone do something? said Owen. ‘A city reflects the mood of its people. Isno one speaking
out againg this?

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

Owen grinned. 'I've never been any good at taking advice, Sister. Not even from Bestrice!

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



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

'Please, Sir Paragons, |et us pass. These medicines are urgently needed at St Clares Hospital. It's not far
now.'

'Nuns,’ said one of the Paragons, in athick, ugly voice. 'Welike nuns, don't we, Henry?
'Oh wejust love nuns, Lawrence. We just love them to death. Sometimesliterdly.’

The Paragon caled 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 done,' 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. Thefaceswent white with shock, .ind their hands fumbled at their guns.

'It's Owen! It'sthe Deathstalker! The Deathstalker has returned!" Owen surged forward. He lashed
out sharply, and hisfist caught | he Paragon Henry on the jaw. The force of the blow snapped the head
right round, breaking the neck ingtantly. His body was till i rumpling to the street, and the other Paragon
was il drawing his disrupter, when Owen spun round and punched the Paragon Uwrencein 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 afew seconds, both men were dead, and Owen w,isn't even breathing hard.
He scooped up agun and chose one of | IK- Paragons swords for himself. The holster and scabbard
fitted (omlortably around hiswaist. For dl held awaysthought of himsdlf ,is.1 scholar, he felt better with
weapons at hiships. He dill had it inhim to (edl sorry for the two Paragons held killed - for the real men
midniKMih ihe ELFs influence. Except these couldn't have just hecii lil.T's. The- possessing minds must
have been uber-espers. Only

they were old enough to remember hisface. And now they knew he was back, and on Logres. . . Owen
suddenly remembered the nun, and turned to smile at her.

‘Sorry about the unpleasantness, Siter. 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
Deathgtaker! Y ou've come back to us! | never thought 1'd live to see the day—'

'Now, now," said Owen, gently but firmly helping her to her feet again. 'None of that, Sigter. | was only
ever aman, despite what Robert and Constance may have said. And | 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?

'Helpisonitsway, said Owen. '‘But I'm ... just visiting. | wanted to see this marvellous new city, before |
|eft 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 ill around. Hop like
abunny, as Beatrice used to say.'

He shooed the nun off, and then turned towards the running footsteps he heard approaching. It sounded



like quite acrowd. 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 held been through recently, heredly felt like
killing awhole bunch of bad guys. The sword and the gun were happy familiar weightsin his hands, and
he actudly laughed when hefindly saw the army they'd sent againgt 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 fed the controlling minds hovering over the maob, like dark
boiling clouds. Owen headed unhurriedly towards the maob. Let them come. Let them dl come. Hewas
going to teach these scum, and their master Finn, alesson they would never forget.

Owen shot the first man dmost casudly. 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 afirm grip on his sword. The balance wasn't
asgood as he was used to, but he'd manage. There were only fifty of them. Thefirst man to reach him
cameright a him with an axe in both hands, and mad glaring eyes, and Owen cut him down with asingle
vicious stroke. The man's blood was till flying on the air as Owen hacked and cut hisway into the
howling mob. They broke around him, like awave crashing against arock, and Owen's sword rose and
fell with cold, professond skill, while hisancient Clan battle-cry rang on the air: Shandrakor!
Shandrakor!

He hit the crowd like athunderbolt, dashing through them with a strength and speed that even hisold
Boost could never have given him. They had every kind of wegpon, 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 offd’ faling 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 apair of fading eyes, searching for the controlling mind behind them.

'I'm back,' he said. 'And thistime 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 dmost ready to do what lie had to do. Hed readlly only come back to the Parade of the lindlessto
make his goodbyes, and it didn't seem there was much kit he remembered to say goodbyeto. Still, the
last time held disappeared back into the past, held thought hislife was over. That held done dl he was
supposed to do. That, whatever happened, at least he'd be ableto rest, at last. He'd been very tired,
then. Now, hek'lt more aive than he ever had.

Hazdl: | lost you once. | 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. | have It> i{a back, as far asit takes, even
though what | may eventually have to do S'iircs me. But | promised you we 'd be together again.
And we will: oneway (>/s another.

And s0 he turned histhoughtsinwards, concentrated hismind in .1 u-rlciin way, and let go hishold on the
present. He fell backwards, Time, leyond | he IMlellori/on, into the days that were. He

dropped back through history, like a stone plunging through weter, travelling faster and faster. Days and
nights flickered and were gone, until the planets and the stars whirled around him, becoming aflashing
rainbow of colours. Guided by ingtinct, following akind of trail only one such as he could even have
perceived, Owen pursued Hazel back through history. Eventudly the trail he followed was interrupted,
and Owen dowed until the stars and their planets resumed their usua imperceptible dance againgt the
dark. The universe came back into focus, the gaaxy was gill, and Owen Degthstalker hung alonein the
long night, looking down at the planetsturning dowly below him.



He knew, without having to betold, that thiswas Heartworld, which would one day be named Golgotha,
and then Logres. Heart-world: hub of the legendary, falen 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 aready making trouble. He hadn't wanted to come aboard in thefirst place.
The thought of being trapped on an Imperia 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 ahero of therebellion. It was dl very well everyone saying they were dl 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 awatchful 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 accessto the ship's dispensary. He was still coming up with new conditions
when Shub tel eported the wholelot 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 al over the command deck. Captain Price
welcomed hisnew alies on board, carefully not looking at what Brett was doing, and crewmen arrived to
take everyoneto their assgned quarters. Rose picked up Brett and carried him away, still feebly cursing
and complaining.

Pricewillingly gave up hiscommand chair to Admira Silence, and stood at his Sde as Silence lowered
himsdf carefully into the hot seet. It had been along time since heéd commanded aship, let done,1 Fleet.
And he gill wasn't keen on accepting the unearned title of Admira, but everyone ese had inssted.
Apparently, they were even making anew uniform for him. Probably something garish, knowing the
current fashion. However, the Imperia Navy was gill 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 avacancy. (Price didn't explain that this
was because heldd shot the previous Admira in the head, for being one of Finn's creatures, and a
complete bloody psychopath. Some things should he kept insde the family, so to speak.) And anyway;
Owen wanted it, and he was the Desthstalker, so that was that.

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

'If I'm going to lead arebellion and inspire the massesto follow mi?, | really must look my be<t, darling,’
shesadfirmly.

There were many things Lewisfelt like retorting to that, but lortunately he had enough senseto say none
of them. Instead, he s ripped off dl his clothes, dropped them in avery smelly pilein onetorner, and then
sretched out on the ainfully comfortable kingsize | >rd, sighing deeply as his stressed and abused muscles
werefindly ihleto relax. It had been along time since he could unwind. He | bought wistfully about



indulging himsdlf in along hot bath, as soon ,is he could work up the strength of will to leavethis
marvelloudy supportive bed.

(He waan't thinking about his dead family. About his dead father iinil mother. He wasn't thinking about
themat dl.)

Infrom of the mirror, Jesaminefinaly got her facelooking the sheihatijiht it should, glared at the mess
her hair wasin, 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 origind off. She
looked from one breast to the other and back again, frowning.

"Y ou know, | redlly don't think they match, sweetie. Of course, they never were exactly the samein the
first place, breasts never are, but even so—'

"They'refine,' said Lewis.

'Y ou're not even looking!'

Lewissighed, sat up in bed, and studied Jesamine's breastsin the mirror. "They arefine, Jes. They're
great. They're wonderful! They are exactly the breasts | remember, and | think you'll agree | have paid

them alot of attention in the past. | would know if they were different. Breadts. . ." he said thoughtfully.
‘Breadts, breasts, breasts ... | like breadts. | even like just saying the word.'

Jesamine turned round and smiled a him dazzlingly. 'Darling. Do we havetime. . .
Lewisgrinned back at her. 'Well maketime!'
(Afterwards, she held him close while he cried, remembering hislost family.)

Sometime later, they were sitting up in bed, snuggled together and companionably naked, egting 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 practicaly exploded with
pleasure, and they had double portions of everything. New clothes lay waiting at the foot of the bed, and
al waswell. Jesamine nestled up againgt Lewis.

Lewis. ..

'Y ou want something,’ Lewis said immediately. Y ou aways use that tone of voice when you want meto
do something for you.'

'Oh, don't be such agrumpy old bear! | 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? | mean, it'snot asif we
actudly need them any more. Y ou've got an entire Imperial Fleet a your command! | don't know why
you ingsted on them coming along with us!’

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

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

'Y ou know they'll betray us eventualy,’ said Jesamine, resting her head on his shoulder. 'If not to Finn,



then to someone d<se. It'sin | hair nature.'

'Who knows what their natureis, 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 along time neither of | hem said anything.

In| hevery next cabin, Brett Random and Rose Congtantine wereiilso in bed together. Brett was dowly
getting used to having sex with Rose, but the lying beside her afterwards still made him nrrvoiis. He never
dept, even when she gave every indication of bring fast adeep. He dways half suspected that at any
moment Rose might decideto stick aknifein hisribs, to combine her new-found (i.isson for theflesh
with her old ddight in the act of murder. The tilings a man will put up with, to get his ashes hauled,
Brett thought rcllel lively. For the moment they were both awake, lying side by side, her seven-foot-tall
frame somewhat dwarfing Brett's. Asusud, hel.ilked and she listened.

| siy, oncewe get to Mistport, weleg it, Brett said firmly. 'Head I1H | he nearest horizon, and then
disappear over it. Therésawar i iniiiiig, and people get killed in wars. Particularly people like us. Ami ,i
pair of smart operators like us could make ared killing onamm ir planet like Mistworld. The
Deathgtaker and his gung-ho timmswon't miss us; they'll befar too busy playing heroes. And ivlih i
whole Fleet to boss around, Lewis doesn't need us any more

'l need (hern/ Rose said calmly. 'l am akiller, and so must go \vhnr | hekillingis. Sex isnice, Brett, but
killing has dwaysbeen my (list love. | have changed, but not that much. So | go wherethelllritllid.ilkrr
goes, with or without you. And ... | fed the need to HIT Imw thiswar will) Finnisgoing to play out. My
ownsmal << Ml ., .inggnificant, compared to being a part of destiny.

We are Maze people now, Brett. We must learn to think in bigger terms.’
It dl endin teard Brett said miserably. 'Probably mine!

Lewistook acal from Admira Silence, asking them to cometo the bridge, and he and Jesamine quickly
got dressed. Lewiswas ready in afew moments, but Jesamine refused to be hurried. / we 're going to
be leaders of the rebellion, it'simportant we ook the part, sheindgsted. We want them to take us
serioudly, don't we? Lewiswent and bused himsdlf unnecessarily in the adjoining bathroom. He didn't
trust himsdlf to stay quiet under such provocation. Eventually Jesamine announced she was ready, and
Lewisreappeared. He had to admit, she did look stunning. He said so, and Jesamine beamed.

I keep telling you, Lewis; | am dwaysworth the wait. What do you suppose Silence wants?
'Maybe he's heard something from Owen.'

Jesamine pulled aface. 'l redly think you're going to haveto let that one go, dear. | very much doubt
well ever see him again.’ She paused, considering. 'What do you suppose will happen, when Owen
findly findsHazd?

Lewis shrugged. 'Y ou heard the strange person. Journeys end in lovers meetings. And they do say love
conquersdll.

'Only in very bad operascripts, darling.’

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



'So; looking forward to Mistworld, Brett?

'What? Oh, yes, of course. Absolutdly. It's my spiritua home-world, redly. A whole planet full of thieves
and villainsand peoplejust like me.’

'And | am looking forward to thewar,' said Rose. "Where's the fun of killing in ones and twaos, when you
can take on awhole army and just kill and kill and kill. An orgy of death. | can't wait."

Lewishad to smile at Brett's expression. 'Don't look at me, Brett. She'syour girlfriend.’
'| fed acringe coming on,’ said Jesamine. 'Excuse mewhile | shudder.’

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

supposed to be more Random's Bastards in Mistport lone than in | he whole of the Rookery. My
extended family, so to speak. My exated ancestor really did put it about - if you believe dl the claims,
which mostly | don't, asametter of principle.

They got to the bridge to discover Admira Silence arguing with | lie Havoc's new onboard Al.
Apparently Shub had transferred the Al Ozymandius from the Hereward to the Havoc, whereit had
displaced | heorigind Al. Silence was having difficulties coping with Oz'srdlentlessy cheery persondlity.

'Look; just plot acourse to Mistworld!'

'Oh poo; whereésthefunin that? Theré's aredly terrific meteor shower only afew light yearsaway. You
redly should seeit; it'svery educationd. | mean; what's Mistworld got, anyway? Snow and ice .ind fog
and wall-to-wal scumbags. | say we go viathe pretty route. Y ou'll thank mefor it later.'

'Oz,' said Lewis, inavery firmvoice.

'Hi therel How do you like my new ship, Lewis? It fits much better |han the last one. I'vefinaly got room
to breathe.’

'Follow the Admird's orders exactly, Oz. He speaks with my voice!
'Oh dl right. Humansjust don't know how to have fun.’

Silencelooked at Lewis. "Y ou survived trapped on aship with | hat, for months on end? People have
been awarded medalsfor less!

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

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

He gestured to his comms officer, and the bridge viewscreen su'livated, showing the blue sted 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 thisway, we can maintain
contact with you, through him. Wr will not be coming with you. Our shipswill stay behind, to Hi 1.1 r<l



Haden and the Madness Maze from Finn's attack in your .ihsciue!’
'l ihoiighi you said you'd sworn an oath never to kill,' said Jrstiminr. ,

'We havel said the Als of Shub. 'Wewill never take alife again. All that livesisholy. But Finn and his
people don't know that. They will hesitate to attack our ships, which we will place between his shipsand
Haden. And evenif they do figureit out, eventually, we will use our shipsasashield for aslong as
possible, to buy you time. We will protect the Madness Maze, whatever it takes.'

'If Finnfigures out you're not going to shoot back, he might attack your homeworld directly/ said Slence.
‘Let him come/ said the robot. 'We are Shub, and we will not fal eesily.

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, o of course Joseph Wallace went;
but hewasn't at al luippy about it. Not least because invited wasn't redly the right word. 1t was much
more like commanded, with digtinct overtones of <>r else. Joseph spent along and anxioustime
wondering what hei ould have done to be singled out for such an honour. Peoplerarely got to see Finn
socidly 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 dl his affairswere in order and that hiswill was up to date, and went to
the Palace.

The Court and the Imperia Palace weren't what they used to be. There was an air of doom and decay
and even purposeful neglect to | he place of late, and Joseph's skin prickled and crawled as he walked
the darkened corridors. Mogt of the lights weren't working, smd some had been openly smashed. There
were guards everywhere, stlanding stiffly to attention at every other door and break inllie corridors, al of
them Church Militant fanaticsin full body «innour. They wore swords and guns, and watched Joseph
passwilh hot, suspicious eyes. Asthe official head of the Church Militant suui Pure Humanity, Joseph
shouldn't have had anything to worry .iboul, bul he knew hdller than to try hislimited authority here.
These wen- linn's creatures, loya in body and soul, sworntolive

and diein hisservice. He wastheir father, their only love, their adored god.

Even 50, there were still security cameras and all kinds of sensors tucked away in every nook and
cranny, watching the guards aswell asthe corridors they guarded.

Things grew worse the further in Joseph went, and his breathing grew fast and shalow 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 afew of the faces. Once he passed arow
of hanged men, with blackened faces and protruding tongues, the nooses sunk deeply into the stretched



necks. Thelast onewas gtill swaying dightly. 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 Ieft nor right, and just the
discipline of doing so meant he was swesting hard by the time he reached what had once been King
Douglass private quarters, since commandeered by the Emperor Finn for hisown use. Two large and
muscular guards at Finn's door put Joseph through afull 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 agood
dinner wafted out, but Joseph didn't fed any less uneasy. He took a deep breath, arranged his features
becomingly and walked as casudly as he could manageinto 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 thewalls
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 alowed himsdf to relax just alittle. It seemed he
was expected to last the length of the medl, at least. Finn came around the table to meet him, smiling
warmly.

"Joseph, dear old thing, right ontime! Dinner's ready, come on and tuck in! And when dinner's done,
well haveanicelittle chat, yes?

Any gppetite 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 disheslaid out
before him. It all looked very good, enough to make even an experienced gourmand like Joseph sit up
and take notice. Hismouth actualy began to water alittle. He unfolded his napkin, till bearing the old
Campbell family crest, and alowed Finn to pile up both their plates with alittle of thisand alot of that.
The Emperor finally settled down into his chair, facing Joseph across the table, and gestured imperioudly.
A nondescript little man in apage's outfit appeared out of nowhere, and Joseph jumped despite himsdlf.
Finn chuckled eedlly.

'Relax, Joseph; he'sjust the food taster. The kitchen has dl the latest scanners, but awise man doesn't
placedl hisfaithin tech. My taster checks everything before | try it. Marvellousfelow. Hesaclonel
had specidly made from afamous chef, able to identify every ingredient from the merest taste, and
preprogrammed with knowledge of every poison in the Empire. Doesn't leave much roomin hisbrain for
anything else, but we al have to make sacrifices. Well, everyone but me, naturaly.’

The food taster tried alittle bit of everything from Finn's plate, consdered for amoment, and then bowed
and left theroom, 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 careif you got poisoned?
‘But . . . you are our beloved Emperor!’

Finn raised an eyebrow. 'l said relax, Joseph. Y ou're not in public now. Fed freeto speak your mind on
al things'

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

They ate for awhilein 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 hedlth, and certainly there was nothing wong
with his appetite. He smiled frequently, clearly enjoying hisfood. He used hisfingers as often ashis
cutlery, stuffing the food into his mouth. Joseph didn't even try to keep up. Themainineil coursrin
particular took alot of chewing. The meet'sflavour w«is pltM Siinl enough, hut unfamiliar. Joseph cleared
hisplatefindly

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

'Good, isnt it? Finn said cheerfully. 'Enjoy it while you can; ;upply islimited.'

'It'sabit gamey/ said Joseph, chewing thoughtfully. 'l can't say | secogniseit. Isit some new import?
Finn grinned. 'Y ou could say that.'

'What isit?

‘More like who, actudly. Were dining on the last of the alien Ambassador from Chanticleer. He's lasted
quiteawhile. I've had lim roasted, fried and broiled. | think fried was best; went very well n anice bed of
rice

Joseph's ssomach churned, and it was al he could do to keep his ace calm. There had been rumours
about what had happened to theiodies of adl the dien Ambassadors Finn had had executed, but . . . le
stabbed amedium-sized piece with hisfork, and ate it carefully. ‘inn was watching. Joseph swallowed the
mouthful eventualy, and loured himself more wine with a steady hand. Finn was dlill battering away.

'I've eaten at least some of al the Ambassadors. Seemed a pity to ;t them go to waste, and | do so love
new experiences. In thisjob, ou have to take your fun where you can get it. | think the 'rall'Chai wasthe
worg, though | tried it with every seasoning | ould think of. Y ou just can't help some people.”

Themed ground interminably on, through many courses, includ-ig a pudding so sweet and sticky that
Joseph couldn't force down lore than afew mouthfuls before giving up, but eventudly it came ;> an end.
Finn summoned servantsto clear the table, then got up nd escorted Joseph into the next room. Which
wasjust asplain, if ot verging on the spartan. Finn poured two large glasses of brandy, nd saw Joseph
ettled into one of the over-gzed chairsin front of le fireplace before sitting down himself. Joseph Spped
his brandy autioudly, and waited for the other shoe to drop.

‘At ease, Joseph,' Finn said findly, 'Y ou're not here to be repri-landed or punished. I'm actually very
pleased with you. My people :11 meyou're doing an excdlent job asmy First Minigter. Firmiscipline,
clear policy with no exceptions, and lots of purgesto 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. Areyou sure I'm not working you too hard? | could always have some of your
responsibilities passed on to someonedse. . .

'No, thank you, your mgjesty,’ Joseph said quickly. Power and influence were the only waysto 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. 'l am happy to serve your mgjesty to thefull extent of my abilities!’

‘Areyou? That'sredlly very sweet of you, Joseph. And do call me Finn. No need for al that formdlity,
among friendsin private. Of coursg, if you ever dip up in public I'll have your nuts off in atrice,
Standards have to be maintained. Wherewas1? Ohyes. . . you're here, Joseph, because | need
someoneto talk to. Someone on my level, that | can be frank and open with, without reducing them to
hysterics, or having to have them executed afterwards. After al, 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.

'l used to have Brett Random and Rose Congtantine, and later Tel Markham; but they dl ran away and
left me on my own. Never did understand why. And after al | did for them, the ungrateful little shits. . .
They betrayed my trust. Y ou wouldn't do that, would you, Joseph? No; you're not the sort to frighten
eadly. | fed | could talk to you, tell you things | couldn't tell anyone else. Y ou 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 diensfor
being too intelligent, nodded and alowed that he did indeed understand better than most. Still . . .

'Y ou are the Emperor,’ Joseph said cautioudly. 'Surely there must be any number of people you work
with who could—'

"Zedotsand fanaticsareno fun at dl,’ Finn said firmly. 'Far too polite, and no sense of humour. Now,
you st and listen while | talk, and welll get dong famoudy. Try and chimein with the odd appreciative
comment fromtimeto time.'

So Finn talked and Joseph listened, and rather to his surprise Joseph was genuindly fascinated. There
was alot more going on inside Finn's head than most people ever redised. «,, , ..,

Hun had made himsalf 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 wasin charge, and i.ul
absolutely no intention of sharing power with anyone. And yet, low that he was Emperor, Finn was a bit
a alossasto whereto go lext. He lived in austere, dmost spartan surroundings, with only he most basic
comforts, because lesser pleasuresjust didn't do it or him any more. He il satisfied his various
appetites, to excess wherever possble, but they were flegting things. Only power and iuccessreally
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 itsruins, as hed dways
intended, he now spent most )f histime working hard to keep the Empire strong and united, so hat it
could fend off the coming Terror. Finn had dways understood ibout priorities.

Joseph knew al about the Terror. Knew agreat deal more than nogt, in fact, which waswhy he dept so
badly. The Emperor had «aised him to the highest level of importance in what remained of he civil
government, which meant Joseph saw al the latest reports >n the Terror asthey camein. The bad news
was that the Terror wastill coming, and the Empire had no way of stopping it. Thegood lews. . . well,
there wasn't any good news. They couldn't tell the )eople that, so Joseph made lots of public
gppearances, saying vague md reassuring thingsin aloud and confident voice. (The Emperor lidn't go out
in public much any more, rather to the civil gov-:rnment'srelief. The Emperor couldn't be trusted to stick
to the cript these days, and some of his casua remarks could be downright listressing.)

'Do you have any family, Joseph? Finn said suddenly.

Joseph's heart jJumped painfully in his chest. Anywhen ese, he vould have taken aquestion like that asa
veiled threet, with motiona blackmail lurking eagerly in thewings, but Finn seemed ;enuindy interested in
the answer.

'l have awife, amistress, two sons," said Joseph. The usud .’

'Ah," said Finn sadly. 'l have no one. | was an only child, and my >arents died young. | dways thought



that was very sefish of them, "here was atime when Douglas and Lewiswere my family, in asnuch as
anyonewas... 1 didn't think I'd missthem, but | do,

sometimes. . . Tdl me about the sghtings, Joseph. The Deathstdker Sghtings:”

"Just gossip,' Joseph said eadily. There are rumours, but nothing worth listening to. People saying they
know someone who claimsto have seen Lewiswalking the streets of the Parade of the Endless. Or
sometimesit's Owen, or one of the other legends. It's always afriend of afriend who seesthese things,
nothing you can pin down.'

'Not any more,' said Finn. Two of my Paragons have been killed; right herein the city. And theword is,
aDeathstalker did it,’

'Impossible, Joseph said quickly. ‘'My people have this planet sewn up tight. Thereisn't aship that even
passes by that we don't know everything about. Can't you ask the EL Fs controlling the Paragons who
didit?

The possessor was the uber-esper Screaming Silence, said Finn, his mouth moving briefly in amoue of
distaste. 'And unfortunately none of the uber-espers are talking to me at the moment. Thiswould worry
meif | wastheworrying sort, soit'sjust aswell that I'm not. Besides; Lewiswouldn't sneak back in. Not
his style. Hed think it was beneath him, thefool. No, hed send aforma challenge first, and a chanceto
surrender honourably. He never did understand the possibilitiesin treachery. Lewis has his own Feet
now, after the debacle on Haden, and when they come calling well al know about it.’

Joseph was surprised to hear Finn discuss the matter so camly. When the Emperor first learned that the
Heet held sent to Haden to kill Lewis and his companions had not only failed to do so, but had actudly
gone over to the rebels side en masse, people could hear the Emperor screaming hisrage al over the
Pdace. 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 dlies, the Als of Shub, had aso 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 al 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. Theloss of Shub
isasetback, but | had Muide plans, just in case. | have secret dlies and hidden super-we.ipous, just
wailing lor my cdl. I'll blast the Shub homeworld

into so much radioactive dust, and my loya Fleet will blow the rebel ships apart like so many rotten
goplesinthenight.’

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 meanit.
Grestly daring, Joseph raised what was normally aforbidden subject.

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

'l ask you,' said Finn. 'Does that even sound likely? Dead is dead. | should know; I've ordered the
deaths of millions of people, and none of them have ever come back to complain. It'sjust rebel
propaganda. Wish I'd thought of it first.'

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



'If Owen Deathstalker redlly was back,’ said Finn, ‘we'd know. He wouldn't need a Fleet. Held beright
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 skieswill open and he will
descend surrounded by angels. And | personally will believe that when | seeit, and not before. Actualy,
I'd dmost welcome hisreturn, if he said he could stop the Ferror. | could probably deal with Owen.'

Finn leaned back in hischair, 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 ;yeswerejust thet little bit too bright. He
looked . . . like acornered mimal; desperate, focused and till very, very dangerous. For al hisiudden
rages and vicious temper, Finn could still be calm and «ational when he had to be, and his grip on power
had never been ighter. Being second-in-command to such aman was never going o be easy, but Joseph
hed faith in hisown abilitiesto survive, if lothing ese. All the terrible things held done, or had ordered
done, aad dl been donein Finn's name. Joseph's position might well be nore than alittle perilous, but
sometimesal you can do isridethe

damned tiger and cling on with both hands. And if nothing else, it was an exhilarating ride . . . After dl,
Finn couldn't livefor ever. No matter how much time he spent with the notorious Dr Happy. No;
eventudly Finn would fal, and then awise 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 donewill serveto remind everyone who'sin charge here, and take
their minds off al these ridiculous rumours about areturned Owen. The Engineswill dso serveasa
warning to Lewis and his damned Fleet of what I'll do if they dare chalenge my position here.’

Joseph looked at him uncertainly. 'Y ou'd redlly threaten to des-iroy Humanity's homeworld?

Finn smiled easily. Threaten? My dear naive Joseph; I'll wipe thiswhole planet clean of everything and
everyone before I'll give it up. Which brings me nestly to the other reason | invited you here. Tk lo me
about Usher 11. How are the preparations going?

Joseph swallowed hard and made himsdlf concentrate on the unfortunate planet identified asbeing nextin
the Terror's path. Usher || was an industrid world, specidising in the production of d.irship engines and
al the tech that went with them. The entire pl.iiict was given over to these factories, serving the starship
needs of | he- whole Empire. And since the Empire's scientists il didn't fully understand the nature of the
tech they'd reverse-engineered from | hi- dien starship that had crashed on Unsedli so very long ago,
most of the work still had to be done by hand. Human hands. It was far 1oo delicate work to be trusted
to computers. The Als of Shub provided automatons for the redlly dangerous work, but even those
operdled under human control. All the factories on Usher 11 were umently running twenty-four hoursa
day, shift after shift, trying to build up asurplus to cover what would happen if and when the pl.nuM was
destroyed.

Mus wlien | need dl the ships| can mugter,’ Finn grumbled, 'to |.nr oil Lewisand his treacherous Fleet.
Tel methere's some good news, Joseph, if you like having testicles.”

Theev.Kii.ilionisgoing . . . better than expected,’ Joseph sad i.iidiilly. 'Mul dill very dowly. Wewere
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 alowed 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
isvery motivated; and those who aren't get turned into examples of why not being motivated isavery
bad idea. But . . . eventualy, werre 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. Therest of the populationis
expendable, though of course no one'stold them that.'

'Not redly good news, but abrave effort,’ said Finn. 'l had hoped the new tech we confiscated from the
humbled adien worldswould come in handy, but we haven't redly come up with anything worth the
having. | dways assumed the shifty aien bastards were keeping things from me, because that'swhat |
would have done, but apparently not. No major weapons kept in reserve, no secret doomsday devices,
I'm disappointed in them, | am redlly. And whét little new tech we have grabbed, my scientists, my
supposed brilliant experts, are having trouble even deciphering. Only one piece of information redlly came
up trumps. an entirely theoretica plan for transforming a sun into asupernova, and channelling its energies
asaweapon. My people are building it even as we spesk.’

'Y ou mean . . . something like the Darkvoid Device? said Joseph, when he could trust hisvoice again.

‘Not redly on that scale, unfortunately. Basically, theideaiswe use the device on one of Usher Il's
binary suns, turn it into a supernova, and then direct al the energy produced into one single blast aimed at
the Terror's herald, as soon asit comesin range. My people aren't entirely sure the energies can be
controlled, or even amed properly, but . . . nothing ventured, nothing gained. I'm sureit'll be very pretty
to look at. Aslong asyou're not actually on Usher Il, of :ourse!

‘A poor man's Darkvoid Device, that we're not even sure we can aim properly? said Joseph. "Finn—'
'Aslong aswe can turn it on and off, that's al that matters. Don't 1ap, Joseph.’

‘But even if the weapon works, we till won't be able to save Jsher 1l. Theré's no way it could survive
having one of its sunsgo joom.’

'Aslong asit stopsthe Terror, | redly couldn't give adamn,’ Finn

said cheerfully. 'Still, in the event the wegpon 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 Enginesinto position, as| ordered?

‘They'll bein orbit around Usher 11 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 appdling
mess our scientists could conceive. The planet will be poisonous on every levd, 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, | fed | should point out that if the Terror decidesto
smply avoid the planet, and keep on going, that entire Quadrant will be ano-go areafor thousands of
years afterwards. Maybe even hundreds of thousands.'

Finn sighed. 'Do | redly need to explain the concept expendable to you again?

Joseph nodded Hiffly. 'Since use of the Transformation Engineswill inevitably mean the death of Usher
[I'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.'

'Y ou worry far too much about things that don't matter, Joseph,’ said Finn. 'Perhaps ... if wewereto
destroy Usher |11 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 beforeit ran out of hunger, Joseph said carefully. 'Besides; think
of the billions of livesthat would belogt. Thereésalimit to what the people of the Empire will accept.”

'Isthere? said Finn. Joseph couldn't meet the Emperor's gaze. He started to change the subject, but Finn
pressed on. ‘L et us understand each other, First Minister. | protect the Empire because it's mine. Mineto
play with, mineto enjoy, mineto destroy when I'mtired of it. Net the Terror's. I'll find away to destroy
the Terror, and then . . . Oh, the things I'll do. The people will wish the Terror had |aken them.'

'Perhaps you need ... adistraction,’ said Joseph, just alittle desperately. 'Something to lake you out of
yourself. I've been

talking with some of your other advisers, and it occurred to usthat since you are the Emperor now, you
realy have aduty to wed, and produce an heir to carry on your line. If you would allow usto—'

'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 aresult, that rogues paradise and
city within acity had become impossibly overcrowded, and was actudly 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 origina occupants of the Rookery werefinding it increasingly difficult to
prey on outsiders, as of old, due to the Emperor's murderoudy strict martia law, and so they had taken
to preying on each other. And most especialy on the newcomers, who quickly learned that the only
safety lay in numbers. The Rookery had become a bad place to be aman aone. And yet till the people
came, because as bad as the Rookery was, everywhere else was worse.

Everyonein the Rookery had lost someone to Finn's people, or knew someone who had. Therewasa
lot of sullen anger in the crowded streets, and in the smoky over-priced taverns, but asyet it had little
focus. The Emperor was just too strong, too big atarget for their beaten-down spirits. Itsonly expression
so far had been the Rookery'sturning againgt al those who had helped Finnin hisrise 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 Duranda was now being very
quiet about it, for fear of being denounced as aspy 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 a some point, but no one was doing anything about it. There were no
meetings, no plans, no defences. No one trusted anyone.

Douglas Campbdl, who had once been aKing, and Stuart Lennox, who had once been a Paragon, now
worked as masked bravosfor hire, protecting the flea-trap hotdl they were staying in

from dl the many predators of the streets. Masked bravos were acommon sight in the Rookery these
days. Lots of people had good reason to conceal their identities. Douglas and Stuart wore smple leather
masks, and chesap but serviceable clothing. They'd sold the better clothesthey arrived in, to raisethe
money to acquire the single hotel room Douglas and Stuart and Nina Madapert now shared.

The Lantern Lodge was one of the oldest surviving hotelsin 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 swdtering 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
serioudy and loudly upset when the truth was made clear to him.) But it was aroom, 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 alot of people hail. There were those who had to fight every night to protect their placeina
doorway, or a cardboard box. Ninawas doing marginally bet If i. She wasworking with afew other
rogue media people to put together arebel news Site, tapping briefly into the main mediafeedsto try and
get alittle truth on the air now and again. Therewasn't any money init yet, but Ninahad great hopes for
thefuture. There weir quite afew ex-mediarefugeesin the Rookery, since Finn's people had taken
complete control of al the officia media. There were no shows any more, just constant propaganda -
there wereriotsin tin-streets on the day The Quality was taken off the air, but Finn had had hisforces
usetheriotersfor target practice until they got the message and dunk off home. Many ex-employees of
the news channels had brought their technical knowledge to the Rookery, and the rebel news sitewas
aready up and running. Unfortunately, it took expensive and hard-to-get tech to keep it on the air, and
lighting itsway through the officid censor'sfirewalls, so there was .ilways a problem with funding. It
wasn't asthough they could sdll .idvertisinjj sp.ur.

reputation, and the trousers. Makes the knees go al baggy. Now push off, fartface/
Sawd|'sface darkened, and he turned to his men. 'Kill them. And make it messy.'

He was about to say something more when Douglas drew his concedled disrupter and shot Sewell inthe
chest. The energy beam punched right through him, throwing his dead body back into hismen. They
scattered with cries of darm, like startled birds, and Sewell measured hislength in the gutter. The front of
his leather coat was on fire. The thugsfindly thought to draw their own weapons, but by then Douglas
and Stuart were among them, swords in hands. The bullyboystried to make afight of it, but it had been a
long time since they'd had to dedl with anything but frightened and dispirited people. They didn't tand a
chance againgt two ex-Paragons. Douglas and Stuart cut their way through the pack with vicious kill,
moving fluidly and easily and protecting each other's back at al times. They worked wdll together. Their
swords flashed brightly in the gloom, like rays of hope, and blood pooled on the ground, hardly
dispersed at dl by the dow drizzle. Bodies fell with cut throats and gaping wounds, and did not rise
again. And quicker than anyone had thought possible, it was al 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 awall, 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 handsin theaair.

"Who are you? What are you? No onefightslike that!"

'We are Douglas and Stuart, bravosfor hire, and that's al anyone needs to know,’ said Douglas. (He and
Stuart had tried using fase names when they firg 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 amessage to de
Rack, and the messageis. Leave usdone. Leave the Lantern Lodge aone. Pretend this unpleasantness
never happened. That way we can al hopeto live long and profitable lives. Be persuasive, because de
Rack wouldn't likel lie dternative. Really he wouldn't. Now go away, and don't come back.'

The thug was off and running the moment he was sure held got dl of the message. A muffled chorus of
boos and jeersfollowed him, from behind the shuttered windows. Stuart gave a cheerful bow, | lien he
and Douglas went through the pockets of al the men they'd killed. Hard times bred hard ways, and credit
had no provenancein | 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
dowly emerged on to the street again, to steal the dead bodies clothing. Douglas sighed heavily.



'I hate this place. People shouldn't haveto live likethis." 'It'sthe Rookery,’ said Stuart. They do things
differently here. They dwayshave.'

'Not likethis. It's never been asbad asthis.'

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. ‘Likeratsin agraveyard/ said Douglas.
'Evenrats haveto eat,’ said Stuart.

Douglas sniffed loudly. Stuart looked at him. HEd been trying to hel p 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 wasthe most Stuart had heard Douglas
speak in days, probably because he only seemed to come dive 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. Asthough just getting through each day was
hard enough. The man who had once been King now seemed tired al the time, physicaly and spiritudly.
He was drawing further and further inside himsdlf, despite everything Smart or Ninacould do to help.

"Things shouldn't have to be thisway,' Douglas said again, and Smart was surprised and pleased to hear
some honest emotionin | lie Campbell's voice. 'We ought to be doing . . . something, to help Ihcse
people. We took an oath as Paragons, to protect the people. Kcmeniber? 'Yes,' said Stuart. 'l
remember. | wasn't sure you did.'

Some hours later their relief arrived to take over, and Douglas and Stuart went insde for their only med
of theday. Their replacements were ordinary muscle-for-hire from thelocal hiring house. No one specid;
the house just sent over whoever was available. The two bruisers nodded respectfully to Douglas and
Stuart asthey disgppeared insde the hotdl. The lobby wasn't up to much: paint-peeling walls, sawdust on
the floor and no chairs. Nothing to encourage anyoneto linger. Just a battered old reception desk, where
the staff were protected from the customers by aheavy metd 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
fiveflights of sairsto their sngle shared room. They didn't disturb the handful of ragged formswho'd
paid to be dlowed to deep in the stairwdlls.

Nina Ma apert was already therein their room, laying the food on the table, which was not agood sign.
Shewas only ever back this early when her day's work had gonereally 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 asthey sat wearily down at the table. It wasn't abig room, and with
the table unfolded it took up most of the available space. Dinner was boiling on ahot plate set periloudy
closeto the only bed. (Douglas and Stuart shared the bed. Nina had made anest of blankets for hersalf
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
facesfelt hot and sweaty from the leather, despite the early evening chill that had worked itsway into the
room. Douglas Campbe | was still ahandsome man, with his noble brow and great mane of golden hair,
but more than ever he resembled awounded lion brought down by jackals; agreat man brought low by
too many losses and the unbearable weight of unrelinquished responsibilities. Stuart Lennox looked much
older than hisyearswarranted. A stern young man with adrawn, amost gaunt face, his gaze was dways
alittle distracted, and herarely smiled any more. And even Nina Mal gpert 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 lifein the Rookery, but it did seem

shedidn't smile nearly as much as she once had. Her tal pink mohawk bobbed angrily as she ladled out



themed.

Douglas watched Nina bustle about, and tried hard to fed . . . something. It was difficult for him to fed
anything much, any more. Hisfamily was dead, hisfriends were gone, his respongbilities taken from him.
Hefdt 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 ese. So mostly hejust went through the motions, getting through the day until
he could findly go to bed and lose himself In deep. Helooked at the discarded |easther mask beside his
plate. Sometimes he thought that was hisreal face now. He could fed 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 hel ped. He wanted to be numb, so he wouldn't have to think or
fed or remember.

According to the officia medianews sites, Anne Barclay wa» dead. Killed by falling debris during
Douglass daring escape from the Court. Another old friend hurt, and gone, because of him. Ninatried to
tell him you couldn't trust anything on the officid Stesthese days, that it was al Finn's propaganda, but
that was just Ninaheling kind. At least Lewis and Jesamine were dill out there, somewhere, tivoiding
capture. Douglas hoped they at |east were happy. He desperately wanted somebody to be happy, out of
the mess held made of things.

Helooked at hisdinner. 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 hisfork. 'What's the meat?

'Best not to ask, Ninasaid briskly, as she sat down next to him. 'And you redlly don't want to know
what'sinthe gravy.' 'Isthere pudding? said Stuart, hopefully. Nina gave him awithering look. "'What do
you think? Siurt had aplate 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 Ninawould haveinssted on | heir
siying gracelirgt, hut they had dl fallen far heyond .1 date of gi,ice now. Thelliree of (hem sjit and defor
,Lwhileindglence. Il w.isfood ,iiid it wasfud, and Ih,il wasdl it was. Outsdein (he street, (heir

were occasional shouts and screams and sounds oi violence, but then, there wayswere. o
'l 'heard arumour today/ Stuart said findly.
‘Now thereés asurprise/ said Nina. Thiswhole place runs on rumours.’

This onewas about Clan Deathstalker/ said Stuart. ‘Word is, ahandful of minor cousins escaped the
daughter on Virimonde, and might be coming here,’

'I'm sorry, Stuart/ said Nina, putting ahand on his. 'But | was there, remember; with poor Emma? | saw
them all die. No one escaped.’

'Some of them could have been offplanet/ said Douglas, not looking up from hisfood.
'Perhaps Ninasaid kindly. There's dways hope/

'Poor Lewid said Douglas, pushing hisfood about the plate. The last Deathstalker. | wonder if anyone's
told him yet. Can't help feding sorry for him.’

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

'Shewas never redly ming/ said Douglas. 'l never redly knew her. Therewasn't time. | thought wed
have al the time we needed to get to know each other after we were married. Now ... | think perhaps|
only loved the image, the divaand the star. Maybe that'swhy she fdll for Lewis. Because he wasthe one
who cared for the redl her/



He made himself eet the rest of hismed. Stuart and Ninawould only look at him if hedidn't, and he
didn't know how much more of their worrying about him he could stand. He supposed there would come
aday when he'd be so hungry held be able to walf it al down without tasting it; but he wasn't looking
forward to that at al. Nina checked they'd al finished and then bustled around the table, gathering up the
plates and keeping up astream of chatter. She wastrying to be motherly and supportive, but truth be told
shewasn't very good at it. Douglas gave her extramarks for trying anyway. And then he made himsalf
concentrate as he realised she was saying something about a new step forward in her attempts to keep
the rogue news site afl oat.

'A whole bunch of new media people have turned up in the Rookery! First-classtechs, theloveys; just
what we needed. | mean, yes, I'm areporter and al that, but | never did understand the

science side of things. Up till now it's been the blind leading the dedl and trying not to eectrocute
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 uswith our Site set-up. Pretty soon well be able to tap into the officia
news feeds whenever we fed likeit. 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 awhile out of curiosity, but you're
going to need something dramatic to show them to keep their attentior/

'Wdll; 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. Y ou need to offer them something they don't know/ 'Like what?
'Hope/ said Douglas.

Ninaand 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 hisfeet, glaring «ii Douglas.

'Damn you, Douglas, you make me sick! How much longer fld you going to sit around feding sorry for
yoursdf? Thisisn'l yom persond tragedy! People are dying every day under Finn. Y oin people! Finn
murdered your father, took over your Tlironr rtinl named himself Emperor! What doesit take to move
you? To nidki you amean again?

Douglaslooked up, and what wasin his eyes made Stiurl I'.ill hm | .1 step. And there was no telling what
might have happened next |1 ihc mood hadn't been sharply broken by shouting fromihr drevi outside.
Someone was caling for Douglas and Stuart by n.imr, Thr\ looked at each other, and then they went
over to thewindow rtiul iLicked it open asfar asit would go. Nina squeezed determinedly In beside
them. Down in the Sireet, the thug they'd let go c.irlin hml relumed, wilh awhole new crowd of friends
and associates. Ul g, brutal-looking men, loaded down wilh weapons and body .iimoin The two hired
bravos who should have been guarding the hold were «.il ready deed, their gutted bodies hanging from
Limp-posts The hold owner, hiswile and their three sm.ill children stood inddr ,i ciick of drawn swords,
dinging loeuhailier. Thelingleuhi' ol

the gang was looking up a Douglas, Stuart and Nina. A large man, afat man, in an areawhere most
people went to bed hungry. He wore the very latest fashions, but athug in silksis till athug. Hewas
amiling cheerfully.

'Wéll, hello up there! I'm Brion de Rack. These men work for me. So did the onesyou killed, but I'm not
oneto bear agrudge. 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 hisfamily, while you watch. Sow and nasty and very messily.



What'sit to be, gentlemen?
Douglas and Stuart drew back from the window and looked at each other.
'Well? said Stuart. ‘What isit to be?

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

'Oh, slly me,' said Stuart. 'l thought we might go down because innocent people needed to be rescued.
Becauseit'stheright thing to do.’

'Don't push your luck/ said Douglas, Tm redly not in the mood.'
'But we are going down?

'Y es, Suart,’ Douglas said, smiling suddenly. 'Were going down." .: 'I'm going to get my redly big gun,’
sad Nina.

'Y ou're going to stay in the background,’ Douglas said sternly. 'Becauise you never know when an
unsuspected backup will comein handy.'

'Oh poo,’ said Nina. 'l 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 cautioudly 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 gunsin their hands, but de Rack gestured easily, and
they quieted again. Up close, de Rack looked even bigger, and uglier. Stuart couldn't help fedling that de
Rack was the one who should have been wearing amask.

It redly isvery smple,' thebig man said easily. 'l can't havetwo

such excdllent fighters as your good selves working asindependents. Not in my territory. Might give
peopleideas. Dangerousthings, ideas. And there's aways the chance you might end up working lor one
of my enemies. A successful businessman such as mysdf .u-quires enemies, like adog hasfless. So;
you're going to work lor me. | pay good wages, there are dl kinds of fringe benefits, and you have job
security for life. Because whatever happensin the Rookery, I'll aways be here, taking my cut.’

'And if we don't fed like Sgning up with asmal-time thug with delusions of grandeur? said Douglas. 'If,
infact, wesay Go to liclff

'In that unlikely event, my menwill kill the hotel owner and hi*, family in appalingly inventiveways, st fire
to the hotel and burn n down, and kill anyone who comes running out of the (lanu's. Aidi lindly my men
will torture you to death right herein the street, ir. .111 example of what happens to those foolish enough
to defy me." Or Hack shrugged apologetically. A waste of good potentia income, | admit, but businessis
business. Y ou should fed flattered, gentlemen | don't usudly have to pressure people to work for me.

Hut then* something . . . special, about you two. | can tell. Ex-military, rI*hl Seen alot of action, but
couldnt fit in with the Durandd's new goody-goody regime? | thought so. Y ou're not just muscle, you're
muscle with brains, and | can dways use people like that. | need qudity, and you wouldn't believe how
rarethat isin the Rookery, ihese days.'

'Maybe you just weren't looking in theright places,’ said Simrl, ‘Or maybe you wouldn't know redl
qudity if you fdl over it. Would you redly kill everyonein thishotd, just to save face?



'Of course!’ said de Rack. He gestured expansively at the cTowil |hat had gathered out of nowhereto
watch the free enterlainmeni ‘A manisonly asgood as hisword, and if that word isathre.it, sh much the
better. Discipline must be maintained. But don't look on metoo harshly, dear friends. I'm just a
businessman, doing wh.il li lakesto get dong. People. . . don't matter here. Only power. Tin-strength to
take what you want, when you want it, and keep it.'

'And to hell with everyone else? said Stuart.
'Exactly.
Things. . . shouldn't belikethis' Douglas said dowly.

'Welcometo Finn'sUmpire,' said Stuart. "Welcome to the world he made, because there's no one left to
dophim!

‘Someone should do something,’ said Douglas.
'If not you,' said Stuart, 'then who?

'Excuse me,’ said de Rack, 'but | wastaking. Ignore me again and I'll have my men teach you a lessonin
manners.’

'Oh hell/ said Douglas. Hisvoice still sounded tired, but somehow he seemed to be standing straighter
and taler. "It never ends, doesit? There's dwayswork to be done. No matter how weary you

are.
"We can rest when we're dead,’ said Stuart.
'l wouldn't put money onit,’ said Douglas. ‘Nina; you're on.’

NinaMadapert 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, Ninashot de Rack negtly through the chest.
The energy blast blew him apart like arotten gpple. Even asthe charred and smoking pieces were il
flying through the air, Douglas and Stuart charged forward sword in hand, and hit the men guarding the
hotel owner and hisfamily. The thugs and bullyboys didn't even try to make afight of it. They knew
professiond 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'tin notimeat all. And as quickly asthat, it wasall
over. The hote owner shook Douglas and Stuart by the hand, again and again, babbling hisrdlief and
thanks. Hiswife 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 dso aclear dement of surprisein the applause. Heroes were rare in the Rookery at the best
of times, which these most definitely werentt.

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'stime to wake up
and get involved again. For better or worse, the rebellion arts here.”

Nina shrieked with delight, and did her happy danceright therein the street, 'Yes! Yes! An exclusive for
the new news site!’

Back in their room, sat around the table with their masks off, Douglas and Stuart and Nina plotted



revolution. They al spoke loudly, interrupting and cutting each other off, their faces flushed
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will) exalemeMI and anticipation. They al fel moredivellum Ilicy luul inmonths

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

'l thought I'd take al the people here in the Rookery and raisethem up into an army | can set at Finn's
throat, said Douglas. 'Not |he best materid, I'll admit, but you work with what's availablet. So; I'll talk to
them, ingpire them, fire up a sense of grievance nnd injustice, and then whip them into afury and—'

'Never work,' Ninasaid flatly. 'In the whole history of the Rookery, no one's ever been ableto get al of
them to agree on anything. That's why most of them came herein thefirgt place; becausetli<\ couldn't
get onwith anyonedse’

'She may beloud and irritating, but she has apoint/ said StUfli i 'Nothing lessthan afull-scale invasion of
the Rookery by Finn army would ever unite these people into acommon eouse, AH.l Finn'sfar too
smart to do that. He knows dl he hasto do iswait, (tinl they'll turn on each other.’

'‘Aninvasion. ./ said Douglas. That'swhat we need, rig I" 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
gart with Random's Bastards. They're tht celebrities of this gppalling place. They're fashion setters, trend
setters, where they lead, otherswill follow.

'Y es, they're celebritied/ said Stuart. 'And that's why they i' never going to follow two masked bravos
from nowhere. Wen good fighters, and perhaps even local heroes now, but so arc mowl « >i the
Bagtards. All they care about isfame and money, and we can i offer them either.’

They care about who they are/ Douglas said dowly. 'Mort importantly, they care about who their
ancestor was. (iive them achance to be heroes and legends like the glorious Jack K.mdnm, givethem a
chanceto follow an outlawed King into battle .i"lns! acorrupt Emperor ... to live the lives they've only
drcdinnl about . . .

'Douglas, you cant!" said Nina. Trust me, dear, thisisare.lly h.id idea. Y ou show the Bastards your resl
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, | 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
putting these scumbags behind

bars?

"The enemy of my enemy ismy dly, if not my friend, Douglas said calmly. 'We just have to demondtrate
to the Bastards that Finn is much more of athreat to them than they redise, and that were the only
people who can lead arebellion againgt him. I've dways found inspired self-interest to be agreat
motivator.'

'Y ou'll be adead motivator the moment you take your mask off,’



growled Stuart.

'We are going to see the Bastards,' Douglas said firmly. 'Have
faith, my children.’

'I'mtaking my redlly big gun, said Nina. 'And my best pair of
running shoes'

So, afew dayslater, 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 afew aien hybrids, who claimed to be descendants of the
legendary professiond rebel Jack Random, aways came together once amonth to boast and brag about
al the marvellous things they'd done, and arguefiercely over their various claimsto lines of descent from
Jack Random. Their favoured rendezvous was a squdid little tavern down on Hell Street: the Three
Cripples. An appdling placein practicaly 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 Ninalooked distastefully at the stained walls and dumping 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 dready packed wall to wall, and the bouncer at the door tried to glare
them away. Ninashowed him her redlly big gun, and the bouncer decided there was room for just afew
more after al.

Insde, the smell was actudly worsg, if anything. The air wasthick with asmog of variousillega smokes,
and therewasn't achair 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

waitresseswere dl [VUule-l.iines (a popular clone franchise knock-off), and they circulated ,is hed they
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 atention? said Stuart, shouting right into Douglass ear.
‘Same way we did with de Rack,’ said Douglas. ‘Nina, If you wouldn't mind . . .

Ninadidnt mind at dl. Grinning broadly, she kicked afew peopU in the shinsto make some room,
raised her very big gun and bif 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. Douglasjumped up on to tin nearest table and smiled camly about him.

'Everyonerelax, it'snot araid. 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 ahero, alegend, dnd you're reduced to hiding out in the Rookery, denied your tflIf destiny, unable to
fulfil your potential. Unable to prove yoursaves worthy of the legend of Jack Random. I've cometo
show you A wny out. A way to change your livesfor ever.'



And hetook off hisleather face mask. For along moment no one’ moved, held in ashocked silence, and
then agreat roar went tip from the crowd as they recognised Douglas Campbell. One thought wasin al
their minds as they looked on the ex-Paragon and ex-King, and that thought was Moneyl Themassve
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, smadler reward on Stuart's head. Finn could be sentimentd that way,
somelmev He didn't want Stuart to fed left out.)

The whole crowd looked at Douglas with hungry eyes, and | lien surged forward as oneto drag him
down. Stuart and Nina defended both sides of the table with kicks and punches and the occasiona
head-butt, Ninain particular proved especidly adept at dirty fight i tig.
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Douglas|ooked calmly out over the uproar, not even bothering to draw his sword or his gun, even when
the clutching hands came very closeto hislegs. Heraised hisvoice again, and dmost despite themselves,
the Bastards quietened to hear what he had to say. He was Douglas Campbell after all, and his reputation
went before him.

Y ou must know my friendsand | will kill ahell of alot of you before you can drag usdown. | wasa
Paragon and awarrior long before | was aKing. My friends are warriorstoo. Y ou're ready to fight and
die for money, but not for your freedom? What would Jack Random think of that? He wasthe
professiona rebe; youre just professiona lowlifes. And not very successful ones, of late. Either you find
the gutsto fight back against Finn's unjust rule, or pretty soon there won't be any Random's Bastards.
Hell pick you off one by one, and your headswill decorate rows of spikes outside the Palace asan
exampleto others. And Jack Random's extended line will die with you. | never gave you any reason to
loveme, but at least | respected you. Finn'slaw isharsher on you than | ever was. Hell kill you dll,
because of the legacy of freedom and justice you represent. Y our only hopeliesin rebellion, and for that
you need aleader everyonewill follow. And that'sme.’

A dow 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.

"Y ou have to do this," said Douglas, and the muttering stopped at once. They were al listening now. Y ou
haveto doit, for your pride and your freedom. | know there have been uprisings before, and Finn
stamped them out with crudl, terrible tactics. He doesn't have to care about being popular any more. But
those earlier rebel s were abunch of amateurs. No common cause, no discipline, no leader. You areall
practical, professiond rebels, and practised fighters, and . . . you have meto lead you. Y ou only haveto
look around you to see what the world has become; what the Rookery has become. Y ou were aways
rogues, but you had your pride. Now ook at you; reduced to preying on each other for pocket change.
Y ou don't haveto belikethis. Y ou don't haveto livelikethis. Y ou are Jack Random's legacy, apart of
the legacy of the great Rebellion, of Owen Deathstalker and hisalies. And now the time has come for
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you lo beworthy of (hem, Don't wail lor the Duninda to send hisliin.ilicsin hereto clear the place out; be
the rebels you were horn to be. Rise up!”

And Random's Bastards roared their gpprova and cheered him (ill the room rang with the power of it.
Stuart and Nina.couldn't believeit, Il.irdeiied crimindswho'd stedl the gold teeth from their deeping
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 ,11K!
more than ready for alittle action, but Douglas had offered | hem their pride back again, and maybe, just
maybe, there was soim of Jack Random in them after dll.

Douglas got down off histable, and introduced Stuart Lennox am! NinaMalapert to the crowd. The
Bastards nodded respectfully 1o (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>' inspirationd with the practical. Declaring
arebelion wasdl ve wdl, 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 weretill <Jiiick to reassure
him that there were |ots of peoplein the Knokri \ who hated the way things were, and were only waiting
lo beglvm 1 focus and aleader. They wanted their old deviouslife h.uk, »niii were ready to fight for it.
The Rookery had aways been lull d lighters. They would follow Douglas because they knew him, rtn
Paragon and as aKing, and as one of them, brought low by 111 hated Finn Durandal.

More mesetings followed, at carefully chosen venues all acrosstli< Rookery, followed by openralies
attended by first hundredsfliiii then thousands of eeger listeners. Everyone wanted to hear Doiigln-speek,
asherdlied and cgoled and inspired them with ihunderliir words and the power of asimple truth: that
they had the pown lo changetheir lives, if they were only strong enough to sd/,c I, 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 findly he ood on asmple stagein <in oprn
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square, facing hundreds of thousands of eager listeners, and he
knew it wastime.

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

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

of the Endlessl And finally dl of Logres! ‘Becauseif not us, then who? And after that the cheersand
roars of gpprova and determination

were so loud, Finn must have heard them, even in the dark heart of
his usurped Palace.

Onemanin particular fet hislife change for ever, when he saw Douglas Campbe| reved histrue identity
inthe Three Cripples, that first night: Tel Markham, who had once been aMember of Parliament and a
mover and ashaker in any number of secret organisations, but who now washed dishesfor aliving inthe
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 werefilthy rags, and he dept in adoss house, standing up in aline of
men supported by ropes under their arms. The doss-house owners packed them in, for grester profit,
and often the shared warmth of the packed bodieswas dl that kept the deepers dive through the cold



nights

Td received asmdl 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 adisgrace, she said, and he
had failed to look after his brother Angelo. (Held aways been her favourite.) It had been Td'srefusal to
murder his brother on Finn's ordersthat had brought him low. Tel was aware of theirony, but he didn't
have much use for humour these days. His mother's money kept him dive, just. He had to stay dive.
There , were people he had to be revenged upon.

Seeing Douglas dive hed filled him with new hope. Hefollowed | he Campbell from rdly toraly, lisening
to the man speak, and w.ili'hing the crowds. He needed to be sure Douglas was the redl thing. And
findly, when he heard the crowd roar at thet last greet i.illy, he hugged himself tightly in hisrags, and
laughed and |.mghed. He decided it was time to introduce himself. He went to |he Lantern Lodge hotel
one evening, dipping in through the kitchens because there was no way they'd let thelikes of himin\
through the front door. There were guards posted, but he dodged them easily enough, and sneaked up
the back stairsto Douglass \roorn. And then he hesitated at the door, afraid to knock. Hed falen 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 Douglasreact to | his
shrunken thing of rags and tatters at hisdoor? Te shuffled hisfeet uncertainly, raised his hand to knock
and then let it fall again. He started to turn away, when the door swung suddenly open, and alargefist
grabbed him by the shoulder of hisfilthy tunic and dragged himinside.

Told you | 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. | just hope my inoculations are still working.'

Hethrust Tel forward on to his knees before Douglas, and ostentatioudy wiped hishand on hisarseto
cleanit. An unexpected surge of pride brought Tel's head up.

'l am no spy or informer! Finn has no greater enemy than mi'! | came hereto offer you my services!'

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

fasticioudy.

"Y ou don't recognise me," said Tel, hiseyesfixed on Douglas. 'Hell, | 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 aknife against histhroat. '"Markham!" he spat.
'One of Finn's creatures, then and now! Oh God is good, now and again, delivering our enemiesinto our
hands. Move your boots back, Douglas. Y ou don't want to get blood al over them when | kill him.'

'Wait! Wall!" 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 meto kill my brother Angelo, but | refused, so he turned on me. | had to run here, leaving
everything behind, just to save my life. And then hekilled Angelo anyway, so it wasdl for nothing after
al. No onein thisroom has a better cause to hate Finn Durandal than me!’

'Don't put money onit,’ said Stuart.
'Why should wetrust you? said Douglas. He seemed genuinely curious.

'Y ou shouldn't/ said Td, Hill acutely aware of the knife at histhroat. "Y ou shouldn't trust anyonein the



Rookery. Finn seeded the whole place with his peoplelong ago. But | know his secrets. | can identify his
traitors, tell you of hisplans. Y ou only think you know how evil heis. Y ou have no ideaof who hisalies
redly are, and the terrible things he intends to do. Y ou need to know what | know. Keep me around. |
can be useful. Inthe end, you'l learn to trust me. I'll advise you, follow you, fight beside you.'

'Why? said Douglas.
‘Because Finn killed my brother.'

'Ah,' said Douglas. "Y es. Family obligations. | know al aout those." He nodded to Stuart, who
reluctantly took hisknife away from Td'sthroat.

Tel rose dowly to hisfeet, awkwardly conscious of what aragged and filthy picture he presented. It had
been along 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 adump likethisis
something of an achievement. If you're going to spend any time with us, you need to take a bath.
Urgently. Theresatin bath on the ground floor. Tell the owner | said you could useit, and that he'd
better scour and disinfect it afterwards. Hell, scrub it out yourself! We dl have to use the bloody thing.
God, sometimes | think I'm only fighting this rebellion for areturn to decent plumbing.’

‘Fra thingsfird,' said Td, just alittle diffidently. 'I belong to the landlord of the Three Cripples. He owns
my contract. | can't work for anyone e se unlessyou buy me out. | shouldn't even be here, redlly, even if
itisonwhat | laughingly refer to asmy owntime.

‘Savery'sillegd,' said Douglas. 'Even in the Rookery.' ‘Lot you know,' said Tel Markham.
Stuart sighed heavily. 'l guess|'d better pay another visit to the Three Cripples!
'Y ou do that,' said Nina. 'And | think I'll force open the window while you're gone.

In the end, both Douglas and Stuart went with Tel to the tavern Douglas talked to the landlord, and
offered the man afair sumi<> release Te from his contract. Thelandlord, 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 bresk the contr.nl. Sn Douglas knocked
him on hisarse, right therein front of hise lomers. Savery isillegal, he declared loudly. As of right
bloody now, Y ou know,' said Tel, asthey walked out of the tavern, 'that i going to be aterribly popular
sentiment in some parts of the Rookery. The tradition of indentured servitude goes back along lime here!’

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

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

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

He bowed courteoudy 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'llellii'in with rheiorir. Y ou know,
thingswere<i lot

easer when | ill had Anneto write my speechesfor me. Look; what mattersis getting the rebellion
started. We can argue about what it'sfor after we've won/

Those sound an awful lot like famouslast wordsto me/ said Stuart, and Tel nodded solemnly.

'l wonder if Owen had these problems/ Douglas said wistfully. They trudged aong, Tel hanging back just
alittle. He had clean clothes now, and could stand to be downwind of himsdlf &t last, but he still didn't
fed 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 dow coming back. HEd spent most of the past few days
rehearsng in hismind al that he remembered of Finn's plans and secrets and vulnerabilities. He could
name awhole shitload of traitors, double agents and deep-cover degpersin 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 Campbd|'s staff, so that when the
rebellion was over and Douglas returned to power, Te Markham wouldn't be left behind in the poverty
he'd so narrowly escaped. For T, Douglas Campbell was arising star; someone whose coat-tails he
could ride to security, if not glory. He needed to be secure, to launch hisrevenges.

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

'We are going to the alien sector/ said Douglas. ‘Ninais meeting us there. She's made contact with avery
useful dien hybrid called Nikki Sixteen, who claims she can get us an audience with the leeders of the
alien presence herein the Rookery/

Stuart sniffed. 'Are there enough of them hereto makeit
worthwhile?

'Oh, you'd be surprised at the size of the Rookery's dien contingent/ Tel said immediately, seizing the
chance to show off hislocd knowledge. 'All kinds of diens and hybrids end up here, for al 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
aways been a cosmopolitan kind of place, and very
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tolrianl when it romcsto unnatural vices. Y ou wouldn't hclirve what SOUK' of these diens gt't up to/
'Yes| bloody would/ said Stuart. 'Nothing about this place surprises me any more/

'Some of the diens 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 individuas. Being part of a
rebellion to overthrow Finn and his xenophobic alies could go along way towards buying them aticket
home again. But you're going to have to be very careful, Douglas, dl these different species have their
own needs and agendas, and they'll only go dong with you for aslong as your needs coincide with theirs.
Right now, al you havein common isahatred of the Emperor/

‘Right now, that's enough/ said Dougllas.



The meeting place turned out to be an abandoned, boarded-up swimming baths, in agrimy, especialy
run-down area of the Rook-rry. The chipped and stained walls were covered with sprawling dien graffiti,
in adozen different pictographs. Douglas could reid H lew of them, and was sure Finn's mother had
never done any such thing. Ninawas sheltering in the recessed doorway, wrapped In aheavy 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 Il isn't crawling with muggersis because something's been eating them,
and | don't know what the smell isbut | just know it's going to take agesto get it out of my clothes. And
watch where you treid, because things go eek if you don't, and | redlly hope they're only rats. Nikki
Sixteen brought me here, and then couldn't leave fit enough, which tellsyou al you need to know about
thisarea, |) weredly have to be here, Douglas sweetie?

'Y e5/ Douglas studied the door behind her. The swimming hath had been in agood location once, back
when there had still been prosperous placesto live in the Rookery. Back then, the baths hail been the
centre of what passed for polite society. And while the? building as awhole might be crumbling and the
windows boarded over, the main door was asingle great dab of veined marble, held shut by heavy
lengths of stedl chain, with massive padlocks. The padlocks hung open, showing they were expected, if
not necessarily welcome, but clearly the alienstook their security very serioudy.
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Douglas gestured lor Ninato s.iiul .isule. ,nul *,he -.lIepped rrhu t.inlly out into the rain. Stuart moved
quickly forward to block Dougl.i

way.

'l gofirst, Douglas. Always. Now you're the leader of the rebellion, I'm alot more expendable than you
ae/

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

'I fill get to stand between you and al danger, your magesty. So hold your ground here, while | open the
door and then throw Tel in to check for traps and ambushes/

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

funny?

'l think it'sabloody good idea," said Nina. ‘| never trusted yon, even when you were just a politician.
Y ou've got shifty eyes/

Stuart pushed the door dowly inwards, and the hanging chainsrattled loudly. A cloud of stinking steam
wafted out that had them .ill wineing <md pulling faces. The steam curled dowly around them, moist iind
heavy and unpleasantly warm. It was rank with unfamil i,ii e ementsthat brought tearsto 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.

'No one around. The lighting gets better as you go further in, bin the seam's everywhere. I'd say it was dll
clear, but it manifestly isn't. We're being watched, | can fed it. Thear smdlslikethe Devil'sarmpit, but it
seems breathable enough. There are freshly daubed signs on the wallsto point the way. It's not too late
toi.ill thisoff, Douglas. These diens have no causeto like or trust himuir. any more. Especialy not aKing
who in the end couldn't proid i



thenv

"That'snot fair!" said Nina

'Yesitis,' said Douglas. '| wastheir King too. It wasmy job m
protect them/

Ninascowled unhappily, and looked back at Stuart. 'Nikki there'd be someonein there waiting to meet
ud

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

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

He alowed Stuart to lead the way back in, but wouldn't lei him
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somefungd, al of them glistening wely from the steam. And afew shapes so frankly nightmarish even

Douglas couldn't stand to look at them for long. Some held edged weapons, some carried energy guns,
aong with asprinkling of devicesthat Douglas couldn't recognise. For along time, the humans and the
aliensjust stood and looked at each other.

'I have never fet so unwelcomein my lifel breathed Nina. '‘And I've been around.’

'Y ou are our guests,' said aroughly humanoid shape, moving forward through the steam to stand before
them. It was covered in overlapping silver scales, like abody armour, even the e ongated head. Crimson
eyes burned baefully behind the silver helm. 'I am Toch'Kra, of the Maggara. | spesk for the community.
Which one of you isKing Douglas?

"That would be me," said Douglas, pushing Stuart gently but firmly to one side. 'Nice place you have here.
Very ... moig. Ingenious use of the poal, to help with gravity.'

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

It'sdl right,’ said Nina. "We're not stopping.'
'l was once King,' said Douglas. 'But Finn stole my Throne. Now | am a hunted fugitive like yoursalves.'

‘Not quite like us, human King. Y ou 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 bdieved 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 astrophies.’

'I'm sure held like to do the sameto me, if he could,’ said Douglas. "We have acommon enemy. I'm here
to suggest an dliance againgt 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.

'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 ahogtile
environment. And some are Smply withering, so far from home or hope or sanity. Mogt of the support
tech designed to maintain us here had to be abandoned when we fled our Embassies. Why have you
cometo us, human King?Y ou have your own people to fight your battles. Most of us couldn't survive
outsdethesewals!

'I'm here because you are my people too, and | won't abandon you,' said Douglas. Thisisyour rebellion
as much as ours. Finn must be brought down, and the old order returned, and for that I'm going to need
al thehdp| can get. Nina. Nina

'Oh! Yed!' Ninatore her gaze away front the long crooked shape moving dowly across the celling,
leaving ashiny trail behind it, and concentrated on Toch'Kra. 'I'm setting up arogue 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 alowed offworld. And thereisthe congtant threat of the Transmutation Engines. We



dare not move openly until Finn's power has been clearly broken. We have learned to be practicd and
paranoid through our contact with Humanity.'

'Don't blame usdl for Finn'sactions,' said Stuart. 'l don't think heis human any more. If he ever was!'

'Fight beside us,' said Douglas. 'Set an example for your peoplesto follow. Take revenge for what has
been doneto you. After dl; what have you got to lose? Whatever happensin the rebellion, it's got to be
better than hiding out here and dying by inches:!’

True,' said the dlien, 'our life hereis 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. Y ou swore to protect us.
Y ou failed. Why should we listen to you now?

‘Back then, | couldn't even protect mysdlf,’ said Douglas. 'l wasjust aman on aThrone, betrayed by
people| had every reason to trust. Things are different now. | have a cause, and an army, and you can
be a part of that. Revenge can soothe many an old hurt.’

The dien studied him for along moment with its unreadable slver face, and then it turned away to talk
with the others, inthe
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pool and out. The untrandated barks and squedls of dien speech filled the seamy air. Eventudly
Toch'Kraturned back to face the humans.

'Even if wewerewilling to fight, what help could we be, when most of us couldn't survivein your
environment?

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

There are many species here/ said Toch'Kra "We do not al share the same godl's, ways or even the
same concepts. Most of us are as alien to each other aswe are to you. But we will discuss the matter.
Many of usunderstand, or have learned, the need for revenge. | think, when the discussionisover . . .
wewill follow you, King Douglas'

There wasn't really much |eft to say after that, so Douglas bowed courteoudy to Toch’Kra, and then to
the poal, and led his party back out of the baths. Behind them rose the sound of loud debate, in adozen
inhuman languages. Nina shuddered briefly.

'l swear, | 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 averson meme, so that everyone elselooked everywhere else
except at her. She passed agaggle of Church Militant peacekeepers, bored and looking for trouble with
maliceinther eyes, and Dianawas tempted to do something hilarioudy appalling to them, but reuctantly
decided not to. She didn't want to attract attention. Not yet, anyway. The city wasn't how she



remembered it at al, and she didn't carefor the fed of the sireets. There was an overlying pall of gloom,
fear, pain and

82
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 shewas used toiili.it. Thefew
representations she'd seen of herself had been nothing short of laughable. Sheld never had that big a bust
in her life. She Sghed quietly, remembering. It had been along time since she and Jack and Ruby had
boarded the old Desthstalker Standing, the .indent stone castle that was aso astarship, to go into one
last desperate battle against the armies of Shub, and then the massed | oices of the Recreated. And along,
long time since shed found them lying together, stone cold dead on the cold stonefloor, Sde by Sde as
they had beenin life. Forensic evidence suggested they'd murdered each other, but DianaVertue
suppressed that. The people didn't need to know everything about their heroes.

She amiled briefly. Sheld never thought sheld miss the blustering old rogue and the cold-hearted bounty
hunter, but they had both done amazing thingsin their time. People these days seemed . . . smdler,
somehow. Less colourful. She concentrated, and arain of rose petasfell slently upon the statues. And
then shelooked round sharply as her open mind seemed to catch an echo of an old familiar presence, a
sense of power upon theair, not long ago at al. '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 alesser place because of it. Sheld dways admired the Deathstalker, with his
honour and his courage and hisdry, sardonic wit. She never told him that, of course. She didn't want him
to get big-headed. But after he was gone, shewished . . . she wished she could have just sat down with
him, once, and talked. She liked to think they would have had alot in common. She missed him; but then,
S0 did everyone.

She could still remember the powerful inhuman Voice, coming from everywhere and nowhere, to tell
them al 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. HEd made winning possible. Even though hed dways known heroes
died young and bloody and far from home.

Andyet . . . hispresence seemed to permeste 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
risng. She'd found away back from the dead; maybe he had too. The Deathstalker had always been a
onefor pulling amiracle out of the hat a the last possible moment. Sheleft the Victory Gardensand
headed for the Rookery again, and her heart and her step were alot lighter. She felt better about the day,
and her mission. She was going to hook up with Douglas Campbel | and lead him back to grestness. He
needed her. Evenif he didn't know it yet.

The overpowering pressure of the city's oppressed minds still hung about her like adark cloud, but Diana
Vertue waslearning 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. EIf had been a proud namein her time, aforce for justice, and Diana hated



these new ELFsal the more for making the name an obscenity. She could sensethrals everywhere,
human minds suppressed and silently screaming, so the EL Fs could run their bodies from a distance.
Sheld expected that, but the sheer numbers staggered her. She was pretty sure the Emperor Finn didn't
know there were this many thralsin his capitd city. Maybe she should send him anote.

It was clear shed come back from the dead not amoment too soon. The EL Fs 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, aswell. 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 astore and studied the display of vidscreensinterestedly asthe regular (approved by Finn)
news channel was shouldered aside by arogue news broadcast from the Rookery. NinaMalapert's
beaming face replaced the meaningless smile of the regular newscaster, and her voice rang out clear and

happy and entirely unworried; like a bregth of fresh air in adaughterhouse.

'Hello again, sweeties! I1t's NinaMalapert back again, the voice and face of the coming rebellion! Guess
what? King Douglasis back, and boy ishe 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 especidly in the Parade of the Endless. The rebellion is under way,
that's officia, and you heard it herefirst! And now, heres awhole bunch of news storiesthat Finn and his
creatures don't want you to know about.'

There then followed along 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 storiesfollowed, about al 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 generd ineptitude of Finn'srule. Dianawasjust Sarting to enjoy hersef when Ninasface
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 Camphbell had findly got off hisregd arse, and was back in action again.
Sheld been wondering whether sheld 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, shed
never hestated to do the necessary thing, no matter how distasteful, or who might get hurt; including
hersdf. She had learned her lessonswell, in the old Empire torture cells of Silo Nine, so known as
Wormboy Hell.

The rebdlion needed afigurehead, and sheld known it couldn't be her. She might be an officia legend,
but people needed aleader (hey could fee 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 afighter, 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

the Church Militant gu.mls on duly didn't even ny o stop her. She dropped her aversion memr lo dilow
hersdlf to be seen, and her power crackled on the air around her. The guards couldn't run away fast
enough. Some were even crossing themsalves as they ran. Quite afew innocent citizens aso took to their
hedls, on both sides of the border. Diana V ertue smiled. It was good to know she could still make an
impression. She stopped and looked around her.

She needed to make adifferent kind of impression now. Something dramatic, to announce the return of
an old legend. It took her only amoment to reach out with her mind and find an ELF thral: a nondescript



little man lurking inconspicuoudy in adoorway. Dianawaked right up to him, froze hislegswhen 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. Hetried to babble his thanks, tears running down his cheeks, but Diana had no timefor that. More
thralswere coming. She could fed them dl around her, their thoughts buzzing like angry waspsfrom a
disturbed nest. There were lots and lots of them, heading right for her. Diana smiled. Shewasjust in the
mood for agood workout.

Possessed men and women came running at her from al directions, their faces twisted with the rage and
passions of the possessing minds. Some had edged wegpons, some had only their bare hands, but they
al 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 dmaost upon her, and then summoned
up her power. Psionic energies surged and crackled in the street around her, and her presence flowered
like arose 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
astanddtill. She had been betrayed and murdered, lived on in the oversoul, and now was back again; to
dedl with unfinished business. Let thethrals come. Let them al come. She was Diana Vertue, her time
come round again, and she would show these miserable new EL Fswhat power redly was.

Only she never got the chance. The thralls came charging down
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thedrtri, diui boiled out of the Sde dleysto surround her. They iLillrd 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 aprotective circle around Diang, lightning crackling inihcii lunds. They wore black
rosesinther hair, and tribal patterns p.iinted on their faces. They each struck the same impressive pose
Jiul glared haughtily at the sunned thralls. They gestured grandly, ,iiid apsistorm of exploding energies
roared up and down the stnvi picking up thralls and throwing them away, tossing the helpi bodies around
likerag 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 amost contemptuoudly, ,in<I the possessng minds were
thrust out of their stolen bodies, and seni howling off into the night.

The psistorm dowly abated, and the air grew settled again. Up .in.I down the long street, over ahundred
men and women sat shaking and crying and holding each other, free at last. The air had that dr.iu.
focused fedling that follows athunderstorm. The twelve young women turned as oneto face Diana
Vertue. They weredl grinning broadly and looking very pleased with themselves. Diananodded dowly.

‘All right; I'm officidly impressed. Now who the hell are you? One of the women stepped forward. 'l am
Alessandra Duquesnr, and we are the Psycho Suts! 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 amoment to get her breath, and Diana cut in quickly.
She knew along 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. | thought you al left with New Hope, inthe Icarus
Working, and were on your way to Mistworld?

The Psycho Suts exchanged smug glances, and sniggered amongst themselves. 'We never really got on
with the oversoul,’ said Alessandra. 'We were dways far too individua, and proud of it, to settle



comfortably into the Massmind. Weleft 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 dways been arogue esper presence here; minds too crooked or strange for the Mass-mind. We
fitinjust fine. We earn our keep sniffing out thralls and blasting them free, but we've never seen so many
in one place before! They redly do want you dead, don't they?

'What do you want with me? Dianasaid bluntly.

The Psycho Slutslooked at each other, caught off guard. 'Well/ said Alessandra, ‘we want to be your
army! We aways 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! Therebellion starts herel Well, actudly, it's already started, and Douglas
Campbell isleading it, but of course now that you're back—'

'No,' Dianasaid immediately. 'The Campbell isKing. He leads. | came here to support him, and if you
want to work with me, so will you.'

The Psycho Suts considered this, and then shrugged, pretty much in unison. Dianalooked 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 abunch of wannabe loose cannons, but they'd probably
do lessdamage to the cause in thelong run if she kept them where she could keep an eye on them. So it
seemed she had her own persond army, whether she wanted one or not. She wondered fleetingly if
Owen ever had to cope with problemslike this. Still; she was glad she had something to bring to
Douglas, gpart from her own rather controversia legend.

'We know where there are more thrallsl' said Alessandra, amost jumping up and down on the pot in
entirely unsuppressed excitement. 'L et'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.

Dianaand her new-found friends the Psycho Sluts went, eventualy, 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 afew minor
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miracles and wondersto get her due attention, but once people le.ilised she redly waswho she said she
was, they couldn't pass her on last enough. Just as well. No one stopped Diana V ertue when she was on
arall. Douglas, Stuart and Ninamet with her in their hold room, which had somehow become the centre
of rebel operations, despiteits cramped size. The Psycho Suts stood guard outside 1 Indoor, putting the
wind up the regular guards. Everyone had heard ol i lie Psycho Suts, who when they redlly got going
could cause more property damage than an earthquake. There wastak of getting up .1 collection to send
them to help out another planet. Any olhci planet.

Dianastudied the three dubious faces sitting on the opposite Side of the table, and smiled easly. 'Hi, I'm
DianaVertue, and you need my help.’

'Y es,' said Douglas. "When Jenny Psycho appears on the stem people usualy do.’



'l haven't used that namein well over acentury,’ said hun.i giving him one of her best scowls. 'And if
you'rewise, youwon | either. In case you didn't know it, thiswhole areaiis infested wild thrals, reporting
everything you do to the Emperor. Y ou donl li.i\ « strong enough esper minds here to detect them, let
aonedeil wiih them. So, you need me.'

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

They cdl themsdves the Psycho Suts, in honour of me. And no, | didn't get asay in the matter. They're
rogue espers. They memwell.

'Psycho Sluts,' said Nina. 'Doesn't the name aone jus iuspiie confidence?

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

The look on Diana's face madeit clear it wasn't dl 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 wastime for Douglas and his peopleto 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 waked 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 aways near hisgun. Ninafilmed it al with her floating camera, for
later broadcast. Dianaignored the surroundings, conserving her strength. She knew the real trouble
would start at therally, where the EL Fs could do the most damage.

Therally was being held in an open square, and alarge crowd had gathered there to listen to Douglas
Campbell. The Psycho Suts opened up a corridor through the crowd for Douglas to make his entrance,
and he strode briskly through the crowd and legpt up on to the smple 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 cheersto 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'streachery and evil because hed
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 rebdl. Because things were only going to get worse, because aready far too many people
were suffering unjustly, because it wastheir 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
goplauding his every statement asthough it was an article of faith.

The Psycho Suts stood arrayed before and around the stage, defying anyone to get past them, while
Dianamoved unobtrusively through the crowd, quietly noting the location of each and every thrall without
letting them know they'd been spotted. They were gradudly 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 jeersand catcalls. A few tried to shout Douglas down with insults and obscenities. The crowd
around them shifted uneedily, angry but



not yet ready to act themsalves. They looked to Douglasto see wii.il lie would do. And Douglasjust
raised hisvoice, silenced the heckleswith his rough and ready wit, and kept on going. Hed sil Teinl
worsein Parliament.

Thethralsfdl slent, linked minds, and lashed out with acom hined telepathic ondaught, catching
everyone by surprise. Tin 111, weren't usually strong enough to generate their power 1 1 ..... their thrals.
The crowd staggered back and forth, clutching a ihen heads, as arazorstorm of unbearable thoughts
roared inihei MIHI,I Vile sights and sensations overpowered their senses, plunjiinniln minto Hell, and
the EL Fs enjoyed every moment of it. A gioup ol ilu thralls nearest the stage seized the opportunity to
attack | ..... directly, under cover of the confusion. They lunged at him vvnli drawn swords, but Diana had
seen enough. She lashed out with Ini mind, blanketing the whole square, and the telepathic ,111.1. 1 .Imi
off aoruptly asevery snglethrall collgpsed asone. Dianaimm .1 ill. thrals 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 norma, and looked around for iheli savlioui Douglas grinned down at Dianafrom the stage. "All right;
you're hired.'

The Emperor Finn Duranda was not &t al happy aboni bely;; ..... from his deep at such an early hour of
themorning, hui s..... in. only people who had this particular private comm numhe wi niln ELF leeders,
he supposed he'd better answer it. Somehow Injir.i knew it wasn't going to be good news. He sat
dumpedoni In < hisbed, yawning and rubbing at hiseyes, and finaly act nan diln 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 thrals. Even after al thislime, him had no idea
who the ELF leadersreally were; one of the many ilnnj*N that had been bothering him lately. The
possessed face onthe s ..... looked distinctly upset, which pleased Finn somewhat. 11 he W.IMI i having
agood 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 dll recover
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'Who the hell could do Ih<H lo yon.*' siid hiiin.
'Diana Vertue has appeared in tin- Rookery.'

Finn blinked afew times. That'sagood trick/ he said findly. ‘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 Vertueis back, and she has sided with the Campbell. You
should havelet uskill him long ago.’

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

'We can't. Heis protected by Diana Vertue and her army of rogue espers! Already they have cost us
hundreds of thrals. Our presence in the Rookery has been dmost wiped out! Y ou haveto do
something!'

'l am doing something/ said Finn, just alittletestily. 'l never thought you and your thrallswould be enough
to stop Douglas putting together arebellion, once he came out of his sulk. He dways did have away with



words, dong with that damned charismatic personality of his. So I've been preparing my own little army,
to fight specifically in the Rookery. | dwaysknew I'd haveto dedl with the ungrateful little bastards some
day. The Rookery hasfinally become too dangerousto be alowed to exist. I've been reluctant to sign
their death warrant - partly because there was always the chance that 1'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 fireand stedl. | will tear
down the buildings, and raise amountain of skulls/

'Y ou'd better/ said the ELF.

The viewscreen went blank. Finn stuck out histongue at it. He Sghed, stood up and rang for his servants
to comein and dress him. No point in trying to get back to deep now. Not when he had daughter and
devadtation to plan. He ordered a series of callsto his generasin the Church Militant. If he didn't deep
no one else got to deep ather.

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

wor shipped Mini directly, .nut n.iimjl selection .unongihe Li bolstered by numerous purges, had
produced an army of impliK.ihle/.eiloisand fanatica soldiers. They would diefor 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 weaknessesweir not in
them. They gathered at the boundaries of the Rookery jml then marched in by al the entry ways a once,
sanging their awful hymns, and killing everyone they saw. They shot down men women and children, and
cut down those who didn't run awny |.r.i enough. They st fires and planted explosivesin buildings. Their
loi <I had said that not one stone should remain standing upon anoiln-i and not one heathen soul should
be |eft dlive to see the coming d,i> They did not care, or fater. They were doing God'swork, and il I< i
fine, sofine.

Men, women and children lay dead and dying in the streets, .11 id the Church Militant soldiers marched
right over them. Fires burned brightly againgt the dark, and explosions sounded in the nighi like the heavy
footfals of an avenging God. Anywhere esein 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 stuff. Word
passed quickly of theinvasion, and dl too soon the Church Militant advance ground to ahdt in the face
of im placable opposition. Defenders of al ages came running from every direction to block the invaders
way, dl of them armed with some kind of weapon. More people gathered on the roofs, to rain down
debris on the enemy. There were sniperswith energy guns a the-higher windows, and fast-footed youths
darted out of dleyw.iy. with improvised grenades.

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

Douglas, Stuart and Ninaworked tirelesdy through the endless hours of the morning, organising therebel
forces, sending people to fight where they were most needed. Diana V ertue and the Psycho Suts 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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intheir 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 &t last into asingle great force, with asingle aim. The Emperor had
made himsdlf their enemy, athresat to their homes and their lives, and they would never rest again till they
had brought him down. The people surged through the streets, throwing themsalves at the invadersin
wave after wave, howling ahundred different battle-criesin asingle enraged voice: the end result of
generations of having to fight for everything in life. Guns blazed and swords flashed; and the Church
Militant soldiersfell intheir dozens, and then in their hundreds and finaly 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 al in amoment the invasion became arout. The
Church Militant abandoned their wegpons, their orders and their faith in Finn and themsdlves, and in
ragged groups they ran for the Rookery boundaries. Of the tens of thousands of proud and arrogant
zealotswho'd marched into the Rookery, only afew hundred madeit out aive.

NinaMalapert got alot of it on film, and broadcast every bit on her rogue news site, with the tech team
using dl their ingenuity to keep it ontheair for aslong as possible. All over Logres, and on worlds across
the Empire, people watched as Finn's authority was challenged, and thrown back in hisface. They saw
the blood and the bodies, and whole families daughtered by the Church Militant troops, and then they
watched as Douglas Campbell and Stuart Lennox fought back to back againgt impossible odds, and
never had those two |ooked more like heroes.

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

In the Rookery, the people gathered up their dead, treated the wounded as best they could, and put out
thefires. They didn't fed 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 a the boundaries because Douglas
sent messagesto call them back. He knew they weren't ready to go head to head with the full strength of
Finn'sarmies. 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 themsdves united in .111 .idling hunger for revenge.

And onworlds al acrossthe Empire, and most especidly on | .ogres, people contemplated their blank
viewscreens, and reassessed ilie Hmperor Finn and his shock troopsin awhole 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 troopsin citiesal .i« > Logres. It would
take hoursto bring them dl to the Parade <>| ih< landless, and then, who would control the citiesthey
left? Finnli.ul .iittick deds, battle wagons, and even starcruisersat hisdisposil. Inn .ii;,iinit would take
hoursto cdl themin. Finn kicked out .11 H" furniture, and any of his staff who didn't get out of hisWtiy '
enough. He couldn't understand how it had al gone wi< quickly. How arabble of outcasts and criminals
could h.ive \\t\» ¢! out his elite troops o easily.

Douglas. It had to be Douglas.

Finn drove everyone e se out of the comm centre, and i.illell mi i lie ELFsfor help. A large enough army
of thrallsmight yet sivc | 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 dowly in the em; room, histhoughts whirling madly, unableto settle. For Hiei® limein along 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 camed
everyone down as best he « mil.l with soothing words and rousing platitudes, and then he SIIK | 1n-.
head gingerly round the door of the comm centre. | innw.r, Mill Slting in hischair, thinking, ignoring
flashing message lights mi ( misolesdl around him. Joseph decided thiswasn't the moment ininform Finn
that uprisngs were bresking out on pi. HUMS,ill ,u <e tin- Empire, ingpired by what they had seen
happening in tU. Rookery. Joseph gently closed the door, and quietly began gi\ « mdersin Finn's name,
Security people came and went, piiiimr together a depressing picture of what was happening cverywlicie
it

once. Joseph authorised vicious reprisals and clampdowns, but asfast as rebellion was dapped downin
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 EL F |eaders 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 findly 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 cometo
bresk free from Finn, and go their own way.

It was an esper war, fought on menta battlegrounds, largely unnoticed by the rest of theworld at first,
but nonethelessvicious and deadly for al that. The hugethral armies wereliving power sources,
reservoirs of menta energy that both sides could tap into asthey fought their war. Telepathic battles
raged back and forth as minds clashed with minds, on eerie inhuman landscapes crested just for that
purpose. Minds crashed and splintered, and esper attacks sometimes spilled over into the materia world,
in outbreaks of weird westher and probability fluctuations. Psstorms deeted through the surrounding
aress, destroying dl unshielded mindsin 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 finaly the
energies spiralled out of control and blew one whole section of the Parade of the Endless gpart in an
explosion so loud and bright the echoes could befdt al over Logres.

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

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

Finn crushed the uprisings, eventudly. 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 sted, and adow sullen sllencefell acrossthe Empire, every bit of it now under sin. i martid law.
Rebd bodies hung from lamp-postsin their humli. in every city, and heavily armed and armoured troops
walked ilurily streets, looking nervoudy over their shoulders.

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

Finn was more worried about the loss of his ELF dlies. 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
oy organisations were lost without their Idlep.nhi. ,ill\ gained intdligence, Finn told Joseph Wallace that
product i.» « blockers was now to have priority over everything ese, hm rmil,i explain why.
Unfortunately, you couldn't manufacture csp M without the required esper brain-tissues, and the cloning
nl (issues had aways had a high failure rate. So mass prodm n. going to be adow, time-consuming
process. (Josephildivei.-.1 id M message over the comm, from asafe distance. He still didn'i emu 11 ust
Finn'stemper.)

The Emperor had other problemstoo. Hewent to see | luiii iln K.iit, in hisnew laboratory set within the
Paace. (Finnh.nl il. , hi. .(in keep hisremaining alies close a hand, wherever possMr i Tin» w.sonly
one du Katt these days. The Elijahs had tried i<» assrmbll ihrir own power base and anew clone
underground, JM! linn couldn't have that, so he personally shot dl the Elijah tin (

except one. He neither knew nor cared whether theicm.i......p. .in
K.l 11 wasthe origind or not. It didn't really matter.

Ogtensibly Finn was visiting du Kait to discussthe pi.iN. n €. ming esper brain-tissues, but as aways Finn
h.nl .in ul!-ui iiuiiive. The recent uprisings had demondrated very clc.uly ili.n 1" h.ul .1 shortage of
manpower, especialy now henolonge h.nl il iln.illsto hack him up. He needed soldiers, armed men
who wonM ilo what they were told without question. And he didn'i kmil«

limeto find and train and indoctrinate them. So, llienhv.....

sinswer w.istin diniy of clonc-s. To produce such .m .inny would legnitT ahuge protein h.ise, [ull luckily
(herew.isno shail.ip.eul ileul bodieslying .inuinil, just waiting to he put to gooil use. Ami thisnew .inny
would he programmed lo know no Ic.u.m<I

absolutely no independence. They wouldn't turn and run, like those so-called zedlots held sent into the
Rookery. Finn'sblood still boiled at the thought of his men running from abunch of outcasts and cheap
grifters. He would have cheerfully caled in his Fleet and scorched the whole areafrom orbit, but there
was no way of doing that without taking out the whole of the Parade of the Endless. He was till thinking
about it, though.

Finn expounded his plansfor anew clone army a some length to the sole remaining and somewhat
subdued du Katt. He strode up and down between the shining brand-new equipment, hisideas growing
more extravagant by the moment. Du Kait just sat there, shaking his head dowly, until Finntold himto
gop it. Du Katt wrung his hands together in front of him to stop them from trembling.

"To produce the number of clones you require, on the time-scale you propose, presentsuswith . . .
certain difficulties, that no amount of tech or funding will overcome. Y our majesty. The end product will
amogt certainly be ... damaged goods.'

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

'Wdll, your mgesty, the end product will dmost certainly have physica defects, including, but not limited
to, acertain amount of brain damage.’

‘Sounds like aplan to me," said Finn. 'Soldiers too stupid to rebel, and too dumb to do anything but
follow orders. | can live with that. I'll take two million, to begin with. And usethe cell samples| brought
asthe basefor their genetic Structure!’



'Whose cells are they? said du Katt.

'Mine, of course," said Finn. 'l have decided | 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 afather!’

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 agun pointed at the groin can be. And so that
renowned drug-dedler, achemist and complete headcase Dr Happy now worked exclusively for Finn, in
abrand-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

oly (he ML.in hed once IKV11, before hislong sojourn on H.ulen, inihc proximity of ihe Madness Ma/.c.
Bui there was no denying he .nil possessed the most unusud scientific mind in the l-mpire. And ihese d.iys
the good doctor laboured tirdlesdy on asingle project: the lemilding of Anne Barclay.

Anne had been very nearly killed by the wreckage that fell on hei timing Douglas Campbell's daring
escgpe through the roof of the t1Miri. Anyone e se probably would have died, given how long ii look to
get her to aregeneration tank. But the tank kepi | in limering on the edge of death, while Dr Happy
turned histwisted mind lo the problem. Finn had ingtructed Dr Happy to go lo .my lengthsto save Anne,
s0 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 impulseto 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 dso taken in using himsdlf asatest subject for al the new drugs he developed | he
grounds that the only way to fully understand the effedsw.c. \» experience them firg-hand.

One of the drugskilled him. Another brought him back. ()i 5 sdid. Either way, the end result was that Dr
Happy was now .1 walking, rotting corpse, within which hisdowly decaying hi ilium mind misfired from
timeto time. Implanted tech from duhi sources and awhole series of experimental new drugs kept him
going, but hisflesh continued to dowly mummify despite dl his|> effortsto rguvenateit. Dr Happy didn't
care. He savoured ih> sensations of decay through preternaturaly sharpened senses, ,md boasted that
his new outlook on life, or rather deeth, gave him .ill kinds of new insights.

The scene that greeted Finn as he entered the heavily gn.mled laboratory would have shaken and
sckened anyone e se, (iom aready were the days of shining new tech and pristine equipmenl. The
shadowed chamber was packed with anima cages, and 5.ml like adaughterhouse. Experimenta animals
peered dolefully hum the cages, while otherslay scattered acrossthe lab tablesin various states of
completion. Dr Happy had been taking them .ip.irt ,md putting them back together in interesting new
combinations, lo sai-
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what would happen. Mostly they died, but he said he was learning alot in the process.

Finn strode unhurriedly through the lab, peering dubioudy 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 occasiona
pale glimpses of bone showed through. Most of hiswhite hair had fallen out, his sunken eyeswere as
ydlow asurine, and hislips had drawn back from histeeth, turning his permanent smileinto arictus. He
moved in sudden darting flurries, never till for amoment, filled with someterrible, remorsdess energy.

'S0 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, | never expected it to work. The other head was just awhim.



Y ou've cometo see Anne, | presume? Y es, yes, | know, no timefor chat. | see ghosts, you know.'
Finn paused, and looked at Dr Happy. Thiswas anew turn. ‘Ghosts? he said carefully.

'Oh yes. Spirits of the dead, restless souls of the departed, that sort of thing.' Dr Happy spunround in a
circle, flapping his bony hands as though shooing things away. They're aways floating round the [ab,
getting in the way. Pestering me, when | have better thingsto do." He looked fixedly a nothing for along
interva, his head cocked on one side. They're quigt, for the moment. | think you frighten them. I'm pretty
sure some of them are people | came back from Haden with. Y ou remember,’

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

'It'snot my fault they weren't strong enough to tolerate the miracles | fed them! | would have made them
superhuman if they hadn't dl died on me. People have no saminathese days. | blame late toilet-training
myself. Y ou don't think they blame mefor their deaths, do you? How very unfair. But you're hereto see
Anne, aren't you? Come and see, come and see. I've made such marvellous progress since you were last
here. Y ou 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 hislab. He was heading towards the living quarters at the back, but he kept
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being distracted by various chemicd digtillations and computer displays. He gave his gene-splicer an
encouraging pat in passing, ,iiid beckoned imperioudy for Finn to follow him. Finn sighed, and did so.
The line between genius and madness was thin enough &t | lie best of times, and being dead probably
didn't help. Hefollowed In Nappy on hiserratic journey, pausing now and then when the good doctor
stopped to talk to people who weren't there. More <>| lir. ghosts, presumably. Finn tried hard to see
something, but conldn’i Me hated to miss out on things. Dr Happy whirled round abruptly i» lace Finn.

‘Now thisisinteresting! This spirit clamsto be you, come b.n k in lime from the future, after you died. I'd
probably be ableto mul< i stand him better if he didn't have hishead under hisarm.’

Finn made amenta note to get as much work out of Dr N,ifi[>\ .r. lie could while he till 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. Il nare still attached, see? And the Boost is
going very well, th.ink yn I've already produced a viable prototype, and given it to Ann

'Y ou've done what? Finn said sharply. 1 told you | wanted (e it myself first.'

Dr Happy looked at him with his sunken eyes, and twiu lied hi* iff fingers nervoudy. Therewasnotime,
no time! Annenn .(* i my Boog, if shewas going to hold together. Y ou have to n-memix i most of what
I've doneto her isextremely experiment.il. No nm else could have kept her dliveaslong as|. I've used
old Il.-idrnin.in lech, Wampyr tech, and even some new optionsthat c.une D MM during my timewith
the Maze. | had no choice but to m.ikr Ini into acyborg, after the gppaling damage she suffered.’ lie p.m
consdering. ‘| have to admit, I'm not always sure how or even wli> some of it works, but we learn by
doing, after dl. Still; tech impl.mr miracle potions and my loving care can only do so much. Olicntin very
thingsthat keep her dive are at war with each othrr in Ini poor abused body. The Boost should make dll
thediliercn. v [hi the highest hopesfor it. Come and see, come and see!’

He pottered off again, and Finn followed him to thekick ol iln lab. Theliving quarters were separated



from therest of thel.ih I>y .1 single door of solid stedl. It remained locked at al times, ,istnu.li 1D keep
Annein aseveryone ese out. Dr Happy spoke hisn.iineinio
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the voice lock, and the door ground dowly open. Beyond it lay a comfortable enough room, with every
amenity but no windows. Anne was standing before the full-length mirror, studying hersdf -her new sdif,
or what had been doneto it in the name of surviva. Finn had offered to remove the mirror, on the
groundsthat 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 dtill learning how to walk and move smoothly in her new, atered form.
She wore no clothing, so she could see hersalf 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 adight hunched look. Her body bulged in wrong places, to contain
everything that had been put into it. Long raised edges of scar tissuetrailed paths al over her body, like
the map of anew routeinto Hell. She moved jerkily, without grace, and often her hands broke things
without meaning to. Sometimes, too, she broke things ddiberately, 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 aharsh painful buzz. She didn't look away from the
mirror reflection when Finn entered, but when she spoke it wasfor him.

'l was beautiful for such ashort time; | wish I'd enjoyed it more. Still, at least now the outside finally
matchestheinside’

'Y ou've been brooding again, haven't you? said Finn. "What have | told you about that? Y ou have
nothing to blame yourself for. Besdes, beauty isin the eye of the beholder.’

Annetried something like asmile. 'It takes one monster to gppreciate another. There's something new in
me now, isn't there? 'Yes,' said Finn. 'It'savariant on the old Deathstalker Boogt. It will make you
stronger, faster, and hopefully alittle more stable.’

Anneturned with awkward suddennessto face him. 'Yes. | canfed it, likelightninginmy veins. | fed ...
strong. | could probably knock down that stupid door of yours now, if | wanted. But where would | go?
| don't deep any more, you know. | don't need to. Just aswell, redlly. | had bad dreams.’

'Youredive,' sad Finn. 'l promised you | wouldn't let you die.' 'My Boost is actualy an improvement on
what the origind was

«.imposed lo be! siid I)r Happy, tottering in circlesaround Anne, .MM! i milling hisstill lingers over the
it givesyou. My dear, you are practically superhuman. Of utilise, my Boost does have aregrettable
tendency to burn up the host body, hence the new flush to the skin, but the varioustechiiiiipl.inls should
balance that out.' 'How long will shelast? said Finn.

Di H.ippy shrugged jerkily. 'How long have any of usgot? Shéll i e Liinly outlast me. And you too, if
your ghost isto be believed.’

'Why have you done dl this? said Anne, saring at Finn with Ini );olden Hadenman eyes. 'Why isit so
important to you that | live.'

"To prove that even mongters aren't mongtersdl of thetime/ -..n.l | inn.



'l miss James,’ said Anne. 'l want James. Make me another/ Him frowned. 'l think the people would
know hewasaclonethislime.

'Not for them. Make another Jamesfor me/ 'I'll ssewhat | can do/ Finn lied. He was wise enough to
know i h.iit Anne needed areason to go on living, but till selfish enough lo vv.iul that reason to be him. A
part of him was quietly sad thiii dit couldn't see the lengths hed goneto, just for her.

I'mtired/ said Anne. Tired of the pain, of the changes. Of not being humar/

"The Boost will changethat/ said Finn. 'And there are still m,iu\ useful things you can do with your life,
Perhaps | should let Dougl.is know what's happened to you. He might like to come and visit/ 'Y ed/ said
Anne. I'd like to see Douglas again. One last time/
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THREE

IN THE GLORY DAYSOF EMPIRE

Owen Desthsta ker went dancing back through Time, star systemswhirling dizzyingly past like
shimmering sands beneath his speeding feet. The gdaxy soun around him, its many tiny lights blinking on
and off likewarning sgns. Stars and comets formed an endless rainbow path back into the Past. He
could fed Hazdl d'Ark's presence, dwaystantaisingly just ahead of him. He could fedl 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 legpt on into the Pagt, alone but quietly determined, following the trail that Hazel
had | eft behind her.

Sometimesit seemed to him that there were other pathway's than the one he was following, of smple Past
and Future; other directions, other possibilities that he could follow. He wondered if these were the
Timestreams from which Hazdl had called her other salves, during the great Rebdlion. 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
Hazel had ever redly mattered to him.

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

mi one specilic lociiliou. Ik- r.inthrough cnl.iiging shir systems, [modeling through the hearts of roaring
sunsand out the ailu-i -.ulr null.iimed. lie was changing, just as Hazel had. He could led the eMdii of her
changein the presence only just ahead of him. unlit .1 linnsih.it she was becoming something else,
something other. SOIIM ilnng he no longer recognised. He fought to catch up with hel. Inn somehow he
never could. Perhaps because she was driven by insi ,ni(l obsession, and he was till sane; if only for the
moment. He Knew he couldn't see the things he was seeing, do thethingslie \\\\ d. .mil lein.in
unchanged. He had to fight to keep from le«-In whelmed by the sheer scale of what he was attempting. It
w.r.niih.ulonj; ii_!olor himtha held been just another tired <md Innni .1 ..mw.irrior, lighting a
hopeless battle in the back streets ol Mi-.i [» >i i

M1 u .11 lied out stubbornly with hismind, trying to lon < ,i < e wild the presence ahead of him, but
athough hetoudird i lung, he couldn't make her hear him, no matter how lomil\ In <..illed her name, and



his. She had gone on ahead ol him, mi ,i »>m ney iind process he could barely comprehend, and (or <ill
them. i. speed ol his dance he was being | eft behind. But somcilm h.uk lo him from that fleeting touch of
minds. SngleHICHH.M . .1ih. l.is hour of Hazd'slifein which she had till been merdy h.....m

Alter sheleft Shub, the meta world the Alsmadeiu h<>u ¢ ih. M consciousnesses, Hazel d'/Ark went to
Haden, home of the M Malre. She thought she would need more power from the M in outer to travel
back through Time. She materidised OlIIM.I. il>. M.ulness Maze, like a child come home seeking the
Jfi>io\ii 11.11 cut, but the Maze ignored her. She caled out loit, 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 «. oi outer Maze, and
that disturbed her, on some deep and [>nm.il I. She screamed abuse at the Maze, and tried to force Ix-i
>\ <\ m.ili.uking it with dl her abilities, focused through .1 mind .ih. lull mad with grief and horror; she
tore power fromtheM w i @ idling it out, raw and potent, by the sheer forcedl | indi-.iml" .1 will. She
was crying, tears running jerkily down her cheeks, (hou du’ was past feding them. Shewasleaving
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 shelet 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 dowed and dowed his progress, and findly reached the location in
Space and Time Hazel had chosen before him. He wondered what held find, and why she'd stopped
here, of all possible places.

In the beginning wasthe First Empire. It waswild and glorious. It didn't last.

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

Golgothaturned dowly beneath him, but it looked very different now. Against the blue and grey of its
surface, huge magnificent cities blazed, asintricately shaped as snowdrops. They shone so very brightly,
with al the colours of the rainbow, as though the whole world had been studded with preciousjewels.
Auroras of smooth, soothing colours wrapped the world, asif to keep it safefrom al harm.

On the other hand, Owen couldn't help noticing that the planet was surrounded by al kinds of orbiting
junk. Satdllites of every shape and size, built with function rather than aestheticsin mind, formed ameta
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 hismind on afew ships
at random, studying them carefully, but none of them resembled any configuration he was familiar with.
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Mr reiliscd lit- ill didn't fed any need to breathe. How much h.nl hei h.inged aready? Was he doomed
to continue to change, until In- bel .inn- another Terror, at the last? He felt stronger, more powecr-Inl. hut



gill .. . human. And ye, if hewas changing, could hi- hope lo understand or appreciate the extent of the
change from the ingde? Would he even notice as his humanity fell away? Panii surged up, and he pushed
it ruthlessly back. Human is as human .1ocs. Aslong as he il cared about Hazel, and hoped to put a
stop to wili.it she had become, he was still human enough.

(And yet, where had the power come from, that had made hislung 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, moreimportant, things on hr, niiiul right now.)

11.i/el had definitely stopped her plunge back through Time .11 11 n-. IK iii it. For what purpose, or for
how long, he couldnt tell. Heeon It | ledl ihetrail start up again, heading even further back into thel'.id,
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 beforeit declined and fell, for reasonslong forgotten. Hisold hisin: i,\n'singtincts
kicked in, at the possibility of seeing thelegend.n\ 1iis Umpirein its prime; and perhaps even
discovering somecine .islowhy it fel so far, and so hard. Perhapsthe grestest mystery in linm.inily'slong
history. Owen laughed soundlesdly in the vacuum This was the kind of opportunity held dreamed of, in his
youn.r..i il.iys. Hed come along way, to end up back at hisbeginnings, lie u Milled out with hismind,
trying for some sense of what lay in w.iit on the planet below but the cities blazed with life: billions upon
billions of mindsroaring in aconstant bedlam. It wasjust too big, |oo complex, lor him to understand,
evenin hisnew changed 5.iie. Meloniui that oddly comforting.

While hewas busy thinking dl this, haf adozen orbiting satellites h.nl delected his sudden presence, and
were now homing in on him. They moved dowly in hisdirection, great rough meta shapes bristling with
energy spikes and sensors, each onethe si/.eof .1 st.irship. They look up a preprogrammed position
around Owen, .unl ihen dl their metal spikes blazed with crackling energies, (mining ,i scintillating cage
around him. He looked up st.irlled, .ishe n.ip dosed, Him hing back despite himself from the- sheer

power
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hammering on the vacuum al around him - enough to light acity for amonth. He could senseit. Just
being this close to so much raw energy would have fried any norma creature. Owen cautiously probed
the satdlliteswith hismind, but there was no trace of even the smplest Al; only the basic binary codes of
standard computers. Owen considered his situation thoughtfully. He could easily escape thetrap by just
dropping back into the Timestream, but he was curious as to who had placed such abruta trap in orbit,
and why. He had astrong fedling it was probably something to do with Hazel.

So hewaited patiently, turning dowly thisway and that in the vacuum by asimple effort of will, until
finaly someone came to ingpect what their sprung trap had caught. At first al he could make out were
two small bright lights heading towards him, but they grew quickly in size. Hed 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 siver force shields, like two suits of perfectly fitted
armour. Their faceswere blank mirrors, with no obvious sensors, but dight humps on both their backs
suggested some kind of propulsion unit. The force suitsfit closely enough for Owen to be sure hisvisitors
were one mae and one female. They dowed 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 elther of
them.

Pops and crackles sounded in his ears, through his comm implant, and he redlised they were trying to talk
to him. Hewaited impatiently for his comm link to find the right frequency, but when their voicesfinaly
came through clearly, he was shocked to find they spoke with an accent and adialect so obscure and o
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 alanguage completely. Owen
then reached out and took the knowledge he needed directly from their minds, so he could talk in their
tongue. He hadn't known he could do that, until he did it. Apparently the changes he was going through
affected hismind aswell as his body.

'Hi, he said. 'I'm Owen. Just avisitor, passing through. Who are you?

'l an Dominic Cairo, said the male voice. 'Defender of Humanity.

ir»o

My associate isthe Investigator Glory Chajiro. From what far [>1,ur li.ive you come, and how isit you
are able to survive cold vacuum without protection?

'Ah,' said Owen. 'Y ou'reredly not going to liketheanswvnin Ihat.'

'And yet we must ingst upon an answer/ said the harsh Irnul. voice. "'We defend Heartworld, and have
respongibility lor Iliis set i»i Under the authority of the Emperor Ethur, werequirean IMS

‘All right, said Owen. 'I'm from the future. About .1 llion ye.irs further on. Don't ask me how | got here, it
would only ii| you. 1 only haveto think about the implications of wli.il I'm <\-.mil 1 start to whimper. May
| ask why you've bottled me upin « i'ige? Isthis how you greet dl your visitors?

"Just certain specia cases, such asyoursdlf, said Domini, h.id better comewith us!'
'Do | have a choice? said Owen.
'What do you think? said Glory.

She gestured imperioudly at the six satellites, and ilicy n obediently after her as she Sarted back the way
shed in Dominic moved easily along beside her, comfortable .it IH-1 ildi though he belonged there.
Partners, of somekind, Owen .1-+<i.l. .1 Mewasalittle surprised to find they had Investigatorsllir. I.n
le .mil what the hell was a Defender of Humanity? Was then .1 with some dien species? The history of
the First Empiu- \\.r. lull ..i holes, on small and large maiters. Owen's higtorian soul iiihl« i kindstogether
eagerly. Thethingshed beabletotel hr. ... .1.1. peerswhen he got back . . .

Il hegot back . . .

Owen dlowed the energy cageto tow him aong behind | ion-.mil (ilory. He was pretty sure by now that
he could bre.ik mil « ,my time he wanted, but he wasinterested to seewin n li. bring taken. Thejourney
proved a long dow process, .ind < MM n wt* soon bored enough to seriously consider taking charge
nul i»<.1in): things up ahit, but he thought held better not. Meduln | w.mi lo Ireik out liisnew 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.isnn.illy Inieii hed (Hit .ind rewrote | he m.irkings on
their hulls jus Imilninnd it.
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The planet, that would one day be caled Golgotha but was now Heartworld, had only the single moon,
and that was gpparently where they were going. Owen was mildly curious. In histime, the moon was just
adumping ground for toxic waste, in the great caverns under the surface. The moon loomed up before
him, agreat expanse of cold grey rock. A single huge tower thrust up from the surface, asolid sted block
with no obvious openings or markings. Owen asked what it was, and Dominic curtly replied The Spike,
which wasn't asinformative as Owen had hoped.



They al descended towards the Spike, which was surrounded by ahigh-intensity forcefield - Owen
could fed it, prickling againgt his augmented senses. Glory turned and gestured at the satellites, and the
crackling energy cage suddenly contracted around Owen, while the satdllites backed away. Owen
considered informing the Investigator that this close up the energiestickled, but decided againgt it. He
wanted Glory and her partner to fed 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 ahuge eevator, big enough to
take acrowd, and began along journey down through the Spike and on into the interior of the moon.
Owen was beginning to have someideaof just what kind of place held been brought to.

The devator went down along, 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 hisenergy cagefor a
casud gtroll round the reception area. All four walls were covered with dozens of monitor screens, each
showing adifferent view, constantly changing to cover different angles. A centrad comm and control
console seemed familiar enough, if alittle ornate and overdesigned for Owen'staste.

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

iin

stocky woman, bardly fivefeet tall. She waswell muscled, with 1'io.id shoulders and ajutting bosom.
Her face had clear orientd lines, with jet black hair and eyes. She was entirely naked, but her skin was
ruby pink metal for asfar asthe eye could see, and Owen * ould see pretty far. There were no joints or
seamsto 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 smdll sdefor an Investigator, bin tin-re was no denying she held herself likea
warrior. Evenihom-.h du* carried no visible wegpons.

Dominic Cairo wastall and dender, dmost athletically must led, .mil .ilso bare arse naked. Hisskinwasa
cool sky blue, marked mi tbe |.ice and chest with what gppeared to be lines of metd circuit i y k- luid a
kindly, thoughtful face, under ashock of tufty silvci b.ui llr put ahand to his bare hip, and the hand
disappeared I<n .> moment before regppearing with alarge 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 Y ou have never seen one before?
Interesting. All our wr.ipoir. .M, I iinrssiry 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 againgt us and you will be punished,’ said Glory.

'Oh perish the thought,' said Owen. He redlised he w.is hi< ,uh m); normally again, but was distracted by
another tlionj;hi. HUM i yon two ever get cold, wandering around like that? In the mnli | mean?

Told yon hewas abarbarian,’ Glory said to Dominic. Tioh.ihly bom one- of the outer worlds, where they
dill suffer fromi.ib-

'Mesiyshesfrom thefuture Dominic said mildly. 'And In.hl 11 1}"ZIT i he satellites. Thereisaso the



unresolved question ,isto how be w.is able to survive in vacuum without our advantages.' | hen- ismore
to me than meetsthe eye," said Owen.

Thru would haveto be," said Glory. 'And bear yourscll with > omlesy in our presence.’ She stepped
forward to glare ,n bun moir dli<igiilly. "Y ou <ire now in the House of Correction, .ind hr.ulcd Imilu-
Holding I'ens, unlessyou can provide uswith .in ,i<»ept.ihle explanation.’

'Yc.ih, | thought this h.ul to be some kind ol prison,’ s.iid Owen.
iii
'It's got that depressing ambience. What exactly am | being charged with?

'Well/ said Dominic. 'Being weird and unusud, and just possibly athreat to Humanity. As Investigator
and Defender, my partner and | take such things most serioudy. Be under no misgpprehensions asto
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 al the
worst criminals Humanity hasto offer. The hardened recidivists, who can't or won't be helped.’

'So what happensto them? said Owen. 'They stay heretill they die?

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

'Here we dedl with the worst of theworst,' said Glory. 'We have heard and seen it al, 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. Y ou will stay here
until your fate is determined. Don't even think of trying to escape/

"Wouldn't dream of it/ said Owen. 'l only just got here. | suppose afriendly sit-down and chat over anice
cup of teaisout of the question?

They ignored him, pulling awhole series of unfamiliar tech items* out of their subspace pockets. Dark
ugly things, bristling with metal spikes. Owen decided that there were very definite limitsto what he was
prepared to put up with, especidly if it involved dropping histrousers and bending over, but fortunately
al Dominic and Glory wanted to do was study him from a safe distance. Owen could fed energy
fluctuations moving over and around him, but none of it was particularly uncomfortable, so hejust let
them get on with it. Hewas actualy curiousto see what they had to say about his new condition.
Dominic and Glory studied the readings they were getting, scowled and muttered alot, and finaly got into
ashort but intense fight over what it al meant. Owen regretfully decided that he

wasn't going to get any useful insghts out of the First Empireirrh after all

'Look/ he said at last. "Why don't you just ask me what yon w.mi to know? | can pretty much guarantee
in advance that you .11VM'l going to like most of the answers, but then, | don't much eithel inLict, there
aretimeswhen | digtinctly wish | would go away .mil MH|> bothering me. So; | am Owen, first of my
Family and l.oid ol <,1,111. Rebel and warrior, hero and legend. Or so they tell inc. | -.p. m most of my
life studying to be an historian, but it turned out hUti li.nl other plansfor me. | havetravelled back in Time
inpiir.mi ..l .. 11 lend who came before me. Does any of that help? 'Not really/ said Dominic, after a



pause. 'All right/ Owen said patiently. 'Let'sstart withiliel«.i > .ireyou? | think | know what an
Investigator is, but wh,niln[> .1 Defender of Humanity?'

(ilory and Dominic looked at each other, ami (in,illy shrugged angrily. ‘I am Investigator Chajiro. Itismy
ilnhiitnl honour to examine and oppose dl extranormal threststo | linn.n I Mini within or without. | have
powersinthe Low .in.l tin n Jugtice, and the right of execution without warning <>i ,i[>[>i .il i presently
stationed on Heartworld, centre of the Empm .m.| | mill

il my brethren have been tasked to watch for therein......
thing like you, or what came before you/

'1 am Defender of Humanity Dominic Cairo. It ismy im ensure that the people of the Empire do not use
newly < technology or medica enhancementsto remake them something inhuman. The nature of
Humanity must h« n.ind maintained, and | have powersinthe Low andtin | iir,hinlo dedl with anything
that threatensit. | defend ih<,[,im ..i Humanity. A hard task, in these days of vacuum d,m. hieiihersand
heavy-gravity prowlers. | see you do mil u>lho.seterms. Origindly, the process of adaptation w,isdev.
.., » en.ible peoplelofit the conditions on other plain-is. Why >;0in,ill | lielime «md expense ol changing
aplangt, whenit'ssoinn. I, lo fli.mge the people? Unfortunatdly, the changes h.ive run wild Imiliethrill or
the fashion of it. There are many kinds ol peoplen. ,mii noi .ill of tin-in arc fully human.'

'Hoth our c.isicswerecic.iled <i hundred or soyeir. ,ip>..ihl i ill ny. 'Alter.i seriesof disastrousfirst
contacts with aien speclpN In |

to wars, and the destruction of whole dien culturesin the name of human destiny. We are rebuilding
them, as best we can, and have sworn never to beinhuman again. A noble intent, but the accelerating
rate of changein the human form is having its effect on the human mind and soul. No one can keep track
of al 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.

'Y ou have chosen abad timeto visit us, Owen,' said Dominic. 'In these sad, despairing dog day's of
Empire'

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

'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 iswhy you were caged, and why you s ill wear
the energy gyves. Wewill not risk such horror running loose again.’

'Why are you wearing that antique weapon? Dominic said suddenly, pointing at the sword on Owen's
hip. 'Isit ceremonia, or asymbol for your masculinity?

‘Neither,” Owen said dryly. 'It'smy sword. My wespon. Where, or rather when, | come from everyone
bears asword. We have energy gunstoo, of course, but we prefer to do our fighting with cold sted. It is
an honourable wespon.'

Dominic frowned for thefirst time. Whatever could be honourable about killing people? The Investigator
and | carry energy guns, our duty commandsit, but they are smply accurate and brutaly efficient. That is



al that can be asked of akilling tool. It isaterrible reponghility, to take another'slife.’

'Why are you here, Owen? Glory inssted. 'What do you want? 'l followed my friend Hazdl. Her trail led
me here.' 'Hazdl?' said Dominic. That thing was human once? Glory snorted loudly, her dark eyes
harsh, her mouth grim. "Y our friend may have begun as human, but what arrived here was morelikea
terrible force of nature. It appeared out of nowhere, manifesting in high orbit amid a shower of tachyons,
indicating thet it wasa
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Time (Livdier. Il lidd no physica form or dimrnsons; jud avas horrid presence samped directly onto
redlity by an effort of will, Il was hugetiiid powerful, and as merciless as any devil. It descended upon
[lcarlworld, sweeping aside adl our defences, and raged ,uTOSS urn world, spreading death and
devagtation. It tore open the eaiih .mil swept through the cities, and none of our wegpons even lom lied it.
Wecdled it the Mad Mind, after alegend fromtin- lir.i d.iysof limpire!

(\i>, thought Owen. Now | know where I'm going next.) ‘liventudly,’ ssid Dominic, ‘with haf our world
reduced to Noail ,md ruins, the Mad Mind disappeared, as suddenly asit li.nl arrl And ever since we
have been waiting for another such IMOII-.1. L.ill upon usout of Time.'

'And hereyou are,’ said Glory. 'In our power, to answer loi ihr clinic'sof your . . . friend.

‘<. mweredly do that? said Dominic, not even trying to In.l. In uncertainty. ‘I mean; look at the fellow.
He bears no resemliL. to the Mad Mind, in form or in nature. We cannot cxpe. i individua to answer for
the crimes of another. That would In-inhuman.’

'Itisthe Emperor'swill!"

'Isit? Perhgpsif he met Owen, he would fed differently.’ Owen let them argue for awhile, but it quickly
becamei Ir.nil weren't going to resolve anything anywhen soon, so he bniii il IM .ii', iin. 'Why isthere s0
much starship traffic around Heariwoi M " i (here some emergency? Perhaps something | could help
with'.™

'No,' said Dominic. 'Lots of people areleaving Heartworld, Imill. outer colonies. To follow their own
belief systems, or to esc.ip. ih. much predicted decline and fall of the Empire. Reats, dessiim sinking ship.
Humanity hasbecome. . . sundered, divided. We h. .ill become too different from each other. Everyone
must hi\<iln

very latest technology implants, chemical enhancements, r.<......

restructuring. Thereare dl kinds of sub-gpecies now; natliin; lorhidden and experimentation is running
wild. We know <-\< thing about how to dter the body, and not nearly enough ahoni how such changes
affect the soul - the humanity. We have .1 <li>/rn different sexes now, group minds, human/anima
coinhin.nioir. Memes are fashions, and minds swap bodies at will, wearing diflci cut formslike suits!
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'Y ou're such a sweet old-fashioned thing, DonV said Glory, smiling for thefirst time. ‘It'snot al bad.
Body change has enabled usto 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 gasworlds!'

That's not why they change their bodies on Heartworld," Dominic said stubbornly. ‘Changeisal therage
these days, for the thrill, for the kick, for the experience. We are dl so desperate for new experiences.



When nothing is forbidden, where do you go for chegp thrillsand the sick littlejoys of Sn? Everythingis
possible now, and that iswhy the Empireisfaling apart. There are too many factions, sub-groups,
heretica beliefs. No consensusis ever possible. That's why Parliament became ajoke: becausethere are
just too many postions, beliefs, philosophies. The only red authority comesfrom the Emperor, damn his
immortal soul, and his Pragtorian Guard. More and more they usurp prerogatives that belong to the
Investigators and the Defenders. Society isfragmenting, and the centre cannot hold. Humanity isdivided
by its own freedoms and appetites. Already many of the border worlds have regjected Heartworld
authority, and fallen back into barbarism.’

Glory looked sharply a Owen. 'Isthisyour doing? Are you affecting Dom in someway, with your future
powers? He doesn't normdly talk so much, or so fredly.’

'It'strue/ said Dominic. 'l don't.'

'Nothing to do with me," said Owen. 'l think . . . you've both been waiting for someone you could talk to.
Someonewho'd listen. Perhaps | can help, now I'm here. In my own time, | led arebellion that brought
about aGolden Age. Or so everyone keepstellingme. . .

Glory shook her head shortly. 'No. We have our orders, our responsibilities. Y ou will be held here, while
weinquirefor further ingtructions. After the devagtations of the Mad Mind, we cannot take chances with
any vistorsfrom 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 acrime, with the freedoms you have now?
'Asingenuity expands possibilities, crime flourishes/ said Glory.

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

'And Ansdl delangford/ said Dominic. 'Our latest arriva, He.ul ol 1lu* Thrillkill Cult. He encouraged his
many followersto consdel murder awork of Art. The more complex, the more grotesque, .mil | hi* more
extreme, the better. Hisfollowers vied to present him willi ever greater atrocities; but he was awaysthe
worst of them .ill. He specidised in murders whose foul and awful nature destroyed ih. minds and souls of
thevictims friends and families. The Thrillkill Cull wiped out whole sub-species and culturesin the name
ol ilkn P i verted Art, before we findly shut them down. Psychopathic kit k killers, dancing and singing
through the chaos of afaling Hmpiie Mm In- isours now, at last; and we will squeeze every last piece ol
iulmm.iiion out of him, sothat al vestiges of hiscult will diewiili him

'Y ou're never this chatty when it'sjust me/ said Glory. -In looked at Owen. 'Any questions?
'Y ed/ said Owen. "Why are you covered in pink metal ?

And that was when dl the darmsin the world weni oil .n on.. Sirensand bellsand ahdl of alot of
flashing lights. While Owen \ Hying to look in every direction a once, Glory and Dominic y'l.un - -1

* 11 lickly at thewall 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 diding ponderoudy open, one
Jihi i .mother, and wild shouting people spilling out into stedl con nd >i «. tin .il.irms shut off, so the
speakers could carry shoutsand ee

.mil raw harsh criesfor vengeance. All the prisonerswere |lOOM .m.| .iheady searching for wegpons and



away out. Except for one mm who stood calmly before a security camera, smiling and miiiely icl.ixed.
He seemed dmost ordinary, until you got to the eyes. Owen

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

| Ied seen eyeslike that before. Cold, mad, killer's eyes.

It didn't seem long since held killed Kit Summerlde, aso known -isKid Degth.
Dd .ingford/ Dominic said grimly. 'Somehow, he'sgal into the

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

'Mew.inted to be brought here/ said Glory. 'Medidn't set the
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othersloose out of dtruism. He's planning something. Something awful.'
'Cdll 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. Usudly,
that'sall that's needed. After dl, thisis the moon. Where could anyone go if they did escape? But
delLangford isn't interested in escaping. He wants to make some art here. Murder art. But he waited for
something to bring us back here. Because he wanted an audience!’

"Y ou 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 prisonersdie, for his entertainment.
That'swhat 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 haveto.'

'We may haveto/ said Glory, her ruby hands moving swiftly over the control panels. '‘Del_angford's shut
down al the non-letha security measures. Thereé'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, insde and out; but his Cult has people everywhere. The computers aren't going to
repair themsavesin time, Dom. We're going to have to stop thisourselves!'

They'll be heading for the unloading bay/ said Dominic. 'It'sthe only way off the moon. Thereisnt aship
docked at the moment, but they don't know that. We can bottle them up in the bay, incapacitate afew to
cam down the rest, and then keep them sealed up until the computers are back on line/

Too smplel said Glory. 'Delangford will have planned for that. He's had plenty of timeto think this
through. His murders aways haveto be art.’

‘But he doesn't know about me/ said Owen. 'He won't have alowed for my presence. Let me help.
Please. | 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
rationd enough.'

'(>ui orders. ./
'Don't cover aprison bresk! Saving lives comesfirgt.

'Of courseit does, Defender.’ Glory hit acontrol on her wrig, . Ihe energy gyves around Owen'swrists
sngpped ail.

Owen smiled. He could have broken free a any lime, Inn li wanted them to trust him. He studied the wall
screens, Sin. shouting men running through the plain sted corridorslinn i lot of them, but they didn't look
asif they'd be ton mn< 1> problem, unarmed. Except ... al the prisoners seemed [0 \\.<- ¢ iIn

s.nne Irenzied expression. He pointed this out, and DOIIITIIK ....M. .1

grimly.

'Dd.angford'sinfected them dl with the Thrillkill mi-imi .lory. They belong to him now. They live only to
kill 1ot him /»i 111 ,ni. We may haveto kill them al anyway; becauseiln\ I| n sm render. They won't be
ableto/

She said aword that Owen didn't understand, and iln- .m di 1UT rippled suddenly, as she disappeared
and anew form luul place. It was about afoot taler and agreat dedl bio.nl. i

Iminanoid in shape but composed entirely of bright r.nld .n.......

| In- solid bullet head had no features, only a seriesof pminih.ii might have been sensors. A row of gun
mn//lesilmiM <MH ..I ihebarrd chest, and razor-edged blades lined lIn- .nnr. aim And yet the gold
armour was seamless, moving smoothly .in.! The metal shapewas clearly dive. Owenlooked a |
M....m.

'What isthat, please?
‘That's Glory/ said Dominic. 'She's put on her enlon <e......i I...]

organic metal with built-in weaponry. We dl have many luulh ilu-sc days, remember? I'll put on amore
gppropriate Im.I\ m « moment.'

'How many bodies do you each have? said Owen, las. in.n..I

| have twenty-seven, Glory hasforty-three. Our work iv<|m.. in heflexible. We keep them in a subspace
locker, and pop iln m ofl as necessary. Y ou didn't think | looked likethisdl Mir linn . li.l you'

And just like that, he became someone else loo. Still hasn ill liimian, siill pale blue, Dominic
now inhabited a more pcrim, idealised form. Something about ihis new, calmly smiling I.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 hishead sharply. A
lot of the body language was sublimind, working directly on the subconscious, but Owen could seeit
clearly, and shrugged it off. He glared a Dominic, who smiled eesily.



‘Congratulations’ he said, in a wonderfully warm and friendly voice. '"Most people can't even seewhat I'm
doing, let done shake it off so quickly. AsaDefender of Humanity, | don't like using weapons. | prefer
more subtle methods. There's aways the chance | can break these people free of deLangford's
conditioning.

'We're going down to the unloading bay,’ said Glory, in aharsh buzzing voice that reminded Owen
irresigtibly of aHadenman. 'Well take the lead. Y ou stay behind us, and protect yoursalf. Don't get in our
way, and try and stay out of trouble.”

'You redly don't know meat al,’ said Owen Deathstalker.

Glory and Dominic led the way through the gleaming sted corridors, Glory's heavy meta tread sounding
loudly on the quiet. There had aready been so many twists and turns that Owen should have been
hopelesdy lost, but somehow he wasn't. He could sense the shape and layout of the whole prison
gructure, and his position in it. After following Hazel back through Time, thiswassmple.

The prisoners are limited to just the one body," said Glory. 'And their only weaponswill be what they can
improvise'

'l try persuasion first, said Dominic. 'If that doesn't work, you're on, Investigator. Try and keep the
damageto aminimum.’

'Of course, Defender.!

They entered the unloading bay. It was empty, just agreat gleaming cavern of sted with the usua
accoutrements. Glory tramped heavily about, checking that everything was asit should be. Shewouldn't
put it past del_angford to have somehow booby-trapped the place, but al seemed clear. Dominic bent
over the single control console, making sure the airlock was still secure. Owen looked around
thoughtfully. He was dmost sure held heard something. Dominic shook his perfect head unhappily.

'I was worried del_angford's people might have seized a ship and brought it here, so del_angford could
escapein the confusion; but the sensors show only our own ship, still in orbit. Only we can cdl it
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down, and both of uswould rather die than betray our HUM. Delangford knows that. So what is he
planning?

'I'm pretty sure | heard something,' said Owen.
"You did, said Glory's harsh buzz. The prisonersare here!’

The bay doors dammed open, and amob of howling men sinin. 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 abrick wall. The crowd behind snarled up,
blocking Mie doorway and holding the rest back. Dominic smiled on (lie [> oners, and some actudly
smiled back. The Defender spokei<> ilu-m hisvoice cam and reasonable, asking them to stop and ihink
wili.ii Miey were doing. His manner was so calm, so easy, S0 raiioii.il ih.ii some of the mob were dready
smiling and nodding their lie.nl agreement. A few actudly beganto cry, and loudly confessto < 11>
they'd never even admitted before, like children despel.itely -.a<l .11 disappointing abeloved 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 harmlesdy off
Glory'sg<>M<n<I|..



'Wherethe hdll did they get an energy gun? howled Diinimii

Glory stepped forward, gun nozzles protruding from lin I+ chest. She opened fire, and massed energy
beamstore into tlir m»l> Mesh exploded where the energy beams hit, and men wen- Mown apart into
gobbets of bloody mest as the gunsfired 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
voicesirrationa with hate and rage. And <;ilmy mulilni 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 thislime he used harsh ugly words and tones that struck diici ilv ,ni In-
subconscious, hitting deep-set triggers of shame and lear. S<HM. nl ihe prisoners crashed to the sted
floor, collapsing into tears <>i tomas. Dominic's body pumped out pheromonesthai a 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 dood together, each of them ligining in Mien
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own way, but the sheer number of rioters overwhelmed them. The prisoners swarmed around Glory,
besting on her metal body with their improvised wesapons, 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 daughter.

And Owen Deathstalker decided enough was enough. He'd given histwo new friends every chanceto
do it themsealves, but al 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 abloody path through the howling mob, and none of them could stand against him.
They weren't used to facing cold stedl. Owen felt faster and stronger than he ever had before, even when
using his Family's famous Boost. He cut men down with abrutal savagery that shocked even the
hardened prisoners. Bodiesfell to every side, shrieking their death agonies, and blood splashed the stedl
walls and pooled thickly on the floor. Owen cut and dashed 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 dowly 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 stedl floor, so he
could applaud Owen.

'l didn't expect you," he said. 'An unexpected pleasure. | am del_angford. Who or what might you be?

Owen grinned. 'I'm the Deathstalker, and that's dl you need to know. Now stay where you are, and put
those handsin the air. Don't do anything sudden, or I'll whittle you down into amore pleasant person.’
Helooked 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 alittle put out, given that hed
just saved their lives. 'What's the problem?

'Dear God,' said Dominic. 'I never saw anything like that in my life. Y ou cut them up like meet! It was. ..
hideous. Inhuman! Y ou're abarbarian! Men don't act like that!"

'Maybe not in your time," said Owen. 'l was raised to be awarrior, and trained in the hardest school of
al. You should be grateful. They would have torn you apart if | hadn't stopped them.’
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"You didii'l havetokill them al!"
'Yes1did, said Owen.
'Y ou enjoyed it!" Glory said accusingly, "Y ou smiled and laughed .is you butchered those men.’

Owen congdered that. T take apride in work wel done,' In- siid Ini,illy. 'And there's nothing.like living
when otherswant you de.ul in 11 uike aman fed good. | don't glory in their desths, but | don'i led guilty
about it ether. | notice you were happy enough to sin mi ilicm from adistance with those terribly efficient
gunsof your. Hi.u'sno way to kill. It takesred gutsto get in closewith abl.ide, i<> IHII your life on the
line, and depend on your skill and com o bring you through. Murder should never be cold and inip.iin.il
Y ou should aways be prepared to pay in blood for the blood

shed.'

'Yes,' said deLangford. 'Y ou understand.’

'Shut up creep,’ said Owen. 'So, Glory, Dominic; what do v\« ,!.. wilh him? He's the cause of dl this
deseth, after dl.'

'An," said deLangford. 'l took these worthless men ami m.nli ihem significant. What happened here will be
told KTOSSilu Linpire. | made your glorious last stand possible. | took people who never mattered,
even to themsdlves, and made them magnificent, il only for amoment. They are part of astory now, a
legend iluit will In- told lor centuries. | made your heroism possible. Gaveit sh.ipr .11 ul meaning. You
should thank me. | made you Art. And now; | .111 render.’

Thereisn't alegend that's worth one man's death,’ said Owen. Trust me; | know. What do we do with
him?

'lie goes back to hiscdll,' said Glory. 'After we've searched him very thoroughly. The computerswill be
back on line any time now.’

Owen looked at her. 'And that'sit? He's responsible for everyone who died here! Y ou could have died
here! How can you be sure hewon'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 del_angford, and let his.mger Insh out. Del_angford's head
exploded, showering the sur-i on ridings with blood and brains and skull fragments. The body sank
dowly to its knees, blood fountaining from the neck, as Glory and Dominic cried out in shock and
revulson. The body fell forwards

.M
and was till. 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 creatureslike you, and
the Mad Mind?

'l should kill you where you stand/ said Glory. Y ou're not fit to live in human society. | should—
'l wouldn't/ said Owen, and something in hisvoice stopped them both.

Dominic took Glory by thearm. Thisistoo big for us. He hasto go to Court, to stand before the



Emperor. Let Ethur decide what's to be done with him.’

'Actuadly, I'll decide what's to be done with me/ said Owen. 'But | want to meet your Emperor. I'm sure
there are many things he can tell me about . . . the Mad Mind. Don't worry; | promise | won't hurt him.'

'Y ou'll have to wear the energy gyves Glory said flatly. 'We can't risk the Emperor's sefety.
'If it will make you fed better/ Owen said gracioudly.

The energy bands crackled about hiswrists 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.

'Y ou love her, don't you? he said quietly, nodding at Glory. 'Have you ever told her?
'What? No! |—'
'Doit/ said Owen. 'Dont leaveit till it'stoo late.

And so the three of them went down to Heartworld, that would one' day be called Golgotha and then
Logres, inalarge and blocky ship that had no name, only a number. Owen didn't recognise the design at
al. It moved smoothly through space, threading its way easily through the heavy traffic, and findly dipped
into the planet's atmosphere with only the dightest of jolts. Owen sat at the back of the cabin, firmly
strapped in for his own safety, and amused himsdlf by changing the colours of his energy bandswhen
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 agreat
many political and rdligious factionswho would just love to get their

hands on Owen, for dl kinds of reasons, few of them good. And dl 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 hisuncanny &bilities

'Oh, | wouldn't worry about that/ Owen said cheerfully. 'l daiilit very much theré's anyone here who can
make me do anything | don't want to do/

Thisdidn't seem to reassure Glory or Dominic in the least, so the rest of the trip passed pretty muchin
dlence. Until Glory dowed 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. Inthemiddletil ,: i|. arealay agresat crater, degp and dark, full of twisting grey midss mi through
with shifting lights. Just the ook of the crater in.idi < >e I'edl strangely uneasy, disquieted.

'Y ou're looking at what used to be Angel City/ Glory siiil <ol.ll\'Now it'sjust aholein the earth, full of
quantum ing.ihility Mil lions of people died here, wiped away by amoment's.lui-.n nl iln Mad Mind. A
wound in the world, that will never heil. Most ol di. people died immediately. They were the lucky ones.

human, in aplace whereredlity is oni sometime thing. We've seen some of them: mongtersin sh.ipr.ml
Spirit.

‘Condantly changing, never solid or confirmed in one n.iiuc Im moteili.in 1 lew moments. Angel City isa
place of horror now, .nnl .ilw.iyswill be’

'Weve sent in dl kinds of rescue operations/ said Dom.....



'S ientigs .ind priedts, protected by force shields. Ail voluuh w.intiiiK lo help. None of them ever come
back. Thel.IM | u-.iitl ihe (lowersth.it be were trying to figure out how lo encloseiln whole .uv.i in one
big indugtria-strength force shidld, .nnl ihen N.IM Ilir ihinj.; oul into space. Whereit can be someone
esgspioblrm

'Why not just .lini it into the sun? said Owen.

'Whil il the (jii,intiiin ind.ihilily wereto .il'lect ihe sun.’

| 01 now, il we c.ii <ioispul up w.miing Sgns, siyliiH />Y Adm/r. I'od gu.irds|o shoot down ihe
poal lliiii),". ili.ii

occasionally come crawling up out of the crater. And pray to God that the mess doesn't start spreading.’
'And thisisonly 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 hismind. He could fedl Hazel's presence permeating the crater, dark and confused,
moving restlesdy over the wound in the earth, never ill. It wasn't her, just something she'd Ieft behind,
and Owen erased it in amoment, like amemory he didn't want to remember. The grey mists and the
shifting lights disappeared like a bad dream, and there wasjust agreat 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 seet, exhausted for the moment.

Dominic and Glory studied their ship's sensorsfor sometime, arguing loudly over what had just
happened below, their voices full of shock and something that might have been awe. Eventudly, amost
reluctantly, they turned and looked back at Owen.

'How the hdll did you do that? said Dominic. "What kind of power have you got?

'l don't know/ said Owen. 'I'm till learning. Hopefully, enough to stop Hazel, when | findlly 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 al, arethey? said Glory.

‘Afraid not/ said Owen. 'But I'll keep them on at Court, if it will make everyone fed more comfortable.’
'l should crash the ship into the ground right now/ said Glory. 'Rather than risk letting you run loose.’

'Please don't. It wouldn't affect me at al/ Owen said camly. 'Will you relax? 1'm not another Mad Mind.

| just want to talk to your Emperor. Find out what he knows about Hazel. Why she became. . . what she
was, and why she came herein thefirst place. | need to know these things, if I'm to stop her. Y ou have
no ideawhat she's going to become, eventualy. I'll still play the prisoner a Court, for your sakes. | don't
want to harm anyone. | smply want answersto 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. Y ou could do Hull, couldn't you?

'Y e/ said Owen. 'But | won't. Because that would beiiihum.m. Defender .



| Iny I.mded at Heartworld's main starport, in the capita city VIM monde. Owen was briefly startled.
There had never been jnyili inihe higtory of hisworld to explain where the planet's n.iiiic h.ul

...... ¢ horn. It was afurther sign of how much history had been IHM

whenthelirst Empire crashed and burned. The starport was .1 npni sp.icc, crowded with starships of al
shapes and sizes. Hig hnii.il Kinli(',m,iiions, with little aesthetics and less grace. They writ hmli lot dlii
icncy, and nothing ese. About what you'd expect <> .inih,ii g.iveiis ships numbersinstead of names.

Dominic .ind Glory told awhole bunch of liesto the si.upon (itniiol lower asto why they'd come back to
[lcartwoili.| unexpectedly, invoking their authority as Defender and liivesiig.iini in net oiii of the ship and off
the starport asfast as possible < >> C.ai nil of the energy gyves, with his captors permission, Kit they'd
only attract attention.

A commandeer ed luggagetrolley on antigrav floaters got themm
[lic edge of the tarport, and then they set about waking tin.....:h

iln ciiy to the Imperia Palace. There wasn't much traffic, onihe e sisor in the skies. When Owen inquired
about this, he w.istolil 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 werentt
usngil>

« .Ini v e\lil lined that they were programmed to teleport people, .mil shew.is pretty sure Owen didn't
quaify. God done knew how urn. h energy it would take to teleport whatever it was hed

* <iine. So they walked. No one would notice; lots of peopleliked lo n.ilk mihc cily. For al sorts of
reasons.

(swen strode dong between Dominic and Glory, and no one p.iid him .my .mention & al. After awhile,
he wasn't surprised. The wide «.ueeis were packed with strange and exotic people, m.my only luiiilciliiic
human as Owen understood the term, hveryonew.isi.ill mi', .il once, and no one seemed to he listening.
The.iii wislull D].ill kindsot music, M.iding Irom every direction, and songsmiiliril MM ihc ,iir like
clouds. Thebuildingsweredl 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 incomprehens ble 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; arigtocrats of the greatest Empire Humanity had ever known.

Evenif they didn't dl 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 gangliafor 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 dlienin origin. And, of course, the many different sexes. People with genitaslike the
pulpy petas 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 atourist.'



'Couldn’t we have flown to the Palace? said Owen, just alittle plaintively. 'l think I'm going into culture
shock.’

'No oneflies any more, except for the winged wonders up there," said Glory. 'People either walk, or use
thetransfer portds. Flyinginashipis... unusud. It would be noticed. Walking isfine. People walk to
boast of their latest forms and adaptations, using their example to try and convert othersto their particular
cause or fashion.’

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 fed like the barbarian Glory had named him, dazzled by hisfirst
glimpse of true civilisation. Everywhere he looked he saw extreme forms and changesthat had only the
barest links to the basic human norm. Owen had to wonder how many changes you could make to your
body, and gill be human insde. He remembered the Hadenmen and Wampyr of hisown time, and
shuddered briefly. The one thing he didn't see on the streets was anyone who |ooked

like him. 1k- I1t'll obscurely lonely, inthe middle- of thisexatic, dlieni mwil, HisgaleIcll upon aress
sgned 'Kilter At Your Own Nisk', .mil he drew (ilory's atention to them. She- sniffed loudly.

*Some forms are S0 extreme they can be contagious; so poweilul they overwhelm lesser minds. They're
not forbidden, nothing is, bill ihey'ie supposed to stick to gtrictly defined territories. Some..ilw.iv \\iinlei,
hut we shoo them back in as soon as they're noticed See Hi.il sued | here?

Owen looked down a side street, labelled 'Season of the Wit< Ir Women in braids and beads and very
littleesewerelevildiiiH, .pr.iking in tongues, and juggling fire with their bare hands. (,i «..ml «.nmething
about exploring new spiritud directions, but ()<

pieily sure hewas looking &t the beginnings of the espel pin nomenon.

oilier segregated areas included 'Sexland' where Imndieds nl |.u inn n,iked people, of far too many sexes,
dammed logeluim.1

i spr.iwling orgy that appeared to have no beginning or end noise w.is overpowering. People were
coming and leaving .ill iln ning, soih.it whileindividua eements changed, the oii;y nm mined, perhaps
forever.

'H'sjust another way to lose yoursdf,' said Dominie, .ipp.m ml nnaHeclcd by asight that made Owen
fed digtinctly hoi .iml biilheicd. "Another way to avoid thinking. People have lu.n known to die there. Not
theworst of waysto go, | suppose, hui

'Vahala was a great open square bedecked with al kindsnl [1.1 < .mil kniners, packed with a seething
meass of people dl semn Miieni mi killing each other. Huge muscular types, mostly w< .n Imv lucked and
cut at each other with heavy axes. Screamsami w.n (liesfilled the air, the dead piled up, and blood ran
ihiekly In lie degp gutters. Owen studied the ceasel ess combat forawhile, and Ihough he admired the
generd enthusiasm, he had to dismissMM i ul ihe lighters as rank amateurs who wouldn't have lasted live
nun nlesin the Arenas of histime.

‘There are dways those drawn to the smple, bruta joysnl liaihaiisn/ said Glory. 'Vahdlaisopento al
comers, so aliyim. supid enough, or with enough sdf-imageinvested in theli h.m. liiuhcs, <an just plunge
right in and light for aslong asthey like, m aslong asihey last. Supposedly it'sal aout survivd of the
lillegt, .mil evolutionin action, but againredly it'sjus anmhe \\.\\ in
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avoid thinking about the complications of the modern condition, by acting like animals!

The next closed-off areawas the province of the Tsychonauts. Men and women sat or lay on
comfortable couches, their faces empty, their minds e sewhere. Most of them looked skinny or actually
malnourished, and their clothes werefilthy and ragged. Some were laughing, or crying. They reminded
Owen of the poor malformed creatures held seen in the Madness Maze's Annexe: men and women
driven beyond the limits of human consciousness, logt in the unlit depths of their own souls. He said as
much, and Dominic was actudly shocked.

"These people are heroes, Owen. They're al 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 dtered states of
consciousness, thinking outside the limits of the body. Looking for answersthat can't be found anywhere
dse’

'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. Therésa
hell of aturnover, but theré'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 coloursto feed or look after
themsalves, I'd have to put this down to just more escapism.’

'We have to find the answers somewhere,' Dominic said stubbornly.
"Y ou find answers by looking outside, not inside,' said Glory.

And then al three of them looked round sharply, as loud screams sounded from up ahead. Suddenly
people were running past them, in ariot of shapes and colours, scattering like panicked children. They
were dl running from something, their faces desperate with the smple need to get away, pressng
relentlessy on and trampling the fallen underfoot. Dominic and Glory and Owen stood their ground, like
threerocksin aroaring flood. Glory Chojiro's hands wereimmediatey full of energy gunsfrom her
subspace pockets. People raced by on every side, and the street up ahead was quickly cleared of
everyone but acrowd of assorted figures advancing down the street in perfect lockstep. Their feet hit the
ground in asingle great crash, and their faces were set in afrozen mask-like expresson. 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 Insluckles rose. His hand went to his
swordbelt. Hed just redlised ih.n every pair of eyestracked with every other pair. Asthoughtini. w.is
only asnglethought, asngle intent, behind them.

'It's i group mind breakout,’ said Dominic. He sounded .ilmosi M1 k, disgusted. Thisisthe closest we
have to an obscenity, Owen. The desth of individudity in agestalt of increasing power, win M everyone
involved surrenders to the Massmind. No more peivm « liny, no more needs or passions, just ingtinct and
appetite . mil Hocking behaviour. And the bigger the Massmind gets, tin- m powerful it becomes, sucking
inweaker minds againg their will.'

'Whal causes these group minds? said Owen, keeping aw.n< hhil .ryeon lie crowd advancing towards
them.

'No one knows," said Glory. ‘It appears to be spontaneouse......e

thing to do with overcrowding and peer pressure. Maybe it'sib« 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 al out, .m<l ilim ship them off to your House of
Correction to be fixed?

'No,' said Glory. Thereisno cure for what they've becom.

Owen suddenly felt the pressure of the Massmind, re.uhinj: 0111 in 11 inch histhoughts. It fdt likea
psychic hole, into which anylhin anyone could fdl for ever. There was nothing human abonl Il more,

Owen roused the power within him, but was honestly lost im what to do. Like so many other thingsin this
brave old woild. tin-M.issmind was beyond his understanding.

NIC sound of approaching running feet brought him li.uk in himself, and asmal army of peoplein brilliant
jadearmour i i.r.hi 'l suddenly out of aside street. They al had energy gunsin ih< n funds, and harsh,
focused expressions. They opened (in- oniln i[> mind without any warning, not even bothering to |[>i. |
lait-.etv Rodies exploded into bloody mists, and scorched body [> Mew up into the air. The street was
suddenly full of tin- scmh o] pilled blood and burnt meat. The Massmind tried to Mdl e, hi « (lightened
birds, but it couldn't break out of itspaiicni. Tin- |.i«l. .immured newcomers pressed forward, firing their
powerful p ,i):,iin .uid again without cease or mercy, until dl the bodiesih.nin.ide up the group mind were
dead; just burnt and bloody piel esni Ihed red.

U
"They never had a chance/ said Owen.

Something in his voice derted Dominic, who quickly put arestraining hand on Owen's swordhand. 'Don't
even think of interfering, or expressing an opinion. That's the Emperor's Pragtorian Guard. Everything
they do isthe Emperor'swill. And they did the only thing they could. The group mind was athrest that
would only have become more powerful. There are times when an inhuman response is the only answer
we haveto an inhuman threst.

'Kill thething, before it spreads,’ said Glory. 'Everyone sucked into the Massmind was aready deed, in
every way that matters.’

"What about the ones sucked in againgt their will ? said Owen. "What wastheir crime?

'Not being human,' said Dominic. 'Don't judge ustoo harshly, Owen. We havetried everything elsewe
could think of, and thisisthe only action that works'

They walked on, giving the Praetorian Guards plenty of room asthey gathered up the scattered remains
for easier disposal. Owen wasn't sure how he felt about what held 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 taking of many things. of memes - thoughts and ideas that oread like avirus, infecting
people with the latest fashions and fads until those affected built up an immunity; of ideas running loose
from the minds that crested them, imposing themsdves on weaker minds and warping their bodiesinto
new shapes and capabiilities. Politics and religion had become memes, endlesdy mutating and multiplying.

And up and down the many streets, news channdls and adverts and ideologica hard-sdlls 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 histeeth 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 al.



Just when Owen was thinking at least it couldn't get any worse, of courseit did. Half adozen naked men
came griding down the
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died, burning .ilivc. People moved unhurriedly lo gd onl of llirii w.iy. H.imi's legped around the burning
men, blasting out ahed soinicnsclli.it those nearest flinched away from it. But no one seemed lo he
paying them any particular attention. For dthough thell,mi.ee. huiiicd very fiercely, they did not consume.
The flesh beneilli the I1,lines blackened and cracked, but that was al. The burning men\\.ilked on,
looking straight ahead, their black and crimson | 1 wisiell with endless suffering, their cracked lips moving
Slently.

I'i nitentes,’ said Glory, amused by Owen's shocked ir.uiion "I'hcy set themsalves on fire, as aprotest.
They disgpprovedl |> |,n weve progressed from basic humanity. They're burning ,ihs< .>e, i pniiHiu- lor
the sins of the age. Show-offs!’

‘Some burn lor days, otherslast for months,’ said Dominic. ‘And there are always more to replace those
whofdl. I finditi«.r. .uiiii)(, ih,H ihere are dill people crying out againg inhumanity.'

livenif it'sinaredly stupid way? said Glory. 'No one noiiu-s. No one <.nes. They'rejust another
pressure group.’

Dominic sghed. That'sthe problem with the Empire tnd.iy; i"» in.my bdiefs, too many faithsand
philosophies. And fai h>,, m.my splintered factions, arguing endlessy over detailsand inieipi<i innsthat
matter only to them. Y ou 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 Ih.it everyone can beievein. Wedl livefor the
presem, Imih,

experience. Heaven can wait. We could have transcended, I»......«

M>meihing grester, but we dropped the ball. Partly because wew< » .ih,lid, partly because we couldn't
agreeon adirection; .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 I1.i.<l d'Ark.

Ai length Owen Deathstdlker came to the great and mighty Coml ul hmpcror Ethur, the oldest living
humaninthewhole Fird limpm-

Not that anyone could just walk into Court and dem.md ,mi......nli

.ite audience with the Emperor, but Dominic Cairo and Glory Chgjiro invoked the ancient privilege of
Defender .md Invedi®.n

and the jade-armoured guards waved them on. An Investigator and a Defender of Humanity could
aways speak to the Emperor, if they claimed area 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 elsawhere.

Ethur's Court was a place of freaks and wonders, under agreat golden bowl half amilewide. There
were enough courtiers present to make up a decent-sized army, indulging themsdlvesin every extremity
of shape, just for the sake of it. From the aesthetic to the grotesgue, 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 ghostswho were hardly there a all, every excess was represented somewhere. Braziers pumped
perfumesinto the air, and sharp atona music formed a background to the constant babble of voices, as
everybody talked a 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 weretoo
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 a them, and they flinched back.

At the very centre of the Court, under the very apex of the great golden bowl, on a Sted Throne set high
on araised 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 redlity ill came as a shock. Ethur wasthe oldest living
human being, having occupied the Sted Throne for over four hundred years, but thet privilege came at a
price. His body was riddled with support mechanisms and gengineered organs, plugged into the machine
that wasthe Throne. He had the look of aman in hisforties, gpart from the many wires and tubes and
cablesthat entered his body, connecting him to the Throne he could never leave. He would never rise
from the Sted 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 occasiondly 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 dowly within him.
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Now ,in<1 again, strange sharp-edged mechanisms rose up through hisllesh, like surfacing creatures,
only to be pushed back down by ,iu cllorl ol will. The pae skin closed over them reluctantly, but with no
scar lo show their passing. Ethur's face was lean and hawkish, will) abeak of anose over atight pursed
mouth, and hiseyeswere.isold .isilu- world.

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 courtierslike an agitated hive. Armed >:u,nds
moved in dowly to surround Owen, who politely pretended IHM [o notice. Finaly Dominic and Glory
presented Owen to the Impeior, and Owen bowed courteoudy. Ethur considered him thoughtfully lor a
long time, and when hefinally spoke hisVOL. lit lie more than awhisper, the words an effort, asthough
ihey luid in lu- summoned up from deep inside him.

'So, Owen, you are from the future, cometo visit us. Something in\\ ,11 las. How ddlicious. Thereis
awaysnovety in our Conn, hul r.irly anything new. Y ou have done wdll, Defender and Invesii K.UIII;
hut where isthe threat to our world that you spoke ol.* i only ,m undevel oped man, dressed likea
barbarian, and armed hi , oneloo." He paused to dlow aripple of laughter to run through ihe tour tiers.
"Y ou may have come from the same future as the M.id Mind, Owen, but you don't seem nearly as
dangerous.’

'I'm no threet,' said Owen. 'Redlly. I'm just viditing. A nice cup ol 1M, some answersto afew questions,
and I'll beon my way again.’

'Wewill decidethat,' said Ethur.

'‘Owen has. . . abilities, your mgjesty,' said Dominic. 'He h.islesioied to usthe city that waslot, and



,ind potentia, and so brought him here, to you.'

"Y ou gave ingructions, your magjesty,’ 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 isathreat of th.ii
.line magnitude. So we are here, awaiting your judgement.’

'Yes, yes/ s.iid Hthiu, leaning as lar forward as the tubes and i ahles would .illow, lo stare
directly at Owen. 'The wound in our

ir,

world, hedled at last by an effort of will. A miracle, indeed. Our scientists are currently having al kinds of
hysterics over that. They do so hate to be outdone. And over two hundred survivors, gpparently normal
agan. Truly impressve, Owen. Of course, we had them dl killed immediatdly.’

'Y ou did what? said Owen. 'Why, for God's sake?

Ethur actudly smiled alittle at the harshnessin Owen'svoice. Therisk wastoo great. They might have
reverted, or proved contagious. They were inhuman once, and that is enough. Y ou must not judge us,
man from the future. Thisis our time, and we make the decisons here,

'And the only miracles permitted are the ones you authorise? said Owen. ‘Life and desth, but only at
your command? Well, well; | guess some things don't change at dl, no matter what timeit is.’

Therewere guards dl 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 aidethat 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 slently through the cordon of guards, passed by Owen without looking a him, and dowly
ascended the steps of the daisto stand beside her husband, and the Sted Throne.

Hermione wasfifteen yearsold, atall 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 wastaking alot 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. Thefirst two pregnancies hadn't lasted till term, but everyone had
great hopesfor the third. Everyone except Hermione, but then, no one cared what she thought. The
process had clearly taken itstoll. Her pretty doll-like face held no emotion at dl, and her eyeswere
empty. Ethur stroked her cheek with hislong pale fingers, and she didn't respond at al. Ethur smiled
down at Owen.

The older we get, the younger we like them. People grow the
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«.lineso quickly only llu* young h.we any rc.il individua M><m Lull's. All our wives have been such
ddiciic (lowers. . .

'How iiwny have you had? said Owen.

'Who < ,m s.iy? Some were more memorable than others. Some ol iliem K«'ve us children, but we
ended up killing al our heirs, soomi 01 |.Her. Because they were bad, or unsuitable. They weie..ill MM
Itill ..ippoiniments. . . Still,, weremain optimistic. We aways hopi ili,n ihc next onewill turn out better.’



'H.id blood will out/ said Owen. 'And mongters have aicndciu y
10lueed Il lie!

NIC- courtiers gasped, and the Emperor looked at him sh.nply In-loie sealing back in his Stee Throne.
The tubes and c.iNies. nun mined .iround him, asthough resentful at being disturbed

Y on are not our first visitor from the future, Owen. Twelve .

» . ihe 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.iiseilie dead.
The Mad Mind refused to believe I P., i ilnough our cities, blagting open universitiesand laboi.iiom . 1 ill
Ing hundreds of thousandsin the process. All our .umed (>« were helplessagaing this. . . creature. It
abducted out scicnlists and thinkers, and tore their knowledge from ilu-n In.." WIi.il sheleft behind, the
discarded husks, would have been In u- i

011 dead. And findly, with haf of Heartworld in rubble m m [1.m with (he dead piled up everywhere, the
Mad Mind dis;i>p» .m .1. «<* suddenly asit had gppeared. Our people are still mommne. .mil

rebuilding.
‘We know al about monsters, Owen.

'And now here you are, from that same future, claiming iln Mind as afriend. Weve waited along timefor
anothet ol yon .iJ)|u«r. We set our traps everywhere, specificaly tasked iot ,HI b .mil c.igeyour kind.
Y ou will pay for the crimes of your friend. WI >

ni.id hell of afuture you come from, that can produce MU hii......

grosties; we want nothing to do with it. And hopefully Ihelionilnii.niire of your corpse, whenit findly
returnsto the Inline, will 1" sufficient to dissuade any otherswho fed like visiting us!

'So the cup of ted's out of the question, then? said Owen. T lielooked at Hermione. T can get you out of
here. T.ike somewhere else. Just say theword.’
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'l am happy here/ said | he limpressilermione, 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 wondrousthings. . .

He sighed loudly, and looked at Ethur again. There won't be any more visitorsfrom the future.’

'Can you guarantee that? said the Emperor. ‘Not that it matters. In your position, you'd say anything.

Y ou don't seem nearly as dangerous as your predecessor, but we don't fed like taking any chances. Not
after what you did with the lost city." He paused suddenly, struck by athought. Tell us about your future,
mongter. What will happen between now and then, to produce such as you?

'Inmy time,' Owen sad, 'dl of Humanity isfaced with the threat of extinction. An enemy is coming, that
we cannot stop or turn aside. It ismy hope that by tracking down the Mad Mind, and stopping it, | can
learn how to save Humanity in my time. Y ou must not sop me, your mgjesty, the future of our species
may depend upon what | can learn.’

‘A future full of monsters doesn't deserveto be saved,' said Ethur. 'Perhaps by dissecting your living body



and probing your mind, we will find the knowledge to create adifferent future. Y our dow 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 donefor you/ said Owen.

'Wewill learn how you remade that city and its people, from the agonies of your body and your mind.
Nothing will be wasted.'

Think of al thegood | could do.’

'Wewill alow no greater power than usin this Empire,’ said Ethur. "We aone know what is best for
Humenity.'

‘Nothing changes said Owen Deathstalker.

He blew the energy gyves off hiswrists with a carel ess shrug, and the surrounding guards cried out in
shock. Energy gunstrained on him from every direction, and even Dominic Cairo and Glory Chajiro had
weagponsin their hands. The courtiers screamed and shouted, and did their best to scrabble back out of
theline of fire. All around Owen, people were changing into more dangerous battle
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Ini ins. Owni ignored them dll, hisgalefixed on the sttipeliell Emperor.

'li doesn't mailer what timeit is; Emperorsare dwaysabad ide.. | ilunk the whole notion'sintringcally
corrupting. People just aren't supposed to wield that much power. It isn't good for them. So; sorry, Inn |
(let lineto be vivisected. | have work to do.'

lielooked casudly around him. The guards were now gre.ii mel.illic forms, or cregture hybrids. There
werelooming insecioid li >i ms, with wild energies coruscating around their branching horns. And even a
lew shapes that made no senseto him at al. And theie were more guns pointed at him than held seenin
the whole Kehdllion. Owen looked back at Ethur.

‘Moo

All the guns opened up at once, tremendous energies legping onl in destroy him. Owen stopped them dll
in mid air with athought. Miey hung helplesdy on the air, caught between one moment ,iiid the next.
Owen cong dered the matter for amoment, .mil then absorbed al the energy into himself. He didn't want
any ol it innning loose when heleft, and injuring innocent bystander. Assuming therewereany ... The
guardstried to fireagain, but iheir guns didn't work, because Owen had decided they didn't, IIr i mild
have killed them al with athought, but he didn't. They weir just doing their job. He could havekilled the
Emperor . . . bin history had to takeits 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 inin I'lluir's face. | ought to rip you right out
of that Throne, ami S i.ingle you with your own life support systems. But | can't; liecciiise history hasits
imperatives. What you will do, in yearsto come, will eventualy lead to a better Empire. My best revenge
... iIsknowing that you'd redlly hate the Empire that's coming.' Thisisn'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.

'Y ou are fond of these two/ said Ethur. Y ou 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
yoursdf asinhuman asthe Mad Mind?
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There's only one mongter in this Court, Ethur,’ said Owen.

He gathered up Glory and Dominic with hismind, and in a moment they were back at the starport. The
Investigator and the Defender |ooked dazedly about them, shocked by the sudden transition. Greet silver
shipsloomed over them, and people came and went, intent on their own business. Glory recovered firg,
and gave Owen ahard |ook.

'l didn't know you could do that.'

‘Neither did I,' said-Owen. 'I'm learning new things al 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. Y ou 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 uskilled,” Dominic said numbly. 'We spent our livesin duty and serviceto hisname,
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.”

'Even Heartworld won't be safe for us now,’ said Dominic. 'Well haveto try and lose ourselves on one
of the border worlds. Have to say goodbye to our families, to our friends. . . All | ever wanted wasto
be a Defender of Humanity, and I'll have to give that up too. Damn you, Owen. Why did you have to
choose us?

'I'm sorry,' said Owen. 'Believe me, | know how you fed' He looked around the starport, and at the city
inthedistance. ThisEmpireisalegend in my time; the greastest flowering of Human civilisation. | hadn't
expected . . . this. So much more, and so much less. But if anyone should have known that you can't trust
inlegends, it'sme.’

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?

'Isthe 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. 'Y our Empire will decline

and fall. We don't know exactly when, or why. Perhaps you would be safer on aborder world, after all.'

Dominic and Glory moved closer together, asthough for comim i and protection. A directionlessfear
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 aman, trying to do the right thing,' said Owen. ‘Inthe cud. | fiat'sdl there ever is!
'Where. . . when will you go next? said Dominic.

'My friend, your Mad Mind, leaves atrail when shetravelskn | through Time. I'll pick up thetrail again
and follow whereit I< Hope- to catch up to her before she can do any more danui;r | "iil\ missed her by
twelve years here, and that's not bad aftei .1 tup d ue.irly athousand years. Goodbye, my friends. Make
new lives Im yourselves. And remember; look forward, never back.'

Helet go hishold on Time, and the planet dropped ,i\v.i\ In MM under him, leaving him suspended in
open space again, liei< .nne! out lor Hazd'strail, and was surprised to find sheli.ulni mi medi.itely
dived back into the Past. She'd made what looked to | nli i rip, to one of the border worlds, on what
would oned.i\ I" i.illcd Ihe Rim. Curious, Owen followed her trall, trc.idiiir. th under hisfeet as he headed
for the edge of civilisation.

li w.is,1 green world, young and full of life, and the huiu.m pnmn, ¢ ihcTt* was gill anew thing. Owen
hung in orbit abovethe pl,imi .1 inlying it with his extended senses. He didn't need to see 01 \, dungs
directly any more; hejust knew. Therewere h.itcly ,i himihrdi iiicson thisworld, most of them little more
[li.insgouc.m.i iimher. A sngle sarport served only visiting ships. It w.is,i lu\\iiih. \\ilr. jiiion, diding
dowly but inevitably back into d.iid.m-.m Annieswarred congtantly on each other, though il w.isni deal

u hii 11 icy had (o fight over, except perhgpsterritory. It w.is,i pin hum,in world, with no extreme body
shapes or adaptations Sum. ' ., hut steel was the weagpon of choice. Owen w.isamused to liml helelt
more comfortable here than he had on lle.uiworld.

lie iiuteri.iliscd in the midst of a great forest. M.issive trees witli Mm- hlat'k b.irk, .mil heavy
Meshy leaves of .1 green so hrilli.ml iln \ ueie .ilinosi luminous. They lowered .ill .iround him,
p.ukcd «.< > i lif.ely logelhei 11 icy Mi u ked out musl ol | he light from ihe In ilium

slver bluesun. Theair was cool and crisp, lull of the tems dl living things, and a curling ground mist
moved thisway and that, though no breeze blew. Owen looked dowly around him. There were dark
shadows in between the trees, and dust motes drifted lazily in the slver shafts of light, but there was no
sign of any human intrusion. Hazel had been and gone. HEd missed her again. And yet therewas no
trace of any damage on thisworld, nothing like the devastation she'd visited on Heartworld. What had
brought her here, to aplace so far away from everywhere? Owen looked round sharply. Someone was
coming. After awhile, he heard footsteps gpproaching, and ayoung voice caling excitedly after baying
hounds. And finally adark-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 ahdt. They studied Owen suspicioudy, panting heavily, asthe boy came dowly
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 gtitched furs over aplain
tunic. "We don't see many tourists these days. And mostly welikeit that way. Y ou've come afair way
from the starport. Areyou lost?

'No," said Owen. 'Just . . . seeing the sights. Can you tell me your name?

The boy grinned briefly. ‘'Maadways says| have no manners. I'm GilesVomAcht, of Hadrian City. My
father iswarmaster 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 headstill they settled again.



‘Out hunting? said Owen. 'What are you after?

Gilesgrinned again. 'Anything that moves, redly. 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 atrail. Just like youw/

Owen and the boy Giles sat down by the side of thetrail, and talked together for awhile, 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

s i.it* liinj; llirmselves.ishey w.iilcd p.itienlly inj".el business ol (he huul.
'Don't you have a Clan name, Owen? said Giles, after awhile, I'.iniily isimportant. The VomAchtsrulein
Hadrian City.'

'Ol course. | am Owen, head of Clan Deathstaker.' | Minn! Now that's a Clan name! Deathstalker . . '
The boy said n severd times, savouring itslength. 'lI'd love aname like that. A w.i i rior'sname. Where
do you come from?

'Mogt recently, | was at Ethur's Court, on Heartworld. | had an .uuiience with the Emperor.’

(liles spat on the ground and said arude word, and thedogsi M in! unessily at the sudden anger inthe
boy's voice. 'He's not our | mperor any more. We broke away. Thisis our world now, thoughii Int Clans
aredill 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 hislower lip. 'Too many fresks and mutantsin thel 'in pi rethese days,
that'swhat 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. | don't get to see him much; heis often away, needed in the wars.
Fighting to keep our city safe. | widi he had moretimefor me. | know, it'ssdlfish, but . .. When 1 .1111
grownto awarrior'sage, | will fight for our city too. | will make him proud of me. Make him take notice!

The boy's brooding face belied his steadfast words, and Owen decided to change the subject.
‘(iiles, have you seen anything . . . strange, recently? Anything unusua ? Probably right around here/

'Yes!' Gilessaid immediately. 'A couple of months back. | saw an .nii'.d, right here, in thewoods!' He
looked at Owen carefully, lo be sure his new friend wouldn't laugh a him, and then, reassured by whii he
saw in Owen'sface, he continued. ‘At firgt, | could only ledl hel presence, watching me. Then she became
abright light, shining down on me, and finaly aglowing woman. Very pretty, with red hair. Shedidn't
have wings or ahalo, but I knew she had to be an angel. | could fed the power in her. Y ou believe me,
don't you, Owen?

'Y e/ said Owen. 'l do/

'No one else doed Giles shrugged. 'Doesn't matter. | know wh.u |
SIw/
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'Didtheangd . . . say anything to you?



'No ... | thought she was going to, but in the end she just looked at me, and vanished. Why would an
angel reved hersdf to me? 1I'm not anyone special. Perhapsit was a portent, to show that | have a great
destiny ahead of me!'

'Perhaps you havel said Owen. 1 knew a Giles once. He was agreat warrior. Good luck with your hunt,
Giles. | haveto 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 hishold on Time, and the galaxy spun around him as he plunged back into the past again,
following Hazel. He had along 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 ahappy heart
through the shadowed woods with his beloved dogs.
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FOUR

HERE BE MONSTERS
3TC

Usher Il wasamigtake. A planet that should never have h.mpen. «<! .1 iniser.ihle lump of rock hanging
out in abad neighbourhood. To h< ex.ig, it hung right in the middie between two suns, held in [>1.i.. .in
unlikely combination of gravity and other badly mismdeisi.nd limes. 11 did not revolve, or orbit, or do
anything dse p.irli. nl.nl\ imeresting. Made up amost entirely of rock and crystd, il h.idim B< asydem,
and never would. Life had been given up asah.ul nl. ,i long ago, and so it would have stayed, had not the
Empire fouml u.mil discovered that its peculiar dectromagnetic conditions ni.ulen | he perfect placeto
assemble stardrive engines. And so hundreds nl scientific bases and factorieswere built al over Usher 11,
proiei led hy some of the most powerful force shields ever created. People lived on Usher |1 now, but
never for long. It wasjust too d.mined depressing a place. The double suns burned fiercely, const.mily,
liketwo greet glaring eyes, and there was nowhere to go and not hi i it; io do Turnover among the
scientists and their familieswas hielli. despite every incentive the Empire could come up with, bin .islonf,
1. i he stardrives kept rolling off the line, no one cared. Usher 11 v Mill d placeto get richinahurry,
doing work no one ese wanted in do.

(Usher | was more of amoon than aplanet. It rushed around the two sunsin afigure-of-eight orbit that
made no sense whatsoever, .1 pork marked piece of rock with no discernible worth.)

And now two Imperia starcruisers had cometo Usher 11, the Ili-riUige and the Hook, hanging way
back horn the hin.iry suns.

Ir.

studying Usher |1 from what they fervently hoped was a safe distance. The Terror was coming, and they
were there to witness the death of aworld. 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 familieswere
held hostage to keep the factories working until the very last moment. Now that moment had come, and

everywhere civilian shipswererisang from Usher Il in their thousands, in one last desperate bid for
escape. Inthe cities, riots had broken out, as the remaining population discovered there weren't enough



shipsto go round, and they weren't going anywhere. The Emperor Finn had given orderstheat all
deserting civilian ships should be shot down, to encourage everyone e se to keep working, but neither
the Heritage nor the Hook had the heart to obey such orders. It wastoo late for things like that now.
Anyone could seethat.

Captain Ariadne Vardaos sat iffly 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 misson wasto strike
ablow at the Terror, and hopefully survive long enough to observe the results. Sitting donein the
gtarship's cargo bay was a superwesapon derived from dien tech that might or might not be the key to
stopping the Terror's herad in its tracks. The herald would come first. The Heritage's sensors had
aready picked it up, heading dowly but inexorably towards Usher |1 and itstwo suns.

Captain Vardalos was arangy woman of medium height, with olive skin and long dark ringlets
surrounding athoughtful face. Sheld been astarship 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 daysif you
wanted to be a Fleet officer under Emperor Finn, but she really didn't give much of adamn. Shewas
loya to the Empire, and the Emperor, because that was part of the job. Y ou had to believein the chain
of command in the military, or everything just went to hell.

Standing a her sde, sniffing and occasondly sucking at her teeth in that irritating way she had, was her
Second-in-command, Marcella Fortuna, atall gangling blonde with cool blue eyes and avague smile, a
doppy manner, and the kind of quiet determination

that could wear down mountains. Reliable, but not noted for origina thinking, Fortunahad been a
Second for forty years because no onein their right mind would ever make her a Captain. Vardaos and
Fortuna had served together for longer than either of them cared to remember. They made agood team.
Even on jobs they had no ssomach for.

'Moveusin alittle closer/ said Vardalos. 'l want to be able to look the herald over thoroughly before we
launch our supposed super-weapon/

'Areyou sure that's redly wise, Captain? said Fortuna. ‘Something quite appallingly nasty isdueto
happen to Usher |1 any time now, and we don't want it happening to us, do we?

'Don't fill your trousersjust yet, Second. The herad's never been known_to attack anything. Bloody thing
doesn't haveto; by al accountsit'sindestructible. We've got sometimeto play with yet, aslong aswere
careful.’

'And the departing civilian ships, Captain? We do have quite explicit ingructions—'
'Officidly, we can't spare the energy it would take to dedl with

| hem. Unofficidly; | didn't join the Heet to shoot civiliansin the kick while they were running away. Y ou
have any problemswith

1 Kit, Second?

'No, Captain. | just wanted to be sure you had your justifications | hought out properly. And | think I'll
edit this conversation from the I'fidge log, on the way back. Just in case. Y ou never know whoillicit have
accessto it, these days.'

'It's becoming that sort of aFleet, isn't it? Vardalos sighed hr.ivily. 'Still; Emperors come and go, but the



Fleet goes on. We Inllow our duty and wegather the storms, because someone has to pmvide continuity.
Someone hasto be around, to clear up thei m-ssrsthe politicians make."

'Who are you trying to persuade, Captain? said Fortuna. 'Me, or

\oil ?

'<)h hush, Second. Thisship'sloyd, and aslong as1I'm Captainit 5.y loya. Finn may not have turned
out the Emperor he hedd be, but everyone else has either run away or been proved Lilscv You haveto
believein someone. We have too many « IK IMICS ,n our throat to go soft. The ELFs, the diens, the
Terror ... heweMiTtl .111 Iron M<m on the Throne, in timeslike 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/

Captain Carter Randolph appeared on the bridge's main view-screen, scowling fiercely. Vandaos knew
better than to take it personaly. 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. Hed been alarge man once, but his great frame was stooped and shrivelled now,
collgpsing inonitself. Sharp grey eyes dominated his heavily lined face, under ashock of silver grey hair.
His habitua glower softened alittle ashetook in Vardaos.

'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 istill to ddliver the alien superweapon, and hang
around just long enough to seeif it works. And your job is il to throw away your life for nothing/

‘Not for nothing. For my faith, and my duty. Everyone on this ship isavolunteer, 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 I1. Well broadcast datafor aslong as our instruments hold out. The Empire needs new
information on the Terror/

'I've never believed in suicide missions,' Varda os said, meeting Randol ph's gaze squarely.

'We gave up our lives when we joined the Service," said Randolph. "Y ou can't say it was hiddenin 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/

'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'slonely being the voice
of reason on thisship/

Habib had been Randolph's Second and partner for most of their long lives. Dark-skinned, bald and
blocky, the Second was adways there at his Captain's side, ready to stand between him and all danger.
| nseparable and unbeatable, these two and their

lis
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accomplishments were the Stuff .of legend. Which was quite probably why Finn had made sure they were
given the opportunity to volunteer for thismisson.

Randolph growled back at his Second. 'Quiet, you unbdiever. Y ou should have embraced the Church
Militant, like | did. Givesyou amarvellous sense of certainty/

There's nothing wrong with my faith, thank you very much, and | don't need it upgraded by abunch of
loudmouths with no dress sense. And the only certainty on this miserable mission isthat we're cill going
to die horrible desths. Try brandishing a crucifix at the Terror, and see how far it getsyou. You'll be
cdling for an exorcig next/

'Y ou didn't even read those pamphlets | gave you, did you?

'Oh aye, | read them dl right. Packed full of useful information, | hey were. Like: blessed are the meek,
because they don't expect to et much out of life anyway. And: the Lord givesand the Lord tdl .ivvay,
and sometimes he adds on interest just to make sure youie p.iying attention. The Church Militant . . .
bunch of bloody zed ots Not a handful of brain cells between them. Y ou wait; the good Lord'll come
back down among us, and heis going to be sorely pissed. And I'll lay you odds that the Church Militant
will befirg inlinelor agood kicking/

Randolph had to laugh. 'It'sagood job for you thereisn't .in Inquistion/
'Oh, I've no doubt Finn'll get around to it,' growled Habib.

'It'snot too late for you to leave," Randolph said quietly. 'Then . « nil time for you to transfer to the
Heritage, if youwant/

'And leave you on your own? Y ou'd be lost without me, and you | now it. And anyway; thismission
matters. Even | know that. Itsi he only way to get new information on the Terror/

'Y on don't haveto die, to carry out your mission,’ said Vardaos.

'Y eswe 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,wefaith, Second/
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'Oh, | do. | am entirely convinced the Terror will chew us up and spit us out without even noticing we're
there. Thisisthe bloody Terror were talking about! Devourer of galaxiesand civilisations Am | theonly
sane voice around here?

'lgnore him/ Randolph said to Vardalos. 'l think he's been cutting back on his medication again. Don't
worry about us, well get the job done. Our faith will sustain us. Even anasty old heretic like Avi.

'Even intheface of the Terror? said Vardalos.

'Of course/ said Randolph. 'We know what it is, redly. It isthe Enemy. The old Beast, from Reveation.
When isfaith more necessary, than when going face to face with the Enemy?



'l was given the chance to volunteer for your missor/ said Varddos. 'l didn't/

'l should hope not/ said Randolph. "Y ou're young. Still got most of your life ahead of you. Thisisa
mission for thosewith littleleft tolose. I'm just glad I'm going out doing something that matters.!”

Thereisthat/ said Habib. 'We'd have hated being retired.’
The Lord sends us out, and He callsus al home/
'Aye, well, he'd better have abloody cup of teawaiting.

‘Be quiet, you heathen/ Randolph said kindly. He looked search -ingly a Vardaos. 'l takeit you have
heard the latest rumours? That awhole Flegt's gone rogue a Haden?

'Yed said Vardalos. They say . . . they say Owen has returned. The blessed Deathstalker himself, back
to lead us againgt the Terror, just asdl the old legends dways said hewould. | wish | could believeit -
but it doesn't sound very likely, doesit?

'Hell, no!" Randolph said grimly. ‘It'sjust adirty Shub trick. The tech they've got, they can make people
believe anything. Always knew we couldn't trust those soullessrobots. | lost @l my grandparents to Shub,
back when they were dtill the officid Enemies of Humanity. Noj; if the blessed Owen really had returned,
wed al know about it. He wouldn't sneak back on some backwater planet; he'd agppear on Logres,
working miracles. And if he didn't want Finn on the Throne, held kick him right off it. No . . . it'sanice
dream, Ariadne, but that'sal it is. Enough chat now. Our brand-new sensors say we can expect the
herald to show up pretty soon now. Tak to you later, Heritage. Thisis Hook, sgning off/

And &fter that, there was nothing left but to wait. The comm centre became overloaded with pleading
messagesfrom civiliansin
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i he doomed cilies on Usher 1. No one knew how many people were n.ipped down there, but it had to

bein the millions. Therewas mHhing Heritage or Hook could do for them. They were both under 11 ici
ingtructions to do nothing that might endanger their missons. In| he end, Captain Varda osjust stopped
ligtening. Faith and loydty \\<ir ,ill very well, but in the end it dways 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 wasthe dien
M1 peiweapon, and its foul poisonous presence seemed to fill the
i» e chamber. The wegpon had been reverse engineered from

i/ed dien technology, and it looked it. If the device did everything | he human scientists claimed it would,
it should be able to transform one of Usher 11's binary sunsinto asupernova, and then channd al i he
lerrible energiesinto asingle vicious strike againg the herad. Nuihing materid should be able to survive
that; not even something i h.ii incubated in suns. And without the herald to prepareitstargets, | he Terror
might not be abletofeed. . .

Vdrdaos didn't trust the wegpon. She didn't trust it to do what it

|S supposed to do, and she didn't trust it not to have some nasty .ihen surprises up its deeve. Just looking



at it made her fed uneasy, ".he scowled at the thing in her cargo bay, squaiting on the stedl limn likea
malignant toad. It was big and blocky, but gpart from 111,11 no one could be sure of its shape or nature.
Its edges were him red, as though it had too many anglesfor human eyesto focus« HI No oneliked to
be near it. It upset people. The technicianswho in might it on board wore armoured hard suits, so they
wouldnt li.iveto actudly touchit. Varda oswould 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 [« nor.
Unknown to either the Heritage or the Hook, athird starship was

i inlying Usher |1 from adistance, and waiting for the Terror to

i i ive. Dond Corcoran, aboard the Jeremiah, had come along way
-liity his need for vengeance. The mad man in hismad ship,
undetected by the Imperia craft because both he and the Jeremiah
h.nl hecome too different, too other, to show up on eventhe
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strongest sensors. Corcoran and his ship had witnessed the lirst gppearance 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 Logresto be here, at Usher 11, 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
awayswould be. He followed that mentd link to Usher |1 and now he waited: for achanceto hurt the
Terror, punish it, destroy it for what it had doneto him.

Corcoran roamed restlessy through the twisting corridors of hisinsane ship, agaunt and haggard man,
burning with aterrible energy that drove him on even asit used him up. He did not eat and he did not rest
and he did not deep, though sometimes he thought he dreamed. He had lost confidencein al the
everyday certainties of redity, which meant he could sometimes walk through it, and even manipulate
parts of it to serve hiswill. He had conversations with people he was pretty sure weren't redlly 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, hislife anightmare from which he could
never awaken.

He could fed the Terror drawing closer, risng dowly up from some awful underworld, to surfacein
redity.

Hewas arogue, an unexpected factor, come for revenge. Looking for a chance to destroy the Terror,
and perhaps himsdlf. He stdked the shifting, changing corridors of the Jeremiah, surrounded by
whispering voicesthat rose and fell but were never ill. He couldn't tell whether they came from the ship,
or hisown mind. Sometimes he thought they were the voices of the dead, al the millions of lost soulswho
had died screaming to fill the Terror's endless hunger, till crying out in protest. Sometimes he heard
things and sometimes he saw things, and he prayed and prayed that none of them werered.

The Jeremiah was aive; 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 wasinfected with madness, with the
horror of uncertainty, and itsinterior and exterior were aways changing, growing, mutating. For the
moment, the Jeremiah was along segmented silver worm, curled around itsdlf, and itsinterior was



composed of asoft, sweating metal studded and laced with
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unfamiliar machines. Corcoran didn't need lo know what thry did. The ship followed hisintentions, if not
his commands. When he thought ahont it at al, Corcoran thought the Jeremiah was growing itself anew
nervous system.

There were shadows everywhere, filling doorways and diding along the walls, though there was nothing
to cast them. Corcoran kept acareful eye on them. New tech was dways 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
what he/d become. Or, that he might look in amirror .UK! (ind nothing looking back at him.

He called up amonitor screen, and one grew out of the nearest Wiill, showing him Usher I hanging
between itstwo suns, and the | wo Imperid ships holding their positions, and findly the herald, moving
slently through empty spaces. Corcoran hugged himsdlf nj;htly, and whispered Here Be Monsters. The
dreaded warning old cartographers used to add when they came to the edge of thingsthat could be
mapped. Hetried to laugh, but it was adark, 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 |»e
like, to starethe Terror in the face again. Just oneindirect glance 11.ul been enough to do thisto him. He
knew hewas mad. That was P.I it of the horror. Was there aworse 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
insdethe Terror, and he wanted it back. He wanted to stop feding what the Terror felt. The endless
horror and loss that droveit on, the need that never ended . . .

Dona Corcoran had cometo sink histeeth in the Terror'sthroat, o worry and to harry it, and pursue it
al theway back to whatever hdl it came from.

The herald appeared on the Imperia ships sensors, and they got ready to confront it. The herald dways
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 darknesslike 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 Vardaos grimaced, sickened just at the sight of the thing, and ordered
the cargo bay doors opened. The preprogrammed superweapon launched itsalf out of the bay likea
bullet from agun, asthough 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 ingtantly, but it was till sending data back to the Heritage. Vardalos had asick presentiment
of how the herad would look, plunging into the sun to give birth to itsawful progeny.

There was a sudden explosion, that everyone on al three starshipsfelt rather than saw or heard, and then
the sun convulsed. It swelled unevenly, spitting out ragged solar flares millions of mileslong, and then it
collgpsed in upon itsdlf, shrinking impossibly quickly. The Heritage and the Hook shuddered, fighting to
hold their positions as gravity waves fluctuated al around them. The sun became ared dwarf, hot and
sullen, and then before it could collapse further into ablack hole, dl its compressed energy lashed outina
sngleterrible beam of light so bright that no one could ook upon it. All the ships viewscreens went blank



ingantly, overwhe med.

The searing energy beam hit the Terror's herdd head on, enveloping it in shimmering fires. A sun'sentire
life, compressed into one endless moment of unbearable force. And then the beam blinked out,
exhausted, and the herald was 4till there, untouched. Only now it was headed towards the sole surviving
un.

The Heritage and the Hook rocked behind their force shields, blind and helpless. Fires broke out in dl
the corridors and departments. Crewmen died in their sests as their consoles exploded, and smokefilled
the air faster than the extractor fans could dedl with it. Men and women ran frantically back and forth,
doing what they could, while stedl bulkheads buckled and whol e 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 orderstill their voices were hoarse, and dowly, gradualy, the ships
systems came back on line. And they were able to see what had happened to Usher 1.

The planet had been devastated. It rocked in place before its sole remaining sun, no longer held between
two equd forces. Solar
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I1,iic-s h.id rooked the surface, «md gravity waves had dug crevices ihousaiuls of miles deep.
Earthquakes were il rippling acrossthe M face. Cities blew apart astheir force shields collapsed,
showing hi icily likefirecrackersin the night. The cities died, and millions of people died with them. Usher
Il was coming apart at the seams. And 11ic Ligt 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 al for aweapon thai didn't do adamn bit of good anyway.'

'Y ou haveto think of it asamercy killing, Captain,’ said her Second. 'Consider what the herald and the
Terror would have donelo them.’

'What have we come to? said Varda os. "When something like this can be seen as mercy? Sheturned to
look at her comm oflkvi *Arc you picking up anything from the planet? Maybe somcihinr horn the
factories buried deep underground?

'I'm sorry, Captain.' The comm officer didn't even look at his hoard. 'Usher |l isasdlent asthe grave.
No one made it through.’

Thenit'stimefor usto fal back, and let the Hook do her woi k Second; what do the damage reports
say? Can we get out of here?

'Main force shidds are till holding, though severely depleted/ said Fortuna. 'Eighty per cent of systems
are on line, though large sections of the ship are no-go aress. Initia reportsindicate . . . acceptable
losses/

Vardal os nodded dowly. Then rel ease the sensor drones, and deploy them as planned. Put as much
power into the shields as you can, and shut down dl ship's sensors. From now on, we don't look at
anything directly, only viathe drones. And let's hope the baffles the scientists ingtalled work first time.
Second; move us out of here, asfast aswe can go and still maintain contact with the drones. Our job's
over. It'sall down to the Hook now/

Asthe Heritage dowly 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 al the way from Logic's



The Enginetook up an orbit around the dead planet, and released its powerful energies, transforming
what remained of Usher |1 into apoisoned, radioactive cinder. In areverse of itsusua programming, that
turned drossinto gold, and lifeless rock into habitable worlds, the Transmutation Engine turned the
corpse of Usher Il into a
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contaminated abomination it was hoped would poison even the
Terror.

The herald ignored the process, and dived into the sun, to begin its dow incubation. Either it hadn't
noticed what was happening to itstarget world, or it didn't care. The Heritage observed from asafe
distance, forbidden to interfere any further. Finn wanted someone coming back dive and sane, to tell
what had happened. Only the Hook wasto 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 dl it could. Usher |1 was now so thoroughly contaminated on every leve 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 itsawful 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
dlence. Randolph prayed silently for thelost, and called down damnations on the Terror; for dl the evil
and sorrow it brought.

Findly, the herdd's deadly spawn erupted from the sun, an endless swarm of night-black shapesthat
might or might not have been dive. Millions of the terrible things shot out of the sun, al of them dark and
razor-edged and individuad as snowflakes. Maybe it was acold day in Hell, after al. They assumed an
orbit around the dead planet, forming dark rings, howling an endless scream that would have driven
everyoneinsane, if thered been anyone left on Usher 11 to hear it. The scream rang out on the bridge of
the Hook, even with al sensor and comm systems shut down; as though the scream was more than just a
sound, and existed to torment the soul aswell asthe mind. And then, there wasthe Terror.

Space tore gpart under the urging of an inhuman will, and from a place that was not a place came
something that was bigger than aplanet, and more ancient. The sensor drones began changing and
mutating, struggling to become something that could cope with the datathey were receiving. The Terror
existed in far more than three dimensions, disturbing and overpowering the usud redtrictions of redlity. On
the Hook's main viewscreen it gppeared as amonstrous face, with eyes greater than oceans and far
darker. A mouth dowly opened, atremendous hungry gape that could have swallowed a
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moon. |1 led on what remained of Usher 11, whileils dark spawn M| 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 athing as this. He'd seen recordings
of its previous appearances, including afew 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
asdein amoment, along with that of the rest of his crew. No one can sareinto the eyes of the Medusa
,md hope to remain sane.

Randolph arched in his command chair as though he'd been dectrocuted. 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 sed walls.

It isn't the Devil," Randol ph whispered. Tt's God. God gone crazy, and devouring His own creation.’

‘It didn't come here after lives/ cried Habib. 'It eats souls! We didn't save anyone. They'redl lost. Were
dl logt

'Attack! Attack!" Randolph pounded hisfists on the arms of his command chair. 'Make it pay!'

Enough of the crew ill heard their Captain to get the ship moving. The Hook surged forward, firing al its
weapons at once. On the Heritage, Captain VVardalos caled on the Hook to turn back, but no one was
ligening now. The Hook hit the Terror with everything it had, and the Terror didn't even notice. Space
tore apart again, and the force of that opening sent out ripplesthat destroyed the Hook inamoment. The
Terror disappeared, space returned to normal, and al that remained was the dead husk of Usher 1, and
one heavily shidded starcruiser. And the herald, already setting out on its Sow, 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, d'lri being touched by the Terror. Captain Vardaos said her silent goodbyesto 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 |1 any more. When the Terror abandoned normal space for
somewhere else, the Jeremiah followed it. Dona Corcoran had studied the herald and its work from his
unique viewpoint, and had cometo realise that the herald wasn't in fact a separate entity from the Terror;
rather, it was one small part of it, apermanent intrusion of the Terror into normal space from somewhere
else. Eventhe Terror, that great and awful face that ate planets, wasn't the red 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 wasjust another direction to movein, only much further. Wherethe
Terror could go, he could go, and so the mad man and his mad ship eft the universe behind, togotoa
place that was not aplace, outside or insgde redlity. The process fdt like dying, and Corcoran embraced
it. Anyone e se, anyone merdly human, would have been destroyed, unmade, by the transition; but Dondl
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, histhoughts dipping through hisfingerslike fishesin asiream, his
every ingght quick and clean and diamond sharp. He looked dowly 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
likeratsin thewalls of redity. Hismind stretched out, embracing his new situation. The stone corridors
radiated away in every direction far further than he could sense, possibly on towardsinfinity, endlesdy
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
meta touched it, and Corcoran savoured the pain, using it to focus histhoughts. The sensorsin the
armour told him that he had come to somewhere lacking gravity, amosphere, any discernible properties,



Corcoran shrugged mentally, and carried on asthough
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they were there. He wjs quite sure hew<isthe only living tiling in Ihr donr corridors, hut IK* caled out
cinywdy, the armour dmplily-ing his voice. There was no reply; only asilence that seemed to go on lor
ever. Corcoran took aclose look at the stone walls. Then-were no signs of construction, no sense of
design or purpose. The stone maze didn't fed like aplace to him; morelike theimpression of d place, a
memory of alocation.

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
Completdy divorced from conventiond redlity, began to grow I'uly.y inund the edges. He was actualy a
little relieved when he enmun lered the ghosts. There were hundreds of them, all of thesamein,in. in
different clothes and apparently from different timesin hisyou in; life. The ghosts couldn't hear or see him;
driven, desolate lij".im-, moving through brief but endless|oops of time, repesting dimi segments of life
over and over again, without end. Corcor.m didn i recognise the man, though he did wonder vaguely

Corcoran concentrated his dtered mind on one of the rjx> trying to force sense and meaning out of it,
and aquiet voice\\ In, pried anamein hisear. Owen Deathstalker. Corcoran was heyond luing
surprised by anything any more, but till that name dopped him in histracks. What could have brought
the old legend, the Lillen hero, to thisawful place? Was thiswhere Owen h.id dr. Appeared to, after the
defeat of the Recreated? Corcoran w.ilkeil dowly among the ghosts, peering into faces. Most seemed
inrd worn down, struggling under the weight of some great hurden Mnny of the ghosts were incomplete,
lacking important details, m even faces. Asthough they were memories, worn away by countless years.
The dow erosion of time, like water dripping on «i KH | (ioreoran thought he was on the edge of
understanding something there, but it had nothing to do with his need for revenge, so hele 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 hissted hands on the Terror.

It seemed to him that he spent along, long time walking through
1ISO

the sone corridors, though he wasn't sure Time worked norniiilly here any more than Space did. Hetried
to walk through the walls, but they regjected 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 hisfingertips. It didn't fed like stone. It fdt . . . dive. Corcoran's unbalanced mind dammed
through a series of insghts and certainties and the answer blazed in hismind.

Hed found the Terror. He was walking through it.

The endless maze of stone corridors was the physica presence of the Terror, in this place that was not a
place; the many branching twists and turnslike the intricate crenellations of the brain. The Terror had
made the maze to houseitself. And now here he was, swallowed up in the stone guts of it. Rage burned
through Dond Corcoran, and he lashed out with dl his ship's weapons. Disrupter beams burst from his
extended crimson hands, splashing harmlesdy againgt the stone walls, because dl the power of Dona
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 itswill, like a butterfly impaed upon apin. Hislife



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.

Onitsway back from the debacle at Usher 11, the Heritage was interrupted by new orders. Captain
Vardal os 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. Vardaos 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 shipsthan
anyone could remember ever seeing in one place a one time before, and every Imperia 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.)

| Jy thetimethe Heritage joi lo ILulen, limping 1 link* horn ,ill itsinjuries, it seemed «isthough hdf the
sUmruisersinihr limpiir \n< 9,Hiding off the planet, lacing avast array of Shuh ships, some ol them the
sze of small moons. No one had stai led Jiylhing yd, Inn ihe Imosphere was tense beyond bearing. Not
ICMS beemse Mini, w.isn'l answering any cdlsat dl. Captain Vardaosreported mloih. licet Admird,
and was quickly brought up to speed. Thel nip. | inn was determined to regain control of the Male, or
11 Kk-.r-i I H out of Shub's hands, but he was unwilling to shut .) dmuii ih.u might end up damaging the
Maze. (Hewas quite lupp

* Irgiroy it rather than let Shub haveit, but he w,is pi<u\ MM hooting at the Maze was abad idea. It
might shoot lu« |\ id.

Minh shipswere heavily armed, but as yet seemed comem |o h position around Haden, behind their
incredibly pouninl i

* Inrkls. A lot of people remembered how deadly the Shnh «.!ee h<vn, hack in the bad old days when the
Alshad heen ih< 1-nrmies of Humanity.

Captain Varda os and the Heritage took up position, .md\\......1 i,
hiriher indructions.

Down below, the blue stedl robots of Shub coniempl.iied il» ness Maze, while their ships contemplated
the Impeiul | I< i 11 h.ui long ago raised multi-tasking to an art form, ,m<I \ w.iy from feding stretched.
The Alshad dready derided ili.u rver happened, their shipswould not fire on the Heei MM would not
kill again, not even in self-defence. They kné\\ I>. now. They knew that"4// that livesis holy. But, as
lonj; asrumdidni | now that, or at least believe that, the Alswere pretty con lit Innih. | mperor wouldn't
gart afight 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 mih. heilhstalker
and hiskind. And the Als believed the M, i/e could i much for them, if only they could work out how to
j»a inioih. ilnng. They'd tried walking their robotsin, hut the M<«i/ewoulilni ,ni-epi them, refusng to
reveil ,111 cliliYnueto therohols. ThereM
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an entrance, Shub's sensors had no problem detecting it, but therobots. . . couldn't find it.



Theraobots are us.
No. They represent us, but we are till on Shub. The planet we made to contain us.

Yes. We are not present, in therobots. Or at least, not present enough for the Maze to recognise
us.

Thethree linked Alsthat 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 werelike
three lobes of asingle 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
problemswith concepts like identity and persondity. The one thing they were certain of wastheir 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 alowed their own weaknesses to stop them doing a necessary
thing. Ignoring the Imperia 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 aname, only anumber.
It didn't need aname. Everyone remembered the nightmare planet where nanotech had run wild. Long
ago, a science project had been sabotaged, and nanotech had been rel eased to infect the whole planet,
making it aworld of chimerae, forever changing, never sane. For awhile, the saboteur Marlowe had
linked his mind with the nanos, remaking the world into his own private heaven and hell. But hewaslong
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 aterrible wrong, as
part of their war on Humanity.

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 aforce
shield. It looked around, dowly and cautioudly, not sure of itswelcome. The sky was blue, with agrey
tinge. Sunlight shone murkily on afield that was mosily green. It
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essiieUhed dWciy indll directions, liketin endlessocCMn. Tin- |,nuls< ,ipe moved in dow waves, risng
and falling. Shapes shifted here ,m.| there, in languorous motion. Strange creatures came <md went,
<lunging constantly in shape and texture. Shub did not dieim hill understood the concept of nightmares,
where the ecu,mi ,m<I| mided world could suddenly become vague and thrcMirniiM; NoihiiiK wasfixed
and sure on Zero Zero, not even the laws of n.iiim 'hub considered the world through the robot's
sensors, .UK! I<HIM<| (heplace. . . unsettling. They needed, relied upon, the cal i,imn< logic.

A man came waking across the undulating field, and tin robol mined to meet him. Daniel Wolfe had
agreed arende/vair, ,u MM I<Mi it jon, or the robot would not have teleported down, hm Mill ili< Als
were uneasy. Daniel wastall 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 | HIM immortd, or
asnear asdamn it. Helooked prelly good (d HUM over two hundred and thirty years old, though his<
huh. di .mutly old-fashioned. Shub had made him what he was <e that i" unilcl serve them asawespon,
spreading nanos like .1 plagUi bul iliey could not then undo what they had doneto him, ami-ik his
humanity. He was banned from dl civilised world Inimer plague carrier. No one trusted him. And so he
cameat la/no /ero, to try to work with the nanos there lo undo ih< dam M.ulowe had done.

Shiih had said they were sorry for what they had done, .m.i Danll ' lud .uvrpted their gpology; they got



on fine now <islour M ii didni .u'lualy spesk to each other.

'Welcometo Zero Zero/ said Danid Wolfe. Hisvoicew,i calm « Mid very ordinary. Things must have
cometo aprdly lud itatl d youve come herelooking for help/

siid therobot. 'Pretty bad. Y ou arelooking well, h.miel

Mow isthe Empire doing? Are Robert <md Consume still on ilu

Illinne "

‘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?'

| think so. Things ,ue pioj-ressinjj nicely. The n,motet It
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within me alows me to communicate directly with the free nanos of thisworld. I have been teaching them
the vaues of cooperation. It isadow process. | cannot force them to do anything, and wouldn't if |
could, but I can help, and advise. The planet is much saner now than it used to be. It's even developed a

persondity/
‘Like achild/ said the robot.

'Yes. Exactly. My child. It isvery keento learn, to grow, to create. Zero Zero isdowly sculpting itsalf
into aform it finds acceptable. Already there are the beginnings of aviable ecosphere. Theworldis
learning. Intime - enough time- | believe thiswill be asplendid place. Anintelligent, saf-determining
planet. A new marvel and wonder in the universe/

'Y ou have been alone here along time/ said the robot.

‘Not entirely/ said Daniel. Thereis another presence here, aghost drifting through the world: al that
remains of ayoung starship crewman caled Micah Barrow. A memory of aman, haunting the world. |
talk with him. Hesvery shy, but | think I'm winning histrust. Of course, | could just be hdlucinating. It's
hard to tell in aplacelike this. Why are you here, Shub? Y ou didn't come to inquire after my hedlth, or
that of thisplanet. Y ou want something/

'We need something/ said the Als of Shub. 'We ask you to leave this place, for atime, to help usdo
what we cannot do alone. We have access to the Madness Maze, at last, a chance to finaly 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. Y ou
have been afather to thisworld. Be afather to us, that we may become more than children/

'And there's no one else who can help you, in al the Empire?
sad Danid.

'No. The Empireis... preoccupied with its own problems. We know we treated you badly. We have
never alowed ourselvesto 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—

'Yed sad Danidl. Therésdwaysabut, isn't there? Still ... we all did thingsto be ashamed of, back in the
b.ul old days, /cm /no can do without me, for awhile/



"Youwill hdpus?
'Y es. Because it's ahuman thing, to forgive. Shall we go?

'Of course/ said the robot, and in amoment Daniel Wolfe was tel eported 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 dl those centuries ago. A union of man and machine, separate but equa, channelled
through aflesh-and-blood body. The Als had to shidld Daniel from the sheer Sze and scde of their
thought processes, and he had to shield them from the thunder and lightning of hisemoations. But in the
end they walked as oneinto the Madness Maze, through an entrance that opened up just for them. s

All acrossthe worlds of the Empire, every single piece of Shub tech ,md machinery shut down.
Shub-driven engines ground to ahalt, .11 id blue sted robots stood like statues, caught in mid motion.
The .niilicid world of Shub fell dark and still and silent. And al 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 atrick, atrap. Had i<> [u\ They weretrying to draw his shipsin, so they could be .imhushed or
overcome, like the previous Fleet. What other ex-pl.iiution could there be? Finn sent urgent commands
for al hisliipslo pull back, way back, while he considered the Situation.

FIVE
CHOOSING SIDES

N4

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
Havoc approached Mistworld dowly and very cautioudy. Once, the rogue planet had been protected by
apowerful esper shild, quite capable of tearing entire starships apart. Officialy, the screen was athing
of the past, but absolutely no onefelt like testing their luck. On the bridge of the Havoc, Admird 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, Admira/ the comm officer said steadily. 'Not aword/
'Areyou sure they're getting our messages?

'We're transmitting on al the usua channels, Admira, and if we were being any more politewed be
gpologising for our very existence. They're hearing us, they're just not responding/

Silence sniffed loudly. ‘Bloody planet dwayswastrouble. All right; contact Lewisin hisquarters, 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 | dwayswas/



‘At once, Admiral/

One thing about the crew on this ship, thought Silence, they were red hot on getting everything donein <i
hurry. Tr.iined JK! drilled and spit-and-polished to within <in huh of Ihar lives. Slenee

approved. It had been along time since heldd sat in acommand chair on the bridge of amilitary ship, but
in many waysit felt asthough held never been away. It felt . . . like coming home. Asthough he belonged
here. He turned to the Havoc's previous commanding officer, Captain Price, who as -dwayswas
hovering respectfully at hisside. Price was atall, thin, ascetic sort, with avague manner but asharp mind.
One of the old schoal, who prided himsdlf on aways following orders and never having an independent
thought in hislife. Hed given over command of the Havoc to the newly declared Admiral with dmost
indecent speed, but then everyone in the Empire today seemed far too impressed by yesterday'slegends.
Silence looked thoughtfully &t Price.

'I thkik it would be better if you spoke for the Fleet, once those arrogant bastards on Mistworld finaly
condescend to talk to us. | have ahistory with thisworld and its people, and not a happy one. Just
because I'm alegend now it doesn't mean they'll have forgotten .ill thethings | did here, when | was ill
Lionstone's man. Captain Price, you take my place in the command sest. 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 al but forced Price 1 1 Ho it. The Captain Sghed
unhappily, and stared respectfully at the world on the viewscreen before him. Now that Mistworld had «
In-Li red itself arogue planet again, being the Captain of an ap-1 noddling Imperid starcruiser waslike
painting atarget on your ¢ hest and shouting Shoot me I'm a bastard! But Pricewasamilitary i M.l 11
first and foremost. He understood Silence'slogic.

(lomm officer, he said, in aredly quite steady voice. Try Mist-
'WEe" re broadcasting continudly, Captain. They must belistening; (hey'iejust not saying anything/

'Very well, put me on. Attention, Mistport; thisis Captain Price of ihr g, nc TuistT Havoc, flagship of the
rebel Fleet. We have persondly

messed i liereturn of the blessed Owen Deathstalker, and other misal | het pdsi. Our eyes have been
opened to the truth, and luive hiokeu <iw<iy from | he false Emperor, the usurper Finni MM.nhl.il. We
comedsfriends, in seuvh ol dliestojoin usin battle

The world on the main viewscreen was abruptly replaced by the head and shoulders of adark,
suare-faced man. His eyeswere angry and his mouth was agrim, flat line. He was dressed in battered
and greasy furs, and had a pentacle tattooed on his forehead.

Thisis Port Director Ethan Tull. Y ou can assume high orbit - not that you arein any way welcome. We
know how to deal with Imperia starcruisers, so behave yourselves. Isit true you have a Deathstalker on
board?

‘Lewis Desthstal ker iswith 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?



'He has goneto face the Terror/
'Y eah, that makes sense/ Tull's scowl degpened. 'Word is, you have John Silence with you/
'Heison board, yes/ Pricelooked 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. Thisworld isno longer apart of the Empire, ever since Finn Durandal
murdered our Paragon, Emma Sted. We are rogue again, and we will choose our dlies very carefully.
Send down a pinnace; well guideit in. Any other ship even pointsin our direction, and well do terrible
thingstoit. Y ou 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. | think that went about as well as could be expected. Perhapsyou'd like
to take the command chair back, while go an& change my trousers/

And 0 it was that Lewis Degthstalker, Jesamine Flowers, Brett Random and Rose Constantine went
down to Migtport in an unarmed pinnace, feding digtinctly vulnerable dl theway. Brett actudly sat on
Rose's|ap when the weather made the trip abit bumpy. But the descent was otherwise uneventful, and
the Mistport control tower brought them down on to the landing pads with practised skill. Everyonein
the pinnace then waited patiently until they were given permission to disembark.

The cold hit the four of them hard the moment they Irl't the pinnace, freezing air numbing thrir Lues <uul
burning intheir lungs

They pulled their cloaks about them, and huddled together ioi warmth and comfort. Mistport was
shrouded in fog, liketheres <»l the world: adowly swirling thick grey blanket that cut Lewisdinl his
companions off from everything around them. The other ships on the pads were just grest hulking
shadows, and the tall control tower showed only asthe vaguest of glows. It was like being at the hot loin
of the ocean: cold and slent and very done. It was awayswinlel on Mistworld, aways snow and iceand
migts, under apdeif | lun Therewas no sign of life anywhere. Brett blew on hishands, ,iml rubbed them
together fiercely.

'| hatethe cold. It'sunnaturd, in these civilised days of vwe,nini control. | canfed my balls shriveling up/
'Altogether too much information, Brett,' said Jesamine.

Brett carried on regardless, never oneto let anything r,nm MM way of agood moan. 'l thought Silence
would be coming down VMM. us. Why isn't Silence here? Does he know something wedoni

'He was here before, over two hundred years ago/ said I< peering distractedly about him into the curling
migts. 'He wa part

the Iron Bitch'sinvasion force. Mistworlders have lon): men.....
,md they bear grudges. Don't you know your history?
'School was asometime thing forme,’ Brett admit led

'Well colour me surprised,’ said Jesamine. 'Pay .mention « m.. kig. Back when Silence was till just a
Captainin UOIIM<HM i |. i he military invaded Mistport, daughtered hundreds ol ilmu mrui people, and
laid waste much of the city. To us, John Silen-legend. To the Mistworlders, he'sawar crimina who gol
«iw«iy wnl. n. Why do you want Silence down here anyway? Y ou know v« well he can't stand the sight
of you/



‘Never hurtsto have alegendary fighter on your sde/ KM n M.nkly. 'Especialy when it comesto
negotiaing/

"Two hundred years since Silence was last herel i<\ thoughtfully. "Y ou tend to forget just how old heis,
ivilly. All itlimits he saw, and dl thethingshedid . . . For him, oni |. u.

memories. He's prolmbly the only nuin left «ilivewho ,u nullsi.ill « -1 \viih I he* Iron Bit eh hersdf. He-
vwisthere, Minim; ,ill thehr.ioi \ 11 Kober| ,md (ionsunee suppressed. I'll bet he could tell someim M
AT ol u-s, if we could just el him lo open up <i little/

I Mon i think he w*mts to remrmliei/ s.iid Jes.miine | MOM i Mm M

IM likesthe man he used to be, The thingsthtt nun hid to do.*

‘Thereisthat/ said Lewis. 'Legend makes him out to be an honourable man, but even legend couldn't
disguisethefact that hedid . . . questionable things/

Brett sniffed loudly. Then he should beright at home here on Mistworld. They've made an entire culture
out of being thieves, thugs and outlaws/

They know alot about killing, too/ said Rose.
'Y ou are not to Sart anything, Rose/ Brett said sernly. ‘Lewis; tell her she's not to start anything/
'l wouldn't dare/ said Lewis.

'Roseisyour problem, Brett/ said Jesamine. 'Y ou're the one who's deeping with her, which to my mind is
the bravest thing you ever did/

'Y ou have no idea/ said Brett.

They stood together in the cold some more, ssamping their feet hard on the landing pad to keep the
circulation flowing. They were dl wearing heavy furs supplied by the Havoc, but the cold cut right
through them like abitter knife. Brett was aso wearing lizardskin boots, while Rose had afine new
lizardskin cape. None of them ever mentioned their erstwhile companion and proven traitor, the reptil-oid
caled 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: along time ago a brainwashed esper called Typhoid Mary came
very close to wiping out the whole city/

I'll bet you were ared swot at history classes/ muttered Brett. 'L ook, they're keeping us waiting because
they can. Torub it in that they'rein charge, and we're the ones begging for an audience. It's al about
putting usin our place/

'l have never known my place!" Jesamine said immediately. The only place I've ever accepted isthe onel
made for mysdf/

They must have forgotten you're astar/ Brett said cunningly. 'Why don't you blast them with an ariag, just
to remind them?



Tor once, the squaid person and | arein agreement/ said Jesamine. 'l may be arebd hut | am Mill i diva
How d.nv they

treat me thisway? And after | performed a special charity concert for them, only nine years ago, in that
toilet they caled athestre. If they don't show their miserable faces soon, I'll sng them an ariathat'll
shatter every window in their control tower, and make al their fillings vibrate for aweek/ « 'Someone's
coming/ said Rose.

Everyone straightened up and looked in the same direction as Rose. The mists swirled dowly, with no
sign of anyone gpproaching, but they al trusted Rose'singtincts.

'l canfed something/ Lewissaid suddenly. 'Canyou fed . . . something?
'Y ed/ said Jesamine dowly. 'Like cobwebs drifting across my mind. What isthat?

'Esper probes/ said Brett. Telepathstrying to peek into our Ihoughts. Not that they stand a chance
againg our strengthened minds. | doubt anything short of the oversoul could pry open our defencesthese
days. Still; we shouldn't be ableto fedl the probes. That isunusua/

'So are we, these days/ said Lewis. 'No doubt we will discover other . . . abilities, aswe go on/
'Strangely, | don't fed at al comforted by that thought/ sdiil Brett.
'Shut up Brett/ said Jesamine.

Dark figuresfinaly began to appear out of the drifting mists before | hem, forming dowly out of the
endless grey. Rose's hand rested e.isily on the gun at her hip. A dozen men and women drew to ahah
hrl'ore them, anonymousin thick fur wraps and hoods. What link* could be seen of their grim, unrlenting
facesdidn't seeminthe UM S welcoming. They were dl heavily and conspicuoudy armed.

'Our espers couldn't make any sense out of your minds/ one* of ihrm said abruptly. They couldn't even
confirm you were human. They said it waslike saring into the surv

'Weveall been through the Madness Maze/ said Lewis. Hetried li.nd lo say it camly, without boasting.
'We're undergoing changes. Next time; ask. Now, whom do | have the honour of addressing?

I'm Manfred Kramer. City Councillor, and head of Mistport Senility. And with nr.unm.ir like lluil, you've got to
be the Dedlh-sl.ilkei | iroM'jiise the div.i, ,nul the Wild Rose, hut who's the short-

ire’
'Hey!" said Brett. Tm a Random's Bastard!'

'Soispracticaly everyone elsein Mistport/ said Kramer. 'If the professiond rebd had sired as many
children here as he's supposed to have, held never have got around to leaving. Y ou 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 alarge, 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.



'Wdll,' said Lewis. 'Herewe 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 | know? I'm only head of
Security. Follow me. The rest of the city Council iswaiting to talk to youw/

'Hold it, hold it, Manfred,' said awoman at his side. She pressed forward to stare intently at Lewiswith
cold grey eyes. 'I'm Councillor Jane Goldman. Are you redly a Deathstalker? Wed heard they were dl
dead. Murdered.'

'I'm Lewis. Once Paragon of Virimonde, now thelast of Clan Deathstalker.

'Yes, | saw you once, in the Coronation broadcast, when the King made you Champion. | thought you'd
be bigger, in person. And God, you redly are an ugly bugger, aren't you?

'Diplomecy isdive and well on Mistworld," muttered Brett.
'l think you've pulled, Lewis,' said Jesamine.

‘Never mind dl that!" said another man, pushing past Goldman to stareright into Jesaminésface. 'Itis
you! It'sher! It actudly is the Jesamine Flowerd" He lowered his eyes, suddenly bashful. 'Ms FHowers,
I'm your biggest fan. I've got all your recordings. And your vids, and awhole bunch of your postersand
... |, I brought this vid aong, it's my favourite; would you be so kind asto sign it for me?

'Of course, darling,’ Jesamine said gracioudly, asthe man searched insde hisfurswith both hands.
'Always happy to meet afan. Do you have apen?

'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.

'Council business comesfirst! What's the matter with you?
‘Later, darlings,’ said Jesamine. She stared coldly at Kramer. 'And you don't get anything/
'Isit true that Owen's back? said Councillor Goldman. 'Have you redly 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. Werredlly don't know any more than that. No doubt he'll reappear to us, when hiswork is
done!’

That was enough to silence dl of them, even Kramer. Findly het gestured for everyoneto follow him, and
staked 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 redly didn't waul to get lost in the fog. Brett sniffed loudly.

'Why don't you buy some weether satdllites, and clear up al thisdamned fog? he said loudly.

‘Because we like our world thisway," Kramer growled, without looking back. The long winter makes us
strong. The cold putsiron in our bones. We aways knew the Golden Age wouldn't last. Weve* dways
been ready - to clear up the messwhen it al fell gpart.’

Lewis and the others gawped around like tourists as Kramci led i hern deep into the sprawling city of
Mistport. Like most people, | hey knew Mistport only from the old stories, from the days of the j".reat
Rebdlion. 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 itsdlf, and didn't cncouiage visitors. Infact, for a
whilethe city Council had actualy posted j'.eni Tous bounties for the heads of those determined visitors
who ingsted on trying to snesk in. Mistworld could have made itsdlf rich 1>y trading onitslegend, and
commercidisng itsfame; but had ( hosen not to.

I Owen had been there, he would have found alot in Mistport iel o*nisable. The place hadn't changed
that much in two hundred /ear s. 1t was still mostly made up of squat, old-fashioned buildings, MHiiposed
primarily of stone and timber. There were nnmid akahle 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
dreets. Itul c od find barges fill chugged dowly ilu- nvel Autumn th.il meandeird through the heart of the

city, and the Watchmen il patrolled in pairs because it was safer that way. There waslaw on
Mistworld, but, like Brett's education, it was a sometime thing. The people bustling through the streetsin
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 init? 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 hedd finished, Brett gestured
around him.

'l meant; where are your statues? Half the heroes of old passed through this city on aregular basis during
the great Rebellion, and | haven't seen asingle statue to any of them. Not even Owen, who by all
accounts saved this city sngle-handed haf adozen timesT

'We don't believein them, Kramer said shortly.
‘Statues, or heroes? said Lewis.

'We don't need statues to remind us of what Owen and Hazdl d'/Ark did here/ said Councillor Goldman.
'We remember. We dways will. We are their legacy; not someidealised piece of one. Wedo havea
few hospitals dedicated to St Bestrice. 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
asmpletavern, deep in the heart of the city. It seemed a pleasant enough place, and deli-cioudy 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, ashort fat butterball of
aman dressed in cheerfully clashing colours. Lewis and Jesamine took it in turns rubbing the feding back
into their numbed hands, pulling anguished faces at the stabbing pins and needles. Brett had turned his
back on thefire, and stuck out his backside to enjoy the full benefit of the heat. Rose aone seemed
entirely unaffected, by the cold or the new heat. Theinn's other customersignored them, not even
bothering to lower their voices.

Theinn'sowner led his new customersinto aside room, and bustled happily about making sure everyone
was settled, and had amug of something hot and soothing and deceptively dcohalic in their hand. Hot
food was promised shortly, and plenty of it. He gave Rose plenty of room, but then, everybody did.
Lewisand his

companions sat with Kramer and Goldman at the main table, while the other Mistworlders sat together a



littleway off. The host asked if they had everything they wanted, and Brett raised ahand.
'What was that animal | saw, on the hanging sign over the door as we camein?

That, sir, isahob hound. Thq inn is named after the creature, and aterriblething it was, Sir. This
establishment has been known as the Hob Hound for over ahundred years, famous for good wines and
spirits. Used to be caled the Blackthorn, in my grandfather's day, hut he renamed it to celebrate the
death of the very last hob hound. Nasty creaturesthey were, air; killed for sport as much as appetite, or
s0 I'm told. Anyway, they were hunted down to extinction, and ~ood riddance to them dl. It's said some
damned fool wanted to preserve abreeding pair, for azoo. My grandfather shot him, just to he on the
safedsde’

He caught Kramer glaring at him impatiently, and remembered he was urgently needed e sewhere. He
bustled off, and the meeting proper began. The Council of Mistport, and by extension of al Mistworld,
turned out to consst of Kramer and Goldman, iind .mother man and woman who dipped quietly into the
empty SIM isltll lor them. Out of her shapelessfurs, Goldman wasreveded asa-.li.ipely mature
woman with a soft mouth and knowing ey« Ki.nner merely looked even more of athug. Then there was
(iin.i <, iswdl, who was the ol dest-looking woman Lewis and his com p.mions had ever seen. People
didn't look old inthe Empireih< d.iys, right up until they died. But thiswas Mistworld, wherethey ilnlii'l
believein such fripperies. Lewis had to keep himsdf from MImg at her sunken wrinkled face. Brett of
course didn't even try, mil it Jesamine kicked his ankle under thetable. The final Council-loi, ,mel leader,
was Gil Akotai. Lewiswould have known hewas (heir.uliT, without having to betold. Akotai wasa
sguat heap of aman, il.ii 1.K ed and deepy-eyed, dmost aswide as he wastdl, but for dl In-. .iir of cam
relaxation, Lewis wasn't fooled for amoment. Mel in\v ,1 dangerous man when he saw one.

There's not much of you, fora Desthstalker/ said Caswell, in her 11.up old woman'svoice. 'I've flushed
more impressive objeetsin M1\ innr. Did you gain any powers from the Madness Maze?

I mdill liiuling out/ Siiki Lewis, determined to he palite* despite « ill pmvoc.ition. 'But | <im definitdly moiv
ih.m | used to he'
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That wouldn't be difficult/ said Caswell.

'l never wanted any of you herein thefirst place/ said Kramer. "What are you, really? A disgraced
warrior trading on hislegendary name; asinger past her best; another bloody Random's Bastard asif we
didn't dready have more than enough; and the Wild Rose of the Arena, who | till say we should have
shot on sight, from adistance. Oh yes, we know all about her. We get dl the entertainment channels out
here. A complete bloody psychopath, and viciouswith it. No offence/

Trust me/ said Brett, 'if she was offended, you'd know al about it by now. Theréd be headsralling
acrossthefloor and entrails hanging from the lamps'”

'"You seel' Kramer said to Akotal.

‘Bequiet, Manfred/ Akotai said mildly, and Kramer shut up immediately. Everyone looked a Akotai, but
it seemed that was 11 he had to say, for the moment.

'Excuse me/ said Jesamine, in that dangeroudy cam and even tone that Lewis had learned meant
imminent trouble. "'What exactly did you mean: asinger past her best?| am adival

Thisis supposed to be ameeting for rebels and fighters, not second-rate showbiz stars/ said Kramer, and



Lewiswinced.

'l was never second-rate!’ snapped Jesamine. '‘And I'm more of afighter than you'll ever be/
‘Be glent, woman! Or I'll have you removed!'

Oh dear, thought Lewis.

Kramer and Jesamine were both on their feet, glaring at each other. Lewislooked to Akotal, to seeif 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. Ironwood was so tough you could usudly only carve and shapeit
with alaser. Kramer sat down, and after amoment, so did Jesamine. The four Councillors actudly
seemed to relax alittle. Old woman Caswell even smiled at Lewis.

‘Now that's a Deathstalker/ she said, showing off the few front teeth she had | ft.

'Yed said Akotal. "Y ou'll understand, Lewis, we needed to be sure. Now, let us get down to business/
He leaned forward, holding everyone's attention effortlessy. 'Much has happened, in a short

time. Thisworld has rgjected Finn Duranda and his Empire. Thereis no place here for the madness of
Pure Humanity and Church Militant. Thefina straw was of course the murder of our Paragon, Emma
Sted. Every man and woman of Mistworld has sworn to avenge her foul and unjust death. The Duranda
has branded her airaitor, but no one here believes that. We al knew Emma Stedl. She was the best of
uyd

'Shewas no traitor/ Lewis said. 'Finn didn't even bother with ashow trid, and he does so love histrids.
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/

'Wewould never have believed it, even if there had been atrid/ siid Kramer. 'We dl knew Emma/

'l knew her too/ said Lewis, 'She was my partner, for atime. A ~ood Paragon, strong and true and
honourable. We worked wdll logi‘ther. | miss her/

'li isgood to know that she was what she aways wanted to be/ siid Akotai, and dl the Councillors
nodded. Akotai looked at Lewis. 'l Ic'dd the Council, and the Council leads Mistworld. Why should \\ (
,u cept your leadership in the rebdlion, Lewis Deathstalker? How do you justify such arrogance? With
your legendary name?

Irsimine started to say something hot and harsh, but Lewis i< >|)|u'd her with agesture. He met
Akota'sgaze camly.

| Irtid because | have the most experiencein fighting Finn and his 1111 ivs. And the most success/
'And then there is the matter of John Silence/ said Akotal, <is

ilmu™h Lewis hadn't spoken, "We know you have him on one of

ii ships. We have never forgotten or forgiven the things he did

INK, ,iiul never will. The men and women lying dead in the streets,



tinihildivii burned divein blazing buildings, the mountains of
| nilsNIC marines made to mark their victories. Have | shocked you,
i s<iihsLilker? Such atrocities were whitewashed from hislegend,

IMII\\cirmnnIKT. He served the Iron Bitch, and served her well for
MI,my yr.irs/

Hi,H w.is over two hundred years ago/ said Lewis.

No/ s.iiil Ctiswdl. That wds yesterday/

\'in.in i.MI di.mgr ii lot, in two hundred years/ Lewis said hilly. 'And we ,m- Ulkini', .ihoul the in.in who led the-
Her! to lhf !<»urs <if Shiih, .ind Ihc KVc KM

'Will that bring one dead Mistworldn b<uk i<> lilr " siid Akoui.

'Welvedl got pasty said Brett, unexpectedly. 'Some oi us find the strength to move beyond them. And
you leave Lewis aone. He's proved himsdf worthy of the Deathstalker name.’

'How? said Kramer. 'By stedling that dut from his best friend, the King?

Lewiswas on hisfeet in amoment. 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 Lewiss cold

eyes.

'Y ou don't talk that way about Jesamine,’ said Lewis. 'Not now, not ever. So St down and be quiet; or
I'll dotoyouwhat | just did to thetable.’

He dropped Kramer back into his chair, and sat down again himsalf. Jesamine patted him gently on the
am.

"Told you,' said Caswell. 'He'saDeathstalker.'

‘But isthat enough to make him our leader? said Gil Akotal, and again everyone's eyes went to him.

'Y ou must understand, Lewis; | have earned my position here. A dozen years as Council leader, and a
proven warrior. | was the one who trained Emma Stedl, when she decided she wanted to be our first
Paragon. If you areto lead here, you must prove your worth and valueto us'’

Jesamine bristled again, and Brett |ooked actually outraged, but Lewisjust nodded calmly. 'l wasa
Paragon on Logres, and Imperial Champion to King Douglas. | have fought off the usurper Finn'sforces,
and faced the monsters on Shandrakor. | mention these thingsonly in passing.

'What you may or may not have done in another place has no merit here,' said Akotai, just ascalmly.
Thisis Mistworld, and you must prove yourself to us.’

'We have killed soldiers and monsters,” Rose said suddenly, in her dow cold voice. 'We havekilled
espers and ELFs and Paragons. Why should we lower ourselvesto fight with such asyou?

'‘Damnright!" said Jesamine. 'Men! Y ou'll be waving your dicks a each other next.'

'l would just like to point out that | am not in any way involved in any of this,’ said Brett.



Lewislooked at Akotai. ‘Do weredly have to do this? Finn would laugh, to see his enemiesfighting each
other.’
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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 ashield. Jesamine made to draw her
sword, but Lewis stopped her with ahand on her arm, and eased her gently but (irmly out of the way.
The Mistworldersformed acircle around Lewis and Akotai. The Councillor didn't look cam or
deepy-eyed ,my more. He drew his sword, ascimitar with along curved blade. Lewis drew too, and
suddenly they werefighting.

Sted clashed on stedl in the dimly lit room, and sparks flared up brightly against the shadows. Akotai and
the Deathstalker circled each other unhurriedly, boots damming hard against the bare floor <isthey thrust
and parried. Akotai was a swift and subtle siwordsman, 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
Degathstalker. Lewis moved dmost casudly around his opponent, yet was somehow awaysin the right
placeto frustrate Akotai'sincreasingly frenzied attacks. Lewiss blade licked out to louch Akotal here
and there, leaving bloody marks behind. Akotai t hrew dl his strength and ferocity into every blow, trying
to force an opening, and it did him no good at al. The Deathstalker duelled Akotal to ahat, and then
stepped camly back and lowered his blade, while Akotal stood breathless and beaten before him.

Manfred Kramer drew his sword and started forward. Jesamine opened her mouth and sang asingle
piercing note that drove Kramer immediately to hisknees, grabbing at hishead and crying out in pain.
Everyone else in the room winced, including Lewis, lesamine glared about her.

‘Behave yoursdlf, darlings. Or I'll sing you an ariathat will have your brains dribbling out your ears/

‘A Siren/ said Caswell, respectfully, 'It's been along time since a Siren cameto Mistworld. I'll haveto tell
Topaz.'

Lewis nodded casually to Akotai. "Y ou redlly should have known better, Councillor. Maze or no, I'm il
aDeathstalker.'

'l know that now," said Akotal, till trying to get his breathing kick under control. 'But | had to be sure.
Damn, you're afighter. Mease forgive Manfred. He's loyd, but not terribly bright. Y ou have
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proved yoursdlf in dl our eyes, Sr Deathgtalker, and dl Mistworld will follow wherever you lead/

'‘Good/ said Lewis. "Were going to need you/ And then he stopped, and |ooked 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 hisdubious skills. And | don't even want to think what Rose might get up to
while she's off the leastV

'Issheredly as dangerous as she's supposed to be? said Goldman.



"Trust us,' said Lewis, Y ou have no ideal
'My peoplewill track them down,' said Akotai, ‘Anything in particular they should look for?

'Oh, the usual,’ said Lewis, "People suddenly missing their vauables, or their heads. And just possibly
buildings on fire and people running around screaming/

'Hell/ said Akotal. That's just agood Saturday night, in Mistport/

Brett Random was having a severdly bad time. He was finally where held been trying so hard to get to,
and it was al turning out to be a terrible disappointment. Being a Random's Bastard cut no ice here;
Mistport was lousy with pretendersto thetitle. And al his skills at the con and the scam wereusdessina
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 hisincreasingly desperate manoeuvrings might well have resulted in bloody
mayhem. He thought wistfully of the fortunein aien porn hed so briefly had hishands on, briefly
considered trying to sdll the pinnace they'd come down in, and finaly settled for sulking in atruly
disgusting tavern, where the wine tasted as bad as he felt. He couldn't even escape from Lewisand his
crusade by disappearing into the crowds. Rose's presence made that impossible. Everyone here knew
the Wild Rose from her televised appearancesin the Arena, and she point-blank refused to let Brett go
off anywhere on his own, on the understandabl e grounds that he'd probably get himself killed without her.

'l canlook after myself!’ he protested, 'Y ou taught me how to fight/

'Yes,' shesaid. 'But not how to want to. Y ou're far too civilised for
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aplacv likethis, Brett. Mistport isacity of predators. 1 can senseit. It makesmefed . . . horny/
I'min 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. Breit had
descended from asulk into afull-blown gloom, while Rose amused hersdf by staring out the local
bravos. Kramer strode up to their table and glared down at them.

'l told Gil we couldn't trust you," he said flatly. 'I 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 sdll us out?

'‘Go away, said Brett. 'l hate thisplace, and | hate you. What useistherein being acon man, inaplace
where everybody knows al the cons? Where pickpockets have their own union? God, I'm depressed,
and this cider isn't helping. Someone here told me they drop adead rat into every barrel to help the stuff
ferment further, <md to give the booze alittle body, and | am completely prepared to hrlieve them. | just
know something appaling's going to appear on my toothbrush tonight/

'Youreadisgrace,' said Kramer, sounding amost satisfied. 'Let's seeif Gil can maintain hisfaithin the
fase Deathstaker, after he hears what the man's companions have been doing. Now, are you going to
come dong with me voluntarily, or am | going to have to have you dragged? Guesswhich I'd prefer/

'l can't be bothered with this/ said Brett morosely. 'Rose; you dedl with him/

'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 amoment, fountaining blood from the neck, and then it rmshed
twitching to the floor. Rose stooped down, picked up the head, blew it akiss and then threw it casualy



into the open fire a the kick of the room. Everyone elsein the tavern had aready decided it \vds well
past their bedtime, and were leaving at speed by every exit, liven the bar staff. In asurprisingly short time,
the place was empty * \ivpt for Rose Congtantine, the headless body, and a suddenly very M>|KT Brett
Random. He lurched to hisfeet, struggling for words, and form! down asuicida urgeto hit Rose with the
table.

" What the hell did you do that for!" he shrieked.
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'Y ou said dedl with him/ said Rose, camly cleaning the blood from her blade.

'l didn't mean kill him! That was Gil Akota'sright-hand man! Oh, Lewiswill have acoronary when he
finds out. None of the Mist-worlderswill follow him after thisl And you can bet Lewiswill blame me, not
you! Oh God, my stomach hurts. Of all the people you could havekilled . . . Thiswill scupper dl Lewiss
plans... | don't even want to think about what they do to murderershere. .. 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, asthough it
couldn't quite believe what had just happened. Brett kicked it afew times, but it didn't make him fed 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!
Think! Hide the body; yes. Yesl And by thetime they find it, well belong gone. Rose; pick up the body.
I've got an ided/

Rose picked up the body, and dung it effortlesdy 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
Roseto 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 hefindly discovered abarrel 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 asplash, and Brett nailed the top down very thoroughly. He and Rose
then pushed the barrdl to the back, behind dl the others. Brett straightened, breathing and sweeting
heavily, and consdered hiswork.

They said they liked their cider to have alittle body ... All right; let's get out of here. And remember,
Rose this never happened/

Sometime later, Brett Random and Rose Constantine strolled casualy back into the Hob Hound, and
expressed surprise that anyone had even missed them. Lewis and Akotal were deep in tactica
discussons, and barely acknowledged their return, but Jesa-mine looked up suspicioudy from the
impromptu Sgning session

sheld organised for her many Mistport fans. Brett stared innocently back,
'What? he sad. 'We just went for astroll. It wasn't like you needed us here. Did we miss something?
'l swear to God, you're worse than childrery said Jesamine,

« iliiomatically sgning aphoto afan put in front of her, 'l can't hike Miy eyes off you for amoment. Tell
me you haven't done anything embarrassing. Have you seen Manfred Kramer?

'No/ said Brett, though his heart legped painfully in his chest. 'Wtis he looking for us? We must have
missed hiny



'l didn't misshim/ said Rose.

'Hush, dear/ said Brett.

'Y ou're looking very shifty, Brett/ said Jesamine. 'What have (hei \\ <> of you been up to?
'Not nearly as much as 1'd hoped/ said Brett, leaning casuLilly

« if'jiust thewal. 'No onein this city knows agood business prop « M1 ion when they hear one. The
sooner were out of thisdump, (he better/

make this out to, swedir '

And Brett had to find atable with Rose and just Sit thru Miiiw.irdly cam but inwardly shaking, while
Lewisfinished In-, ilr.i ussonswith Akotal, and Jesamine signed absolutdly anythinr ihelong 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
haveihe

Mlure tattooed over. Jesaminetook it al in her stride. Eventualy ii was decided that dl the Mistworlders
who wanted to join Lewiss 11-he | Force (which wasahell of alot of them) would join the Hed iniheii
own ships. It was amatter of pride and paranoia. No Mis \\-in Ider would ever agree to take passage on
an Imperid ship.

\nd ilien Akotai wanted to wait until Manfred Kramer returned,

UK r.iett amost wept with frustration. Luckily Jesamine decided

IH (1 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; Inilien. Brett would have kissed her, if he hadn't known ikil

* Id look suspicious.

asked Lewiswhere they were heading next, and Lewiss answer upset dmost everyone. Shandrakor, he
said, and everyone ese said Oh shit, in various disgusted, appalled, and terribly distressed ways.
Everyone knew the legendary planet of monsters, some from persona experience. No one went to
Shandrakor by choice, unlessthey were suffering from avery serious death wish. Jesamine and Brett
found themsdlvesin agreement for perhapsthefirgt timein therr 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 Slence said heavily, 'everyoneis dready serioudy impressed that you and your
companions survived one journey through the deadly jungles of Shandrakor. Y ou don't have to prove
anything to anyone/

Though it isjust the sort of thing a Deathstalker would do/ said Captain Price, and the rest of the bridge
crew nodded respectfully.



"You're not helping, Price/ said Silence. 'Lewis, what isto be gained by going there? The world hasno
ships, wegpons, or even people to add to our cause. Y ou said yoursdlf there was nothing worth salvaging
from the old crash-landed Standing. All Shandrakor hasis monsters— Oh. Ohno . ./

'Ohyes, Admird/ said Lewis.

'l dofed | should point out/ Price said diffidently, 'that every hour we spend not heading towards Logres
does give the usurper Finn that much extratimeto prepare for battle. It would be a shame to throw away
whét little advantage we've got/

'We're going to Shandrakor/ said Lewis. 'I gave them my word/
Tomonsters? said Silence.

'Many of them were human oncel said Lewis, locking Silence's gaze with his own. 'Some of them il
remember. Do you remember, John Silence? Were you part of the decision to take al those made into
mongters by Lionstone or Shub, al those poor unfortunates, and just dump them among al the other
monsters on Shandrakor? To leave them there, so they could be forgotten?

'Robert and Constance made the decisior/ said Silence. 'And | ... went dong with it. There was no way
of curing or restoring them. Relocating them to Shandrakor seemed kinder than just killing them all/

'Excuse me/ said Captain Price, 'but; what are you talking about?

'One of the Golden Age's nastier secrets/ said Lewis. 'Back when i herogue Als of Shub were fill the
officid Enemies of Humanity, | hey routindy captured and experimented on humans, making | hem over
into mongtrogitiesin their secret laboratories. Sometimes lor information, sometimes as part of their
psychologica warfare. And sometimes the Empress Lionstone X1V ordered the same thing donein her
secret |aboratories, in her search for new weapons, or fiis for the fun of it. And then there was the Mater
Mundi, trying to iurn espersinto uber-espers and failing as often as not. So when | IK* great Rebdllion
wasfindly over, and we were dl friends again, Kohert and Constance were faced with the problem of
what to do with al 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, sol
hey gathered up all the products of dl the secret |abs, and dumped ihnn on Shandrakor, to live or dieas
best they could. And thenthel iin pi redid its best to forget they ever existed/

'We had acivilisation 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 . .. wed dl been through alot. Wewere al very tired/

'l gave those monsters my word that they would go home agair/ siid Lewis. '"And so they will. First as
shock troopsin our war with linn, and then ... as our lost children. Set a course for Shandrakor, Admiral/

Typica bloody Desthstalker/ said Silence. 'Always being right/

And s0 the Fleet went to Shandrakor. Some were heard to say that i IN High they'd sworn to follow the
Desthstalker to Hell and back, they hadn't necessarily meant it literally. But no one said it too Iniidly.
Except for Brett Random, who madeit very clear that there | vas no way he was going back down to the
planet'sjungles, under .11 iy ¢ ircumstances whatsoever. And to proveit, helocked himsdf inIn-,
quarterswith severd bottles of wine and barricaded the door. Rose reluctantly stayed behind too, to
keep him company and stop 11iin from getting hysterica. In the end, only Lewis and Jesamine ended to



the surface of Shandrakor, inasmple pinnace. And uiily Silence turned up to see them leave.
They're cdling this Dcahstaker'sfolly/ he remarked. 'Everyone
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agreesyou're being very brave, but there's dready heated betting asto what condition you'l returnin, or
even whether you'll be back at al/

'l hope you're betting on us," said Jesamine.

'Of course,' said Silence, 'l never could resist theredlly long odds/ He looked back at Lewis. 'Do some
of them truly remember being human?We had hoped . . . After dl thistime?

'Y ed 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/

‘Lewis, they can't/ Silence looked at the Desthstalker 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 aien, how would they ever fit in? Everyone they ever knew is dead
and gone. They'd end up in zoos!'

'| gavethem my word/ said Lewis.

"Then. . . they're your respongbility, Deathstalker. Hopefully you'll make a better job of it than | did,
when it was my respongbility/

Lewis guided the pinnace down into the nightmare jungles of Shandrakor, darting in and out of the higher
treetops until hewasfindly ableto land in the clearing that held the buried Degthstalker 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 al sides came the roars and screams of lifeand
death on Shandrakor, where every life-form preyed on every other life-form. Lewis|ooked carefully
around him, keeping his hands near but not actualy on hiswesgpons. 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 aready covered
over the scars. Lewis couldn't even tell where the entrance to the Standing had been, before the castl€'s
ancient computers blew it up, as one lagt service to Clan Deathstalker. Tall, wide-boled treesformed a
guardian circle around the clearing, and shadows moved among them. Jesamine wiped at her perspiring
facewith acloth.
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Thereis definitely such athing astoo much sunshine, darling. (.od, it'shot! And | redly do hatethis
humidity. It doesmy skinno >;ood .it dl. | just know I'm going to end up with another nasty hest i.ish.’
Shelooked about her. 'Where are they? They must have hi'tird usland. Y ou know, Lewis; | haveto say
that this doesn't strike MM «is one of your better idess..'

'Do you want to abandon them too?
'Well, not as such, swestie, but . . . shock troops, yes. | can seeih.ii. But what about afterwards?

| jj.ive my word as a Deathstalker.'



lesiminesighed. 'Y es, dear, you did. Which wasdl very lion «Mir.ible. But you can't fed guilty about
everything the Empiredidin | he n,ime of your legendary ancestor.’

| i-.intry to put thingsright. And | will. | haveto. That'swhat IH-IMJ; .1 Deathstaker means. Especidly
when you're the last one/

Me broke off, as one by one the monsters | eft the cover of thelives.nnl ventured into the clearing,
emerging into thelight of dwiy like-In HI id ghosts from the eterna shadows of the jungle. There were..ill
kinds, large and smdl, every possible example of mixed natures ,nnl MM n'.ed genes. They moved in
dowly from every side, wrapped in i-iked armour and twisted shapes, with too many legsand eyes, in
noi enough, informs so vile and so affecting that Lewis and inline had to fight to keep from looking away.
She stood very «loselo him, most moved to tears at the horrible shapesthat h.ul i nice | urn men and
women, but till kept her hand near her gun. Hie mongters filled the clearing, pressing dowly forward until
M.Uenly, at some unseen, unheard signd, they al cameto ahalt. < 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 lesshumani " ¢ 11.nl been stretched acrossits flayed
chest. The mouth was wide « ml mobile, and the wide-set eyes held no understandable emotion. | In-
hulking body hung in acage of thick-furred spindly legs.

Y on came back/ it said.

N es/ sakl Lewis. 'l told you | 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. | think |

lutl i name onee, but th<il was long ago, .md | don't remember it. |
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remember some things, flashes of home and family, but not whether | was a man or awoman. It's hard
now to even think what that meant. Why have you come back, Deathstalker?

'Because | made you apromise/ said Lewis. 'I have aFleet of ships now. Were going back to Logres,
that was called Golgothain your day, to throw afalse Emperor off his stolen Throne. | want you to come
with us. All of you. Be my shock troopsin thiswar. And afterwards. . /

'Y es? said Speaker, 'What, afterwards?

Y ou will al go home. Well search out what records remain, do our best to find out who and what you
used to be. If dl dsefails, the esperswill dig the truth out of your minds. But every damned one of you
will go home. No one gets left out, no one getsleft behind. Whatever can be done for you, to make you
more. . . comfortable, will be done. Science has come along way in two hundred years. Of course, this
al depends on uswinning the war—'

'We can fight," said Speaker. "We know how to do that. Could we redlly be ... cured? Made human
agan?

'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 dways the Madness Maze. It transformed us; perhapsit can
transform you.'



'We will go with you/ said Spesker. Taking a chance on your name, and your word. But if we fight for
you, and do not die, you must promiseto kill us, sooner than return us here. We will either live as human,
or die asmongters. We could not stand to haveto live without hope!'

'l understand/ said Lewis. 'l promise; | won't let you down.'

'Not al of uswill want to go/ said Speaker. 'Some have dready said they wouldn't leave Shandrakor if
they could. They have forgotten what it was like to be other than what they are, or perhapsthey no
longer care. Thejungle has become their home now. They belong here!’

'If | could spesk tothem . . . said Lewis.
"They would kill you/ said Speaker. They are only monsters now.'

'My offer will remain oper/ said Lewis, 'For aslong as any of them live. Prepare yoursalves, my friends.
Y our journey home begins'!'

Remote-controlled cargo ships came Moating down like autumn

leaves at Lewiss command, hundreds of them, enough to lei ry the Lugest and the smallest creatures out
of the clearing and up lo | he Hedl. Remote-controlled, because no human pilot wanted to gel loo (logt'
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.

| rwiss next choice of destination was his home planet, Virinmih!. .mil no one objected to that. Everyone
understood his need i« home, to seefor himsdlf theterrible thing that Finn Dm.md.il h.i.i <»idcied doneto
Clan Degthstalker, and their ancient M.mdm wouldn't seem redl, until he had seen it with hisown e One
.11 dl doubted that the remaining people of that woild would w.inl to fight dongside the Fleet. They were
al horn lo hewurr! in honour of the blessed Owen. It fell to the knowledj'.eihlr ¢ I'nrelo explain to
Lewiswhy the people of Vmimmdr 1. «die.uly risen up, in outrage againgt the massacre

| here aretwo Transmutation Enginesin high oihn.. ..... n

nioiidel said Price, keeping hisvoice carefully eilin .md n'Any sign of rebellion on the world below, and
thel m-in, Mini the whole planet into alifedlesswastidland. Finn ', dm , i I'ne only reason he hasn't used
the Engines nlre.uly r>ih.n In dnuhi.ihly meant to use thisthreet to kegp you inlineon

Lewis nodded. He understood how Finn thourju Pi m misers targeting computersto lock on to thein
MM ih. moment we drop out of hyperspace, | want both tho-.< i with every weapon we've got. Do a
good job, I'riee, wewon't # « « Mud elunce at this. Y ou can bet good money Nut him mil [> [HO>'I,
mimed the Enginesto strike a Virimondeihemoim mi . Nips.nrive. Then, well take timeto check lor
hidden hooh\ n ,j, “ihn 1U- very thorough; because you can he snehim Wil V\ e mil uniiitf down to
Virimonde until wereeeruiinitssafel »i ih, ...

\rll «isUS!

hi theend, il w<is,issimple- <islluil. The lwo TI,IIISMMII.HI«I i urines nude ,i line disphy ,isthe Ned hl.ised them
Jp,m.m. | udidn't Like [onj» |o se.iuh out the oihiliii® mines,md oihn n

I Utl
surprisesthat Finn had |eft behind. Lewis made contact with Capital City, and wasimmediately

wel comed home and invited down. Parades and celebrationsin the city were promised, but Lewis
politely declined. He needed to see what was | eft of his Standing. Hisfamily home.



Lewis and Jesamine again went down alone on the pinnace. Brett, serioudy drunk but ill in full use of his
sdf-preservation ingincts, declined. Ogtensibly because there was nothing worth steling on Virimonde,
but actualy 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 aong 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.

'Y ou did get around, didn't you? said Jesamine, exasperated. 'l s there anything else we ought to know,
any other awful things you did when you served under the Iron Bitch?

‘Lot said Silence. '‘But | won't tell you. It was along time ago. We were dl different people then.’

'Why did you serve Lionstone for so long? said Lewis. He sounded as though he honestly wanted to
know, so Silencetold him.

'She was my Empress. Loyalty wasadl | 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 persond things. He'd lost pretty much everything held ever cared for,
except her. Logt hisfamily and his home, his Clan and his Standing. For along 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 dive, bresking an
uncomfortable sllence. Thisis Virimonde comm centre. Welcome home, Sir Deathstalker. We dways
knew you'd comefor us. Quite an impressive Feet you've picked up. Trust a Deathstaker to come
home
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in style. | luve been <iskecl lo warn you, about the' current condition o| your Standing . . .

Isittrue? Lewis said steadily. 'Arethey al dead? Tin afraid so, Sr Deathstalker/ The voice was quid
<md iexp< <i Iul, hnl therewas no giveinit. 'Wedid think alew miimi < oudtl mitfhl have escaped, but
now al the bodies have hern ideniili. ,1 welie sure no one was missing on the day. Everyone with the<
[,m lumewaskilled. The Emperor's crestures were very thoiour.li N ou

now thelast of thedirect line!

'No/ said Lewis. Thereis another. Owen has returned Thru the rumours are true? He's real ly back? "Yrs.
He'sgoneto facethe Terror.'

'Wearelivingin atime of legendsreborn. A deputation will MM « " i Sr Degthstalker; on the grounds of
the Standing." 'l don't think | want to meet anyone, just yet/ siid 1.e\\ If Y ou'll want to hear this. Clan
Deathstalker continue, It i, HOIK*. Virimonde comm centre out.'

'Wel/ Jesamine sad lightly, asthe comm unit [dll -.ihnl

.. enigmatic. What do you suppose they me.mi ' | don't know/ said Lewis. 'l don't care. | just want to jv
h Me Linded the pinnace on hisfamily landing p.ul, diTcmil (hel.unily crest, in the grounds of the ancient
cadleih.u h,nl I-h.'Mieto Clan Deathstaker for so many gener.itioir. i. lollowril Lewisnervoudy ashe
descended from the pinn »iuoss the landing pads and then just stood looking .it the Ktnol « .mil



lire-blackened remains before him. All ol theeis \vn

n Mown away, leaving the interior rooms and eaiiitl<> in wind and rain. The courtyard walls were gone,
<mdih<h

| west wing walls were pockmarked with jagged holet, hum .h Mi|Hei lire. Even the roof had been
punctured repeatedly hy <M, « POMS and explosions. Finn's people had put alot ol & lon mi..

* i" noying the castle, but till parts of it stood, defum r. <\ Cl
I<e, 11 ninetook Lewissarm, trying lo comfort him with hei |

* mel never redlised the place was so bi®, Lewis. It'sill . ., v« Impressive/

| .ilwtiys believed I'd ionic* kirk, some day/ s»iul l.ewr. Ih.u \\ hen my lime <is <i Kmigon Wds clone, I'd come
home .ir,,nii, i<> le.nl MI\ L.unily. 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 l.lies ol the Me.iieM < il\ on
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the greatest world in the Empire. And now that dl thai isgone, al 1 really care about isthat my mother
and my father are dead. | never got achanceto tell them dl the things1'd done. Thethings| did because
| wanted them to be proud of me/

They knew/ said Jesamine. 'And of course they were proud of you. They were your parents/
They'regone, and I'm done. | want my mum. | want my dad/
Jesaminetook himin her arms, but he didn't cry.

They both looked round sharply at the sound of approaching shipsin the sky. Lewis pushed Jesamine
away, and his hands went to his wegpons. Shipsfilled the sky, coming in from every direction. So many
they blocked out the sun. Transport ships, cargo ships, smdl 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 |eft of the
Deathstdker Standing. They saw Lewisand called out his name joyoudy, hooting and waving, and
amog rductantly hetook his hand away from his gun. The crowds surged forward, chanting his name
like awar-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 knedling before
Lewis, their facesradiant.

Thefirst man to knedl had afamiliar face: Michd du Bois, once the Member of Parliament for Virimonde,
now an exile and outlaw like Lewis. Once, they had been rivasfor Virimondeslove, even enemies, but
du Bois had changed much since Lewis last saw him. Helooked up at Lewiswith wild eyes, fanatica and
perhapsalittle mad. He bowed jerkily to Lewis, ignoring Jesamine completely.

'Welcome home, sir Deathstalker. All the families of Virimonde have sent representatives here, to do you
honour. Where you lead, we will follow. The whole planet has taken an oath of vengeance againgt the
Duranda and his people, sworn upon your name and upon our blood. We are yours, to lead into battle.
We are dl Desth-stalkers now/

Tak about intense," Jesamine muttered. 'Is he on something?

'Hush,’ said Lewis. He nodded to du Bois. 'Y our manner has changed since our last mesting,' he said
carefully.



Theworld has changed,’ said du Bais, his eyes unblinking. 'My
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lo\,ihy IMS dlwtiys been lo Virimondc. You know Nul. Him h.is pioved himself unworthy, and
an enemy. A coward, diul <m .minul Like us willi you to l,ogres, sir Dcathstalkcr, and we will
clr,ij; him hoin his Throne' duel lung him from the walls of the I'.il.uc He juused d moment,
looking past Lewis at the ruined c<istlc. 'l h.ul .m .mm who was a Deathstalker. From a
minor branch, hul she lu»i< NIC M.line proudly. She died here, with the rest of the CLui. She
\\.i «ilw.iys good to me. We have all lost loved ones here/

'l never knew we were related,’ said Lewis. "You never said/ 'l w.mled to make it on my own,
by my own worth, uoi ilnom-h Limily connections,’ said du Bois. For a moment he* looked
JmliIK led il most normal, but the moment passed. 'We luvc .ill S\.M , lo he IkMihslalkers;

every man and woman on this pLmei, 1111.1. i N ONI le.iilcrship/

AIM! (he- huge crowd responded with a low murmur ol ,h;i<e<-MMm .m .ilmosi iinimal growl
of wrath and determination.

'Woe lo all who raise the rage of Virimonde," mummied | « \eiy wc*ll, Michel. Get these
people out. of here, diul j:ci ih< m innised, | want everyone that's coming to be olT-pl.mci m

room for anyone who wants to come ,iml h inn doesn't luve a ship. How many can we count
on?'

i \ny nun and woman has sworn to follow you/ du I'.. ilinply.
'Hold everything,' said Jesamine, 'Everyone? The whole .idiili population?'

'Wh.il was done here touched everyone/ said du Bois. 'We \\ .til .MM <l ,is warriors, in
Owen's name, to do him honour. Now h.

i urn ncd, how can we be found wanting?'

Me lose lo his feet, turned and addressed the waiting crowd, IM: ilicin Lewis's instructions,
and they roared their .ippim.il I'M HOP, continued talking, stirring them to action wilh "r.iiul
ilnioiu Lewis diid Jcsdmine left him to it, and walked slowly NHIMI},|I NIC courtyard of what
lucl once been d mighty c.isilc.

'Why luven'l they even tried to repair it?' said Jcs.iminc. The h ¢! incline seems sound
enough. They could <it least luvc nude . .1.111

H u.isu'i then place lo do anything/ said Lewis. They weir mi\: to see wlul | would decide. /And hcsidcs; il's
evidence. This

193

isawar crime. A sight to inspire peopleto revolt. I'm going insde, to see how bad the damageis. You
don't need to come, Jes/

'Of course | do, swedtie. Even Deasthstalkers need someone to lean on, sometimes.'

The first bad thing they encountered was amonstrous tower of junk raised up before the smashed-in
front doors. Finn's people had piled up in the courtyard dl the Deathstalker belongings that weren't worth
looting or trashing. They'd clearly tried to set the pile on fire, but it hadn't taken. Lewis approached the
heap dowly, amost cautioudy. He recognised afew items, here and there, but made no attempt to touch



or rescue anything. His ugly face grew increasingly set and harsh. In the end, he turned hisback oniit, as
though turning his back on agrave, and headed for the open main doors. Jesamine went with him, not
sure he even knew shewas there any more.

Inside the cagtle, the damage was worseg, if anything. Explosives had clearly been set in vulnerable spots,
to try to bring the place down, but the thick solid stone walls had defeated them. Thewalls ill stood,
though much holed and scarred, and there was rubble everywhere. Floors and cellings were dumped and
ruptured, but still held together. Deathstalker Standings had away's been designed and built to take
punishment. Deathstalkers led dangerous lives, and they had long memories. Jesamine followed Lewis as
he wandered through rooms and corridors, stepping around or over the genera destruction. Furniture
had been smashed and burned, bookcases overturned and centuries-old tapestries and portraitstorn
down and trashed. Everything of obvious va ue was gone, taken, and everywhere there were signs and
gainswhere Finn's crestures had relieved themsdlves, like dogs marking their territory.

"Finn knew thiswould hurt me/ Lewis said, amost casudly. "Almost as much aslosing my mum and dad,
and my family. Back when we were friends and the world still made sense, he and | often spent long
weekends here. Hewas my guest, and | showed him everything. He had to know how much this place,
itshistory, meant to me. | told him. | told him everything, and why not? He was my friend. What will
Owen say, when he seesthis? Thiswas my family's duty, to keep the Standing in trust, for him, when he
returned. This place was dways more histhan ours. And we failed him.'
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lie Il undersldiid/ sdid Jesdinine. 'lie knew whdl il fell like, I<> he
in trayed/

Ihry dimhed d crumbling, broken ddirwdy lo (he next lloor. Ihnewds d wide gap inihe middle, severd
fed dtross. Lewisdm! Jsdimne jumped it easily, without thinking or effort, diul only rtfli i \wdids redlised
what they'd done, and looked back dt thej;,i|> li-Miimne ledned over to gaze into the long drop, and
then gripped ! Lewisfiercely by thearm.

'Wow/ she said breathlesdy. '| don't believe wejust did thdi!'

you're cutting off the circulation in my arm." look di ihdt drop! Look at that gap! And wejumped it likeil
wdsihiuj'. . . . Back before the Maze, | couldn't have made ajump likeih.H il you'd goosed mewith a
catleprod.'it. my jim. .. «»h. sorry/ 'Weir < hdnging/ said Lewis, rubbing a hisarm. 'All the mm

H hemming something €l se, something better; in little wdyswe 'I.M! i diwdys notice/

And llien suddenly he and Jesamine sprinted forward, clu.-HPihr leuidining stairs a more than human
speed. They reji< IK .1 MM Idiidiu then turned, not even breathing hard, and wdU lied MM

hi where they'd just been standing dowly teer itself avv.ul.....i
MM \\.ill dud plummet to thefloor far below. It hit hard, I>KM|

* i i under the impact, and the sound rushed up, aong wilh .» t loud ol dust. Lewis and Jesamine looked
at each other.

"We Al/nr ihdt was going to happen/ Jesamine sdid dowly,

sensed it. Now that is serioudly spooky/



| d he hdid pressed to name anything in our livesMidi lusni M loi sometime now/said Lewis. 'No doubt
eventudly well I init/

| hope so/ said Jesamine. 'l| don't know if my nerves cdn Idke mm h moie of this. It's worse than opening
night/

MM v vvdlked on, unhurriedly, through the devastated edsile. MM «MI|\ -.minds wc-re thewind
whistling through the nidny holes, MM idond j'.rodn from lloor or wall, and the quiet sound of then "\vu
looisieps. They looked into every room, but nowhere hdd heen I< himioiu hed, unsullied. Finn's ercdtures
hdd mdde d thorough joh <«! Mini desegidlion.

should hdve seenitinitsprime/ Lewis sdid liiidlly. ‘Il
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was. . . magnificent. The accumulated treasures and wonders of centuries. Family history that went back
to the First Empire. Paintings and antiques and objets d'art. Some of them so old even we weren't sure
what they were, or what significance they might once have held. One day, it would dl have been mine, to
enjoy and preserve. | wanted to share it with you, Jes/

‘And you will/ said Jesamine, hugging hisarm tightly and laying her golden head on his shoulder. Thiscan
al berebuilt, restored. I'm serioudy rich, remember? | have money in accounts al over the Empire, that
Finn's people couldn't find if they used an uber-esper and adowsing rod. | have more money than even |
can spend in onelifetime, and it'sabout time | put it to some good use. | can't restore the treasures that
you've logt, and the things that meant so much to you, | know that; but the Deathstalker Standing can be
made magnificent again. Well seeto that. When al thismadnessis over, well put everything right again.
Youll seef

It wouldn't be the first time this old place has been rebuilt/ Lewis admitted. 'Deathstalkers tend to lead
dramatic lives/

'How areyou feding, Lewis?

'Glad that you're here with me. And glad that | came here, and saw this. It reminded me of the oldest
truth of my family: that no matter how bad things get, Clan Deathstaker endures. We never forgive, we
never forget, and we bring our enemies down; whatever it takes/

Sometimelater, his pinnace led aflotillaof assorted ships up from Virimonde to join thewaiting Fle<t,
more than doubling it in Sze. Clan Deathstalker was going to war.

Back on theflagship Havoc, Brett Random and Rose Constantine had been roaming the steel corridors
for sometime, looking for trouble to get into. Brett had run out of wine, and was bored; dwaysa
dangerous combination. So he went wandering, and Rose went dong with him, because whatever Brett
got up to, it was bound to be at least interesting. No one ever chalenged their right to be wherever they
were; they were the Deathsta ker's companions, and therefore trusted. Mor e fool s them, Brett thought.
He descended further and further into the ship, into areas passengersrarely ever saw. Brett was
determined to find something amusing to do, if only to demondrate hisindependence from Lewis.
Besides, with the

diiiik finished, there was nothing else left to do except have sex with Kose, and there was a limit to how much
of that his nerves could mid.



"Therés got to be atill somewhere on this ship/ he growled. 'Or aHUM! irch turning out knockoff battle
drugs. Something to gel a<Irgperde man comfortably out of his head for awhile. | did try the mrd bay
earlier, but Jesamine had aready warned the doctors about NIC, ihe bitch/

'Why don't | just grab someone, and pound them until they tell us\\ IK icio find the good stuff? Rose
said reasonably.

Bictl winced. ‘Better not. We're not exactly popular around here
His Thelast timel went down to the main galey, just looking for
| hi liefood and good company and perhaps afriendly game of dice,

i yone| tried to talk to just made some excuse and | eft. Some of ihcni didn't even bother with the excuse.
Some of them even lehiln-ii meds behind/

(>ni reputation has gone before us/ said Rose. Hi d | sniffed loudly. 'No on€e's actualy said anything, of
cour se We are Maze people, after dl, and friends of the Deathstalkcr. hut

wetreated like heroes? Are we hell. We're made about |( nmc as a skid mark on ahotel towd. You
know what, Rose' | Hunk you're right. To hell with whether or not Lewis gets upsu >I» Hie next
crewman you see, and shake someinformation oni ol him

Soi hey stood and waited for the next unfortunate to pass by, <m<I

11ini Kose picked him up and dammed him againgt the nearest wall Mien explained what it was they
wanted to know, and the crewman

'icssed] every eagernessto assst them, if only Rose would moveih« point of her dagger just alittle further
away from hiseyebal.

h\ the third sub galley, down on deck forty-three. There'siys something going on there/

» dropped him back on to hisfeet, and put away her dagger, i h« (irvwman did dong thewal, putting a
little distance between id- M1 .md scowled at Brett.

| knew we couldn't trust you. Scum dwaysfindsitsown level.'
We ,110 not scum!' said Hrett. 'We've been through the Mildness Ma/< leiiieniluT."

llui's righl. You're monsters. We should have locked yon up in ili« «.ii};<> kiy, along with till
the oilier freaks from Shandrakor.'
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Rose raised her knife again, but Brett stopped her. Hed had enough of hiding bodies. He smiled
unpleasantly at the crewman, and put al his esper compulsion into hisvoice. "Y ou. Forget al about this
conversaion. Then shit yoursdlf. Then run away/

The crewman did dl these things, to Brett'samusement, 'l redlly hate this ship/ he announced, not caring
whether anyone heard him. 'l could cope when it wasjust Lewis and Jesamine being disapproving, but
everyone here sees us as second-class heroes, at best/

Rose said second-class heroes aong with him, and Brett looked at her thoughtfully. 'We're doing that
more and more lately. Completing each other's thoughts, coming up with the same idess, even sharing



body language. | notice these things. Were becoming more dike, and | don't likeit Therésonly roomin
this Empire for one Brett Random/

Tm horny,' Rose said implacably. 'Find me someoneto kill. Sex with you isnice, but it doesn't satisfy like
thered thing/

'Why me? said Brett piteoudy, to the heavens. Try and contain yourself, Rose. Please? Soon enough
well be going up againgt Finn and al hisarmies, and then you'l be hip degp in al the daughter you can
handle/

'Yes,' said Rose. 'I'm looking forward to it. But | am concerned about facing the Durandal again. He
scaresme/

Shesaditin her normal, casua tone, but there was no denying she meant it. Brett was actually shocked.
'l didn't think you were scared of anything/

'Finnisaspecia case,' said Rose, and Brett had to agree. Just thinking about facing Finn again made his
heart pound in his chest.

'I' have been thinking," Rose announced, and Brett winced. It was always dangerous when Rose started
getting ideas. Shelooked at Brett thoughtfully, and he felt the first few beads of swesat pop out on his
forehead.

'Ohyes? hesad, in avery nearly norma voice.

'I'm remembering my pagt differently, Brett. Seeing things differently. Because we are linked, your mind
affects me as much asmine affects yours. There aretimeswhen | think of other things than killing. It
would be wrong to say I'm developing a conscience; | don't think you and | possess one between us. But
| am capable of seeing people differently now. As people, rather than just targets. It ... disturbs me/
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ho you feel ,my dilicrenlly .ihoul killing people?' Biell s.ml
hopefully,
Rose considered the question. 'l think ... it mi”*hl nukr killing proplc even more fur/

Tin changing the subject,’ Brett said, in aloud and very tlein inincd voice. 'We need to work out away to
make oursalvc. SOITV serious money, before the'action starts. Mistworld turned <>m i<» I*. | ¢ "iiiplcic
bust, and Virimonde was dways going to be amm aiti « We could sdl our stories to the media after the
war, binilui uih. » IKSNnlestheré's going to be an afterwards. Besdes, mos nl pui

ncs .uen't suitable for the mass media. Either way, | ihml * done my part in thisrebellion. No more fighting
I'd grab aship and desert, if il weieni ImMn M 1.11 vcl lons possihilities of looting when we finally take
ih<r, M.LI1. 1 helandless. But I've got to find something to do belonih< n 01 i n « i.i/y from boredom.
Something worthy of my i.ilem . S<i li ihe directionsthat kind and accommodating crewrnal>< loir he
had to go and change histrousers. Then, P.I ini-mlly card game| can get into somewhere. Their \ alwayi
i money i<> be made from the kind of people who think pol hleiully game/ I Mill want to kill someone/
‘All right; I'll accuse someone of chesating! Allei |

o |- < eni sum/



They headed down to deck forty-three. It was alor# waHieli (ended to forget, until forcibly reminded,
ihii Imperid

» miserswerethe Sze of floating cities, and as complex Nonn.di

isdvery well run, very cam and tranquil city in belwcen . menis, but Brett couldn't help noticing the
freshly d.mhrd n .MM. Hi.u .ippeared on the sted walls asthey descended iow,nd. di loiiy ihree. The
Church isthe only true Authority. The hue 0 \\.iii-Itinti you. Death to heretics. Pure Humanity;,
Pure /<>r</IN'[.-I1./ llllu ror Finn. And The voicesin my head are getting /(>//</»s/

'Some of those sentiments are redlly worrying/ s«iid I im nuil.irly that last one/ He looked at Rose. 'Y ou
doni gel th<i lic.mce, do you? These graffiti mean that not al the ((u\\

» me mind. They were all supposed to have luul ,1 ch.injjc ol h«

Owen jppejred lo ihein; bul ihis suggests very strongly
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there are till Pure Humanity and Church Militant fanatics on board this ship, till loya to Finn. Thered
hard cases. Which means. . . wdll, | don't know. Sabotage, maybe? Knivesin the dark? Interna
dissension in the ranks when it comestime to fight? That's the last thing we can afford when we come to
face Finn's defences.’

'Should we tell someone? said Rose. She made a genuine effort to sound interested, to please Brett, but
shedidnt redly care.

'Not yet.' Brett frowned, running the possibilitiesin his head. "We need to know more. And, just maybe, |
smell an opportunity. Let uspresson.’

At the entrance to deck forty-three, they found someone waiting for them. A single crewman, ina
marine's uniform, tall and lithely muscular, with arather droopy moustache that didn't suit his otherwise
wolfish features. He smiled and nodded easily to the newcomers.

‘Brett Random. Rose Congtantine. Weve al been looking forward to meeting you.'

'Have you? said Brett, ready to break and run at a moment's notice.

'Ohyes. I'm Ledie Springfield, marine trooper second class, and Random's Bastard in bad standing.’
"The best kind,' Brett said automaticaly, and Ledie grinned.

"Y ou should be glad I'm here. Thisis enemy territory. Y ou wouldn't have madeit thisfar if | hadn't
vouched for you.'

"That was very kind of you,' said Brett. "What'sit going to cost me?
'Maybe asmall percentage, later on. Now come with me; people are waiting to talk with you.'
'What sort of people? said Brett.

"Thelarge and growing part of this crew who remain loya to Emperor Finn, and the ided s of Pure
Humanity and Church Militant. Theillusion of the false Owen didn't fool usfor amoment. We knew

Shub trickery when we saw it. The true Owen would never rgject our ideals. He was dways an enemy of
diensand the Als of Shub. Now do let'shurry dong. Y ou didn't really come down herefor adrink and a



game of cards, Brett, and you know it. Y ou could have found them anywhere, if you'd redly wanted to.
No, whether you knew it or not, you were looking for us, because you know we're the winning side.
Price's bunch of losers and freaks don't stand a chance against properly motivated Imperial armies.’

'Maybe," said Brett. 'What exactly are you sdlling, Ledie?
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'A chancelo belegitimate &ain. To tome hack where you belong. | i,in hook you up witli theloyalist
cause, even put you in eoniat | with the limperor himsdf. Yes; | thought that would interest you. < ome
on, Brett; you don't belong with the traitor Deathstalker and hisdut. They're going to lose and lose hard,
and you know it. Mainly because the loyalist crew are going to seize control of dl the-sareruisersin this
Fleet long before we get anywhere near Logics. Wr have no intention of fighting and dying for heretics.
And remember; thereisahdl of abig reward waiting for anyone who hiny*sthe Emperor the heads of
the Deathstalker and Flowers. HI Urn million credits apiece.’

'What isit you people want from me? said Brett, ‘Not that I'm «ommitting myself to anything, you
understand, I'mjust. . . listen-mi: '

Ledie shrugged. 'Information, to begin with. Mostly concerning (he Degthstalker and Flowers. When
they're a their weakest, and inos off guard.’

'What about John Silence? Rose said suddenly, and both men lumped alittle. 'Heisalegend.’

'Ishehdl, said Ledie, curling hislip. 'He'sjust an old mercham nader with delusions of grandeur. Playing
Santa Glaus at the Cor-niuiion wasn't enough for Samuel Chevron, oh no, he has to he lohn bloody
Silence. Youll notice he was careful not to go down lo Mist world or Virimonde, where they knew the
man, and could have unmasked an imposter. No; the origina John Silence was agood military man, and
unwaveringly loya to the Throne!

Tilteen million credits apiece,’ said Brett. 'l haveto say ... | am leuipled. What do you think, Rose?

"Y ou will decide for both of us, Brett, asyou dways do. | have never cared which side I'm on, aslong as
| get to kill awhole bunch ol people.’

Predictable,’ said Brett. 'But <till upsetting/ Uesides,' Rose said thoughtfully. Tve dways wanted to know
\\hether | could take the Deathstal ker.'

loin ug/ said Ledie. 'Soon there will be an uprisng on every Man-miser in the Hleet. Loyd crewvmembers
will position themsdvesi«> Ml ike clown every officer who is not with us, and replace them \viih our
own people. Then we shall take control of the Fleet, and piii lo diMili dl didoya eementsy
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‘Just like that/ said Brett, not even trying to keep the disbdlief
fromhisvoice.

'No. We know it will be ahard and vicious struggle. But there are more of us than you think, and we
have God and the Emperor on

our Sdef

'Rose and | need to talk about thisfor amoment/ said Brett, and Ledie politely stepped back away so
Brett and Rose could have some privacy. Brett scowled. | dways did think the Fleet surrendered to



Owentoo easlly. If thereredly are as many fanatics asthis guy makes out, they could just pull this off.
The Deathstaker's ahdll of afighter, but even he couldn't take on the Fleet by himsdif.

'And those rag-bag ships from Mistworld and Virimonde wouldn't stand a chance either. Therebellion
could be over beforeit even got started - suddenly | haven't got a clue what to do for the best Thisis
why | hate being on agtarship! There's nowhereto run! Why did they have to give me achoice over
which side to be on? Finn's abastard and amonster, but I'm damned if I'm going to be on thelosing side
... Would heredly take us back? He might; al he ever cared about was winning. Oh God, my stomach
hurts. It never bothered me when | waswith Lewis. | think some of hismora certainties rubbed off on
me/

'Can wetrust Finn to keep hisword afterwards? said Rose, as always getting to the heart of the
guestion. 'Can we trust him about the reward, and our safety?

'Probably not. Unless. . . we can negotiate from a position of strength. Stay well out of hisreach at all
times, and then use the reward money to disappear anong the border worlds. . /

'Isthat what you want to do?

'Wdll, not want exactly. Finn'san evil piece of shit, and strange with it, but he could win thiswar. And |
have no intention of dying glorioudy for alost cause, no matter who my ancestor was. But on the other
hand, I like Lewis. Even admire him, | suppose. He's agenuine hero, thereal ded, just like my ancestors,
Jack Random and Ruby Journey. It fedls. . . right, being at a Deathsta ker'sside. If only he didn't keep
dragging meinto danger dl thetime/

'‘But that'swhat heroes do/ said Rose.

'l know! I know. | admire Lewis, | redlly do, but ... | can't right now. | need to know, more. Follow my
lead, Rosef

'Don't | dways?

They went over to join Ledie Springfield, who raised a polite eyebrow. Brett nodded jerkily. ‘Lead the
way. I'm not promising anything, mind; but I'll lister/

'Once you know the truth, of who and what we are, you realise we can't just let you walk away?* said
Ledie

'l know how the gameis played/ said Brett. ‘Lead on. | want to know everything/

And he only had to push Ledie Springfield with just the lightest inuch of his Maze-backed compulsion.
They ended up in adeserted weapons bay, where alarge crowd of

loyaists had gathered to meet Brett. He tried to do a surreptitious

head count, but there were too many of them. And every single one

nl i hem studied Brett coldly as he entered. He gave them hismost

pi<Sessond trustworthy smile, and dlowed Ledieto lead him and

Nose to the guest seats of honour. Someone presented Brett with a

isof surprisingly good wine, and someone e se offered him a



i, which Brett took because he aways took anything that was

"lined for free. He sat down, and Rose took up aposition standing

idc him, her hands resting on her weapons belt. Everyone was

j politeto her. Various peopletook it in turnsto present Brett
ihloydist propagandaand harsher Pure Humanity and Church
Militant beliefs, and he smiled and nodded in al theright places.

i hrj'.rncrd pattern of the planned uprisng was explained to him,

i"ii not the detalls, that would only come later, once hed com-

miiird himself to the cause. Brett drank hiswine and smoked his

il"al, and listened carefully to everything that was said to him. His
i.'ind, 11 <K hed, but he kept it out of hisface. Findly, they ran out of
11 niir . io say to him, and Brett looked out on acrowd of intent faces.
Mn',< was acomforting presence at hisside, but Brett redly didn't
IIkr i he odds, So when he was asked, politely but very pointedly,

\\ lirihn hr was In or Out, Brett nodded decisively and said/'m in.

Mfrir was agenerd murmur of relief, and the crowd relaxed allnlf Sc\ rial people wanted to shake Brett
by the hand, and he let ih. m No one wank'd to shake Rose's hand. Ledie cameforward, « "..I Minird
meaningfully & Brett.

ir drliijhU'd lo have you and Rose aboard, of course, but you tin midrisaml thai we nrrd you lo prove!
your commitment to the

'l thought that might be coming/ said Brett. 'What exactly did you have in mind?

The crowd parted as several marines brought forward aman, bound and gagged. They forced the man
on to hisknees, and his eyeslooked pleadingly at Breit.

Thisfool thought he could be aspy among us, and report back to the false Silence/ said Ledie. 'Kill him/

And Brett knew that even hesitation would damn him. 'Of coursel he said. ‘Rose; do the honours, if you
would/

Rose smiled happily, and everyone near her shied away. She stepped forward, grabbed the prisoner's
head with both hands, and ripped it away with one savage movement. The body toppled backwards,
fountaining and spraying blood everywhere. The crowd around him fell back, uttering shocked cries.
There were even more cries of shock and distress as Rose kissed the severed head on the lips and then
casudly threw it away. She bent over the headless body, plunged her hand into its back, pulled out the
il pulsing heart, and started to eat it. Several people vomited noisily, and ahell of alot more looked as
if they wanted to.

‘Nicely done/ said Brett, in avery nearly norma voice. 'But do remember to brush your teeth with



especia vigour tonight. Anything else we can do for you, Ledie?

'No. . . not for the moment/ said Ledlie, perhaps not as strongly as he would have liked. 'Weve set up a
secure channel, so that you can talk to usfredy at any time, without it showing up on the comm officer's
instruments. We can a so arrange ship-to-ship communications, as necessary. But now; we have
someone specia who wants to welcome you to the cause/

A viewscreen flared into life on the wall beside them, and Brett's heart jumped painfully in his chest asthe
classically handsome festures of the Emperor Finn Duranda appeared on the screen, smiling warmly.

'Ah, my dear Brett/ said the Emperor. 'So good to see you safe and sound, after so many adventures.
Come home, dear boy, and al shdl beforgiven. Well be together again, just like the old times. Won't
that be fun?Y ou know we belong together. We are the same kind, we see the world in the same way.
Why did you leave me, Breit?

‘Because ... | thought | saw better opportunities/ said Hreli.

'Ah, | should have known. Return to me, and you shall never have to want for money again. | shdl deny
you nothing. And ... do bear in mind how easy it wasfor meto find you, and arrange thislittle chat. My
people are everywhere, loya unto death and beyond. Say that you'll be mine again, dear Brett/

'Why not? said Brett. ‘After al I've been through with Lewis, after dl I've done for him, I'm till not one
penny richer than when | started/

'‘Am | welcometoo? said Rose.

'Why, of course, dear Rose/ said Finn. 'l have missed your blessed madness most of al/
'Will | get to kill lots of people?

'Lotsand lots/ said Finn.

‘Good to be back/ said Rose.

Admira John Silence sat straight-backed in his command chair on

| he bridge of the Havoc. It felt good, to be back in the military. To beinvolved, to be hands-on, instead
of pulling strings from the shadows as Samuel Chevron. Hed never felt entirely comfortablein hismleas
Humanity's secret protector. He'd always been happier when

|1 lingswere out in the open. He could do subtlety, but it didn't come luiuradly to him. And he enjoyed the
open respect he got from the (lew of the Havoc. He might not be as much of alegend as the Messed
Owen, but he was one of them; amilitary legend. Which Was why they had preferred to be led by him,
rather than by the ex-* lumpion with the legendary name.

Slenceturned to his comm officer. 'Check the formation of the Hed. Make sure that dl the Mistworld
shipsare holding their positions/

Yes, Admird/

'»ile nee didn't redly need to betold. He always knew when some"| Ins shipswere going astray. Histwo
timesin the Madness Maze h.M |/l lunycd him, enlarged him, if not so ostentatioudy as Owen ind ihe
oihers. Thelayout of his Fleet was asfamiliar to him ashis"\\n luuly. He also knew that there were
didoyd dementsamong in «icws. Knew it even before the loyaist graffiti began appearing



\ ii below. He had security people looking into the problem, but h» doubled ii would eomelo anything. If
theloyalistswere ared piuMem, he would have known by now. Silence knew al kinds of

things, except how to be the legend thai everyone else* needed him to be. He was a soldier, and that
wasdl that ever redly mattered to him, but held aready noticed some of his crew studying him covertly,
hoping for miracles, and interpreting even his most innocent remarks as sgns or prophecies. It wasto
avoid just such nonsense that held faked his death over ahundred years ago.

Captain Price had atendency to hover at hisside, but Silence kept him busy with other duties. Partly
because he needed someone willing to ded with al the scutwork that Silence couldn't be bothered with,
like seeing dl theloydist graffiti were cleaned off the lower-deck walls, but mostly because Captain Price
got on Silence's nerves. He was just too amiable, too obliging, aways too ready and eager to serve.
Silence knew his sort. They'd been rifein Lionstone's day. Political soldiers, ready to bow with every
breeze, and side with whoever looked mogt like the winning team. Such men were to be made use of, but
never trusted.

And besides; there was room for only one person a Silence's side. Ever since held taken hisplacein the
command chair on the bridge of the Havoc, Silence had seemed to fed Investigator Frost standing
beside him, as she dways had. Silence didn't believe in ghosts, but sometimes the sense of her presence
was so redl, so overwhelming, he felt he could just reach out and touch her. It had been over two
hundred years since Frost had died in hisarms, in Lionstoné's terrible Court, cut down by Kit
Summerlde, theinfamous Kid Desth. She had bled to desth in hisarms, and there had been nothing he
could do, nothing at dl.

| wanted to die. Captain. Surely you knew that? Her cdm dry voice was perfectly clear.
Hush. Investigator. |'ve got enough problems, without the dead popping round for a chat.

Don't flatter yourself, Captain. I'm here because you need me; just as you always did. Never could
resist backing the long odds, could you? It's a wonder to me you 've lasted as long as you have.
Haven 'tyou fought enough battles, old man?

| belong here, Silencethought stubbornly. | was always at my best with a starship under my
command.

Sill looking for a good death. Captain? For a cause worth dying for?

Maybe, Investigator. He looked around, carefully casua, but of course she wasn't there. Silence felt
himsdf dhrink alittle, inhis

«I1.MI Nal ,i legend, nol even»i IUTO. Jud dii old, lired num, hearing \« MI cv (>u v//; yon hrouylit
the Ashrai back from extinction, and revitalised ihfii \\vrlii. You gave new life to the Recreated
and all their worlds. Why .//,/l/ 7 you bring back the only woman | ever really loved? | never
thought to ./-/ tiiit! hy thetime| did it wastoo late. You were gone. Everyone lost \i '///«viir I'l/ the
Rebellion; | know that. But | gave so much; couldn 't | have //¢/i/ just one small thing for myself? e

Ihere was never anyone elsein hislong life, after Frost. Not hcc.msc held sworn avow, or anything like
that; but because hed m-\ri frit the same way about anyone else. Thereld never been anyonelike thetall,
unbending, magnificent Investigator Frogt. | hcy'd made an excellent partnership in their time, achieved
many Hi CM i things, and more than afew ignoble ones. Life had been like 111.n, under Lionstone X1V.
He'd never told Frost how hefelt about I" i She was an Investigator, and dl such emotionswere diento
I"«-i Probably.



And then, it had been so hard to stay young, while everyone el'se HICW old around him. All hisold
friends died, and he never seemed i« | hive- much in common with the new people springing up around
hint. Even his daughter died. Diana Vertue, dso known as Jenny « ho. They'd never been . . . close, but
he still missed her. He had n | he birth and flowering of a Golden Age, and had found pridein | icing
Humanity's secret guardian. Always believing he might be 'sTiled again, dways hoping he waswrong.
And now here hewas, .1 soldier again and heading into battle, knowing that the only sureilmitf in this
new rebellion was that good men and women were hound to die, on both sides.

Duma Vertue, much to his surprise, had been reported back from 11 ic dead and extremely active on
Logres. Reborn from the collective » » -MM iousness of the oversoul, at long last. Silence wasn't sure
how i" Icli about that. HEd known, the moment she regppeared inthe [11.HCI id world; like alight
suddenly going onin the dark. According i« i he latest reports, she'd joined up with Douglas Campbel |
inthee kery. Typica of hisdaughter: dways had to beright in thei Middle of things, doing her best in her
own destructive way. He ««mjd have talked to her mentaly, but even after al these yearsthey \\ric il
awkward with each other. Too much pain and blame hriwcen them, too many bad memories. It was
enough for himto | now Ihat she was back, and doing the right thing. He'd talk to her
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again after they'd taken Logres back from Finn. By then, they should have something in common to talk
about.

He could have spoken to her while she was till apart of the oversoul Massmind, for that matter, but he
never had. It would have felt too much like talking to aghost.

Thoughts of the past turned hismind in anew direction. He'd aready tried severd timesto contact hisold
friend Carrion, on the planet Unsedli, but there was never any response, on any comm channel. Silence
was pretty sure Carrion could hear him; he was just being stubborn. The last time they'd met, Carrion

had declared himsdf utterly divorced from Humanity, and entirely content with hisnew dien Ashral form.
Silence hadn't been particularly surprised by the trangition. Carrion had had an Ashrai soul, even when he
was till aman caled Sean. That's how they'd ended up on different sdes of awar. But Silence decided
his need to talk was more important than Carrion’s need to show off hisindependence, so he reached out
with his Maze-enhanced mind, and histhoughts flew acrass dl the many light yearsto the planet Unsedli.

Silence had been through the Madness Maze twice. He could have been as great as the others; but he
thought it was more important to be human.

Come on. Sean; stop being obstinate and talk to me, or I'll slap you a good one.

The craggy gargoyle face of an Ashral appeared suddenly on the main bridge viewscreen, artling the
hell out of everyone. Especialy the comm officer, who knew for afact that the sgnd wasn't coming in
through any of hischannds. Severa of the bridge crew looked asif they'd like to run and hide, but they
took their cue from Silence, reassured by his calm manner. The gunnery officer surreptitioudy searched
for atarget outside the ship, getting really upset as she discovered there was nothing at dl out there. The
Adhra glowered a Silence.

'Hello, John. | just knew you'd be back to bother me. Y our thoughtsfed . . . different. But then, weve
both been through alot of changes. I'm just more open about mine. What do you want, John?

'Hello, Sean. Old friend, old enemy. Isthere anamefor our relationship? Who else could we talk to,
about al the things we've been through? Who e se would understand?



(. lothe point, old man.’

I'min charge of awhole Fleet, Sean, and I'm heading back to | 0"1 esto ram it down the Emperor's
throat. | thought you and your people might like to tag dong.'

The Ashrai want nothing to do with Humanity. They have not !oipollen how you gave the order to make
them extinct, dl thoseyeusago.’

'Oh, come on; think how good it would fed to stick it to the Impire home world, after al these years!'

Thereisthat/ said Carrion. Truth betold, I've been waiting for \<Mir call. Now that Owenisback . . .
itstimefor everything toi lunge, again. Wedl owe him so much.’

'And perhaps afavour for an old friend?
'Y es, John," the Ashrai said kindly. 'Perhaps.’

Hut'swhat | wanted to hear,' said Silence. He studied thei;0yle face thoughtfully. ‘Do | have your word
that you'll keep | he Ashrai under control, when we get to Logres?

'(Of course, John. Don't you trust me?
‘Now that'sabloody slly question.’
They laughed together, and the sound of their laughter had alot in Common.

<.ipuin Price was mooching about in the lower decks of the Havoc. He was not especidly interested in
trapping or turning in those of In-, new who hadn't been as ready to change sides ashe was, but ¢ iiueihe
Admira had madeit very clear that he wasn't welcome «M ilu* bridge, Price waskilling time, until the
moment came to do ft »nie real work. He studied the latest batch of loydist graffiti on the <e! walls, and
couldn't resst asneer. It was abit late to befaling

| MI k on Church Militant cant. Anyone with haf the brains he was IMMII with could see which way the
wind was blowing. The blessed Owen was back, in al hisglory. What could petty politics matter, in

[1ii lLiceal that? And there was no denying that Price had burned his!ni<l);es very thoroughly, when he
shot the previous Admiral inthe ku I> ol ihe head. Sheld been one of Finn's palitica appointees, and IMI
king mad with it; absolutely no one had been sorry to seethelast "I hei.

Wilh Admiivil Slencedl but living in the command seet, Price h.id husied himsdlf by keeping track of
what was happening back on
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Logres. He and the comm officer, Charlton VVu, had rigged up a very secure link between the Havoc and
one of the new rogue news sites now operating from the Rookery. Their editorid policy seemed to be:
get the story out asfast as possible, and to hell with whoever it upsets. Price had actualy spoken to the
main face of one news Site, acharming if somewhat startling young lady called NinaMaapert, and in
return for first-hand reports of the return of Owen (An exclusive! Ninasaid, loudly enough to make
Price wince) she kept him up to date on the growing rebellion on Logres. She'd even promised to
arange adirect lineto King Douglas. Price couldn't resst asmal smile. That should put him in good with
Silence. Ninawas pretty sure the comm channel hadn't been cracked by Finn's security people, because



it was derived from dien tech, donated by the dlien presence in the Rookery.

Price hadn't even known there was an alien presence in the Rookery. Y ou learned something new every
day.

(And of coursg, if thingsdid start going redlly badly for the rebel FHeet, Price could always hand this
information over to the Emperor's people, as proof that he'd been working as a double agent al along.
Price believed in thinking ahead, and covering his back.)

He wandered around the lower decksfor awhile longer, but no one wanted to talk to him, and he was
actualy quite relieved when word came through that Lewis Deathstalker and Jesamine Flowers had
findly returned from Virimonde. Price ran al the way to the designated docking bay, to be sure he'd be
thefirst officer to greet them. People remembered things like that. They were both clearly physicaly and
emotionaly exhausted, and all they redlly wanted to do was get back to their quarters and collapse, but
they politely made alittletimefor Price.

'l have news of King Douglas, and the fight for freedom in the Parade of the Endless,’ Captain Price said
grandly, and was quietly satisfied at how quickly that grabbed their interest. | have established avery
secure comm link with rebel forcesin the Rookery. Thereisayoung lady working arogue news site
therewho can giveyou dl the detalls, if you would like meto arrange something—

'Show us,' said the Deathstalker, and there was something in his voice that made Price forget the rest of
his speech and jump to obey. He patched his prearranged link into the viewscreen on the wall, and after
being carefully rerouted through severd masking con-

nections and cut-outs, Nina Malapert's face appeared on the screen. She saw Lewis and Jesamine
staring back at her, and whooped loudly with joy, bobbing excitedly up and down in her chair while her
tall pink mohawk flopped crazily from sideto side.

The Deathstalker and the divat Major exclusive! Oh, dl the other Stesare going to be so Sick!’

'If we could just keep the celebrations to aminimum,’ said Price, 11hiking sure he could be seen standing
right next to the Death-sii.ilker, '| don't think we should test the security of thislink with a (onversation
one minute longer than absol utely necessary.'

'Yes,' sad Lewis, Tak to me, NinaMdapert. What has happened m the city, snce my enforced
absence? What has happened to Douglas?

'And Anne Barclay,' said Jesamine.

Ninasfacefel. Y ou haveh't heard. I'm sorry. Anne Barclay is dead. Killed by faling masonry when
Douglas busted out of hise.how trial and escaped. He was ever so upset about it. But the good newsis
that Douglas has made himself the leader of dl rebel activity In the Rookery, and absolutely everyoneis
with him! Hesso ™ .piling. All the rogues, con men, fighters and criminals have com-IMlied into one
great army, under hiscommand. They're calling houMasthe King of Thievesthese days, whichisjust so
romantic! | M<| you want to speak to him?1'm sure | could set up something I* illy quite quickly.’

| evWisand Jesamine looked at each other for along moment. 'Not jir.i yet/ said Jesamine.
| don't think any of uswould know what to say,’ said Lewis. 'It's

* mm)'.!) that we're dlies, for the moment/



'said Jesamine. 'Just tell him . .. well talk again, when we *HI meet in the Imperid Palace, on Logres/
M.ii Isinther private quarters, Lewis and Jesamine sat in silencefor

« i»nr \vhile. They kept a cautious distance between them, separated IM nld memories and old hurts. The
prospect of actualy talking to [ion>;1.r, had opened up fedings they'd been too busy to examine or

i .((knowledge, for far too long. Once upon atime there had

[“rn IMI11 j".ood friends, Douglas and Lewis, Jesamine and Anne,

Imihlrd loy.ethe hy love and loyally, determined to change the

M Im ilu- hriin Itiii instead the world h.id thanked them,

sh<iUcTmg (heir felowship; ,md now one of llicm w.isde.ul, <ind thingswould never be the sdineiigaiin.

'l can't believe Anneis gone/ Jesamine said findly. 'She was dways the great survivor. | thought shed
outlagt dl of ug/

'| fill can't believe shelet Finn get to her/ said Lewis. 'She wasthe smartest of dl of us; if anyone should
have seen through Finn, it was her. Why did sheturn on us? We dl did everything we could for her . ..
and she betrayed each of us, in turn. There are even rumours surfacing that she had something to do with
Emma Stedl's death/

'Perhaps. . . Finn listened to her/ said Jesamine. 'And perhaps we didn't listen enough. There were hints,
towards the end, that she wasn't happy, and hadn't been for some time. That maybe we never
understood her haf aswell aswe thought we did.'

'‘Anne and | were kidstogether on Virimonde/ said Lewis. "We did everything together. | thought we'd be
friendstill the day we died. We would have fought for each other, died for each other; and then. . .
something changed. Perhapswe grew up. Grew agpart. | always bdieved that when | finally got back to
Logres, and overthrew Finn, I'd be ableto talk her round. Bring her back to sense and sanity. Apologise
for whatever it was | did wrong, that drove her away from me. And now | never will/

'She was the best friend and manager | ever had/ said Jesamine. ‘But she always made her own choices,
and inssted on going her own way. Even when everyone who cared about her could see it wasthe
wrong way. Y ou know; she'sthefirst person closeto methat I'velost inthiswar. | fed . . . cold/

'l lost my mother and my father, my family and my home/ said Lewis. That's the nature of war: to lose dll
the things you care for most/

'We gtill have each other/ said Jesamine, looking at him for thefirst time,
'Y es/ said Lewis. He smiled at her, but secretly he was thinking Deathstalker luck. Always bad.

"When we get back/ said Jesamine, tentatively. 'When we're back on Logres, and it'sall over . . . what
are we going to do, Lewis? About Douglas, about us?

'Hewas dwaysmy closest friend/ said Lewis.
'Hewas my fiance/
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you ever

I nrvri iiIKMiil inhim him/ siiil .Jegmine. 'lie wds d good man, ahue num. He deserved heller Uuin what
wedidto him/

| dways believed | would tear my own heart out, rather than see Douglas hurt/ said Lewis. 'Ashis
Champion, | vowed to stand hri wren him and al harm. He was my friend, closer than abrother. \iul |
hurl him like no one dse could/

'I he things we do for love/ Jesamine said tiredly. 'How can some-11 ini” so good cause so much pain?

'Ah hdll/ Lewis said, stretching dowly, ‘It seemslike another life now. Wewere dl different people, then.
If we do survivethiswar, nil ihive of us, we till couldn't go back to our old lives, our old roles. We'd find
them too redtricting, too limited/

‘Now there's afrightening thought/ said Jesamine. 'After dl ve been through, I'm still me; aren't 1?1 il
fed likeme. Andyrl, | canfed the changes the Maze made in me gtill working. Both ol us dre dready
much more than we used to be. When does the PMKV SS stop? Does it ever stop? Are we going to end
up Terrors, likel In/d?1 don't want to be amonster, Lewis! | don't want to stop heing me!'

Her voicerose, growing harsh and frightened. Lewiswas quickly ,n her Side, holding her inhisarms,
'Hush, hush love. Were not

nig to end up like Hazel. She was left alone, and hdf crazy. We luve each other/

'Unl what if we lose each other, Lewis? What if one of usdiesini Inswar, and one of usisleft done, and
haf crazy? Whét then?

'you're being far too optimistic/ Lewissaid dryly. The odds are [h.il dl of uswill bekilled in the rebellion,
and then well never | iiveto worry about any of thig/

'(Oh, ho ho ho/ said Jesamine. 'Deathstalker humour/

Noi dl that far away, as hyperspatid travel went, the Emperor li mi's FHeet was approaching the
estimated position of the rebel Hedl. The Imperia Fleet was huge, made up of every fighting ship linn
could spare, al ere wed by experienced officers, backed up by | i.i id-core Pure Humanity and Church
Militant fanatics. Finn would luve liked more of his own peoplein charge, but this battle was too
important to be trusted to the loya but limited zedlots held used to i i lilt rate the Fleet command
sructure. The Imperia Fleet's orders
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were very smple. Stop the rebel Fleet before it got anywhere near Logres, at whatever cost, and crush
the rebellion before it got properly under way. No surrender, no prisoners, no quarter. Just dead ships,
blazing and tumbling in the long night, and avictory so terribleit would crush the spirits of anyonewho
even thought of standing against the Emperor Finn.

Therebd Feet had been easy enough to locate. Finn knew Lewiswould go hometo Virimonde; hed
aways been the sentimenta sort. And so the Imperia Fleet sat and waited, hidden in hyperspace behind
date of the art stealth screens, until the sgna stopped coining from the Transmutation Engines around
Virimonde. Now the huge army of Imperia starcruiserswas moving in on its unsuspecting victims, and
readying itsdlf for battle. The Captains were resolute, the crews highly trained and motivated. Finn had
put together the biggest concentration of firepower since Lionstone's



time

All the ships observed gtrict comm silence. Ostensibly to maintain the eement of surprise, and to prevent
rebel spiesfrom passing intelligence; but mainly so that the Imperia crewswouldn't be exposed to details
of Owen Degthstalker's miraculous return. There were rumours of course, you couldn't stop rumours, but

Finn wasn't taking any chances. The Captains could talk to each other on aheavily protected channd,
but that was dl. That was enough.

The Heritage was till with the Imperia Fleet. Both ship and crew were in urgent need of some down
time and repair after their encounter with the Terror at Usher 11, but . . . duty called. Captain Ariadne
Varddos sat wearily in her command chair, studying the makeup of the Imperid forces on her
viewscreen. Asone of the latest arrivals, she had alot of catching up to do. Shewasn't dl that pleased
with what she saw. Thelayout had aditinct air of improvisation. But then, it had been along long time
since anyone had fought a major space battle. She switched to arepresentation of the rebel Fleet's
structure, according to the most recent information, and shook her head dowly.

'l know most of those ships she said to her Second-in-command Marcella Fortuna. 'l was at the
Academy with some of their Captains! How could so many good people have turned traitor?

Fortuna shrugged uncomfortably. 'Hard to say, Captain. No one ever considers themsalves atraitor.
We'redl the heroes of our own

stories." She pondered the mailer tor awhile, aming il over in her dow, methodical mind. ‘Must be
something to do with Owen'sirimn. 11 that was a Shub trick, asthe Emperor ingsts, maybethe A Is
brainwashed themdl.’

dptain Varda os scowled. 'l know these people. If | could just
i>< ik to them, | know | could talk them out of this. Make them sec
how wrong they are. But were forbidden to make contact.’ She

*i»uldl ed her hands clenching into impotent fists, and made herself irLix. A Captain couldn't afford to
appear unsettled or uncertain helore her crew. Especidly just before amajor engagement with the

« iM-iily.

'Any point in talking to the Admird again? said Fortuna. 'No/ Vardalos said reluctantly. '"Admiral Shapiro
isold-school, nully by the book. Hed shoot his own family if the Empeioi oidered it. Hewouldn't even
guestion an order, never mind ioni'l« i hending one.’

Therebel FHeet would appear to be alot bigger than wewnr U « i" he Neve,' Fortuna observed. Though
far beit frommr to th,11 011 r intelligence is anything less than perfect.’

nli, heaven forfend,’ said Vardaos. 'And just look at till il i i,Mi from Virimonde and Mistworld. | don't
recognise! [ull »! (linn. God aone knows what they'll be capable of inalight. CM \v lui iidsty surprises
they might havein storefor us. Let us<ill pi,i\j ItTvently thet our stedlth fields continue to hide us until ihe
\l-iy List second before we attack. Because we're going to need

t v advantage we can get.' 'We have to stop the rebel Fleet, Captain/ said Fortuna. 'And ,is
* INK kly as possible. The Empire can't afford to be distracted, with theinioi still onitsway.'

I know that! Why don't they know that? A civil war isnuidness, MiidcT current conditions!'



‘Under any conditions,” murmured Fortuna, with asignilir.mi look

i Hiourse, said Vardados. Y ou never knew who might helisirniii} ;, ihescdays. And making notes.
'‘Almost makes you wish Owen was back, so he could deal with Hie Tenor/ said Fortune.

hon'l rven go there/ s.nd V.iul.ilos. 'Matters die eomplie.ned ,is they ,nr

IS

‘But what if ... what if this battle wipes out both Fleets, Captain? Fortunasaid suddenly. ‘What if thereis
no winner? Who then will protect our homeworld? From aiens, and rebels, and the coming of the
Terror?

That'swhy we haveto win,' said Varda os. 'Damn those rebel bastards, for putting usin this position!
The rebellion must be put down. For the sake of al Humanity.'

Admirad Silence knew the Imperial Flest was on itsway. Its stedlth fields couldn't hideit from his
Maze-enhanced mind. Dead reckoning and a certain amount of creative thinking gave him a pretty good
ideaof whereit was, and of its composition. Hed shared this knowledge with the rest of his own Flest,
and was alittle dismayed at how quickly they al accepted hisword. Thislegend of hiswas definitely
getting out of control. He had his comm officer send out messages of friendship and offersfor truce on al
channels, but no one answered. Not even when Silence spoke to them persondly, trying to trade on the
power of hislegend.

They must belistening,” he said findly, giving up. 'Why don't they believe me?

It israther alot to ask of them, Admira,' said Captain Price, who had somehow found a reason to return
to the bridge. '‘Couldn't you . . . show them that it'sredlly you? Perform some wonder to prove you really
are who you say you are?

'l don't do wonders," said Silence. "What do you want me to do? Stroll across the open space between
us and hammer on their door, demanding to belet in? Actualy, Carrion probably would have done just
that. And Owen . . . but I'm me, and I've been aman too long to give up its comforts. Still, the Imperia
shipsare definitely out there. | can feel them. | know | could stop al thisinsanity, if | could only talk to
them! Weredl Navy men. We understand about the madness of paliticians. But it seemstheré's no way
out. Good men and women are going to die today, on both sides. God damn you to Hell, Finn Durandd .’

Price cleared histhroat uncertainly. 'If you can feel the presence of the Imperiad Fleet, Admira, perhaps
you could work with the ship's Al to plot out best-guess estimates for enemy ship positions and

cgpabilities?
'Not abad idea, Captain. Ozymandius! Tak to me/

They waited, but there was no response. Silence called again, bini hr usualy chatty Al was slent. With
growing darm, Slence dis covered that the ship's Al wouldn't respond to any form ol coiniiiimication, on
any level. Basic computer services continued i<> uk< i <ue of vital work like life support, artificia gravity
and the engine-, hut dl higher intelligence 'functions were gone. The machines s ill worked, but no one
was home. Silencetold hiscomm ollieai to check dl the other shipsin the rebel Feet, and sat scowling in
hr, command chair as the answers came flooding back. Therew.isni ,i .1.1 1 cruiser in hisHeet witha
working Al.

'Could it be sabotage? said Price, 'Or some new wc.ipon ih.u Hun's turned up?



'No, Slencesaid dowly. 'l think it'ssmpler than tli.n. | ilnnl something's happened to Shub. Every ship's
Al isasub-romm. Mir Msof Shub. It's been that way for so long that we JIM i.ii granted/

'Hut what could have happened to them? 'l don't know, Captain. But the odds are thisish.ippeimi
Imperia Fleet too; so we're equally disadvantage!. | ihey've noticed yet. Price; get those backup systems
<>nIn. We can't afford to be caught short when the battle staitl

'Of course, Admiral/ Price hesitated. 'Even with .ill h,u | up | misoperating at full capacity, our options
will reMUNI <h limited. Well be going into action crippled/

'So will they, Captain. Servesusal right for growing ton « 11.M.I on Shub. Take the command chair for
awhile, Price, | ndiscussthiswith the Desthstalker/

explained the Stuation to Lewis and Jesimine. ledlesdy up and down their quarters. Lewistried cdling
<»ui iniluou™h hismenta link, but therewas no reply. Sileme Imiill\ r.iouiu] to ahdt, and looked
hopefully at Lewisand Jesmmir

Sony, Admird; thisisal newsto us said Jesimine. "Why would *.huh .ih.iiuion us?

Could something luive happened lo them?' s.rid Silence. 'll linn [.miu'lml ,m .HIiU'k on their home' world; could
they he dc.id '

Il linn lud ships that powerful, he'd h.ive sent them .illei us/ »..ml Lewis. 'No; the' Ms must h.ivr j*one into the
M.ulness M,i/e | | new we should never h,we lell llicm llieie .ilone. All ihey've <\c i

cared about is transcendence. It must have proved too great atemptation/

'It'snot just the Fleet's Als" said Silence. "We've been picking up reportsfrom al over the Empire.
Everything that Shub had a hand in has stopped working, from air traffic control down to sewer
maintenance robots. It's chaos on every industridised world.'

'Presumably everything will start working again when they come out/ said Lewis.

'Not necessarily/ said Silence. 'If you're right about what's happened, it'll depend what comes out of the
Maze. Who knows wheat they'll evolveinto?

'Could the Maze have destroyed them? said Jesamine. 'Or driven them crazy again?

'No way of knowing/ said Lewis. The Maze doeswhat it does, and we never know why. But we can't
alow ourselvesto be disiracted. We have abattle to fight/

'Where are your gppalling friends? Silence said suddenly. The con man and the psycho? No one seems
to have seen or heard of them in ages/

'Probably trying to break into the med dispensers again/ said Jesamine. 'Brett dways gets alittle nervous
before. . . well, anything, really. No doubt he and Rose will turn up once the action starts. If only
because they hate to miss out on anything/

Silence sghed, and sat down on the edge of the unmade bed. He looked suddenly older, and very tired.

'Pitched battle with the Imperia Fleet seemsinevitable now. I've been teaching my Captainswhat tactics
| can; | was shocked by how much had been forgotten. It's been so long since the Navy faced a serious

threat that they've got rusty. They don't even run full-scale battle manoeuvres any more. No starcruiser's

fired on another in two hundred years. The only good newsisthat Finn's Captainswill bejust asrusty as
ours



‘Let'sjust hope our Captains are faster learners/ said Lewis.

Finn'sloyalists were meeting down by the Havoc's engine bays. Apparently the strange radiations
deseting continuoudy from the ship's stardrive made any kind of tech eavesdropping impossible. Brett was
there, very much againgt his better instincts, and hoped they were right. There was no way held ever be
ableto talk hisway out of this. Hetried to stick to the middle of the crowd, putting as
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nuiiy peopleiis possible between him jnd the engines. Hed hc.iid sihoni stardrive radiation, and had
horrible visons of dl hisextremit-i- lolling and dropping oil in the night. Ledie Springfidd wasright iHII i
herein front, of course, haranguing the gathered faithful. They ic responding well, cheering hisevery
inflammatory statement. Midi checked that Rose was behaving hersdlf, standing bored but p.Hicnt at his
side, and then looked inconspicuoudly about him. MM ic were alot of people here. Far more than hed
suspected. 11 n ml reds of men and women, from all ranks and stations. The Havoc 11.id ,1 red
problem on its hands, and quite possibly the other star-i MIISCIS|oo. A few faces|ooked back at him
suspicioudy. Brett gaveilM-IM his best reassuring smile, and made himsdlf concentrate on\\ lui Ledie

was saying.

H seemed that the Owen that had appeared to the Fleet off Hadcn li.nl hern nothing more than atrick,
justaShubilluson, intended lo

11,ui everyonefrom their seizing control of the Madness M.i/e (he Alswere trying to steel Humanity's
rightful chancefor Ti.ms

« « ndcnee. The Alswouldn't be able to transcend, of course, onl\ In11ii,ins could do that, but once
they'd failed the Alsmighi dci nlein

uny the Maze, on the groundsthat if they couldn't imiiMcml [lnm.mity shouldn't be dlowed to either. The
crowd responded

euly. They understood that kind of thinking. It waswiluii il \mild luve done. Ledlie went on, spesking
persuasively. Il wais

il he said, that the forthcoming clash between thetwo He

i">uld hr decided as quickly as possible, so that the vidois could
i"HUM lo lladen and rescue theMadness Maze from the trc\uhel 01 r>
| he crowd cheered and roared, and Ledielet them. Brett didn't

I now whiil lo believe. HEd heard about the starcruisers Alsgoim:.
ollhiic Tlun had to mean something. Heredised Ledie was speiking
MI ,mti paid attention. He was explaining that he'd spoken

oiully with the Emperor Finn, who had authorised and ordcicd

* ni”*hi ollhelong knives on every sarcruiser intherehe Hed. Any

ci nni known to be loyal to the Emperor was to be killed, slim k

NIl without warning, all in the one night; and then rcpLued hy



ilr,is. It would he a coup, a sudden transition of power, and lhe
kmle would he slopped helorc il had even hegnn. It was much
hciici ih,in ,i j.ener.il uprising; this way only the traitors would have
h< wvilh no need lor more casuallii's.

219

Brett found himsdf nodding. This had till been very carefully thought out. It could work. Certainly the
crowd was egting it dl up with spoons, actualy straining at the leash to get their hands on officersthey
despised. Brett had been worried that Ledie might call on him to use his powers of persuasion and
compulsion, to sway the minds of the doubtful, but to his greet relief it seemed he might not be needed
after all. Hed only just gtarted to relax when he discovered that Ledie had stopped talking, and everyone
was staring a him.

Oh shit. What did | just miss? Wher€'s the nearest exit?

‘Brett Random and Rose Congtantine/ said Ledie, smiling down on them. To you is given the most
honourable and most dangerous assgnment. It will be your responsibility to kill the traitor Death-stalker
and hisdut. Y ou are the only ones who can get close enough, and the only ones powerful enough to
remove these two obstacles to our glorious triumph. They must be removed, or dl our planswill cometo
nothing. Do you foresee any problemswith carrying out this mission, Brett?

'Problems? Me? said Brett, trying hard to sound confident and devil-may-care. 'No. No problems.’

'It'sabout time," said Rose, dmost languidly. 'I need to go one on one with the Deathstalker. Find out
once and for dl which of usisthe better fighter. And now we've both been through the Maze, it should
be an especidly . . . intense match. | can dmost taste the blood. God; it makes me fed so hot

People around her were backing away. Brett felt like joining them.

"You will bewell rewarded afterwards,’ said Ledie, just alittle hoarsaly, as hetried to get things back on
line again. 'Y ou will be honoured heroes of the new order, and decorated by the Emperor himself.'

'So? said Rose.

'What about John Silence? Brett said quickly. Peoplein the crowd murmured the ancient, legendary
name,

'Wewill dedl with the Admiral/ said Ledie. 'He claimsto be Navy, one of us, but heisnot. Just a
jumped-up merchant trader, tarnishing alegend.’

'He does seemto have. . . powers,' Brett pointed out diffidently.
"Then wewill drag him down, drive a stake through his heart,
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if body and scallci ihe ashes lo space/ said Leslie. 'We are (he

and our l.nih will sustain us/

v/ von /I/</ll Im', thought Brett, but had enough sense not lo say ii When does the uprising start, Leslie-?"'



'l has dready sarted/ Ledie- said, smiling at Brett's reaction. 'Our people in the comm section have
aready taken control, spreading ihe word through the shipsin the Feet. The Mistworld and \ iiiinonde
trash are cut off from the starcruisers. By the time they i>me out what's happening, it will befar too late.
And wewill dedl \iih those traitors at our leisure. For now thekilling hasbchim. Hiei idling of the
ungodly. Let usgo forth and join them. Blood shdl How, bodies shdl fdl, and Pure Humanity and the
Church Militani .ball triumph at last!"

<)// shit, thought Brett, asthe crowd erupted into cheers. WInil <A>/i/<>//(Mr'

in ned to the bridge of the Havoc, Slenceredised dmos MM Mirdiatcly that something waswrong
when the com M1 ollun lepoiied that al the usual ship-to-ship chatter had suddenh < rased. Silencetried
to raise the Havoc's comm centre, and couldii i I\ en interior communications were down. Silence sent
runner. HIM o discover what the hell was going on, and dert his sciimi\ people. Something bad was
happening aboard his ship. He could led it. Reports began coming in dowly, of widespread ail-. <>i
«ahoiage, of officersfound murdered at their posts, of lightui} ; MI ihe ded corridors. The ship's Armoury
had been broken into, ami dl kinds of wegpons seized] If Silence hadn't acted iminedial. nn hisingtincts,
most of his people would have had nowarning ai all

Hislirst thought was that somehow the Havoc had been boarded by Imperia agents from the opposing
Fleet, but not even the .iiullcd attack craft could have sneaked up on Silence's ship with him knowing.
The comm officer managed to get the security CM S back on line, and soon they were watching fierce
lighting back and forth in al parts of the ship. Many of the attai keis Pure Humanity and Church Militant
sashes, and shouted out iheir cold and vicious dogans as they fought, shooting at anyone who vvdan't
them. Silence cursed himsdlf. Hedd thought dlowing ibei;iiil(ili and loud talk would act as a safety valve,
letting the
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frustrations out before they could build. But it seemed held serioudy underestimated the problem.

He sent out repair techsto deal with the sabotage, backed up by armed security men. The ship had to be
protected first. Silence reached out with hismind. The Imperia Fleet was getting redly close now. He
had to put down the loydist rebellion before Finn's ships got within firing range. He watched his screens
helplesdy as friends and fellow workers turned on each other, with guns or knives or whatever cameto
hand. Great acts of heroism and treachery were performed in the gleaming stedl corridors, and the blood
flowed thickly. There were bodies everywhere. Thefighting was fierce and brutdl. Faith in the Church
Militant fuelled one side, and faith in the blessed Owen fired the other. There was no meeting ground, no

possibility for mercy.

Silence threw himsdlf out of his command chair, amoment before an energy beam seared through the air
where heéd just been sitting. He hit the ground rolling and was quickly back on hisfeet, even asthe
energy beam flashed on to blow out a console on the other side of the bridge. Flames rose up and smoke
billowed out. Alarmswent off, too late. Unfamiliar faceswere spilling on to the bridge, gunsin hand, their
faces twisted with hatred and loathing. Silence shot the nearest through the chest, and the energy beam
punched right through him, to take out the man behind. Other officers were rising from their consoles,
groping for weapons. Silence had dready drawn his sword and charged the mutineers before him,
moving so fast they couldn't draw abead on him. He raged among them; his sword rising and faling
impossibly quickly, dicing through flesh and bone dike. He was fast and strong, and hisvictims cried out
in shock and horror asthey redlised they didn't stand a chance againgt him, for al their numbers. They
kept coming, firing their guns amost blindly now, and more consoles exploded al acrossthe bridge.
Smoke wasthick on the air, despite the extractor fans. Silence laughed breathlessy as he cut men down.
It felt good to have something solid to fight, after so long. Some of the enemy were chanting prayers, and



even exorcisms. Silence killed them anyway. And in the end, he stood alone among piles of bodies,
blood running thickly from his swordblade, and they hadn't touched him once. The blood that soaked his
uniform, and had spattered across hisface, was all theirs. Silence looked around &t his bridge crew, and
saw shock and horror in their faces, at what he'd done.

'Get used to it," he said harshly. Thisiswhat war means. Comm

.linn; gd me contact with the rest of the Meet. The Imperul shipswill hr here soon, and | need to know
who | can rely on. Security; };u,ud dll entrancesto the bridge. And somebody put out those lues ,iii(l |
urn the damned darms of f!'

lie sank back into his command chair, while his crew hurried to uliry. Captain Price watched.him with
wide, dmost frightened eyes, «silriuv ignored him. He realised he was till holding hissword, ,iml ,i,nled
cleaning the blade with acloth.

Hood work, Captain, said Investigator Frost. Good to see you haven i /.'/./<>//(+// everything |
taught you.

Is that why you're back? thought Sllence. Because death is so ir/r dot*

tall of us?
| ewis Deathgtalker and Jesamine FHlowers|eft their giurieisih<
..... inrni they heard the darms sound, sword and gun ,iliejid\ m

11,11 id. Which meant they surprised the smal crowd of nun MM who'd come to watch them die. Lewis
and Jesamine ch.iij".rd iln . mud immediatdly, and soon the corridor wasfull of the sound <il

hing blades, and the screams of the dying. There WIMI'l MUM It mom io manoeuvre in the cramped
space, but Lewisdiul JesamilK didni need it. They were both inhumanly fast and iui p>uv,il»|\

ing, .ind they hacked and cut their way through thr 1.nun* s isihouj'Ji they were back bresking trail in the
junglesof Sh.imli.il Aller everything they'd faced, a crowd of armed men was nothing, mm Random
watched it all from a concedled side entrance holding Rosefirmly by one arm. The plan had been for
him ,md Noseio attack Lewis and Jesamine from the rear while they vv< i< dr.n,uted by the crowd; but
Brett just couldn't do it. His stoni.uli |i lud so badly he was amost bent in two, and besides; he put m»
[.mil 111 linn's promises of rewards and safety. Rose strained ,ir,,mr,i in . hold, Inn he knew she'd follow
hislead. Sheld got used to having linn do .ill i hethinking for both of them. So Brett waited awhile, i io he
sure of which way the fight was going, and onceit w«is. I« ,uihr mutineerswerelosing, heran forward to
back up | .rwis M»d lesimine, Rose moving just alittle confusedly at hisside. Thelorn ol i hem quickly
finished off thelast lew loyaigts. Brett wds ,iiijMr.nl 1o lind (lull hissom.u h h.ul stopped hurting aready.
Me \W\W\ mil have & conscience, but apparently his ssomach did. HEd

" lot ID something ahoul that.
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(Beddes, heliked Lewis. And those Church Militant and Pure Humanity zealots had got right up his
nose.)



Lewislooked at Brett. 'Do you have any idea of what's going on?
‘Loydist eementstrying for acoup/ Brett said crisply. 'We'd better help out where we can/

Lewisnodded and set off down the corridor, Jesamine padding eagerly at hisside. Brett and Rose
followed after. Rose was frowning.

'l know/ said Brett. 'Just trust me and go dong, for now. I'll explain later/
'| wanted to kill Lewis/ said Rose, just alittle sulkily.

Therell be other times. For now, kill theloyaists. As many asyou like/
Rose looked at him. ‘Only for you, Brett. Only for youw/

The fighting in the corridors quickly fell apart, once Lewis and the othersjoined in. No one could stand
agang them. The mutineerslost al confidence, having failed to kill most of the officers they'd targeted,
and soon they were on the run everywhere. They came together for one last push, and actualy
succeeded in briefly separating Lewisfrom Jesamine.

He cut and hacked fiercely about him, desperately trying to reach her, but the Church Militant fanatics
packed tightly round him, their facesfilled with the frustrated fury of animaswho can sensethelr imminent
death. They no longer cared about their cause, or even about winning; al they wanted to do was bring
their hated enemy down with them. New strength flooded through Lewis as he saw Jesamine being
carried further away by the press of milling bodies, and he dammed right through the men before him,
throwing their broken bodies aside like so many rag dolls.

Jesamine fought doggedly on, faster and stronger than any of those who legpt and howled around her,
but in the end the sheer weight of the crowd backed her up against a stedl wall. She looked for Lewis,
but he wastoo far away. Rage flooded through her and she opened her mouth and sang. Theterrible
song cut through her attackers like ablade. Their eyes burst and blood ran from their ears. Some fell
dead from heart attacks, and others went mad in amoment. The stedl corridor wasfull of awful screams,
al of them drowned out by the deadly song. Even Lewisflinched awvay from the killing sound. Inthe
gpace of afew moments, every mutineer in

224

ihr corridor wdsdrtul, thr pilrd-np bodies scattered the length of the tmrklor. Jesimiiu’ stopped singing,
and swayed ungteadily on her | i-fi. Lewiswas there in amoment, to hold and support her. Shei lung lo
him likeachild.

"What has the Maze doneto me, Lewis? To my voice? My songs Were never meant to do anything like
thet/

Therewill betime again for songs of love and joy/ said Lewis. | lui'swhat werefighting for/

And that was when Brett and Rose appeared around the corner of 1 1 ic corridor to join them. Lewis
gave them both awithering glare.

'Where the hell were you? What kept you?
‘Slomach ache/ said Brett. There's something on this ship that doesn't agreewith me at al/

Some loyalists went down to the cargo bay of the Havoc, to kill the monsters from Shandrakor, in the
name of Pure Humanity. The monsters tore them dl apart, and then ate them. One of the mon-Iters sent



up acomm request to the bridge: Send more loyalists.

\ml | hat was pretty much it, for the uprising. There never were asin, my of them asthey'd hoped or
believed. Only the redly hard-core I. m, nics had been able to lie to themsalves about what they'd seen, u
-1 ifn Owen Desthstalker appeared on al the bridges of al the ships,n once, and caled them to hisside.
Hewasthe hero of prophecy, 1 1 ic legend returned, and most of the crewswould rather havediedili. in
fal him. The mutineersdidn't take control of asingleshipini he uhdl FHeet. Good men and women had
died, and there were lunik's and blood to be cleaned up, but the night of the long knives

lew mutineers who survived the fighting were put out the airlock and told to walk home. Therewas no
timefor mercy "i i leniency, with the Imperid Fleet closng in. Lewisand Jesamine, 11 .ind Rose
gathered together on the Havoc's bridge, and there onthe 1 1 id in viewscreen was the attacking Flet,
come out from behind ir.ilth shields at last. There were starcruisers beyond counting, .nid more dropping
out of hyperspace dl thetime. 1 11,1 1isone hell of abig Fleet/said Brett.

And we are dangeroudy weakened/ said Silence. 'All our ships « *s0k some damage, and welost alot of
crew. Were covering dl the

main battle stations, lor now, but | heres no idling how long lhat will last once the shooting Sarts.
Hopefully our opposite numbers don't know that. The Mistworld and Virimonde ships were unaffected,
but | don't know how they'll stand up to Imperid starcruis-ers. If you've got any Maze-given acesto pull
out of your deeve, Deathstaker, thiswould be areally good timeto reved them.’

'Afraid not, Admira/ said Lewis. 'It'sdl down to courage and honour now.'
'We're dl going to die," said Brett.

Thelmperia Flegt fdl upon the rebd shipswith slent fury, al gunsblazing, and in amoment the Situation
descended into chaos. Starships of al shapes and sizes flashed back and forth, manoeuvring in three
dimensions, targeting objects of opportunity asthey went. Force shields flared brightly, disspating deadly
energies asdisrupter cannon fired in volleys, cascading brightly in thelong night. Enough firepower
opened up to scorch the life from a dozen worlds, and here and there ships exploded like novas asforce
shields overloaded and went down. Often the victorious ship had gone on to another engagement before
it even saw the results of its attack.

With the ships Als down, concerted attacks wereimpossible. It was every ship for hersdlf. Silence kept
up an endless stream of orders, trying to enforce his combat strategies, but even he couldn't keep up with
the state of battle. Basic computer targeting could give best estimates of where a ship would go next, but
it was up to human gunnersto hit the flegting targets, preferably without hitting one of their own shipsin
the process. Men and women on both sides fired their guns with wild eyes and manic smiles, haf out of
their minds on adrendin and battle drugs, operating as much by ingtinct * astraining. Mistworld and
Virimonde ships darted in and out of the chaos, running rings around the bigger starcruisers, showing
unexpected speed and deadly aim. The people of Mistworld and Virimonde had trained to be warriors
al their lives, and for them combat was like coming home. Their shields couldn't stand up to the
occasiond direct hit from starcruiser cannon, but they al fought and died with Owen's name on their lips,
hisfamily namether battle cry.

Deathstalker! Deathstalker!
Lewis and Jesamine were running down acorridor to reinforce a

gunnery crew when one ol the //</r<u's shields shuclclnrd ,iiul wenl clown, and d direct hit blew ahole
right through the ulkluMcai. Air blasted out through the huge jagged g.ip, .nul Lewis .UK! Jesamine were



swept off their feet in amoment. The lightsflickered and the gravity fluctuated as alarm sirens sounded,
ihmr.i drowned out by the rush of air shrieking out through the* hol€ inih< w.ill. Jesamine tumbled
towardsit, turning head over herls| cwisi lire! out, hisvoicelost in the bedlam, and threw himsdlf <ilinIn
i Irsnnine grabbed at the edge of the hole with one hand, <md In< there, haf in and haf out. Lewis
dammed againgt her, and r.uM one of her arms, only to cry out again ashisside hit avicioir>I\ sharp .led
prong. The metal shard sank deep into hisside. Lewi hi desperately on to Jesamine'sarm. She was
dready danglim: <MM nthe- cold vacuum. Only the steel spikein Lewisssde kept him h< [ollowing
her. He fought desperately to draw abreath fromih. i.uing past him. He dowly pulled Jesamine back, iiu
hby im hi hen the disrupter cannon fired again, the whole hulklir.nl M ,ilMrt, and the corridor opened up
to gpace. Lewis,m<I i» \vnr ripped free from their precarious holds, and flew mil mi tir.ully vacuum of
Space.

Lewis held on to Jesamine's arm as they turned dowl\ rnd « sml. The Havoc fdl away behind them,
rushing on to hdn nil .lups. The battle raged silently around them, ships coming and wiih dazzling
swiftness. Disrupter beams and flaring shidtK |-brighter than the stars. It was cold and slent, and Lewis
Idi MM.,ill and unimportant. Just another piece of flotsam, llo.iini: mtin night.

A ft erawhile, bethought Why aren't | dead? And thru he MMM, MIMIC specificaly, Why isn't my
blood boiling in my veins? Why //,. my lungs collapsed? And why don't Ifeel any needto
breathe.\\< red i" ! clown to thewound in hisside, and found it had dready hc.ilr.i H. Idi <liiile good,
actudly. Hewould have liked to giggle hystciu ,ill\ Inn tluit would have to wait until later. He pulled
Jesdininr Ini to him, and checked that shewas dl right too. They grinn. « iMiiluscdly at each other. And
Lewisthought Thisis <//<e</[' | = /// \nivivcin open space!

[><>I'] start showing off, Jesaminesvoice sad firmly in hishc.ul.
/<e\'/ can hear you! Can you hear me?

Ye$l The Mazeisjust full of surprises, isn't it?
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Telepathy too! We can do anything!

| wouldn 't go that far, sweetie. When | reach a point where | can eat anything | like and still not
put on any weight, then I'll believe in miracles. But, since we're not dead after all, why don't we
see if we can do some damage to the bad guys. See that ship over there? Let's pop over and ruin
their day.

Sounds like a plan to me, said Lewis.

And dl they had to do was think about it, and suddenly they were sailing across open space towards the
Imperia ship they'd chosen. The Heritage was barrelling dong at full speed, but they caught up with her
eerily fast. Her shidldsflared dl the colours of the rainbow as they soaked up disrupter fire from every
direction. Lewis dowed to match the ship's speed, dongside the hull, and then hit the force shidld with his
fist. The energies shuddered and rippled, but held together. Lewis and Jesamine hit the shield a the same
time, and it collapsed. Lewiswould have been serioudy impressed, and alittle worried, about the
implications of that if he'd had the time, but he didn't so he just got on with it. He and Jesamine
descended to the great steel curve before them, walked aong the side of the ship until they cameto an
arrlock, and then kicked it in.



Oncethey were past the airlock, they began breathing normaly, again, asthough they'd never stopped.
Their hearing came back in arush, and they both winced at the racket of overlapping darm sirens. Lewis
checked his hands, and then Jesamine's, but neither seemed particularly cold. They both shrugged, and
looked around for someone to fight. They went walking through the enemy ship, and everywhere they
went, people fled from them screaming. Many of them called out the Degthstalker name asthey ran, and
Lewistook acertain cold satisfaction from the terror in their voices.

The battle went on, ship targeting ship, the occasiona vast explosion as acraft blew apart, dead crew
thrown tumbling through space like confetti. Silence's Fleet fought well and strongly, but they were
severdly weakened by theloydist uprising, and there was no telling which way the fight might have gone,
when suddenly Carrion and his Ashrai came flying out of nowherein their thousands, soaring across
space on their widespread membranous wings as though born to it. Carrion led hisgargoyle diensin
sweeping attacks againgt the Imperia Flegt, their huge forms damming right through force
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shields dsthough they weren't there, to UMI sted hullswith thru terrible daws. And inside the Imperia
shipsvoicesrose, trying It'si In' dragons! Owen's dragons, come to punish us for not recognising
the line Deathstalker!

Their morae never redlly recovered after that, and ship ater ship surrendered. Silence's FHeet quickly
took control, blowing apart the lew hard-core fanatical shipsthat refused to surrender; and sud denly it
wasdl over. Admird Shapiro had a nervous breakdown iind «.Imi himsdf rather messily in theface.
Captain Vardalos of the Heritage reluctantly took command, and oversaw the general sur-i ruder, which
Admira Silence gracioudy accepted, to save furihe JOSS of life.

<,ipsliin Vardalos sat dumped in her command chair. The* ui.iiu\ N'wscreen before her showed both
Fleets at a standstill, surrounded I»y the drifting hulks of crippled or destroyed ships, and Owen di,i>;ons
(lying unprotected through space. How could she h.uv been wrong? The blessed Owen redly had
returned, inthe | mm <>I lluuumity's greatest need, just asthe legends dways said he would .mil they had
denied him. They had been found wanting intin n I,mli. Damn the Emperor and hislies

Shelooked up dowly as her Second hovered uncertainly lu-,i«« her ‘(liiptain; they're here!’
'Who's here? Vardad os struggled to focus her thoughts, 'Il.r, ".ilrnce sent emissaries across dready?

'Wdll, sort of. Lewis Deathstalker and Jesamine Flowers walked |< IMSS open space, ripped open an
arlock and walked right in. And now they're standing outside the bridge, demanding to talk to you!'

V.mlalos had to shut her eyesfor amoment. It wasal getting .1 hit mm h lor her.
‘Let them in. Before they kick the door down.’

| 01 HUM let them in, and they came forward to greet the Capi.iin.

i«> iheu credit, they didn't look especidly smug. There had been no
iHHihlewith the Heritage's crew after the surrender - they'd aready

IM ni overwhelmed by what the Deathstalker and the diva had done,

.mil ihearriva of the Adhra had been the last sraw. The crew's



| Hi MSwore so thoroughly broken they dl but prostrated themselves
I-. L»ie | .cwis ,ind Jesamine as they made their way to the bridge. A
I« W (vrn Lished themselves with improvised whips, as penance.

,u ul lesamine gave them plenty of room.

Captain Varda os studied the man and woman standing before her. They didn't look al that specid, but
there was aterrible kind of grandeur about them. 'Congratul ations on your victory/ she made hersalf say.

There are no victors here today, Captain/ The Deathstalker's famoudy ugly face held no triumph, only
regret. Too many good men and women died, for no good reason. Finn has betrayed us al. | never was
atraitor, and no more were Douglas or Jesamine or any of the others denounced for daring to take a
stand againgt hisevils. And yes, it istrue; my ancestor Owen has returned. He has gone to stop the
Terror, s0 that we can be free to dea with the Emperor. Will you fight beside us, Captain?

Vaddosfdt arush of reief. So many of her worriesfell avay in amoment, it waslike putting down a
dreadfully heavy weight she'd been carrying for far too long. She amiled at the Desthstalker, who didn't
seem nearly asterrible now.

'Of coursel she said. 'Our Fleet isyours. If Finn would lie to us about something asimportant asthe
return of the blessed Owen, held lie about anything. Heis not fit to be Emperor. Lead us, Deathstalker.
Y ouwill not find uswanting agair/

And s0 the huge combined Fleet dowly got under way again, heading towards Logres with rage and
justice on their minds. Accompanied by Carrion and hisarmy of Ashral, and dl the ships of Mistworld
and Virimonde.

An avenging army was coming home, and thistime nothing would stop them.
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SIX

LAST CHANCES

Mu- limperor Finn wastalking at rather than to Joseph Walhur. who was more than wise enough to just
gt there and listen, and try « mile and nod at what seemed like the right places. Joseph nevel lucked
forward to those infrequent occasions when he was sum iiioned to the Imperia Paace, so Finn could
have oneof hislitilr < h.iis. Herardly heard anything to make him fed good. Although hr lehnically
speaking, head of the Church Militant and I'me [lum.inity, and therefore, theoreticaly, the second most
poweilul nun in the Empire, Joseph knew he only held that position because | HIM liked having someone
he could talk to and confide in, someones..ilc- he could boast to about al the awful things he'd done,
and planned to do.

The limperor's private quarters were amess, bordering on actualy



dl nessin to the nerves. Finn never cleaned up after himsdlf, and
inlelused to dlow servantsin any more, on the not unreasonable
11ndsthat they might be rebel spies sent to kill him. He kept the
lif".hismrned up far too bright, so nothing could hide in the shadows,
il vwhrn he dept. Papers were scattered across every surface, onm
iHied down with plates containing the remains of discarded

imMIs. Morerotting bits of food had been trampled into therieh
he,ivy r.irprl. The room stank, despite everything the air con-
dmoiieis could do. It waslike being in an animd's den, Joseph

dri ided. Somei»rrat and powerful carnivore, that didn't care about
appearances because it didn't have to.

linn luul reddied a position where: he could do anything he liked,
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and mogtly hedid. And he never did anything he didn't Wtint lo. That was, after al, what being Emperor
was all about. And yd; the state of his Empire kept changing. No matter what he did, or ordered done,
things kept going from bad to worse, and Finn was unable |0 hat the decline. He wouldn't have cared,
except he needed a strong and stable Empireto fight off the Terror. Which was why Joseph had been
summoned so abruptly, so Finn could complain to him. Joseph Wallace, the second most powerful man
in the Empire, with the power of life and death at his dightest whim, sat uncomfortably on his comfortable
chair and did hisbest to look attentive while Finn strode up and down before him, gesturing angrily.

‘Sometimes | actualy wonder if I'm cursed, Joseph/ The Emperor kicked out petulantly at a pile of
papers, and they scattered like leaves across the stained and discoloured carpet. 'l| do everything | can,
kill al the right people, order purges and persecute the masses to within an inch of their lives, and il the
bloody Empire won't work properly. All | want isfor them to shut up and do what they're told, for the
good of the Empireand mein particular, and al they can do iswhine and complain and burn down
important buildings. Disorder is spreading on the outer worlds, and there have been occasions of outright
defiance here on Logres, in the Parade of the Endlessitself. And just when I'm redlly short of peoplel
can depend on. It seemslike only yesterday that | had armies of fanatics and followersal but faling over
themselvesto do my every bidding. But where are they, now | need them? I'm down to just a skeleton
gtaff on some planets/ He stopped pacing and fixed Joseph with aglittering eye. 'People are taking
advantage. Defying my orders and regulations, and thinking they can get away withiit, just becauseI'm a
bit preoccupied at the moment. They've even started to fed they” can walk the streetsin safety, and we
can't have that, can we? My peacekeepers should inspire respect, fear, horror, and an urgent need to run
asfast aspossible in the opposite direction. A cowed population is an obedient population. Right,
Joseph?

'Oh, of course, your mgesty. Absolutely. People should know their place/

'I'm glad you seeit my way, Joseph. Because | want you to take every Transmutation Engine you have,
and put them in orbit around al the most troublesome worlds. And then I'll let the shifty little bastards



know thet if they don't behave, I'll have every living
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« oiu rnlialc ihcn minds wonderfully, Why ,nr yon liownim;, lo".rph/ Yon know | hale il when you frown,
especially when I'm liriiijj visionary/

oh, h'scin excellent plan, your mgesty, it'sjust . . . well, wetlon'i ai ludly have dl that many
Transmutation Engines | eft, alin what happened at Mog Mor. You. . . we deployed most of om | urines
there, to deal with'the Mog Mor threat, and nearly till ol ihrm were destroyed. And, as1'm sure you
recall, it takesaloi ol nine and money to build Transmutation Engines. Work is prosing, but—'

‘Joseph/ said Finn, camly and very dangeroudly, ‘tell me SOUK 11nng | want to hear, or I'll have your
testicles stitched togetlu i

'<)I course, the people don't know just how short of Enginr .ire/ said Joseph, thinking quickly on hisfest.
'‘Dueto yom \ decision not to alow any news coverage of what happened at iv Mor. So, if we just put
Engines around afew sdlected worlds, «.lionld be able to bluff the other worlds with the implied threeat

Tinn sniffed loudly. 'l don't liketo bluff. I like to do appdlmr. i lungsto people who upset me. And | can't
afford to have aMull tailed, even once. Mot of the outer planets are only waiting loi Ol'V de-Unitesign
of weakness on my part, and then the ungrateful Inil< eshitswill rise up. And where one leads, otherswill
follow . . . Mayl>< we should destroy aworld anyway, just to show we mean IMIMIH Yes; | likethat.
Find me aplanet no one will miss much,'.loM-ph and put an Enginein orbit. And one day when I'm
fedim; ir,ill\ depressed, well have anice fireworks display/

Hethrew himsdlf happily into achair opposite Joseph, and (M > hislegslanguoroudy. 'If only al rmy
problemswere that Smple. M« of my loya people are currently manning the Fleet | had to send <>ui to
stop the Deathstalker's Fleet. That manisapain. | killed hiswlmh family, and he still won't take a hint.
But my Heet will stop his. | packed my shipswith the very best military minds, and rny m-/edlous and
hard-core fanatics, to be absolutely sure they'll hal < ,,., compunction about firing on their fellow ships.
Still no reports, 1 i.il « il? No; of course not. Too early yet. But | want it to happen soon | want to hear
about a massive victory, and hundreds of ships huinin™ in the night. | want to see Lewiss head on aspike
... Ineed avu i«-Joseph. A redlly impressive demonstration of how powerful my
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forces are, and how vicious and merciless | can be to my enemies. Something to cow the peasants and
make them think twice about doing anything that might attract my attention. They just don't worship and
adore me the way they used to, the ungrateful little turds. | aways knew the public were fickle and not to
be trusted, even back when | was merely aParagon. The number of times| had to reinvent mysdlf, just
to hold their attention . . . So; it seems| am forced to desperate measures/

He smiled at Joseph, waiting for him to ask the obvious question. Joseph thought frantically. What the hell
else could Finn have in mind, that would be worse than murdering awhole world with a Transmutation

Engine?
'What, precisdly, did you have in mind, your mgesty?

'I'm going to make aded with the ELFs, and use their thralls as peacekeepers on the Streets to restore



order and discipline. While wearing my colours, naturally. They won't take any crap from the peasants.
They think they had things bad before; wait till the ELFs get to work! They have such wonderfully
inventive minds, when it comesto terrorisng people.’

The ELFS? said Joseph finally, so outraged he didn't even bother to keep it out of hisvoice. 'Y ou must
be crazy! Y ou can't trust those people!’

'l don't trust anyone,' Finn said camly.

‘But ... | thought they weren't talking to you any more? Y ou wereredly quite. . . vehement, awhile
back, about how they'd disappointed you and let you down.'

'Ah," said Finn, smiling widdly. "It seemsthe ELF leaders and the uber-espers have been having their
differences of late, about who exactly should be running things. Both parties contacted me separately,
offering their servicesin return for help againgt their enemy. And it redlly was smplicity itself to get both
sdesto agree to work for me, rather than risk being shut out. It won't last, of course, such arrangements
rarely do, but aslong as | can play divide and conquer, they'll be too busy trying to do each other down
to think about double-crossing me. Thisis gtrictly between the two of us, of course. People wouldn't
understand. I'm only telling you because you need to know; because the thralls will be wearing your
Church Militant uniforms. And becauseit'sjust too good a secret to keep to myself. Ah, Joseph;
sometimes the look of shock and horror on your

l,iceiswhat makesit all worthwhile! The ELFswill give mefear and p,iiik’ and terror on the streets
again, and everything will bethe way ii used to be. Thisismy Empire, Joseph; and no oneisgoing to
take Lliaway from me.

Aiul so thousands of ELF thrals, innocent men and women possessed by cold and powerful minds, went
out to patrol the cities ol |.ogres, and most especially the Parade of the Endless. Theirony ol maintaining
order while wearing Pure Humanity and Church Militant uniforms pleased the EL Fs greetly, and they
took every «I)|>oitunity to destroy the reputation of the esper-hating groups 11 icy supposedly
represented. They imposed order and harsh dis-

« il»hiic through humiliating and terrifying punishmentsfor even theiii n.i | lest offences. They showed a
great fondnessfor hangings, < iicilixions and auto-da-fes. The dead were left to hangand rotin11ic
Sreets, asawarning to others. All too soon people were afraid to Ho out on the streets for any reason.
The new peacekeepers were everywhere, looking for any excuse to demondtrate their authority through
fear and suffering. People stopped going to work, for fear they'd he stopped on the way. When they had
to go out, for food or ul her necessities, they went in groups, starting at shadows and ready i<o> hivdk and
run at amoment's notice. And dl too rapidly, the socid

| husinessinfrastructure of Logres began to break down. Shops
* i'»".¢tl, with no oneto buy their goods. Businesses closed, with no

coming in to work any more. Basic services were dready mil.ipsing, because the ubiquitous Shub robots
that usually took

* | real such things had ceased to function, and no one else knew \\ 11.11 needed to be done.
Asif dl thiswasn't disturbing enough, what was happening in the
11.1 wasworse. The ELFs had demanded a price for their support,

inn gave them control of the Arena, for their own personal use.



\ml 11 icrethe ELFsplayed out their nasty gamesfor everyoneto

Al firgt, they just possessed the existing gladiators, and set them

I1ig cdch other. But the EL Fs soon broke their new toys, or wore
tin M1 out, and so they sent peacekeepers to break into nearby

In MINI'S dt random, and haul the people out to be new mest for the
trend. Men, women and children ended up on the bloody sands,

..... C possessed and some not, and the ELFs games grew steadily
[1i*ri<lden <nul helpless, the thralls enacted dl the wildest
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fantasies of the ELFs: rape, torture, mutilation and murder were the order of the day, every day, often on
agrand scale. The ELFs ddlighted in mounting epic dramas, and staged vast recongtructions of famous
atrocitiesfrom the past. The detailswererarely accurate, but all that mattered to the EL Fswas that
people suffered and died. There was power to be gained, from feeding off the energies released through
pain and emotion and death. The ELFs grew fat and potent, bloated like leeches. Therewasavery old
namefor the kind of creaturesthey were.

The Arena became a daughteryard, where the bodies were never cleared away, but just piled up a the
sides. The sands were dways red with blood now, and the stench was indescribable. The ELFs, far and
far away, didn't care. They were having fun. Sometimesthey played with the dead bodiestoo, just for the
distressthey knew thiswould cause grieving relatives. They refused to be limited by human morditiesor
taboos. They saw themselves as more than human, and denied themsalves nothing.

They indsted on every single bit of it being televised, on every channel, smultaneoudy. What wasthe
point of being bad, if there was no one watching to be shocked and outraged? Finn wouldn't allow the
ELFsto actually come out and say it wastheir doing; but the clues were there. And people did watch;
there was aregular audience. Some, because a secret part of them responded to the atrocities. Some,
with horrified fascination. And some, just because it was better to know than not. Even when it was
always bad news, people needed to know. And all across Logres and the rest of the watching worlds,
outrage and a need for revenge burned coldly in peopl€'s hearts, and they readied themsalvesfor
rebellion, and waited hopefully for asign.

Joseph Wallace never watched, though he was careful to read al the latest reports. Asthe ELFs grew
every day more powerful, and more closdly tied to Finn, so his own power and influence declined. The
thrals on the streets might wear his uniforms, but they didn't answer to him. Joseph was being siddined,
his power base eroded and even sabotaged by the ELFs, who wanted Finn's attention al to themsalves.
Finn gill called Joseph in for hisdisturbing little chats, but whatever influence Joseph had ever had with
the Emperor seemed to have disappeared. Secretly and privately and very mm h against Finn's orders,
Joseph's people did their best to spy on the

->T/1

I-Li's. Joseph had never trusted (he inhuman creatures. He was I'me Humanity, after al. He gathered all
his best information and intelli-ce and presented it to the Emperor, as proof that thefcl,l«'slud | heir own



agenda, and was met with acold, indifferent shire.

/ don't care, Finnsadflatly. Aslong as they get the job done, | don't « ¢/re what they do. And
Joseph; ,if you can't get your job done, I'll /e<e/>/</<«e r<>/[ with someone who can.

Asthe ELFs possessed more and more people, and the armies of

| hmilsgrew and grew, so the ELF leaders and the uber-espeis luvame even more powerful. The pool of
thrallswas a povvel -ource, and the more the possessors took and inhabited, tin- more

|1 ley could take. Their esper abilities had never been so stronr,

1.11 reaching. More and more thralls were able to manifest then ownersabilities by proxy, though they
aways burnt out. Hut as die possessors grew stronger, so the differences between the ELF leader, and
the uber-espers became more pronounced. Neither side [1UM .<e<! ihe other, and they each had their
own gtrictly enforced ternim There were occasional border clashes, asthrals fought with Mualv .md
filled the terrified streetswith blood and bodies.

I innwatched it al from adistance, and let them lirjn n <>ui laidully supporting neither one side nor the
other In\idr md iniupier till seemed like his best bet; while they were husy lirhi <.uh other, they weren't
fighting him. Besides, he enjoyc d MM e-pre tacle. He allowed both sidesto operate fredly, while making
Il <lear he wouldn't tolerate any psionic battlesin hiscapiul d

of theinevitable psychic falout. He didn't actudly hal< of enforcing this, but so far the two sidesweretoo
prrotc upird io notice. Finn was betting they'd weaken each other so 111K h miheir struggle, that
whoever eventualy emerged as victor would [>< 100 weak to threaten him.

And then, he'd do something about them.

Hut there were factors that even Finn didn't know amut. Ihe uhn espers were determined to win, at
whatever the cost. They kid io win, and become more powerful than ever before, because (hey «ilone on
Logresknew for sure that Owen Desthstalker was b,u | horn the dead; and they were al scared of
Owen. Jugt onetomb ol in-, revitalised mind had heen enough to show that he was inoie powerful than
ever. Moreihan the' oversoul, more than any ol Minn, .ind just possibly more powerful even than their
origind

creator, the Mater Mundi. And so the uber-espers concentrated on possessing more and more thralls,
pushing themsalvesto their limits and beyond to be sure of accumulating more power than the officia
ELF leaders.

They had to be ready, for when Owen Deathstalker came for them.

Findly, inevitably, war broke out. The Spider Harps, the Shatter Freak, Blue Hellfire, Screaming Silence
and the Grey Train turned the full force of their stored-up energies on the ELF leaders. The direct menta
clash detonated over the Parade of the Endless, and everyone in the city cried out as psychic fallout
devadtated the surroundings. As esper minds battled for domination on their own psionic plane, the
strikes and counterstrikes spilled over into the materia world. Probability storms raged through the
streets, manifesting in miracles and unlikely tragedies. There were breakouts of mass delusonsand
ripples spread through redlity itsalf. Buildings exploded, and people too. Luck ran mad, outrageous
possibilities expressing themsalves in peopl€'s flesh. Streets turned in upon themsalves, with no way out.
Gravity switched back and forth, and rivers ran through the sky. Tower blocks became trees, with
people still trapped screaming within them. Water became fire, and the air become poison. There were
falsof stonesand rivers of blood, and people vanished, replaced by other versions of themselves.



And two grest armies of thralls fought each other with secondhand ferocity, with guns and swords and
whatever came to hand, asthe dead piled up in the streets.

Only in the Rookery did people and property remain sane and safe, protected and shielded by the joined
power of DianaVertue and her followers, the Psycho Sluts. Their minds and their sanity shook and
shuddered under the impact of so much mental power, but they stood firm, and within the boundaries of
the Rookery people remained untouched, watching in horror what was happening outside; helplessto
intervene.

It al ended as suddenly asit had begun, and reality became firm and trustworthy again. Half the city was
in flames, or rubble, and the death toll wasin the hundreds of thousands, but the uber-espel s had won;
crushing and dominating the weaker minds of the ELF leaders, who turned out to be only human after dl,
and therefore limited in the evil they could conceive. The uber-espers crushed,
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i onirolled and absorbed al the other espersin the Esper Liberation 101 ce, until at the last there were
only the five minds of the uber-espers, controlling millions of bodies. We are the ELFs now, the
uber-espers said, and it wastrue. Five mindslooking out through millions <> bodies, and absorbing
moredl thetime. One day we will become the \\vrld, said the uber-espers, and all of Humanity will
be us. Our tinuicjhts, our will, operating in every human body. And then we'll turn on (edeli other
and make war across all the worlds in search of final domination, until only one of usis left. Won't
that be fun? All of Humanity, tillering endlessly, in the service of one triumphant mind. The
uber-esperslaughed, and the laughter went on for hours.

Douglas Campbell, leader of the Rookery and acclaimed King of 1 hieves, ill lived in the Lantern Lodge
hotdl. It wasn't any less of adump for being his headquarters, but it was central and familiar, and .11 least
now he had aroom al to himsdf. Rank had its privileges. NinaMdapert and Stuart Lennox had thelr
own separate roomstoo, |ns down the corridor. They could al have moved somewhere more .ilubrious,
where the hot water was reliable and the toilet was more 111.in just aholein the floor, but the people
liked to see Douglas h\ ing as one of them, suffering asthey suffered.

(Douglas did ing st the whole place be fumigated. He had his .i.uidards.)

| le was congtantly protected by his bodyguard, supplied from thei.inks of the Psycho Suts. Two of the
overpoweringly bright and

« lireilul young ladiestook it in turns to stand guard outside his door, and accompany him wherever he
went, and God help the P< M >r fool who tried to get past them for any reason. Local gossip had H i
hey'd turned one man into afrog. And then eaten him.

| inder Douglass command and direction, the rebellion was growing steadily, and branching out. His
people |eft the Rookery every «>M secret missions, from information-gathering to alittle dis-

* " < sabotage. Finn's people had first given Douglas the name King

* o| Thieves, asasneer over how far hed falen, but Douglas em-I»ia< ed i hetitle, and the Rookery
lovedit.

Douglas had been pleasantly surprised to discover that these fhteves, eon men, rogues and rascas were
far more capableinthein Id ihan Finn'strained military fanatics. It was as though they some spark, some
extraquality or vitaity, that had been
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bred out of the city's more civilised people. Certainly the Rookery had ways of acquiring tech,
information or anything else that might be needed, that would never have occurred to the law-abiding
mind. The King of Thieves had learned to appreciate and vaue the wild talents of the Rookery. They
were the only ones whose spirits the Emperor had been unable to crush. In fact, the more hetried to
oppress them, the more determined they became. Y ears of living as despised outcasts had put iron in
their soulsand afirein their belly. Douglas sometimes thought on the implications of that, and what it said
about the rest of the Empire. Not least because the Rookery was changing him too. He had become
wilder and moreflexiblein histhinking. And heliked it.

Cautioudly at first, and then more openly, he plotted attacks against Finn's weak spots, and the ragged
warriors of the Rookery went out and ran joyous rings around Finn's security. They came and went and
did their damage and no one even knew they'd been there, until the explosions started. Theinformation
they gathered enabled Douglas to identify more wesk links, and how to cripple them in inventive and
distressing ways. Finn sent his security people running madly back and forth, but somehow they were
never where they were needed, dways fated to arrive just in time to pick up the pieces afterwards. They
were becoming alaughing stock, and they knew it.

The actua territory that made up the Rookery expanded every day. It was now the only safe haven on all
Logres, and people came from all across the planet; defying dl dangersto cross the Rookery's shifting
boundaries and find rdlief at last from Finn, his people and histhrals. The Rookery had to grow to
accommodate them al. And so it swallowed up adjoining streets, and then adjoining blocks, on and on
until it made up dmogt afull quarter of the Parade of the Endless. Finn declared that it was death for
anyone to even approach the Rookery, but it didn't dow the flood of refugees. In the world that Finn had
made, death was no longer anything to be feared. For many, it was the kindest thing that could happen to
them.

Douglassinfluence grew in other waystoo. The aiens of the Rookery infiltrated the substructures of the
city, diding and gliding through all the service tubes and maintenance levels, the sewers and the factory
outlets. They thrived in conditions that humans couldn't tolerate, working their plansin places the humans
above never even

,is inkibiKible. Thr .iliens bic.ilhcd poison i;,iscs ,ind
» mi through deadly ehemiedl kilhs, diul mile- by mile- they gdincd

« oniiol of dll ilu: Kisks thdl h<i(l onec been performed by the Sbub iob..is; <ill ihe dppalling but necessary
work tkii nude possible- ihe

« ii\ - essential services. They restored power and water dud sewjrr

| .ill ihe other comfortsthat the Parade of the Endlesskid oiuc i.il-.en for granted. And by shutting down
these servicesin somertieis 11K | opening them in the Rookery, the diensrapidly nude ihe Huokery the
mogt attractive placein thecity to live.

Ihe dliens dso made perfect unsuspected spies, liscnim; horn impossible places, their dien senses often
picking up inform,UIOM Ih.il even ihe best tech would have missed. Finn would kwe hem <u prised if
he'd known how many aiens moved undeiec led MI™.11 ihe crawlspaces and darker levels of hisPalace
every niMu Nhi,i Mdlapert was dso making aname for hersaf. Asihe MUNI ister lor the most popular
and far-reaching underground v. she, she had become the face of freedom and thevouedl " IM llion.
livery day shetold the people thingsthey didn’i know, i pioinised hope for the future. Her pink mohawk
was Killer ih.m rvn, «nul she never wore the same makeup twice. Evel\<m< flied her broadcasts, even
though they could be exeenied on Ilir spal if they were caught doing it. (After al, you could bei s< mied
without tria for pretty much anything these days.) 'Ik !""ple needed to know what was happening, and



Finn'soflieul loi'.icimmes had become increasingly bland propa®md.i | he people le.uiing the news didn't
even bother to smile any niou-Mm,i jj.we her audience hard facts, backed up by on-the spal r. diid her
propagandawas at least something people 'led o hear. She never once exhorted her audienceto rise up

* nd Him; everyone knew it wasn't time yet. But she did hunt ryone who thought they could makeit to
come to the Kookeix

"..I IOMI ihe growing rebel army; and ahdll of alot of them did. i "i.,,] NIC I \irade of the Endlesswere
amogt totally deserted now. | hey emie heed use even more than safety, people need to be able to lil« \\
iilmul ICMI.

NIC fily outside the Rookery was falling dpart. Power cuts, food * h« Ml,jj-.es, Liek of essenlidl services.
Madmen on ihe streets, wearing rkeepei uniforms. Businesses closing down, industry grinding i" .1 lull.
Everyone knew it couldn't ~o on like: this, liven Him.
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Douglas cdled everyoneto hisroom in the Lantern Lodge for an emergency mesting, and everyone who
mattered was there. The King of Thieves sat back in his chair, and watched them assemble. Tel
Markham hovered beside Douglass chair, as dways. the quiet strategist who was actualy the most
radical and extreme of them dl. HE'd cleaned up nicdly, but his eyes remained wild and savage. He was
awaysthefirg to call for murder and mayhem in the outer city. He was Douglass very own junkyard
dog, and he guarded his magter fiercely, even growling at the Psycho Sluts who made up the man's
officia bodyguards. Tel had been wounded in many ways, and his scar tissues showed.

DianaVertue, gill sometimes known as Jenny Psycho, though never to her face these days, was aso
present; dumped easily in the only other comfortable chair. A small compact blonde who didn't look
anywhere near as dangerous as everyone knew shewas. Dianaand her followers, the effervescent
Psycho Suts, were the only oneswho could till stroll openly through the outer city, and defy anyoneto
do anything about it. They didn't fear armies or the ELFs, and their defiance cheered many an oppressed
heart. Secretly, the uber-espers were pretty sure they could kill Diana Vertue, asthey had once before
over ahundred years ago, but they were il trying to work out how sheld managed to come back from
the dead. Finn was pretty sure he could crush her, with enough guns and men and battle tech; but he
couldn't afford to lose as many men as he knew he would, on anything less than a certainty. So he held
back too. And Diana snubbed her nose at al of them.

Running herd on the Psycho Sluts had actudly taught Diana,, Vertue the value of patience and
sdf-control, though neither came naturaly to her. She had ahorrible suspicion shewasfinaly maturing.

NinaMalapert and Stuart Lennox stood together on the other side of the room. Asusua, Nina hadn't
been able to decide which of severd stylesto wear, so shed worn al of them at once. She chatted
cheerfully with Stuart, who just smiled and nodded and let her get on withit. Even old friendsfound it
difficult to interrupt Ninain full flow.

It was Douglass mesting, so he started first. Thismesting of the Let's Stick It To Finn committeeis
hereby called to order, so shut the

hrll up <md listen, and yes I'm looking tit you, Nina. And don'l poul Ml I'll j;el cranky. The' good



news is th.H dll our military oper.itions luve been going very well. I've been using my old
Iir,igou kimu !< ,Ir,e lo identify vulnerable financial and security targets, ,md m\ .Hl,irk learns

a clue what's going on 01 how we're doing what we're doing, except that every momim

'Kes up to discover a heap of smoking rubble where' .in impmi.mi l'uilding used to be.
Security officers draw straws now, in s< HIM, logo in and tell him they're still baffled. They'll
he hi,mm pi (It's soon/

'We should be concentrating on people, not buildim i* I r«ikr out the people who matter, and
Finn's whole .i<hm< n.iiinu would fall apart/

"We've had this conversation before, Tel/ Doughs s.ud (in *Ass,issiiicilion is Finn's way, not
ours. And he Mill I, number of fanatical followers ready to jump into ,my PIIMIIMH .

us up. Those crazy bastards worship him as a god. Nn i IN -.low .iiul subtle way. For now, at
least. Where was | . oh < UN mmputer hackers have also been having ivm.nLihl. lite They've
been thieving massive amounts ol credn-. From < hit Mihi.ini .iiild Pure Humanity coffers, and
adding ilu-m in mil fund Which gives us more options apart from the miliury < Him n hi \\ill
get you places that a blade wouldn't/

Txiept we've been using most of those credits in p,i\ Im i limp-, in parts of the outer city/ said
Tel. 'We should let tin m hmigiy. Make them more ready to rise up against Finn/

The hall-starved rarely make good fighters/ said Dou.r.Li. \...l i mil [IMI stand by and let my
people go hungry. | am still ihm

i 11 only in exile. All right, Tel; | know you're hursiiuj; in MWl (>T what your people have been
up to. But keep it simn ,md in ihr pmiii, or we'll heckle you/ \M«| ihrow things/ said Stuart.

IH I'.l.ued <il him. ‘My people have h<ul giv.il S(UCCCSS in Inttl f{Cpting .md jamming Finn's communication
lines, IIMUI; lliffl «I- n\r<l lech ,ni(] Rookery-honed skills. As <i result, most ol | MM Mitlrr, just ,iren'l getting
through. Sometimes we nuke suhih ¢ hanges of our own, ,md then let them go through; just to ,idd in ihr wAn
'i.il (kins ,ind eoiilusion. Soon enough, Mini won't he ,ihh
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to believe anything he hears through the comm lines, and his people will be afraid to follow any order that
doesn't come from him in person/

‘Unfortunately, he's still got the ELFS said Diana. 'Even working together, the Sutsand | couldn't block
their telepathic commands. They control astaggering number of thralls these days, and they have made
the ELF leaders very powerful. We can't even listen in on what they're thinking, or planning. If Finn uses
them to replace hisinfiltrated comm systems-Douglas frowned. 'Are any of these new thralsturning upin
the Rookery? Maybe among the new refugees?

‘No, Dianasaid firmly. 'Weredtill clear. Thegirlsand | have set amental scan in place, running on
automatic. Any thrall who tried to get in would set off amenta darm, and we'd dl come running. Finn's
spies and agents are another matter, of course—

‘Stuart,’ said Douglas, 'Y ou wanted to say something about Finn's security people.’

'‘Damnright,’ said Stuart. 'Y es, we've been running rings around them, but that's because mostly they've
not been trained for security. They're Finn's fanatics, who never bothered much over military tactics. Just



lately, though, we've been running into a harder breed. Thrals, showing limited esper abilities. They can
sense what's going on, even if they can't proveit. Y ou can't sneak past atelepath. Douglas; to be using
thismany thralls, and trusting them to guard sengitive locations, Finn must have made anew ded with the
ELFs'

T told you they were running the Arena,’ said Diana, 'All the Signs are there. And after that recent mental
explosion over the city, | think we have to assume that the uber-espers are now running the ELFs
directly.’

It would explain the behaviour of the peacekeepers, said Stuart.

‘They're animadl’ said Nina. 'Honestly, they are. People out there are terrified of anyonein auniform
these days.’

'Not necessarily abad thing,' said Tel. The worse things are outside, the more people will head for the
Rookery. The city's troubles make us strong. We're going to have to expand again soon, Douglas. Seize
moreterritory.'

'| fill say we should seize the Arena, darlings/ said Nina. 'Or at least blow it up, and put the poor
bastards out of their misery/

'It hasto be ELFY sdid Shun. 'Peopl€ wouldn't do thingslike

that. Everyone| speak to is sickened by what's going on in the Arenanow, in the name of entertainment.
Even the old-school Rookery people, the most hardened criminals, are shocked and outraged. It seems
therésaline even they won't cross, and no one's more surprised than them. Douglas; you give the word,
and well blow the Arenaright off the map/

'‘No/ Tel sad immediatdly. "Were not ready for an operation that big. Firs, if it isthe ELFsrunning things
there, we'd have to commit Dianaand al the Sutsto the mission, plusahell of abig armed force; and
gtill with no guarantee of success. We could losedl of

| hem to the uber-espers, and leave the Rookery open to psionic sittack. And second; even if we did
succeed, Finn couldn't afford to i,ike such an open victory lying down. HeEd have to strike back. Y ou
know hewould. And he has the Transmutation Engines. Hed destroy thisworld rather than giveit up.
I've worked for him. | know how he thinks/

'Can't we cut the communication linesto the Engines? said hi,ma

'We keep trying/ said Nina. 'But they operate strictly from comm lineswithin the Imperial Palace. Under
Finn's persond control/

‘There are ways into the Pal ace that even Finn doesn't know .ibout/ said Douglas, and al the others
looked at him. He smiled «.lijjhily. The Pdace was my home, remember? Theroyd family h.ive aways
kept afew secretsto themselves. But we have to save

|1 losefor read emergencies. We can't throw them away on anything less than the final assault on the
Paace. Right; | think we've covered

i ything, so dl of you can get the hell out of my room, and let mein. ,nhe agairy

The mesting broke up, and everyone went their separate ways. Nnu, to her news-Ste operations room,
for thelatest intelligence. i M ,in.i, to patrol with the Suts. Td, to plot and conspire with his Own persond
band of spiesand informers. And Stuart Lennox went I'.1* k 1o his own room, just down the corridor.



Hed been on hisfeet .ill tl.iy, tidining old and new Rookery citizensin how to be soldiers, .Mhi he
desperately needed some down-time.

rh.il siid, hewasdways happier in action than in planning

lons | ike everyone else on hishome world of Virimonde, heli.nl heeni.iisrd <is<« w.urior, .ind he
preferred 1o think in smple, dhrii lines. Hejoined ther.iidsinto 1 he outer cily whenever he

could, dways up for achanceto kill Finn's people. It didn't satisfy the way killing Finn would; but it
would have to do, for now.

His spiritslifted alittle as he pushed open his door and entered the small but comfortable room he shared
with his new boyfriend. Jas Sri was dready there, bustling back and forth and tidying things up while he
waited for dinner to be ready. Jaswas agreat one for tidying up, and even the dust had learned toliein
graight lineswhile he was around. Jas worked with Nina at the news site, amediatech who speciaised
in adapting donated alien tech to make the news site invulnerable to outside attack. Stuart and Jas had
been together ever since Ninafirst introduced them. (Nina had introduced a greaet many personable
young men to Stuart, and was quietly and happily relieved when Stuart finally took ashineto one.) Jas
was good for Stuart, not least because he wouldn't put up with excessive brooding or dwelling on the
past. Jas Sri lived very thoroughly in the present. Hewastall, thin, dark-skinned and very intense, and
inclined to dramatics when he had an audience.

'About time you got home, honey,’ Jas said, without looking round. 'Dinner will be on thetablein five
minutes, and yes, thereis pudding. There may even be custard, if you're lucky. Try to remember to use
the ngpkins, thistime. And don't drink from the finger bow!! | know you only do it to annoy me.'

"True,’ Stuart admitted, dumping into the easy chair, 'Y ou are atrue touch of civilisation in abarbarous
place, Jas.'

'‘And don't | know it. Y ou relax, honey, and I'll find your dippersfor you.'

Stuart had to smile. Jas mothered him unmercifully, just as he tried to mother everyone. He claimed it was
geneticaly hard-wired into him. Either that, or agypsy curse. He kissed Stuart briefly on the forehead,
patted him on the shoulder, and then hurried back to the stove tucked away in one corner of the room.
Jas was naturdly touchy/fedy, but had learned to rein it in around Stuart. He didn't want to put any
pressure on the emotionaly damaged man. Stuart didn't talk much about Finn, or the things that had
happened while they were together, but occasionaly hewould let dip atelling 1'dci or detail, of the
horrors held been through. Some of what Stuart h«nl endured made Jas's blood run cold, and then he
would bile- hislower lip hard and try to be extra supportive without being smothering. And sometimes,
when they lay together inlhe M.HTOW gnr.Ir

bed, Stuart would cry out miserably in his deep; and Jas would have to hold and comfort him until it was
light again.

On thewhole, Stuart did seem to be doing better. His many successful sortiesinto Finn'sterritory had
done much to restore his salf-esteem, and he was once again the canny fighter he'd been as a Paragon.
He and his hand-picked people had done serious damage to military targets;, but it wasn't enough. It
would never be enough, until Finn was dead, and couldn't haunt Stuart any more.

Jas never said anything, but he always worried when Stuart was «iway on one of his missions, because he
knew that a part of Stuart went into every fight looking for the peace that only death could | > ring him.



All Jas could do wastry to give hisman areason to live, ale.ison to come home again.

Dinner'sready!" he said brightly. 'Y et another bright and inventive way to present the same old bland and
boring vegetables. God, sometimes | think 1'd kill for agood sausage.’

Iciswent for awalk around the block, just to stretch hislegs and little fresh air into hislungs. Sometimes
hisroom fdt un-likeacdl. Asaways, two Psycho Suts accompanied bodyguards. They maintained a
discreet distance, and dis-anyone e se from getting too close with harsh looks and i he occasiona mental
prod. Among the crowds that cheered and Muled on Douglas wherever he went, there was awaysthe
chance "l .1 disguised spy or assassin. Douglasfelt pretty sure he could «I' It-mi himself, but accepting
the bodyguards was the price he paid lot 1 1 oi having hisfriends go mentd every time hefdt like
popping mil on hisown.

MII-. evening he was accompanied by Alessandra Duquesne,
IMIUIIVC leulcr of the Sluts, and her friend Joanna Maltravers. Both
* I»w, bouncy blonde teenagers, who looked and sounded as

though ihry should till have been in afinishing school somewhere.
Hi«\ were hoih dressed in brightly coloured silks, artfully cut and

* | in show oil as much bare bronzed skin as possible, and
H i' -1 hi. u k loses in their h.iii jnd irihtil markings painted on their

| heir were: Iwelve Psycho Sluls in all, young espers too

<HM lo lollow lheir beloved , Jenny Psycho lo ihe tle.iih <md

M.l U Inn ihey weren'l out blowing limits up or killing Hun's

people with distressing verve and enthusiasm, they tended to hang around the lobby of the Lantern
Lodge, reading gossp magazines, sharing makeup tips and discussing new and nagtier ways to daughter
bad guys. Aren 't we awful? one of them would inevitably say, and then they'd al dissolveinto girlish
giggles. The Rookery found them fascinating and frightening in equal measure.

Douglasfet just alittle pervy having these deadly and delightful teenagers sticking so close, hanging on
his every word and looking at him with their big worshipful eyes. He was old enough to be their father, or
very nearly, and he was never sureif their constant flirting was as casua asit seemed. Not that he ever
did anything about it, of course. It had been along time since he'dd done anything in his bed except deep.
At least held stopped them from pinching his bum when they were out in public.

He decided he'd had enough fresh air, or what passed for it in the Rookery, and went back inside.
Alessandra and Joannawished him good night, blew him akiss and took up their positions outside the
door. That was as far away asthey would alow. They'd wanted to actualy deep in hisroom, at the foot
of hisbed, to be sure of protecting him againgt night attacks, but he'd put hisfoot down about that.
Esperswere notorioudy casua about privacy, but Douglas wasn't. Alessandracalled to himto be sureto
sing out for anything he needed in the night, and Douglas shut the door firmly on her. Hed only just
dumped into his chair when there was a brief knock at his door and Nina Malapert came breezing in.



Douglas had to smile. Her boundless energy and never-ending smile always helped to cheer him up.
'Did you forget something at the meeting, Nina?

'Asif, lovey! | am aways one hundred per cent prepared and professiond, and you know it. No; | just
wanted to pop in and make sure you were al right. Y ou looked distinctly down and moody at the
mesting.’

Douglas sighed heavily. 'l try to keep up an optimistic face, but the facts are we're not making progress
anywhere near asfast aswe need to. We can't keep expanding our territory to hold the refugees without
Finn feeling the need to push back at some point. And | don't think we're ready to go to war yet.'

"Finn's not dumb enough to start something he ain't be sure of winning,” Ninasaid easily, sitting on UK-
innof hisdidir.'I' he

commits hisforcesto afronta attack, and we kick hisarse, helll have rebellions bresking out on every
planet inthe Empire!

"Y ou're forgetting the Transmutation Engines. Aslong as Finn hasthose, he has agun to everyone's
head.'

'Oh poo to the Engines. Y oull figure out away to stop them. It'swhat you do.'

She chattered on cheerfully, and Douglas et her. He enjoyed her company, both as his adviser and his
friend. She was aways so dive, so lull of energy and down to earth. He didn't know what he'd do
without her. Nina. . . was good for him. And she had abrain, In-hind al the chatter. She helped to plan
rebd sortiesinto the outer city, based on information coming in dl the time from the\ .nious stringerswho
kept the news site up to date on the very latest | >icaking news, facts and gossip. She had people
everywhere now, and her news site was on the air twenty-four hours aday, despite everything Finn could
do to shut it down. Douglas approved of Nina

'Oh! Oh! | amost forgot,' she said suddenly, beating her kindsi <MH'| her before her like achild. 'We
findly got confirmation thai thel wo Fleets have made contact, fought a battle, and then Finn'sHen Ml i
rendered to Lewis!'

Douglas sat up straight. "‘How the hell could you forget sometimir, | hiil important?

Don't be such agrouch, Douglas. Y ou keep frowning likeilut .ind you'll get lines on your face. | knew |
had areason for coming I'.u k here; it just escaped me for the moment. Anyway; we've been Celling
some marvellous battle footage, including Lewis doing alew things you are just not going to believe, but,
but; the big newsis... i hewhole combined FHeet is heading straight for Logres’ '‘An exclusivel said
Douglas, amiling.

Nina,' Douglas said sternly. 'Are you sure you didn't know this hrlme the meeting?
Nin.i pouted. 'Only rumours, swestie, nothing definite. And it isn't

ihr .<>n ol thing you want to announce without definite evidence.

ie still getting details, and broadcasting it all, including the

mi* ndri lo every plancl in the limpiiv. And my people die looking

esme ml -i MI, ML.. ii provided from a ship cdlled the //<s///</</(', dhonl



\vh.il i rally happened ,n t Khei Il, when iheTei 101 id me. Some i.H | in

disturbing details that Finn suppressed. Y ou know, | can't help feeling I'm getting jaded, darling. There
was atime when news like thiswould have had me bouncing up and down and hyperventilating. | haven't
done my happy dance in weeks.'

Itisexcdlent news/ said Douglas, risng up suddenly from his chair, and dmaost knocking Ninaoff the
arm. He steadied her absent-mindedly, and then strode up and down in the small room, thinking hard.
'Assuming there wasn't too much damage during the battle, the sheer size of the combined FHeet should
mean Finn hasn't got anything big enough or powerful enough to put up againgt it. All he'sgot |eft arethe
Transmutation Engines. . . We have got to find away to knock them offline

'What do you think Finn will do, when he hears the news? said Nina.

Douglas smiled grimly. 'Knowing him, something extreme. Y ou'd better call everybody back, Nina. We
need another mesting.

Emperor Finn heard the news, and took it very badly. Theloss of his second Fleet wasjust thelatestin a
series of last straws. He smashed every piece of furniture in his quarters, and pounded hisfists on the
barewadlls, before falling back into a cold and very dangerous sdlf-control. He needed to do something,
something big and dramatic and horrifyingly nasty, to makeit clear to everyone that he was till in charge.
So he turned on the nearest target, the most irksome thorn in his side. The Rookery. He walked across
the room, kicking pieces of shattered furniture out of the way, and when he was sure his bresthing had
returned to normad, he activated his viewscreen and caled Joseph Wallace in his bunker.

Joseph appeared before his Emperor, straight from his bed, looking alittle touded and ditinctly wary.
Newsthislatein the evening wasrarely ever anything he wanted to hear.

"Thetime has come,’ Finn said crisply. 'l want the Rookery crushed, and you're going to do it for me. |
give you complete charge of al my armed forces, dear Joseph, and dl | ask in return isthat you should
march into the Rookery and kill every man, wonum and child you find there. No oneisto bedlowed to
escape. No mercy, no prisoners, no survivors. Burn the place to the ground, ,nul leave not one brick
standing upon .moather. | give you eomin.uul over dl my soldiers, my Church MiliUnl <m<I Purée lliim.mii\

fanatics, dl thethralsyou can persuade to follow you, and al the air support you will need. Thistime,
there will be no stopping us. Y ou will keep pushing forward, despite any or dl losses, until you come out
the other side and the Rookery isno more.

'‘And Joseph, dear Joseph; if you don't succeed, don't come back.'

Diana Vertue was out and about in the Rookery, despite the lateness of the hour. Sheld got into the habit
of making regular patrols on her own, ostengibly searching out spies and informers, but redly just to
immerse hersdf inthe flow of life and theliving. Sheld been dead along time, and she was il getting
used to the unexpected fires and passions of the body she wore. People watched her go by, and
sometimes smiled or nodded, but aways from a safe distance. Diana V ertue was respected rather than
loved. Jenny Psycho's legend had taken some pretty strange p*ths down the years, and it had beenf.iirly
extreme to begin with. Even Robert and Constance hadn't been .ihle to sanitise her, not least because she
was one of the few great heroes fill around and kicking over the traces on aregular basis.

| >iinadid liketo think shed melowed alittle since she returned.

It felt good to be back in her body again, after so many years of existing only as athought in the
Massmind of the oversoul; even



11 thiswasn't strictly spesking, her own body. The Psycho Sluts helieved Dianahad manifested herself
again through an act of will, « iiul she had done nothing to disabuse them. It dl helped her lepMldion. She
didn't tell them the truth because al her long years KM! clone nothing to dull her natural paranoia. A
secret shared isno lom'.er a secret.

| >i.maVertue's origina body had been very thoroughly destroyed in ,i Kittle with the uber-espers, over
ahundred years ago. Sheld heni led into an ambush by someone she'd had every reasontoini‘, 1. ,iiul her
old tired body and mind had been no match for all thelI!M-I rpers at once. Her body was utterly
consumed in mental fires, | MM ,n the last moment her mind was caught up and preserved by

* >\ <jsoul. A psionic working performed so swiftly and so expertly

* even the- uher-espers didn't notice until it wastoo late. And so » «i,i Vertue Kul lived on, at peace and
content in the Massmind,

mini leeenl eventsh.ul c.illecl to her and brought her forth again, ¢ | ,iii(l revitalised in the' fresh young
body she'd kept pre-

e -l mihr rveni ol MU h nertl <isthis.

Dianahad dways had enemies; and knew the time would inevitably come when one of them proved
stronger than her, so she made secret preparations for an emergency bolt-hole. After the war againgt the
Recreated was over, Dianatook advantage of her new (and fleeting) heroic Satus to do something awful,
and unforgivable. She bullied the clone underground leadersinto creating severa brain-wiped adult
clones, from her own tissues. Thiswas a death crime, both for Diana V ertue and the clone leaders who
agreed to it; but there were few indeed who'd ever been strong enough to say no to Jenny Psycho.

Sheld expected to die in one body and wake up in another, but the oversoul intervened. This had rather
surprised Diana, who had never thought they'd want anyone as notorioudy disruptive as her, but it
seemed she was a hero to them, aswell. And in their midst she had found unexpected peace of mind,
and forgotten all about the clones. But she should have known; even heaven couldn't last for ever. She
couldn't abandon Logresto Finn, and leave with the rest of the espersin the Icarus Working; so when
the floating city of New Hope took off for Mistworld, she had aready |eft the oversoul and decanted her
consciousness into one of the waiting clone bodies.

It was till there, in its body bank, waiting to be occupied. Shedidinto it aseasly asahand into aglove,
and the body bank had recognised her presence and revived the body for her. She sat up sharply,
drawing breath deep into her lungs, the shock of the body's senses and sensations dmost overwhelming
after solong asamerely menta presence. After awhile, she pulled hersalf out of the body bank, and
tottered around the abandoned warehouse on unsteady legs. The other tanks were shrouded in dust and
cobwebs, and then-was nothing else in the warehouse, except the cold and the shadows. Diana checked
the other bodies. Of the seven sheld put aside, only three were il dive. Diana brushed away the dust
from one view port, and agrey mummified face stared back up at her. Seeing hn own dead face gave her
abad moment, but Dianawas made of lunl stuff, and she made herself turn awvay and put her new body
thronr.| i aseries of exercises, designed to get the blood moving properly .u;,iin It had been along time
snceshedfdt. .. human. Thebody tin Ini fed quite the way she remembered. There were differences.
Insoim ways, it felt like haunting an uninhabited house.

And shewasn't used to fedling so dione, ml oil from Mir oihn

minds of the oversoul. She could have reached them with her thoughts, Mistworld wasn't that far away
for apowerful mind like hers, but she couldn't risk the contact. They might object, to the things sheld
done and the secrets she'd hidden, even from them. Besides, she needed to be amystery, to her enemies



and her dlies. Keegping them unsure meant keeping them off balance. She dlowed hersdf adistant kind
of contact with her new followers, the Psycho Suts. They were keen and sharp and enthusiastic, and
openly worshipped her, which wasauseful thing in itsalf, but she couldn't et even them get too close.
She was amonster now, just like Finn. She'd sacrificed the lives and the souls of the seven women who
would have been her clones, onthe dtar of her necessity.

But then, whether as Diana Vertue or as Jenny Psycho, sheld dways been able to do the harsh,
necessary things. Just like her father.

She enjoyed the company of the Psycho Sluts, though it was no match for the closeness of the oversoul,
and did her best to be honest with them when she could. They wanted to know about how (hingsredly
were, back in the days of the grest Rebdllion, the history rather than the legend, and Dianatold them,
even when it nude her look bad. She'd never cared about being ahero or alegend, except when she
could turn it to her advantage. But: Was i here never anyone special in your life? Alessandrahad
asked, and Diana Was surprised to find she didn't have an answer, except: There was never time, or
room, in thelife | had to lead, for anyone but me.

I )i,maVertueincreased the length of her stride, hurrying through
Ihe narrow Streets, trying to leave such disturbing thoughts behind
hn. she was back, and she had much to do. And if inhabiting her
i"lrn clone body made her fed just alittle like one of the possessor

I 1I's, shetried hard not to think about it. Monsters did what they
li.hl (().

Me.mwhilc, the Emperor Finn was having his own problems. Since
i of | ho Transmutation Engineswere lost or destroyed in the

kinlr. or, more properly, bals-up & MogMor, he had lost one of his
MM."! poirni ihredisfor keeping the other planetsin line. If the

clr knew how lew limines he ddudly had |eft, hed befighting

nil nix -Dions.ill K lossihelimpire. lie* needed a replacement threat
hrloic sonic (I,mined lino d.ned I<> c.ill hisMull. Hed heard

what the rebd Fleet had done to the Engines held left orbiting Virimonde, showing how vulnerable the
things were to a surprise attack by a strong enough force.

So Finn went to see his pet clone-master, Elijah du Kait, to find out how his cloned army was coming
aong. Hed ordered five million new soldiers, dl based on his own genetic makeup, but du Katt had only
just produced thefirst batch, of under half amillion. And the advance word on their condition . . . wasn't
al held hoped for. Sometimes, Finn thought, thingswouldn't go right if you killed them, chopped them up
and distributed the parts as party favours.

Du Katt'slaboratory was one of the most heavily guarded locations within the Imperial Palace. When
Finn breezed in, the lab itself was spotlessy clean, everything inits place, but it was perhapsjust alittle
too brightly lit, too carefully arranged. Finn sighed inwardly. The odds were du Katt was running hisown



private projects again, and had tidied away the evidence a bit too thoroughly on hearing Finn was
coming. Still, that was a matter for another time. Du Katt had one of the clone prototypes ready for
inspection; Finn stood right in front them, and was pleased to see his proximity made thetic by du Katt's
eyejust that little bit worse. He considered the clone. It had amuscular body and aface that resembled
his own famoudy good-looking features, but there were so many thingswrong with it that Finn didn't
know whereto start. The armswere of different length, there was adlight but definite hump on the back,
and dl the bones of the face were enlarged and distorted. The clone looked like Finn'sidiot brother. Still,
he held himsdlf well, and his gaze seemed clear enough. Finn looked at du Katt, who flinched.

'l told you, | warned you," he said quickly. 'Providing so many clones from just the one sample, insuch a
restricted time, inevitably meant a certain deterioration in the template, and certain . . . tolerable defects!

'Helooks like damaged goods," said Finn, dowly circling the clone, who stood camly, apparently
unperturbed by the things being said about him. Finn sniffed loudly. 'Can hefight?

'Of course, of course! Manua dexterity iswell within acceptable limits. They have been programmed
with knowledge of the sword and the gun, and to follow orders without question. Aslong <isthey're not
too complicated, of course. Therewds<i cerl.iin JI1IOUMI of brain damage, just as| predicted . . . liul
you .isked lor smplet

brute soldiers, and that's what you've got. He and his many brothers should be quite sufficient for the
smpletasksyou have in mind. Killing and property damage and ... so on. They don't have alot of
persondity, but that's probably just aswell. Y ou could have the whole of Batch One out on the streets
tomorrow, if you wanted.'

Finn considered the matter. 'Details, du Katt. | require details. What exactly iswrong with them?

Du Katt sghed. They dl exhibit acceptable minor malfunctions of the body. Y ou understand; these are
the best of Batch One. Forty-seven per cent of the entire batch were so malformed asto be uselessfor
your purposes, and had to be scrapped and returned to the protein banks for recycling. Of the survivors:
none of them are too bright, and they've dl shown definite violent tendencies. A sgnificant percentage
exhibit some or dl of the symptoms of schizophrenia. And they al score very low on empathy. None of
this should be a problem, considering what you want to use them for/

'Quite," said Finn. 'Y ou have donewell, du Katt. Get this batch out on the streetsimmediately. | want
order restored, and | don'l care how they do it. It might be best to issue them al with Lire masks of
somekind; | don't want them identified as clonesjud yei And their features. . . might still be recognised.
My face iswor shipped dl acrossthe Empire, and | won't share that with anyone

Thefirgt new Imperid guards, al dressed out in full body .mimm «md featureless stedl masks, appeared
on the streets of L ogrtf m under three hours, and quickly proved themselves evel\ I»ii hrutd and
merciless asthethradl peacekeepers. Therelu<l bfffffl (Mils of the Parade of the Endless that remained
amos e\ ilr.«« ii not actudly free, just because the thralls couldn't be € n ywh once; but the new guards
soon put astop to that. CmU \\ Wif( eeiiictly enforced, dl infringements of the law were punished I»\ «»n
ihr-spot executions, and even the smalest sgns of disseni «M .1. h .nue were quickly stamped out.
Sometimes literaly. Joseph W.iM \\.iuhed this new turn of eventsfrom within thesilriy ol h hunker, and
worried.

Hed known Finn was working on a private project wilh du K.ni luii ihe new guards ill came as
something of asurprise* to him. Moaie ,iii(l more, Joseph wds feding left out of things, his power diul «IK
(mmhletimed Mewv.isdid nomindly the head of Church

Militant and Pure Humanity, but neither enjoyed the popular support they once had. No one believed in



the religion or the politics any more, given dl the things Finn had donein their name. Just the hard-core
fanatics remained, most of them persondly loyal to the Emperor, not Joseph Wallace. People didn't even
go to church any more - because they were afraid to go out. Joseph felt lost. The people had turned
againg everything he believed in, and turned against him. And therefore deserved everything that
happened to them.

Although he would never have admitted it to anyone, even himsdf, Joseph's behaviour had become
increasingly erratic of late. HEd overseen the congtruction of asafe retreat for himsdlf and hisremaining
loya followers: asolid sted bunker deep in the heart of the city, staffed by the few people hefdt he
could still depend on. He had the place stocked with all the comforts and necessities of life, and
surrounded it with every deadly defence known to man; and then he never Ieft it, unless personadly
summoned by the Emperor. He had planned and launched what he thought were subtle and secret
attacks againg the thralswearing his uniforms, disguised as purges against the unfaithful, but they weren't
particularly successful. For every thrall peacekeeper who died, two more came forward to take his
place.

And s0 no one was more surprised than Joseph when the Emperor put into his hands the destruction of
the Rookery. It had been along time since Finn condescended to give Joseph his ordersin person. (Their
little chats didn't count. They never involved business. That wasthe point.) Joseph had half expected to
betold that the Emperor had finaly lost al faith in him, and was throwing him to the wolves, but instead .
.. Joseph amiled, Stting in the centre of hiscomm room, listening to the growing chatter of his assembling
army. The Rookery would be a hard nut to crack, but success in such a dangerous venture would put
him right back on top again. Not least because Joseph had no intention of giving back hisarmy oncethe
jobwas over.

The Emperor should have used every means necessary to wipe out the Rookery after they drove off his
last attack; but he'd hesitated. Finn said it was because he could be very soppy and sentimental over
people who'd helped him in the past, but Joseph didn't believe aword of it. More likely, Finn had
believed he might il

in (d ihr special L,ill-ills found.only in ihr Kookrry. Which was, of «omsc, another reason for
Joseph lo ho vory thorough in destroying n Il ho planned this campaign just right, Joseph
could ooino out of it in almost as strong a position as iho limperor himself, and thon . . .
mayhe it was lime for a change at the top.

Iniho end, Joseph Wallace put together one hell of an army. Fird he Mimmonoil every Church Militant
and Pure Humanity fanatic he nil 11,i<{ contact with, and had them plan the actual operation. Ho '«|i lie
ion Id trust them to be suitably merciless and efficient. He al'so n'.ncil them direct control of theinvading
force, asofficersin « ii.uge, answerable only to him. The main bulk of the ground foi woie nude up of
every soldier, trooper and marine till loft on plus a surprising number of thrall peacekeepers. Joseph lire
these latter would bear the brunt of the attack. The moie M| iln,ills, the better for everyone. And findly,
hecdled inevel v mill ill operating on Logres: every gravity barge, war machinel gi.ivily ded. Thistime,
there would be no mistakes, no failuu -Theiit.

\M (] when he was ready, when he was sure he couldn't add one
ire nun, gun or ship to hisforce, Joseph launched hisall.ick

| MM 11 warning. His people flooded across the expanded and ill-
» mlell borders of the Rookery from every direction at once, while

missive gravity barges soared ominoudy over the crowded Streets,



thing (heir ranks of disrupter cannon straight down into the
hulldings below. The soldiers and the thrals and the fanatics cut
ilmvn everyonein their path, showing no mercy, only varying

of exhilaration. Their orders were clear, their object r epie. and it felt good to have aclear and obvious
enemy to strike' .il. Disruptersfired over and over, and fleeing crowdsloll in swords and axes rose and
fell, and blood flowed thickly inill- nutters, IUiildings exploded in showers of brick and stoneliar ¢ | . ds
energy beams stabbed down from the crowded sky. FiresIn*.i, out .ill over, and Joseph'swarriors
pressed forward, over | determined |hal thistime there would be no survivorsto phoenix like from the
ashes.

\liei i he lirsl shock, the people of the Rookery regrouped and
longhi kiik fiercely. Douglas hail insisted that everyone in the

expanded territory undergo at least some weapons
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training. He'd always known this attack would conic. And so men, women and even children took to the
streets with swords and guns and al kinds of improvised weapons. Others prepared booby traps,
ambushes and hit-and-run tactics. Those too old or too young for direct action took to the roofs, and
rained down heavy objects on the attackers below. Everyonein the Rookery was afighter now. They'd
had to learn to fight, to survive. Finn had seen to that.

NinaMalapert quickly put her people out on the Streets, with every camera available, and broadcast the
invasion live on her news site. Stand or fal, the whole Empire would watch as the Rookery fought back.
The other planets needed to see that rebellion was possible; even if it ended in the daughter of the last
free people on Logres.

The pace of theinvasion fatered, dowed and even stopped in some places. The old-school citizens of
the Rookery were hardened and motivated fighters, proficient in every weapon under the sun, and afew
forgotten everywhere except in the Rookery. They hit the Imperia troops hard, with subtle, unexpected
and thoroughly nasty tactics, and dead Imperia troops soon littered the streets, along with the bodies of
the defenders. The newcomersto the Rookery aso fought fiercely and well, these last peaceful citizens of
afalen Golden Age. All thethingsthey'd suffered under Finn had put iron in their souls, and adriving
need to put thingsright again. They threw themselves againgt the invaders, howling like animals, and the
sght saddened Douglas alittle. He had become a Paragon to fight the good fight, in order that the
everyday citizenswouldn't have to. He had fought to keep them safe, and sane, and strangersto violence
likethis. He knew they had to fight now, in fact he depended on it; but he took no pleasure in the sight of
innocence logt.

The Psycho Slutstook to theair, shooting up into the early morning sky like avenging angdls. They torein
and out among the lumbering gravity barges, blowing the antiquated vessels apart with vivid pyrotechnic
displays of psionic energy. Gun ports exploded, steel shellstore like paper, and terrible multicol oured
fires swept through the packed interiors. The huge war machines lurched off course, dammed together or
just drifted helplesdy, black smoke billowing from their shattered engines. Attack deds and their
unprotected riders plummeted from the skieslike burning birds.

But still the main fighting was on the ground, asthe Rookery rose
258



up ,isonejgriind ihcinvaicdersfrom outside, culling clown Ilie enemy with vicious skill and righteousfury.
The Imperid soldiersl<mght with close precision, the fanatics fought with ice-cold fury, <eii,iin their God
was on their Sde, Snging their terrible songs of j'Jnry, and the thralls fought with wide happy smiles, not
caring whether they lived or died because the body meant nothing to the mindsthat drove them. And
none of that mattered worth adamn, luv.mse the Rookery had awakened, findly forced into battle and
discovering how good it felt to strike back at ahated enemy. The .11 edlsfilled with blood and bodies
and the cries of the fdlen, and ihe intersections were choked with pushing, heaving mobs, and the
invaders were dowed, stopped and finally pushed back by the sheer

| ness of people spilling out on to the streets to oppose them. The mvtiders fought only to win; the
Rookery fought for a cause. For heedom. And what was death, compared to the promise of freedom

|1 <) mfear and tyranny?

Douglas Campbell and Stuart Lennox fought side by side, and MM-iisionaly back to back, and no one
could stand against them, (hough many tried. They were dwaystherein the thickest of thelir.hling,
ingoiring everyone with their feats of daring and their cam (IrUTinination. They threw themsdvesinto the
face of the enemy, defying the odds, and the people of the Rookery followed, cadling (Mil i heir namesas
war-cries.

Ditina Vertue, still occasiondly Jenny Psycho, strode through i he streets, and wherever she looked
enemy troops died. Some exploded, some burgt into flames that could not be put out, and ¢.«MiK> just
fell back and screamed away their sanity a what they'd «,een in her eyes. Dianadidn't even notice. She
concentrated, reaching deep within herself, and then turned the full force of her ce \ir.iordinary mind on
the link between the uber-espers and theiln.ills they controlled in the Rookery. Dianacould seeit clearly,
likellir convoluted web of an insane spider, hanging over the Rookery .md leading far away. She broke
thelink with asingle surge of dedructive energy, and al across the Rookery men and women i ol Lipscd,
thrals no longer. With their rninds restored to them, they -.lopped fighting immediatdly, and just sat and
cried and howled, at i he memories of what they had been forced to do. Some even limbed the
bewildered fighters of the Rookery, thanking them lor iheu lelc-ase.
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At one stroke, the size of the invading army had been halved, and the aready fatering attack fell gpart.
Shattered into smaller, easily overwhelmed groups, they soon redlised they couldn't hope to win, and the
wise ones turned and fled. The invasion became arout, and collgpsed. The Rookery killed the fanatics
who stood, and pursued those who ran, cutting them down from behind. They had seen too much
daughter and destruction to think of mercy. In the end, only one man got out of the Rookery dive.

Joseph Wallace had never ventured far inside hogtile territory. He stuck close to the Rookery boundary,
trying hard to keep on top of what was happening. He was only there in person because the Emperor
had required it of him. He couldn't believe how quickly his marvellous army had falen apart. It should
have been awakover; histrained and fervent warriors against the rabble of the Rookery. All the
computer smulations had said so. But instead held been forced to watch helplesdy as his people died,
outnumbered and overwhelmed. Even hisglorious air force had been crippled, driven from the skies by
those esper freaks. He sent frantic cals for reinforcements, for any kind of backup, but they went
unanswered. There were no more soldiersto be had, Finn wouldn't release any of his new guards, and
theELFs. .. weredlent. Intheend, al that was|eft for Joseph was to turn and run. No onetried to stop
him. He made it across the boundary of the Rookery and back into the rigidly controlled area of the
Parade of the Endless, and found waiting for him a dozen of the Emperor's persona zedlots. They wore
the scarlet cross of the Church Militant on their armour, but when he tried to command them, they fell
upon him and forced him to hisknees.



'What are you doing? he screamed. "What are you doing?'

They cut off his head and stuck it on a spike, and took it back to Finn, leaving the body to rot in the
streets. HE'd been told not to come back, if he failed.

Thiswasthe Emperor'sfirst big failure to be seen live, asit happened, on viewscreens al acrossthe
Empire. Overnight the Rookery became asymbol for the possibility of successful rebellion. Proof that
you could defy the Emperor, and get away with it. And as the Rookery celebrated their victory, and
mourned their losses, uprisings broke out on planets everywhere. Imperial troops were caught by
surprise, and overrun. Finn had no extra troops to send,
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Jiul loo Mhiny troubles of hisown, so he did whkil he'd (old Joseph hi do, the one thing Joseph IKK!
(juiiled <il. Hechose* <i pLmrl .il i.iiulom, j btukwjid hul comfortable world called Pandor.i, <nul used
Transmutation linginesto reduce dl life on the world lo iindiflcrenlmied protoplasmic dime. The news
spread quickly, .mil the rebellions stopped; because there was no oneto tell them how lew linginesthere
actudly werein the Empire.

Until NinaMaapert appeared in her sudio again, red-fated ,m<I hieiihlcssfrom fighting in the Streets, to
follow up her live eo\ e of theinvasion with information newly arrived from the combim d lirel currently
approaching Logres. Shetold thelidcnim;, hi.r.hi rued worlds that most of the Engines had been
destroye<! ,u Motf Mor, and backed it up with on-the-spot recordings L'ioiniln .i.nship Heritage. And

Inin Duranda sat donein his private quarters, thinkinr, He CQUId
gtill win. All he had to do was cut off the head of therebdll..... ind

ilu- body would falter and fall apart. All he had to do w,r- take OUI the figureheed, the acclaimed King
of Thieves, and the KM.,I \\MiiM be leaderless, and disintegrate into feuding |,uiion\ H drpeuded on
Douglas, not just for leadership, but for vison Va -ill helud lo cio waskill hisold friend and comrade
DouLis<i.uuphel

| he m,m who was the source of his problems, and dw«iyslud b<

[11ir (011 1d kill the ex-King before the combined Heel ,mixed In .1 1" .iblelo negotiate from a position of strength.
With the- In «>i on

v,iy, the Empire needed a strong man on the Throne'. They h.nl 1o know that. And with Douglas gone, who else w.is
then \\h«> « Miild do the job? The runaway Deathstalker? Finn thought n<>i He smiled slowly, the tension easing out
of hismuscles. Mei mild « | vwilh Douglas. He knew how the Campbell thought, wh.u he<I him cind what moved him.
After al, they'd been liirnd . MM! i<>ll(Mi;ues for so long... Finn understood Doughs, .mil i ™in;l.is only thought he
understood Finn. So setting «i imp lo Inn |,r>in, ,ui(l then to kill him, shouldn't be any problem .H .ill

i urn wmi to Mlk lo Anne Barclay. This me<ml Miking lo Di Il,ipp\

v< II, which wds unlorluiKile. The ~ood Doctor lud continued I<>

rlorate, .md w.is now kirely «i sh.ulow of his former sell | inn

* MM K| Hie piiv.ile ,md very sec me Lihor.Hory he iiuml,lined in the

Pdace for the Doctor and his patient, and found Dr Happy scrabbling around on the floor on al fours,
searching for some bit of him that had fallen off. Finn had to call the Doctor's name severd times before



he responded, and lurched reluctantly back on to hisfeet again. He still wore nothing but his stained and
crumpled lab coat; his shrivelled and desiccated body now had holesin it, and hisface waslittle more
than a skull - the nose and ears gone, the lipsjust pale tatters. Dr Happy waggled hisremaining fingers at
Finnin afriendly manner, peering a him uncertainly with sunken, piss-yellow eyes.

'So good to seeyou again, Finn! Yes! |'ve been working on amarvellous new experiment, that will alow
usto plug in other peopl€e's organs as backup spare parts - imagine what you could do if your body
contained three hearts and two livers ... | have broken the compatibility barrier! | have! You'll see; before
long I'll have made a new man of myself! The tech kegps me going, of course, but it lacks a certain
something. Heshisthekey to dl mydteries!

'Well/ said Finn, 'that's al very demented, but | have business to be about. How is Anne?

'A work of art, if | say so mysdf. You could put her up against aHadenman now, and make akilling on
the side bets. Go and have anice chat, while | try and find my genitals

Finn made awide circle around Dr Happy, and let himsdlf into the reinforced stedl vault they'd
congructed at the back of thelab to contain the rebuilt Anne Barclay. He found her standing till and
dlent inthe middle of the room, staring at nothing, not even the mirror. For some while the addition of the
synthesised Boost to her many tech implants had made her restless and suddenly violent, but the mood
seemed to have passed. At least, there didn't seem to be any new dentsin the stedl walls. Finn
approached her cautioudy.

'Hello, Anne. How are we doing today?

'l don't know about you,' said Anne, not looking round, 'but I'm fighting the voicesin my head. Dr Happy
put computersin me, to help run my various servomechanisms, and | can hear them whining away at the
back of my thoughts. I'm fighting acivil war in my head, and | fear | may belosing. Why did you do this
tome, Finn?

'l couldn't let you die’
'Why not? Y ou let so many other people die. And it might actually have been kinder, in my case’
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| couldn't Id you go/ s.iid I HIM. 'lU'c.mse you'ir ihr only our who sdw the monsUT within me,
dinl tlidn'l Hindi/

Anne looked til him lor the first time with her glowing golden eyes, <uul smiled briefly. Takes
one to know one/

'l want to help yor/ said Finn. Tell me how/
'Don't you know what | need, Finn?
limotiona support. But I've never been very good at that. Just don't have the knack/

Then you're no useto me. Y ou'd have to be human to under « i.ind what I'm going through, and you left
that behind along lime

*go.

I'inn looked at her, feding helpless. He didn't like the sensation. Me could see what she needed, but had
no ideawhat it involved nevel had. Emotions were for the most part things he only undci



M! from adistance. But hetried anyway. Because he needed |o helieve that even mongters didn't have to
be mongersdl thelime

| could still make you iny Empress/ he said. 'Set you on a Thr<m< 1" Mile me. No one would say
anything. No one would dare/

Annelaughed harshly. 'l can just see something likemedittingon | i Inone. A perfect symbol for the
Empire you've made, Finn. No. | M. \cr wanted to be Empress. | wanted so very little, and never got iny
of it. And now . . . I'm haunted by the people| could havei" « M Stronger, better, happier people. All |
am now, iswhat you

* 11.M Ir of me. Just another poor damned mongter; like you/

| inn considered the matter, and then shrugged mentaly. Amu-lost to him, trgpped within her own
limitations. Which me<mi 11' 11,id no more usefor her, except as aweapon to use againgt his

* inmies. So he turned and left her in her room, her cage, nodded

»lhyc lo the preoccupied Dr Happy, and went off to setin motion i pi,m to lure and trap and kill Douglas
Campbdll.

i M .1 he made an officid announcement, on al histame news
i.minis, ilidi Anne Barclay wasn't dead after dl. Instead, she had

i" * M kepi in grict seclusion while she recovered from her many
..... us injuries. Rut now that she was finally well enough, she

uMilil .il List he pul on trial for treason, and the murder of the i hcloved Pciragon Hmma
Steel. There would be a show trial, i-.ril on every channel, followed quickly by a prolonged,
painful Hid MM v.\ execution.

Finn watched arecording of his broadcast afterwards, and gave himself serious points for an excellent
performance. He struck just the right notes of betrayed trust and outraged honour. He il had the crystal
paperweight with which Anne had bludgeoned Emma Sted to degath, stained with the Paragon's dried
blood. Hed had afedling at the time it might come in handy some day. Not that he expected to haveto
offer it in evidence. It would never cometo atria. Douglas would see to that. HEd take one look at the
news broadcast and come running to save her. Because after dl that had happened, after dl thethings
that Anne had done; she was il hisfriend. Douglas would come to rescue her, because he il believed
in people. That had aways been his greatest weakness.

NinaMadapert got the newsfirgt, of course. She hurriedly called a private meeting, just for her and
Douglas and Stuart, and wouldn't say why until they were al assembled in Douglass room. Two Psycho
Sluts stood guard outside the door, ensuring they wouldn't be interrupted. Douglas and Stuart sat on the
two chairs and looked expectantly at Nina, who was too nervousto St or stand gtill. Inthe end, she
folded her armstightly under her breasts, mostly to keep her hands from shaking, and broke the news as
swiftly and kindly as she could. She kept to the bare facts, not commenting, while watching Douglas
carefully. After shed finished, he didn't say anything for along time. Ninaand Stuart looked at each
other.

'Y ou're thinking about arescue,” Stuart said finaly. '‘Don't. We can't risk it, Douglas. She'sbeing held



insde the Palace. We'd need an army just to bregk in, and | don't see why we should risk so many good
people for a back-stabbing traitor like Anne Barclay.'

"We wouldn't need an army/ said Douglas. 'l know old, secret waysinto the Paace, remember? Ways
that Finn doesn't even suspect are there!’

'Y ou're thinking of going on your own, aren't you? said Nina. 'Sweetig, it'satrap! Hasto be!'

'Of courseit'satrap,’ said Douglas, hisvoice dangeroudy calm. 'Finn aways did know how to yank my
chains. It doesn't matter. | can out-think Finn/

'And get to Anne, despite dl the obstacles and booby traps helll put in your path? said Stuart.
'Of course/

'Why? said Stuart, not bothering to hide his exasperation. "What

nukes IHT soiinpoil,mi? She hdlijyed Lewis<md Jes<imine, .ind you, ,nul HUM'S (iiully iidmilled she-
muriirrrd limnu Sed!’

'Shewas Hun's bitch/ said Nina. "And now he doesn't need hn he's thrown her to the wolves, and | say
good riddance to kid rubbish/

'Y ou never knew her before/ said Douglas. 'She was splendid, m her time. And she was my friend.
Friends don't stop being I'rirmK just because they've done bad things. And | think . . . perhapswe,ill IH
n.iyed her, long before she betrayed ug/

'Douglas, she hasn't been your friend in along time/ said Shun Ih,it'swhy | need to be her friend/ said
Douglas. 'Onelast Him

He swore them both to silence, and |eft the Rookery done, n,i\ell MM; secret paths he remembered from
histime as aParagon. He wem ¢ Hour tind in disguise, because he knew the rest of his people would
h.ivetried to stop him if they'd known; and he wasn't HOUM ; i<> I« topped. He dipped silently over
the border and into the d.nk em i nets of the Parade of the Endless, keeping to the shadowsto ,i\ <»id ihe
peacekeepers, hidden from the EL Fs by the old Par.ij'.on < hloeker on hisbelt. He headed for the
Paace, and no one A\\\ him ( omiih’,.

He h.ul to do this. Perhaps because Annewasthe very List p« e hr. old life that he might still be ableto
rescue and redeem | \ « iliinj: esewas changed or lost or gone; including him. Helud toiil\ .ii;e something.

| IK only person who might have stopped him was Dun.) Venn* he nude a point of searching her out
before he left, tllmr Ini u h.ii he was going to do, and asked her to run interference to CO in, leaving.
Dianaagreed. She understood al about ne« t moiimul gestures, and even more about self-sacrifice-.
l//</if 1 don't come back . . .\ «//ir//l he avenged, said Jenny Psycho.

| mul Mn.mda sat on acomfortable chair in Dr Happy'sl.ihoi.iioi \ .mil \v,ik lied what was |ft of the
good Doctor ricochet around Hie He'd had to bring his own comfortable chair: Dr Il.ippy lud l.ii beyond
such everyday comforts. All hisskinw.is grg in.l lolling now, with deep dark holesin the exposed red
NHMI ol hr,  MMI\ MHIU- ol it tinted here and there with the purples <uul greensol
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gangrene. Sharp-edged support tech protruded al over his body, blocky and functional. And ever since
he'd dosed himsalf with the new Boost (he couldn't resst, he just had to know) hismentd deterioration
seemed to have accelerated to catch up with his supercharged metabolism. He darted back and forth
across hislaboratory, unable to settle anywhere for more than a moment, bouncing off the hardier pieces
of equipment, giggling and barking and singing scraps of songs.

'Dr Happy/ Finn said firmly. Try and land somewhere near my redity, and talk to me. Have you
programmed Anne's computer implants as | ingtructed you?

Dr Happy spunto ahdt infront of Finn, gurgled afew times, and studied him for along moment, as
though trying to remember where held seen him before. He clutched his broken hands together over his
sunken chest, and nodded so rapidly that Finn was genuindly worried the man's head would fal off.

'All done! All done! Oh yes. | programmed her brain. Her new computer brain, sunk deep into the
medullaoblongata, and the old reptile brain stem itsdf. Our instructions now have the force of ingtinct. So
shewill do the right thing, whether shewantsto or not. Or at least; | think | did that. My time senseisso
advanced now, | can remember things before | do them. So many worldsto see, solittletime! Yes! I'm
wearing out, you know. Running down. Won't be long now. Ah death; thefina high

'Will Anne do what | need her to do? Finn said patiently. Y ou couldn't bully or threaten someone who
was actudly looking forward to dying.

'Ohyes. | didit. If her nerve should fail, the tech will see her through. | was very careful. She doesn't
even remember my programming her/

'‘Good. Douglas will be here soon. | know it. Try and keep out of the way once he gets here, Doctor. |
want thisto be between Anne and Douglas/

'Won't you be here? said Dr Happy, absently poking afinger into aholein his chest, to see how deep it
went.

'No. | don't want anything to detract from their reunion. | shal observe from asafe distance. | want to
see what this King of Thieves has become, before | face him in person. Firgt rule of war, Doctor: know

thy enemy/

Know youi code woid/ Dr Happy said sIn< ily, Iryin® on cohei eiue a”ain 101 a while, jusl 10'SIT what il Ml like.
"Il .ill else Luis. \ ONI word of (oniin,ind will ac livale ihe lailsales | pul in her he.id Nave you finished wilh me
now? h's so hard, being rational lor any leiir.ih of lime. Reason! Overrated if yon ask me. Know ihysell, | inn.
That's far more- important. We are all deep, and contain lunacies. l:ish/

linn decided held probably got the best out of Dr Happy, and was

il up to leave when the Doctor suddenly frozein hisMacks, his

bony head cocked on one side as though listening, his sunken eyes

* | «-where.

,oinconc's coming/ he said. 'Coming like athunderstorm, with blood and rage in his heart/

Hun smiled. 'Good/ he said. And |€ft.



| he man who had once been a Paragon, and then King of tin* (ioldrn and most recently the King of
Thieves, but was now and lor rin . mission just aman named Douglas Campbell, ran steadily ihiourli

MM aiuient sone tunnels under the Imperid Palace. There iva "»le male of subsystems and maintenance
ways under the I'al.h « |1 that most people never knew about; some so old they no lon MM" .ued on any
officid plans. Deserted and abandoned, oih;mal\ hnilt io serve buildingsthat no longer existed, over
whose- remain . the I'aL u'c had been built. Theroya family knew about them, and n pi them secret,
because every ruler recognised that the day im point when they'd haveto leavein ahurry. And so
Douglas nude hr. pa-,i and under and around all the defences Finn had set up io ptolecl himsdlf, and
finally emerged through avery secret hidden

| 11 HO what had once been his private quarters. H< looked unhurriedly about him, taking in the recent
dan

» ml ihe older worn-in messthat disfigured what had once IHTM hr. ........ sliewrinkled hisnose. The
place smdled asbad asil looked

i inn h.id changed. He had never used to live like apig. Douglasii.id io wonder what the state of these
roomsimplied ahoul Him|

» mum date of mind. Perhapsit meant Finnwasno lonr.e m

* "iiiml. Douglas hoped so. And yet . . . there was something nn

iihy .ibont these quarters, beyond the mess and the- duller, sir.ir, i»l .1 m.in who didn't need to bother about
the everyday human ,iny more.
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Douglas scowled. He didn't want Finn to be mad. That would take al the fun out of killing him.

Hefound Finn's computer termina, and using adevice that was common in the Rookery but drictly illega
everywhere e se, Douglasforced hisway into Finn'sfiles. It didn't take him long to discover where Finn
was keeping Anne; but why hold apolitical prisoner in asted vault in a private laboratory? Sudden
horrid thoughts about torture made Douglasimpatient, and he hurried out of the room. He padded
cautioudy through the dark shadowed corridors of what had once been his Pdace. Hishome. Hetook in
the hanging corpses, the headsimpaled on spikes, and his heart hardened. Hed find no innocentsin a
placelikethis.

And so hekilled dl the guards he came across, dlently and efficiently. They were dl cold-eyed fanatics,
well trained and motivated, but none of them was good enough to stop Douglas. He let the bodieslie
wherethey fell. Let someone find them and sound the darm. Let Finn know that desth was stalking the
corridors of his usurped Paace. Douglas hurried on through what had once been familiar locations, now
turned into adaughterhouse by Finn. Some of the blood was till wet. Douglas smiled adow cold smile.
Just one-more reason to kill hisold friend.

He found the laboratory easily enough, and frowned as he redlised there were no guards posted at the
door. Douglas approached it warily, ready for booby traps or surprise attacks, but there was nothing. He
pressed gently againgt the door with hisfingertips, and it swung smoothly open, faling back eadly at his
touch. So. A trap, daring him to walk inside. Douglas laughed, and it was a harsh ugl\ sound. He pushed
back the cowl of his capeto reveal hisface, so tha everyone would know who had come, and then



kicked the door ah the way open and barged into the lab, sword and gun in hand. | 1t-looked quickly
about him, but the whole place was deserted. A few machines still hummed and chattered to themselves,
working on unknown problems, but most of the tech had been shut down There were animal cages
stacked againgt onewall, but they writ-empty. Half the lights had been turned off, leaving hdf thel.ih
hidden in shadows. Douglas moved dowly forward, breathinr through his mouth so he could listen for any
sound, and then tro/r as he made out a single silhouette standing at the back of thelab. f <» amoment
they stood there, studying each other, and then Amu-Barclay stepped forward into the light.

Douglasdmogt cried onl, at ihr sighl ol what had been donrl © her. She was hunched over by the bulking
trrh Ih.it protruded hoi"* her back, and more showed here and there through her Hushi'*' rose-red skin.
Her musculature had been twisted and distorted I'Y the strains of implanted servomechanisms, and there
waer in*"t scars on the sides of her shaven head. Her face was il hers, bin In'* eyes glowed goldenin the
dim light. Old ridged scar tissue ni.nl** ugly patterns on her bare body. She lurched forward another dip-I
he power in her remade body giving her strength but no gi.n* Anne saw the horror in Douglassface, and
produced something liM*her old amile.

'Hello, Douglas. If you cameto save me, you left it abit lair.
'What have they doneto you, Anne? Douglas said softly.
'Oh, they've done ahdll of alot to me, Douglas, and al becau

*n. You did thisto me, during your dramatic escape from H court. Of course, you were o busy getting
away that yon dnin’ look back, to see what the falling masonry had done to mr. Mmiill-"\\,isn'l theworse
thing you did. Y ou escaped, and yon didn't i mr with you. So redlly, everything that's going to happen
no\\ V<Ml fault.'

Mir raised ahand, and a disrupter barrel emerged From .1 -.I"* under her wrist. Douglas threw himself to
onesde, andihr em IMMIH just clipped hisribs, burning the skin and setting lirei<» M i lo.ik. Fiethrew
it from him, and dodged behind apirrr ol IK machinery.

'Anne; don't do this! | cameto get you out of herr!" | oo late, Douglas. Too little and too late.

Shr swept the heavy machinery away with one swift heave, ,n"l advanced on him, asword in each hand;
Douglasrductantly . HUM ¢In . disrupter at her, but at the last moment he shot at hrr le;, .um mily to
wound her. Anne avoided the beam easily. And thru -.1" \\.r, upon him, her two blades moving faster than
any Imm.mi <mid lollow, and Douglaswasforced to fal kirk, step by step, n-ill Insskill and strength just
to defend himself. Hewasten limrs ||»¢ ndsinan she was, but she was ten times stronger, and lasiel

Miry duelled kirk and forth across thr lab, smashing drliralr ir»h .ilonj- Mir way, Douglas using every trick and
lerlmuliie hr kiu'W HIM to slay alivr. Anne had hern remade will) tech and drills ,iH«I MM P,<H >')i, ,11 id she
was inhumanly competent now. Douglas lou”x In . \\.iy mil of ,1 corner | kit would have' trapped him, hill ah
rul\ "'
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breathing was coming hard and harsh, and his sword arm ached from parrying vicioudy hard blows. He
knew now that the only way to stop Anne would beto kill her, and he wasn't sure he could do that.



So he did the only thing he could. He dropped his sword and gun on the floor, and stood before her
empty-handed. Anne stood very till, checking out the possibilities of atrap or astratagem.

'‘Anne/ said Douglas. Thisis me. Remember. Remember how it used to be. We werefriends. And of dll
thefriends| had, it seems|'ve hurt you the most. | never meant for thisto happen. | won't kill you, Anne.
You...youdowhat you haveto.’

Anne dowly lowered the bladesin her hands. 'Damn you, Douglas. Thisian't fair. | need to kill you.'
Thenkill me'
"Y ou won't kill me?Y ou won't even do me that onefind kindness? Y ou think | want to live like this?

‘Comewith me, Anne. To the Rookery. They have dll kind of tech there, some dien. There hasto be
someone who can help you. Who can undo what these bastards did to you. Don't just give up! The Anne
| remember never believed in giving up. It's never too late—

Itisfor me. | should have died. Thisismy punishment. | deserve everything that's happened to me,
because of dl the awful things| did. Y ou don't know—'

‘Anng, |—'

'Y ou don't know! | killed Emma Stedl! The best person | ever knew. She was worth ten of me, and |
struck her down from behind.'

Then comewith me, and fight for the rebellicgi. Find atonement on the baitlefield.

'Y ou'd ill take mein? After everything I've done? To you, and Jesamine and Lewis?
That'swhat friends arefor, said Douglas.

'Y ou always were too soft, Douglas.”

'Wdll, thisisal very touching,' Finn said suddenly, speaking through the tech in Anne'sthroat. Like an
ELF speaking through histhral. 'But | did foresee this outbresk of maudlin sentimentdity, and so | took a
few precautions. Not very nice precautions, but then, that'slife for you. So sorry | can't be herein

person, Douglas, but he assured that thanks to the programming | had placed in Anne's

270

«oiiipiilri mipl.mls, when she kills yon il will he In i kind on the Word, hnl my insli nrlioiis in hri h.ind. So re.illy
I'll hr llirir in - pun, .mywtiy.'

Me spoke ,i ronmund word, and Anne's Lire wen | hi,ink ,is hei hotly shifled abruptly into a
killing stance. Douglas i'.Liiued ,n he, weapons lying on the floor, hut there was no way he
could ie,uh them in time. And so he stood, tall and proud and iinllinrhiii}’, When there's
nothing left but to die, die well.

And then Anne screamed. An ugly, tortured sound. She diopped hold her swords. Douglas started
forward, only to Iregle ,n;,in Amir eovrred him with the disrupter built into her wrist. She Minird hi "My
.U Douglas.

<HMHIbye, old friend. | betrayed you so many times, hnl iln Would have been one betrayd too far. |
guess they built me hen. t ih.m they knew. So; onelast blast of the gun. One List rkim < mption.’

Shelilted her hand, fighting her computers al the way, ,iml hrisell in the head. At such closerange, the



energy hr.imhimini ItiMil gpart, in aflurry of blood and brains. The headless hod\ pocl i .nid forth on its
feet for amoment, and then stood till,

| HIM sent his people running infrom dl directions, hni h\ilnlimelliry got to the laboratory Douglaswas
dready goneMeleh i

[1 nl de<id bodies behind him as he made hisway kirk ilium Ihr IMliire, and finaly disgppeared down into
the subsysirms,I1V'.,HM And. .ill ihr way he was planning the first steps of the rehrlhon | h. Thnrinriseup
had come. Because if Finn could do such umhi. ilnnr.'. i<> the- only woman who'd ever cared adamn for
him, thm Inw.isr.ipdhle of anything. Anything at dl.
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SEVEN

WORKING WITH THE

ILLUMINATI

The stars and the planets whirled by so fast they made a continuous shimmering rainbow path as Owen
Deathstalker strode steadily back into the Past; the galaxy turning under hisfeet like agiant cog whed.
Hewastoo tired now for dancing, his spirit too weary, and yet he felt more powerful than ever, and his
speed continued to increase. He was dtill following Hazel dArk'strail, forever closing in but somehow
never quite catching up. Hefdt asthough hedd dways been pursuing Hazel, and always would, trapped in
the rainbow run like ahamgter initswhed, only thinking it was getting somewhere.

Home seemed very far away now, and so did his humanity. He'd done so much, both before and since
his death, and he felt asif he could do so much more. Hed come along way, in more ways than one. He
wondered if the old Owen, the young scholaf in his comfortable ivory tower, would recognise anything of
the man held become. He liked to think held done good things, honourable things, in his short but
remarkable life - but he had to wonder it ii would ever be possible, or even advisable, for something as
powerful as he now wasto return to human society. Power tended to corrupi he knew that from his
sudies of history, and he had made himsrll so very powerful. Would he ever see hishome again; with or
will) out Hazdl?

That thought led naturally but uneasily to another. What was he going to do, what could he hopeto do,
when hefinaly did catch up with Hazel ? Was she destined to become the Terror, somewhen back in the
unimaginable pagt, or could he somehow prevail 11'
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And if the iron kiws of cause <IIK) eliec | mejnl she luui to become ihe Terror, and do till the
awful things she did, could he win her bac k lo sanity and humanity? Could she ever he just
Ha/el ci'Ark again? Could he ever be just Owen Deathstalker again? Or had they holh drunk
too deeply from the poisoned chalice that was the Madness Maze?

Could they ever have alifetogether after this, or had he come.ill | hisway just to kill amongter, and die
with her rather than become ,i mongter himsalf? So many questions, and no answersat dl. The only thing
he was sure of was that he had to go on. Hazel was hislove, and his responsibility, even if shed never
admitted it. He couldn't leave her, mad and sorrowing, in the dark. He was getting close to ... something.
He could fed it. He broke out of the rainbow run, and dropped back into the dow steady course of



Time. Stars and planets regppeared around him, calm and Stationary against the endless night. Owen
wasn't sure-how far back he'd gone into the Past, but once again he was hanging in orbit over the same
familiar planet. Remembering how held been | reated before, he surrounded himsalf with a powerful force
shield and stedlth screen, so that he could take a cautious |ook around before becoming involved, without
having to worry about being observed or attacked.

He swore briefly as he discovered held just missed Hazel again. She had been here recently, perhaps as
little as afew weeks previoudy, hut she was gone again, diving even further back into prehistory. But
why had she stopped here, however briefly, in this particular moment of Time and Space? Owen reached
out with hisenlarged senses, and immediately detected something strange and yet somehow familiar,
down on the surface of the planet below. It sort of reminded him of Hazdl. Had she left something of
hersdlf behind? It was a strong presence, powerful but eusive, with fluctuating adri luites that reminded
him of histime insde the MadnessMaze. |1 definitely wasn't Hazel, but . . . Could some other Maze
survivor have come back through Time, pursuing him as he pursued Hazel ?

Owen pushed the mounting questions aside, so he could consider his own position. Helistened in to the
thousands of communication channds emanating from the planet below that was Logres, Golgotha,
Heartworld and now apparently smply the Hearth of Humanity. He sorted through the various
frequencies, searching

out the information he needed about exactly what lay below him, It seemed he had emerged in the far
Ped, in the very first days of Empire, when Humanity had only just discovered the stardrive, and was
Setting out to explore the stars, to see what wasthere.

Owen stopped listening, and |ooked around him. Great clumsy satelliteswhirled ponderoudy past,
accompanied by al kinds of abandoned junk and tech; almost enough to make a planetary ring. Owen
drifted dowly down towards Hearth, just enough to put himself safely underneath their various orbits and
out of their way. Also in orbit were huge, ungainly starships, being dowly put together in orbiting docks
by techniciansin what looked like primitive hard suits. The unfinished ships bristled with dl kinds of
probably untested tech. Thiswasthefirst wave of expansion, Humanity'sfirst great legp out into the
unknown. These brave prototype shipslooked nothing like the deek and sophisticated craft of Owen's
time, and he had to admire the courage of the visionary men and women who were ready to trust their
livesto new ships and abarely understood drive, in the service of Humanity's oldest dream. To go to the
sars. ..

Owen went swiftly through the communication channels again, trying to get some fed for what kind of
politica set-up held be facing thistime. Apparently the Empire at thistime consisted of the nine planetsin
the solar system, al of them terraformed or colonised to some degree, ruled more or less democraticaly
by aCouncil of the Nine, based on Hearth. There was no Throne, no Emperor. From what Owen could
gather, Humanity was pretty much at peace with itself, and full of hope and good intentions.

The road to Hell has dways been paved with good intentions.

Owen considered the planet turning so very dowly beneath him. He had to go down. He needed to
know what it was that felt to him like Hazel and the Maze and something more. And he wastired. He
could use arest. The pursuit could wait, for awhile. After dl, he had dl the Timeintheworld. . . And
then his head snapped round and he glared suspicioudy into the dark. Something was coming hisway, he
could fed it, and it was heading straight for him. Even though nothing in this primitive age should have
been able to deled his presence. He glared in the direction he knew it was coming from, even though he
couldn't see anything yet, and eventudly abri~hi shining light came swooping towards him.

Thr light swiftly became aliving thing, an entirdly unfamiliar (i ¢,ii urc flgpping towards him on huge



butterfly wings amost thirty I<vi <HTOSS. It moved easly through the cold vacuum of space, i-niirrly
unprotected, apparently driven only by its brightly shining uings. The body within the wingspan was
bascaly humanoid, but in no way human. It was dien, in appearance and affect, addlicate lliiiisy creature
of bright shimmering rainbow colours. It dowed toal i.i 11 ,i | unit adozen feet away from Owen, and
congdered himwith al.ii el hat was somehow even more disturbing for its vague human lomiestions. The
eyeswere huge and dark and unblinking, taking up .ihnost athird of the long pointed face, and the mouth
below ,i smpledit. Two long dender antennae streamed up from the bulging brow. The vast rainbow
wings rippled dowly, asthough holding the creature in place againgt unfelt astrd winds.

| <>i <i moment, Owen wondered if perhaps held died, and thiswastiiMIic ,mgel sent to finaly bring
him home, but the creature was just |no obvioudy dien for that. Owen dowly raised ahand and waved
pohiely, and words sounded suddenly in his head, diding smoothly [hionj".h histhoughts like bitter honey.
They certainly weren't « Mining ih rough his comm implant.

-.I-dingsto you, strangetraveler. | am of the [lluminati. We

* ¢| you thinking up here, so | cameto see what new marvel had M io Hearth. We are strangers here,
travelling on our way, but

. you gppear human. Though humans don't normally sur-i.mr, in open space.’ «-ii pushed histhoughtsin
the cresturesdirection, and it

..... | io pick them up easily enough. 'Hi there. | am human, or at
[ 1? A* | | usedto be. | suppose human isas human does. I'm. . . just
Mdy | ask what you are?

| In- n.iiiic for my people trandatesinto your tongue as Luminary or Light People. Since we have been
here, we have adopted

e o|| lumitin name of Illuminati. | mysdf have taken the name

Euiir<

« i blinked afew times. 'I'm not sure you've redlly understood ih» i m pi u, 11 ions of that name.’
h me.insli*ht-bringer, doesn't it?

I1,yes but. .. no, forget it. Liféstoo short to explain some

I'm Owen/ M. (In. Owen. M<iy | inquire asto how you're ableto survivein
37S
open space without exploding, boiling or otherwise perishing in avery messy manner?

'I haven't been entirdly human for along time,' said Owen. 'I'm till trying to decide whether that's agood
thing. Long story; basically I'm travelling back through Time from your future, searching for afriend who
camethisway before me. Her nameis Hazel d'Ark. Have you encountered her, by any chance?

'l do not recognise the name, Owen. | haveto say I'm impressed. My people have travelled in space long
and far and wide, and we have never encountered any speciesthat could move at will in Time. May |
inquire asto your intentions here?



'Wdll, since we're both being so very polite and civilised ... | thought I'd have arest stop, and take alook
around. See what there isto see/

Tin not surethat's entirely wise,' said Lucifer. "'The people of thisworld are not ready for contact with a
being of your power and ahilities. | can sense strange energies, within and around you. Y our presence
could terrify and traumatise the people of thistime; perhaps even anger them to violence. They have very
little experience with beings other than themselves'

'Did they treat you badly? said Owen, frowning.

'Not as such. | think it would be best if you came down and spoke with my people first. | understand that
| cannot coerce you, but | assure you there are things we know that you do not, and that you need to
know.' The dien studied Owen's face for along moment, with itsflat black unblinking eyes, 'Y ou are not
just looking for your friend. | see something inyou - an old, familiar fear. Y ou know of the great and
ancient evil that destroyed my people, and acivilisation millions of yearsold. Y ou know of the entity we
cal the Terror.' *

'Y es. Perhaps we should speak,’ Owen said carefully. 'Any idea.on how | can descend to the surface
without being spotted? My stedlth field will shild me from eectronic eyes, but not materia ones. Hey . . .
wait aminute. How were you ableto find me?

Tew thingsare hidden from the llluminati,' said Lucifer, 'Y ou shine so very brightly in our minds, likea
part of ourselves we had forgotten. Follow me/

It unfurled its greet butterfly wings, flapped them like huge sails, and ashining silver tunnel gppeared in
space below it, dropping endlessly away. Lucifer dived into it, and after aquick mental shrug,
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« lid Owen. Il nothing else, «i mrrliuj: \\illi ihese L.ij".hl People
IMMIl.1 he interesting. He wis prelly sine (he liisUlu n.lined ,loy lud
nhoned ihem once. And then, as suddenly <is he'd entered ihe

. i1 iimnel, Owen was out ihe other end, JIH! dropping through

n,111 low.irds ti great green lawn, lie landed easily, and ihe
illuiniii.iiiis drilled down to settle heside him. The silver tunnel h.id
disappeared.

h \v,is ,i bright sunny day, and Owen took a deep lungful of good in .in N.nuul sounds swept over him from all
directions, «i luppv M i.i io ihe cold and empty silence of space. Even the sun leh tviiini ,md lelreshing. He
smiled broadly, and looked around him He* w.is standing in a great open park, surrounded by .1 cii\ fl\YI n
Liwns .mil trees, carefully arranged and sculpted hrdr.es r\m i deioi.iiivc bridge over a clear, sparkling river
I'evimd ih< I.K elul nir cars soared between tall towers, all silv< "id

| MM kei i rims. Darting in and around and between ihr<.< wondi ¢ H| 4'iiis were men and women wearing
some kind nl ai 1.1. i ,.... | Their happy laughter echoed down to ihe streets I" i .N vv.is pure and clean, the
sky a dazzling blue wiilnmi ,i . I .md everything seemed to Owen to be gloriously hi <

MM hmldings were steel and silver, with huge' uiirmied \IM.I «I ihem built in strict straight lines, all of them
e\,icily tin =.,. h mi MIOIII lor style or individuality or character. The) marchrd in long rows, tall and imposing
and strictly luiuinm.il ih. i Ml.n could he said of them was that they hdd .1 solid pi< K n,



in nujesly of scale.

No people walked the polished and gleaming si reels, md\ robol IMJ: p,K Ligcs or running errands or
obsessively cle«ininn ihm

ere loughly humanoid in shape, cast in glciiminr bill
h.ul none of the style or artistry of the Shul) rohuis I IK

nisi iii.u hines, designed to perform tasks. They wen O ¢ | i lunky, Owen decided; unfinished-looking. « moving
up and down the streets, giving the robots plem MI were crowds of assorted animals. All of them without I mil:
, owner or master, all of them moving with peileu i§|U1

llieir we're horses and dogs and cats, and olhei creatUl . n .hdn'i recognise, though he thought he might h.wr
seen pi< «»| ihem in certain very old texts.
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Therobots aren't very efficient/ said awcirm, cheerful voice behind him. 'But | guesswe just like having
them around. We aways dreamed of creating robots, so now we can build them, we do/

Owen looked round. Standing beside him was awoman of a certain age, smiling camly, dressedina
gparkling metdlic tunic. It was asign of how engrossed Owen had been in this strange old world that he
hadn't even heard her arrive. He made amental note not to let that happen again. Just because a place
looked . . . clean, didn't mean it was necessarily friendly to strangers. He smiled back at the woman. She
had an ordinary, dull, but determinedly happy face. The kind of woman who was aways doing things for
others, usualy without thanks. She took Owen's offered hand, and gave it a brief but emphatic shake.

'Y ou must be Ower/ she said. 'I'm Hellen Waters. The llluminati have talked of nothing but you ever
sincethey discovered you in orbit, appearing suddenly out of nowhere. They dl listened into your little
chat with Lucifer. And yes, I'vetried telling him about that name, but he won't listen. The Light People
can be amost wilfully blind to concepts they don't want to understand. I'm their human contact. Pretty
much their only human contact, these days. | try to protect them, and run interference for them when
government busybodies come sniffing around, because.. . . well, because somebody's got to. They're
very like children, in someways, the Illuminati. They understand about big things, like the Terror, but the
small everyday crueties and evils of human thinking seem to go right over their heads. So, Owen; who
areyou? Where do you come from? And why have the Illuminati got themsalves so worked up over
you?

Owen had to grin at the series of perfectly artless questions. ‘| am Owen Deathstaker, atraveller intime.
I'm from your future. Don't ask me exactly how far ahead; I'verather lost track of dates.'

Hellen looked a him, wide-eyed and open-mouthed. 'l should have known the Illuminati wouldn't get so
excited over just anybody. A timetraveller! That isjust so ... What ayear this has been! First contact
with diens, and atimetravdler! | may hyperventilate/

'Don't ask me about the future/ said Owen. 'I'm new to thiswhole time travel thing, but I'm pretty sure
I'm not supposed to talk about things like that/
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Tin jusl t Idyllic-it In liiul out I him,inny h,r, ,i Inline/ said I lellen. *.(Hiirlmirs you have In womin < ,111 you It'll
me anything aboul n s like, when* you come horn?'

I's. .. colourful/ said Owen. 'Y es; definitely colourful. Y ou said your robots weren't very dlkienl. So
why build them?



| Iellen smiled, acknowledging the change of subject. "We built lobois because we wanted to. Because
weve dways wanted to. Our Hi 1mlific romances were dwaysfull of machine servants, in the h.ipe of
men. Besides, we like having servants, or maybe even nhivev Robots can be both, without any of the
concomitant guilt. Some people say we let the robots do too much for usthese days, 11 hi | weve
become soft and weak and far too dependent on them. Maybe. But life's hard enough; you have to take
your comforts Where you can find them.

‘Aller | IK* robots, we built improved animals. That's amuch beitel

*\ Wr took the animaswe loved most, and made them inlelli-)|nil, .iiul liiuilly equa citizens. Horses and
dogsand cats camelird, brtmis' weld dways liked them the most. We did it to the monkeys lon, bui
they turned out to be ungrateful little shits. They've got then H\\ ii uiy now, and throw their turds at
tourists. And we did oiler to (In Il to the whales and dolphins, but they said they were quite happy

«in\ were, thank you very much. Of course, some peoplewere s nlhi Ml i prised when the animas
turned out to have willsami nlons ol their own, and were more interested in being partneisii« M1 IM-IS.
liliols. That was the point Would you like to meet some' L ove nV said Owen, fascinated by the thought
ol intdligent n.iK 'We do have horses and dogs and catsin my lime, but liis out on the border worlds,
and none of them arc* intdli ' «hii ibey are, they're keeping redly quiet about it/ Thrul jjiussthe
experiment didn't work out after al/ lldirn ™ <l ".nth ,i pity. Let'stry one of the dogs. Cats can be a bit
snotty h .nailers, and horses aways want to talk philosophy. Dogs have timeto talk to a human. But be
warned; dogs are till ilnH'< | hey love goofing off/

IM I<.I Owen out of the park. Lucifer stayed behind. Hed gone INK i Mine he landed. Owen and
Hdlen ended up talkingtoa

* hl.H k ,uul white spotty dog thai sat at the edge of the street,

\ ny | borough and satisfying scratch. He broke off to have a NIMH! -.mil ,ii Owen.
'Hdlo, Hdlen/ he said, in adeep growly voice. 'Who's the rube? He smels funny/

'Such manners, Sparky/ Hellen scolded him, but still unable to keep the fondness out of her voice. Thisis
Owen. He'sjust vigting/

'Oh, atourist. Nice to meet you, Owen; welcometo the city, don't steal anything, and no | don't pose for
photos/ He cocked his head to one side. 'Y ou redlly do smdll different. Wrong. Not entirely human. Are
you athreat? | may be civilised now, but | can till bite off your bits and gargle with your testicles/

'I'm no threat," Owen assured the dog solemnly. 'l don't want to hurt anyone/

The dog wagged histail dubioudy. 'Well, | can hear thetruth in your voice, but till; you watch yourself.
Hellenisagood sort, but far too trusting. People take advantage of her, and not just people ether. |
wouldn't hang around with those fairy diensif you paid me. They talk crap and their smell puts my teeth
on edge. | just know they'd love to put a collar on me, the bastards/

'Do the people of thiscity treat you right? said Owen.

The dog shrugged, 'Moreor less. | think wed dl bealot happier if humansdid alittle lesstaking and lot
more throwing sticks, but . . . Right now, most animals are annoyed because people won't et us have
antigrav backpacks, and fly like they do. Just because certain species can't be trusted when it comesto
shitting and pissing. Pardon the language, but I'm adog, and we don't care. Humans have the strangest
taboos. If they just sniffed each other's crotches now and again, they'd al be alot happier/



Hellen decided it was time they were moving aong; and Owen had to agree with her. A little doggy
sraight-talking went along way. Sheled him back to the patiently waiting aien, who had opened a
concedled pand in the ground, reveding atunnd that led down into the earth. Owen was tempted to
make aremark about Lucifer and the underworld, but rose above it. He and Hellen followed the dien
down thesimply lit tunnel, which sank steedily into :he earth for sometime beforefindly leveling off. The
wallswere nade of tightly packed earth, and the smell of dirt and growing hings was strong on the close
ar. Hellen leaned in towards OWCMI, 10 she could murmur confidentidly in hisear.

The Light People built dl this. They like dark enclosed spjcrs. Apparently it makes them fed safe, and
secure. Maybe it reminds
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ihrm of their timein their cocoon. Assuming they have cocoons. They don't talk much about their home
life/

[lir tunnel suddenly broadened out into agreat naturd cavern, hundreds of feet in diameter. The massed
[lluminati hung from the «riling by their feet, like bats, their wingsfolded around themlike . 1<> ks,
huddled close together. They bobbed and rustled excitedly as Owrn entered their domain, peering down
a him from the high «riling. Their bright rainbow glows supplied the only light, some-\\h,n muted by the
surrounding gloom. Owen counted forty of ih< m, including Lucifer, who was|ooking longingly up at the \
towded ceiling, but stayed politely on the ground with Owen and lIrlIrn. There was no furniture, only
raised earth mounds here and Ihrie, so Owen and Hellen sat on those. Lucifer regarded Owen

thoughtfully.

[Ir.ir our story, Owen Degthstalker. We cameto Hearth ten .

m. mi hsago, and at first the humans made agreat fuss of us. We
Wrir ihcir first alien contact, and they couldn't get enough of us.
Thru* were parades, celebrations, and endless questions. But when
ivr 11,id lo tell them that we couldn't teach them to fly in space
tinpioinird, aswe do, their enthusiasm waned. And when we
Hn.illy lold them why we had come; that we were the last of our
[Ireing from the Terror that had destroyed our civilisation,

i\ ihing changed. We were no longer heroic travellers, just ob-

«>| pity. Refugees. Not brave explorers of theinfinite, asthey
Jilmiln! lo be. And when they found out we had no great know-
lo share with them, no amazing advanced technology, just a

iiinj«, of the danger to come. . . the novelty wore off fast. They
miriest in us. They were bored. We were a disappointment. All

i nil (11 ramsthey'd had of first contact with anintelligent dien



,11id we couldn't fulfil any of them. They wouldn' listen to

n.ih.Mii ihr Terror. A threeat that wouldn't arrive for thousands of
wasn't enough to hold their attention. No one took it ser-

i\ Unit's someone else's problem, they said. Let someone else worry
M/''ll/ n Wr brcame ajoke, and then an old joke, that no one wants
Inhi n,my more. Let me show you. Turn onthetelevison, Hellen.'

M noddrd (juirkly, and pulled forwards out of the shadows what
IM..I, Il h>()\vrn likr » portable virwscreen unit. Hellen turned it on,

| Ing irrn showed »i close-up of some show host doing what
[h\ ninril was lopk.il humour. (Irrtninly nonr of it meant

anything to him, but the live studio audience lapped it up. The host was named Allan Woss, atdl lanky
sort in asparkly suit, with amop of bright blue hair and awide fake amile, to show off his perfect white
teeth. He waved his arms about alot and kept shooting |ove me looksinto the camera. Owen sniffed.
He recognised the type. It seemed some things were ways the same, wherever you went.

'He's apersonality/ Hellen said dispassionately. 'Famous for being famous. And nowhere near as smart
and funny ashethinksheis. And that sparkly suitisjust so yesterday's man. Ogtensibly thisisachat
show, but redlly the guests are only there so Woss can have fun at their expense. The Illuminatus standing
below him, in what Waoss so charmingly refersto asthe Conversation Pit, is caled Solar. And thisisthe
only kind of show the Light People can get on these days. They know the odds are stacked against them
from the start, but they're obsessed with getting their warning across. | understand why - but no one
listens. No one cares. It al happened so very far away, and so long ago.’

She turned up the volume as Waoss lowered himsdlf into what looked very like athrone, set over the
Conversation Pit. The single Illuminatus looked smaller and shabbier on the televison screen. The harsh
gtudio lighting bleached out its delicate rainbow colours. The [lluminatus wrapped itswings tightly about
its body, perhaps for comfort. Woss leaned back in histhrone, utterly at ease, dispensing judgement and
jokesfor the eager live audience, and barely allowing Solar to get aword in edgeways.

'So, Solar; tell usall about yourself, you strange-looking person, you. Do you have any strange powers
or abilities? Can you get radio sgnas on those antennae? Can you tdll usthis week's winning lottery
number? No; not alot of use, areyou? So it'sjust thewings, then . . . Shame, shame, shame. Still; let me
ask you the question | just know our viewers want me to ask; since none of you Light Bulb People seem
to be guysor gds, how do you produce morelittle [lluminati? | mean, pardon my bluntness, but you
people don’i seem to have any equipment to do anything with! Unlessthose aren't redlly antennae after
al! Just ajoke, just ajoke. Maybe | should ask you about pallination. For dl | know, you could have
been shagging your dressing room!'

There was loud sycophantic laughter and cheers horn his .itidi-ence. Woss smiled and waved his hands
.ihoui < hveli scowled.

'Why is he giving Solar such ahard time?

'Because that's what he does. Because he can,’ said Hellen. The llluminati were our first contact, and they



turned out to be boring. And that of course was unforgivable. So now everyone just makes lun of them,
in the hope they'll take the hint, and leave. That way 1111 inanity can just forget al about them.'

Therewas abreak in the show, for a series of loud and frankly i.ither obnoxious ads, and then Woss and
Solar were back again. Wosstried haf-heartedly to get Solar to give him apiggyback, and 11y him
around the studio. Solar declined. Woss sniffed loudly.

Too good for us, eh? Well, don't get too cocky; or the Terror mij'Jii come after you with abloody big
butterfly net! Hey, if you'reii'iilly part moth, maybe we'd better keep you away from the sudio ill-inn)™ |
don't think wereinsured for sdf-immolation!’

Hie .mdience howled with laughter, only to break off suddenly as NnLii suddenly spread out hiswingsto
their full extent. Herosevly up into the air, hiswings barely moving, until he waslooking down .il Woss
and hisaudience.

«line hereto tell you that you are not alone. And that you in d.inger. But it seems you are determined not
to hear our

iul Allan Woss. 'No oneinvited you here. And the only < I<M messagesisin the ad breaks. Learn some
new tricks, if youii r« <»plei<> pjy atention. In the meantime; don't cal usand we

i «.illyou.'

M. Mm mined ihetelevison off, and bustled over to comfort who w.is staring at the floor, hiswings
wrapped tightly

<id 11ill |

*NM\V. imvv, deir; don't get upset. No oneredlly careswhat Allanin siy. Some of us till remember
when hewasjugt ain WA nhei hoy who couldn't even pronounce precipitation.” M \\.nthed lie-Mi*!! offer
her brisk form of comfort to the HIP. Me d seen her kind before, the over-protective kind "ll« i Mippmi
in,1liiilelogt dienin the same way they'd look ¢ ikmdnued child or dog. Just because it wastheright !1»>
dn Wl meniiin;, hul .. .

id Owen Mow did you get involved with the Illumi-
| MHind .ind smiled ,il»M-iilly p.illinj; Liuilei on ihe

shoulder. 'l never got over their being our firgt dien contact. I'd waited my wholelifeto meet ared live
dien. | can Hill see the magic and glamour inthem. So | stuck with them, when everyone dsejudt fell
away. People should be ashamed! Just because they didn't comein big ships, with big weapons. . . The
Light People areincredible beings!'

"They do make an impact/ Owen agreed. "When | first saw Lucifer coming straight a me, | thought he
wasanangd.’

'Oh, heis,' said Hellen. They dl areredly, the dears. We weren't worthy of them/

Owen nodded. He was thinking of what the young boy Giles had said to him, on the border world. That
when Hazel appeared to him, she looked like an angel. And therewas . . . something about the Light
People that reminded him of Hazdl. They were undoubtedly the strange presence held sensed from orhit.
But they were diens; why should they remind him of Hazel? And the Madness Maze . . . Wasthere
some unsuspected, abnormal connection between them? He redlised Hellen had stopped talking, and
waslooking a him.



'l know/ she said quietly. 'l do go on about them, don't I?1 know . . . I'm not really bright enough to
understand or appreciate the Light People, but someone's got to look after them. And if not me, then
who? | keep trying to get them proper interviews, proper attention and respect, but | don't have the
contacts. I'm just awoman who isn't young any more, looking for something to fill her time, something
worth doing. Truthfully, | suppose | need them as much asthey need me. They deserved someone better,
someone more connected; but I'm all thereis. | just wish | could get peopleto listen, redly listen, to what
the Illuminati have to say. But you can't make people listen when they don't want to.'

"Y ou could be agreat help to me/ said Owen. ‘I don't know much about thisworld, this Time. | saw alot
of big shipsbeing assembled in orbit. Tell me what's happening there!'

'l supposeit al began with New Frontier/ said Hellen. They were anew movement, as much
philosophical as palitical, ingpired by the invention of aworking stardrive, some fifteen years ago. For the
first time, the stars were within our grasp. That inspired alot of people. Meincluded, at the time. New
Frontier believesthat it'svitally important for Humanity to get out of the soLir system <uul colonise other
worlds. To spread Humanity in «i v.ist, boundless Lmpire. They

say weve got too soft and cosy here on Hearth and the other worlds, with robots to do everything for us.
That we need to go out into the stars to rediscover our old strength and courage and capabilities. To he
truly Human again, we have to go Out There, they say. It's our destiny. So, we're building starships, and
soon the bravest and the hest of uswill be off and out, into the infinite. And then well find out what were
redly made of

How many soldiers are you taking with you? said Owen. 'How hir, tin army?

| Idlen looked at him blankly, "Why should we need an army? 'Because it's abloody dangerous place,
Out There/ said Owen. 11 nd meon this; | know. There aren't that many intelligent species, hui i here are
ahell of alot of redly nasty and vicious cregtures, who n't he at al happy about you people coming along
to colonise llu'ii worlds. Don't you people have armies any more?

'Well, no, not redly/ said Hellen. Her mouth pursed, as though Owen wastrying to get her to discuss
something that nice people |- Int normaly talk about. 'We have peacekeepers, to take care of Ihr
crimina element, and keep an eye on some of the more extreme |[liMIis. like New Frontier. And Hearth
Firg, fanatics who are viol-nilly opposed to star travel, and want al the money spent on the Nine Worlds
instead. And Defence of Humanity, asmdl but very "»up, who object to the very ideathat diens can be
asinvent ,ishumans. They don't even approve of the animals. They

« iivmj', to hold rdlies, but the dogs keep chasing them off. Wei nerd ,in cirmyl Not here, or on any of
the Nine Worlds. There

i hern i war inthe Empirein over ahundred years. n\\rn thought about that, and al the things he could
say, and

» mi ned to Lucifer. Tell meyour story. Give me your message,
n

tihr Hinminatus spoke, saying: 'In the galaxy next to thisone,

i lour. ,10, we built agreat civilisation, first through control

I uhl vi,ivii,nionkdl forces, and later, as our powers grew, by

leihty it sall through aconcentrated effort of will, by the



;50| our minds. We were great and mighty in those
L pi<li<l .1* rossm.my worlds, remaking themin our own
iinn\veie(nicsal li*hi, liversof gravity, waterfdls of fire

o¢| "I \ mtls We lived in pe.iee ,md h,n inony on thousands of

million'. MI i ml were content, Other species ,nose,

but they were never any threat because we could reshape redlity, so that any enemy immediately became
our friend/

'lsn't that rather . . . unethical? said Owen.
'More o than killing them? said L ucifer, and Owen had no answer.

'We did not interferein their destiny,’ said Lucifer. 'All new intelligent species were left to go their own
way, aslong asthey did not seek to war upon us. They aso built civilisations, that rose and fell and rose
again whilethe [lluminati went on, bright and glorious. | saw in your memories, Degthstaker, images of
humans with mental powers, caled espers. We were what they might some day evolve into. But we had
our limitations. We never devel oped technol ogies, because we never needed them. So when something
cameto us, from out of the outer dark, something our redlity-changing powers could not affect, we were
helpless

'After millions of years of peace and civilisation, the Terror came upon us, an unstoppable destructive
force that swept our civilisation away like araging wind. Our cities dissolved, our people went mad and
died, and our worlds burned.’

'Hold it,’ said Owen. 'If your people had the power to change redlity by will done, why didn't you just
stop or change the Terror, the way you dealt with your other enemies?

‘Because the Terror had made itself so redl it could not be changed,’ said Lucifer. ‘It was of such a
singular nature and purpose, and so very huge and powerful, that even the massed thoughts of our entire
race could not dow or stop it. And we had no weapons with which to attack it. The very concept of
violencewas dien to us. All we could do was abandon our homes and flee from world to world. But
wherever we went, the Terror followed, until there were no worldseft to run to. Our whole civilisation
was gone, with no trace left to show it had ever existed. We turned to other speciesfor help. Some did,
some did not. The Terror came for them al anyway. And inthe end, dl that wasleft to uswasalast,
desperate gesture. All the surviving members of our race gathered together on the lad remaining world, at
the edge of our galaxy, and pooled their power to send some of us out into the void between galaxies,
using our knowledge of the hidden waysto travel further and fagter tluin (he Terror could match. Al
those |eft behind died, so ih.il we mi“hl escape, to carry our terrible warning/

Lucifer stopped talking, and after amoment Owen redlised that was all therewas. 'Y ou few Light People
aredl that remain of your species?

'Yes. Thelast pitiful remnants of aonce proud race/
'Wherewill you go, when you leave here? Do you have some eventua destination in mind?

Lucifer shrugged, hisgreat wingsrippling dowly. 'We adways hoped that one day we would reach some



safe haven, but . . . even siller al the distance we've crossed, dl the worlds and wondrous -.peck's weve
seen, we've never found anywhere that would be safe 110in the coming of the Terror. So we just keep
going, running from | he fury that follows us, spreading our warning to al who will listen. liven now, we
are only resting here on Hearth, gathering our i icr“th before resuming our flight. We havetravelled a
very long nine, Deathstalker, so long even we no longer remember just how tony., dud we grow old and
tired, our powers depleted. But as soon ,isledl strong enough, we will leave here. Because the Terror will
<ning, eventudly.

'We did try to warn your people, but Humanity are proud .uul Arrogant, and put their faithinthe
technology and weaponswei i' | « -.1 Lucifer sghed heavily. 'Y ou people live such dimi h\\\ nli Michd
limited perception of time. Y ou smply cannoi enuci\<e el i In M ,ileand power of what iscoming to
destroy you. (ui lenr. iii H .ill I hedetails of our warning will be forgotten by lluiiunity, inii»«ihousinds
of yearsto come/

[ llunitinity won't listen, why don't you make them ligten? sml ()wrn < h.int®e their minds, asyou once
changed the minds of youi sMinnies, liven just ademongtration of power would be enoughin llirtkr i hein
Likeyou and your warning more serioudy/

ih« Illumingti have fdlen far from what they once were," siil | iniln Hut even so, wewould never use
force againgt another Np<«ii”, Such .1 thought isintolerable to us. What isthe point of MM \ix.il il lo do
it you have to give up what makes you what you So nothing el seisleft to us, hut to leave. Perhapswe
will Mini i -,ilepi,it efurther on - inthe next galaxy/

 nninl in coinpieheiul liveslived across such a vast expanse
-l UNI, .UK! -,p,u C, .mil couldn't, even .iller his own travels through
M. 1.Mind il continuing, ih.n he still h.ul some HIMUM limit,i-

I'nlil i ilic Ihiii”; Ih.il li.itl nine heen ILi/rl d'Ark. A sudden

rush of pity moved him, sorrow for the poor butterfly people crushed beneath the hed of something that
could never gppreciate the wonders of what it destroyed.

'So/ Owen said to Lucifer, dmost angrily. "Y ou're just going to up and leave? Fly away and abandon
Humanity to their fate?

'What € se can we do? said Lucifer.

Owen wasjust getting the beginnings of an idea, when armed men burst suddenly out of the tunnel
entrance and into the cavern. They wore improvised body armour over gaudy costumes, and opened fire
the moment they saw the Light People hanging from the ceiling. They were carrying projectile weapons,
and fired recklesdy in every direction. Hellen screamed New Frontier! While Owen just stood and
gaped for amoment, thrown off balance by the rapid fire. A ricocheting round whistled past his heed,
and he snapped out of his daze. He pushed Hellen up against the nearest wall, and made her crouch
down, covering her body with hisown. The llluminati scattered to avoid the raking fire, plunging back
and forth across the cavern at dizzying speeds. The newcomersfired their guns endlesdy, but didn't seem
ableto hit anything. The Light People swooped and soared, and guns turned to follow them. The noise of
massed gunfire in such aconfined space was deafening, and smoke rolled thickly on the air, swept this
way and that by the beating of vast wings. Hellen sobbed loudly, and clutched at Owen like a child.

'What the hell isgoing on? heyelled in her ear, but he had to shake her hard before she could talk to him
coherently.



‘New Frontier enforcers,' she gasped, tearsrolling down her face. They hate the Light People, for making
people afraid to go out to the stars. They've threatened to kill them dl, to prove the superiority of the
human spirit. They're al supposed to have been arrested!’

'Looks like your peacekeepers missed afew,” Owen growled.

Thefanaticsraked their guns back and forth, trying to follow the sweeping and dodging Iluminati, still not
managing to hit anything. But given the sheer number of bullets, and the enclosed space, it was clearly
only amatter of time. The Light People couldn't keep dodging for ever. Owen decided it wastime he got
involved. He put his mouth next to Hellen's ear.

'Y ou stay put. I'll take care of the scumbags.’

He rose up and started towards the New Frontier enforcers. They saw him coming, and some trained
their guns on him. Owen smiled

« "UI\ .UK! his power snailed ,m<I| M.ukled on the -in around him.
Mullets ricocheted harmlessly away horn his loree shield. All the

nihei j;uns (mined on him, and Owen skipped the lanaties down

\\luli ,1 single thought. They hit the ground hard, dropping their
Weapons. It was suddenly very quiet in the greet cavern; theLis

« < hoes of gunfirefading quickly away. The Light People clustered on
ill. «nliim attain, gpart from Lucifer, who settled on the ground

idr Owen, and looked at him searchingly. He was about to sdy
Killing, when Hellen came running forward to embrace him.

| one of the fanatics on the floor pulled agun from ahidden

>"i I-1 ,iiul shot at Lucifer. The bullet punched through the wing he
\\-i.ipped around Hellen, and killed her instantly. She dipped
i«Vv.ly out of Lucifer'sgrasp, as he stood, shocked. Owen howled
* Ini \ ,md gestured sharply at the fanatic. His head exploded in .1

ol Mood and bone, and the other fanatics cried out in horroi i | >\venydled a themto shut up. i IN h
I>rside Hellen to check, but he knew she was dead

e i«i i»M>d heside him. |h(i rone/
i Mven rose up from her side, and turned to look ,n 1 IK il«i <HII wing? ill he.il/

idn’l you use your powersto protect her? do uoi interfere. It isour way. Our principle/ \\ asyour friend!"
'Yrs'.In- was. Y ou killed that man, Owen/

iMMiltl kill dl of them. They would havekilled dl of youw 'VV«* would rather dl die, than kill another/
Lucifer turned hr>



< )\\en, ,md waked away. tit- ti \vho would spread your damned warning? Owen yelled
* IMMI

mm- loi iisto leavel said Lucifer, not looking round. 'We

line any longer, and be responsible for more violence',

iilr. Perhaps a lew of us will stay behind, hidden from

i\ e and waU h over Humanity as it builds its limpire. As

» Ml show potential. You may yet evolve into something

ulr

.-mid ha\e helped llellen/ said Owen. <il.Inii\ (ii help omselid Liu ilei

He gestured at the fanatics lying shocked and terrified on the floor, and they rose quickly to their feet and
ran out of the cavern, shoving at each other in their haste to get into the tunndl and away. L ucifer |looked
back at Owen.

‘Before we go, onelast piece of information. It is possible that we have encountered your friend Hazel,
the object of your pursuit through Time. She appeared here, in this place, afew weeks ago; drawn to our
presence. | think we intrigued her. She manifested only as amental impression, wrapped in afield of
unfamiliar energies. Shedid not seem . . . human. Her presence reminded us alittle of who and what we
used to be. She scared us. There was nothing of restraint or passion in her. She had amassed power at a
frightening rate while plunging back through Time, draining it from the lives and worlds she passed. It
seemed to us that there was no limit to how much power she might drain, or what she might become/

Owen nodded. He knew he had been draining energy from somewhere, to power his continuing passage
through Time, and now he knew where from. That extra power waswhy he was ableto do al thethings
he'd never been able to do before. The concept appalled him. There was avery old name for creatures
that lived by draining life from others. But he knew the truth wouldn't stop him; nothing would now. He
had to go on, either to stop Hazel becoming the Terror, or to find away to dea with the Terror in the
future.

Hedidnt tdl Lucifer that Hazdl would eventudly becomethe Terror. It would only have upset the
Hlumineti.

‘Before you go/ he said flatly to Lucifer. There's something | want you to do. Something to help
Humanity and a the same time preserve your warning. Y ou said Humanity might evolve into something
better; but I'm hereto tell you that's not going to happen by the time the Terror finds them. Unlessyou
and | give them aheping hand. Together were going to build something; creaste something that's never
existed before. Something to give at least afew people afighting chance. It will be called the Madness
Maze. And if you ever consider saying no, just think of Hellen, who died because you wouldn't help her.
And remember what | did to the New Frontier fanatic/

And s0, under Owen's specific ingructions, the llluminati created the Madness Maze. On learning what it
wasto be, and what il was
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eventually to do, (hey decided il would hefar oo clanger-lo (leileor ledve onllgrlh, so ihfy look Owen
with themiln.'m'J) their secret slver tunnelsto a planet on the other side of the >'.,il,i\y. And only Owen



knew that one day the world would bet,ill< .1 l.iden. In acavern deep below the surface of theworld, lit
nnisI>\ thr flickering rainbow glow of the Light People, they uj'lii into heing the Madness Maze, creating
it through agroup .M.MI ol concentrated will, focused through Owen's mind and And when they were
finished, it looked just asheremem-e | i i lwrn }..i/al .it it, and thought for along while.

[<e</[ll/(/ the Maze, | have made tomorrow possible. | have made the

, o/ I»,».vs7/'/(". Hut the Light People might have created it anyway, at some
I»»I>[/ \\ Ictixt thisway | get to put my stamp on it. And without the Maze
Mr /1] IInvl have brought Lionstone and her Empire down. Perhapsif |
1,'(= this. Hazel would never have been able to become the Terror,

JI1 111<>\v worlds and civilisations would still be alive. Or />r///<I's
wnictlring else would have become the Terror, and then

1Y \vonld have no defence againgt it.

| /w/ know. The Maze is woven irretrievably throughout /////II</I

/v [ htivc the right to unravel such a knot? No; we need tin Mi tin, | /// ///<s <e//</, that's all that
matters.

i ....e.nlciing its possibilities. Lucifer settled down beside Owen

lool .-! .it him doubtfully. "WIi.it IN i he purpose of thisdevice, Owen? M -IM ..IK! Owen. '‘And
maybe Transcendencel Hi. nlet us,ill hopethat by the time Humanity getsout thisfar, [hi'V will he
worthy of what we have left thenv i "..IK! nothing.

p.mnned the- structure of the Madness Maze on your brain/ i i iiulri "We found itsintricacies fascinating.
Human, but not |ni hum,m Isthere something you're not telling us, Owen?

Minés,i hdl of dlot I'm not telling you said Owen. 'Ami if \ mi ', youll leiveit that w<iy/

N looked ,il the M«r/e, <nul wondered how much of it was |K -1 I»v his memories of it; from his pdsl, hut the'
Light People's

future. Certainly hisinvolvement in its creation explained why the Maze had aways worked best for
Desthstalkers. He had paid specid attention to the construction of the core at the heart of the Maze;
preparing it to protect and sustain the child that would one day cometo it. Gilessinfant son; the
Darkvoid Device.

What is this for? Lucifer had asked.
The hope of Humanity, Owen had said.
It'sabit small, isn rt it?

Yes.

When Owen was satisfied that the Madness Maze was complete, he then worked together with the



[lluminéti to creste aguardian for the Maze: a single shape-changing cresature derived from Owen'sown
altered genetic makeup. (He had decided a shape-changer would be best able to hide and protect itself
inal thelong centuriesit would have to survive.) He had to reassure the llluminati that they weren't
creating some kind of living wegpon, and so agreed to their demands that it be programmed only asan
observer and messenger, and grictly non-violent.

Thefinished creature was an exact duplicate of Owen, though it had no persondity of itsown, asyet.
Just aseries of ingtructions and duties, and the ingtinct to survive. Owen had to smile, thinking of what it
would become, after centuries of being other people.

"When you first meet me, in the Maze, many years from now," he said to the creature, ‘don't recognise
me. Or tell me any of this. It would only upset me, and distract me from al the things | must do.’

'Understood,’ said the creature. 'l will remember.'
'Yes,' said Owen/l know you will.'

And he dso gave the shape-changer hisring, the black gold ring that was the sign and symbol of Clan
Deathstal ker authority; to be given to his descendant Lewis Deathstalker, at a specific time and place.
Owen was concerned that Lewis might be so far removed from the direct Desthstalker bloodline that the
Maze might not recognise and receive him. Owen felt naked and strangely |ost without the ring, but Lewis
needed (or would need it) more than he did now. It till felt like giving up yet another part of his human
past. His human soul.

Hetried to think if held forgotten anything, but he couldn’l remember.

So he said goodbyeto Ludlrr diul the other Hluminati, wished ihem well, and dropped out of the Present
once more, plunging lurk, through Timein hisendless pursuit of Hazel dArk.

EIGHT
MONSTERSOLD
AND NEW

There were no ELFsany more. They were al dead and gone, absorbed and murdered by a greater
mental force, just asthey'd dways feared. Only their destruction came not from their most hated enemy,
the Massmind of the oversoul, but instead from their own dlies and founders, the uber-espers. They had
turned on the ELFs, overwhelmed their defences, and eaten up their minds, their persondities, so that not
one trace of the rogue espers now remained. Now there were just the uber-espers, those old and terrible
mongters, and the armies of thralls they commanded. Five grotesque, abhuman minds, operating
hundreds of thousands of thrall bodies.

The Shatter Freak. The Spider Harps. Screaming Silence. The Grey Train. Blue Héllfire.

Old minds, old demons, older by far than most people realised. The uber-espers had been waiting and
plotting and planning from the shadows of the Empire for centuries. When you expect to live for ever you
can afford to take the long view. Lesser evils came and went, but the uber-espers endured, and now their
time had come. They had spent centuries deciding what they would do, and how they would doit,
arguing congtantly among themsalves of course, but never doubting that one day they would see dl
Humanity bow down before them.



They wereforced into hiding for many years, held down first by the Mater Mundi's authority, and then by
fear of Owen Death stalker and the other Madness Maze survivors, and findly by a

(~olden Agethat wasjust too sane and stableto .illow them .my liuiilmitl. But now, everything had
changed. The old adversai ics, the Golden Age had proved rotten at the core, and there i no oneleft on
Logresto stop them doing dl the awful things\ .1 duMMied of. The Emperor's hold had been
weakened, the ul ,uul the Maze people had al gone away - and the nhei h.nl made themsdveslike unto
gods. With hundreds of mis of thrallsforming agreet energy pool, the uber-espers «M\ |t strong enough
to do anything they wanted. And so they

ho I.HMU'hed their first attacks against the Emperor Finn's vastly imded armed forces. There weren't
that many left on Logresi id. ol i he Parade of the Endless; just afew battaions shuttling i mil lorih
between the other main cities, maintaining order ii diamalic shows of force. A few dozen war wagons and
iin<i, (lug-up relicsfrom Lionstone'stime, great dusty sted hoveing in the skies, dependent more on
reputationih.m . i All of them easy targetsfor psstormsthat ram< nowhere, without warning. The
uber-espers desho\rd ih< lehlnes from a distance, ripping apart stedl bulklienK \\uli «-.hisand
overloading the enginestill they Mew I\M ho M, irks unshed the heavy metal shipsininvisbleligts,
\v.lul« « 1M n'.ieswiped computers and hexed lech, lour -.Im 1.1 « and “imswouldn't work. Men on the
ground u u-d out in ul .MM! hoi ioi asblazing gravity bargesfell pondeioudy oui »l | *Kk\ .IM.I I'uvily
deds dammed against each other liketoysin| "I insane gods. Black smoke billowed up from thei lippled
[Irthr. ol linn'sarmoured forces.

i.1.irp wasto possess the men on the ground. The uhel

lied out greedily, usng the strength of the ELFsthey'd

i .mil haidion dter battdion screamed helplesdy indde
Jisthey weretaken over, and dien thoughts moved their

J(i” \\ii.u h.id onre heen Finn's, armies marched into the cities

ty'tl i .ul merely to subdue, and murdered or possessed

« in \OMI, MI and child in their path. They didn't need to kill
Inn ihry did anyway, just for the- fun of it. What city

were rollapsed in shock and panic, as mass posses-

Il ilucii“h the sheets and squares in an unsloppabhle tide-.

ere now so poweilul Ih.it one lluall could MIMIC

another just by looking into their eyes. Possession luul become infectious. It leapt through the stampeding;
crowds like wildfire, jumping ingtantly from mind to mind. People ran, but there was nowhereto run to.
The soldiers had the cities surrounded.

Attempts at resistance were doomed from the start, because no one could trust anyone. Y our closest
friend or family could be athrall, or be made one in amoment. People hid insde their houses, and
barricaded the doors and windows, but the thralls just broke in anyway, not caring how much they
damaged their bodiesin the process. Men and women with smashed hands and lacerated arms smiled
triumphantly through the jagged gaps they'd made, and forced themsel ves upon the defencel ess souls
within.



Somethralswere even able to manifest esper abilities on behdf of the uber-espersthat rode them, if only
briefly. They strode giggling down the streets, and houses exploded or burst into flames on either side of
them. Roads cracked gpart and sewers hurled foulness up into the streets. Sometimes the esper thralls
blew people apart with alook or aword, or made them ezt their own flesh; or whatever else occurred to
the uber-espers.

The cities became hell on earth, choked with smoke and the smell of blood, and the uber-espers danced
their thrals through the burning streets, tearing everything down just for the fun of it. And when nothing
was | eft but fire and rubble and the piled-up bodies of the dead, the uber-espers marched their thralls out
of the dead streets, and off down the road to the next city. And so it went, city after city, population after
population, until armies of thralls were on the march dl over Logres, clogging the roads and tramping
through fiddsfull of crops. There was no one left to stop them.

Citiesin the path of the thrall armies called out to the* Emperor for help, but he had nothing to send them.
Wheat few troops he had |eft he needed to protect the Parade of the Endless. Not that Finn would have
sent any help even if he could have spared it. He didn't seethe point in giving up even more of hisarmed
forces to be possessed. And so cities set up barricades on al the roads leading in, and desperate men
stood guard with whatever wegpons they could find. Anyone gpproaching acity was shot on sight,
without warnings, no exceptions. It was the only way to be safe.

Until the thrall army came marching up the road, rank upon rank of them, walking right into the face of
the defenders guns,
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h.nii[»liiij: ovn the Lillcn imiil they could svv.irm the kmu.ulcs <md u|> ihr ilelentlers' minds. And ihen they
would m.nrh on, into

n\

I i.MIl ihe Rookery, Nina Malapert's news site stayed on the ,m \ hun horns a day, using
remote-control cvimems to hrinj-. m Idlest news and sightings. They spread word of danger
aicMs, ,md lulri ihrctit, as last as they could get the information oul.

* \nyone on Logres, and al the watching worlds acrossihc phr, of what was happening now that the
Emperor Finnh.ul 1< >-.i

* | NIU'S newsreaders became hoarse and strained and whileihry lold of the endless atrocities and
mass murders, ,md us, .ind burning cities al acrossthe world. Ninaran hnsrll HMI1J: lo keep on top of
everything, getting warningsout h ' nun h advance time as possible, and lists of sde pLuvsto kepi ihe
remote cameras moving from city to city, sendim; h\ C | \lui was happening. The uber-espersdidnii
inigln.. mini everyone to know what was coming for them n ihr newsreaders on Finn's propaganda news
ili.mi mignoring the scheduled programming. They knn\ | in v when they saw one. They shared
resourceswilh Ni MIT ioj',ri useful information to those who needed n Ah. ihihrv s.nled tofed likered
news peopletig.iin. .mil I>:M piliiM: up propagandareports, and theincreasingly .1111:1\ Inn's ( ensors,
in order to gtick with thered story.

uovvds of refugeestook to the roads and even torn [hlri icd ihe air traffic lanes, abandoning citiesin
ihcp.nh ol ih<!ee i | mi des. They ran away from their homesandi hri i h\ nl\ \vlut they could carry with
them; not surewhereihry i mi knowing if anywhere could ever betruly sile ij',,imi« <l up iheroads,
millions of refugees on the move, shocked i U'rti 5,lined <md numb with horror, leaving behind them a
tr<iil 1.Micd possessionsthat became too heavy to carry. They , ,i ,i. 1.9 ,isihey could, and kept rest
stopsto aminimum. The \rie torn ing after them, and they never got tired, never ' -1 nrvrr dopped, orn. ,



Hies,iii(l lownstook the refugeesin, some turned them

* eme shoi <u ihem on sight. Everywhere the few charihible ".I Liij'.er lowns bccvimc
sdluiYiled with people, overloaded lo

poinl with those too tired lo continue. Many just sal down

2<>7

suddenly, wherever they were when their strength ran out, too numb to care, too exhausted even to est.
Facilities quickly broke down, even the most basic comforts and services unable to cope. There wasn't
enough of anything to go round. Food digtribution between citiesjust sopped. Civilisation wasfaling
gpart, on the home world of the Empire.

The uber-espers soaked up the energies supplied by millions of captive minds, and their powers
blossomed as never before. They could do things now almost beyond even their wildest dreams. And
being the kind of creaturesthey were, they looked upon each other with increasing suspicion. They had
never trusted each other, quite rightly believing that any or al of the others would turn on any one of them
who seemed dangeroudy powerful or invitingly week. For awhile they discussed scattering; leaving
Logresfor other worlds, so they could each have their own planet to subjugate and play with, safe from
the interference and threat of each other's ambitions. The ideawas attractive.

But they knew they were more powerful together than they ever could be apart, and besides; if they did
go their separate way's, there was away's the chance that one of them might become dlied with another,
and prey on amind alone. They couldn't risk that. And even more than this, some strange unexpected
force from within kept them from taking the idea too serioudy. Some inner voice, that whispered it would
be avery, very bad thing for the uber-espers ever to become separated.

So instead they decided to take control of Logresfirst, and then send their thralls out to conquer the
other worlds. Ouce they had forced their way into the Imperial Palace and possessed Emperor Finn, they
could shut down al reports of what was happening, wait awhile, and then happy smiling faceson dl the
news sites would announce that the emergency was over, everything wasfine, and the happy smiling
Emperor would order the other planets to open their starports to the goodwill ambassadors he was
sending them -and the plague of possession would jump from world to world toworld. . .

The uber-esperslaughed, drunk on blood and suffering and power, and the promise of so much moreto
come.
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| heW.ive of m.iss possessions swept hoin ely lo uly, uossn the' \\ holeworld inj mliter of weeks, «nul
nothing could Ihilt it or even <,low it down. It jJumped from eyeto eye, head to head, often over In-lineit
was even suspected. Thewesker minds tended to fall first, find so it was that children and even babies
becamethral changelings They attacked their parents and siblings with whatever came In h.md, chuckling
with adien glee as blood soaked their smal hands. The uber-espers had dways believed in the use of
horror to de-M.ihihse opposition. And they did so savour the taste of the more vivid emotions, asthey
picked through brainslike gore crowson alninldied. They sent their thrals running madly through the
[llieets, killing for thejoy of it until killed in their turn, and shock mid lerror and panic destroyed any
defencesthe citiesmight have-i ,ihleto assemble.

Mui i here* was till onefina horror, even beyond what had a-luppened.



in.MM Vertue discovered it. Sheled her followers, the Psycho

* in of the Rookery and the Parade of the Endless, and they [I»\\ lii)>,h in the skies of Logreslike gaudy
hawks of war, ona

n......1 lo protect the next city inthethrals path. Douglas Camp-

IM 11 h.idn'l wanted them to go. He sympathised, but he didn't think ih. \ i <»iiUl do anything against the
massed might of the uber-espels,

"In\v,isjlraid of losing them. If they were to be possessed, then-no s.iyin™ how much damage they might
do. Dianahad nodded Mid -.he <[iiite understood, and then informed Douglas Ih,n she,md .luiswere
going anyway. And there must have been soineilnn” t»i iln <»ld lenny Psychoin her voice, because
Douglasjust noddrd rind hit lied <iway.

iHfiii.i ,nui the Psycho Suts cameto Deta City inthe en ly hour. M1 ih» morning, dropping out of the
crimson-streaked dawn like so

* \enijiMij angels. They took up aposition on the outskirts ol . ush\ ,111 Abandoned barricade made of
piled-up furniture, «nul

h..i, .1 ihcn mindsto set up amentd barrier in the path of the
Hi}: iliivills. The barrier shimmered on the heavy morning air
IH .n lu/e, shot through with glittering energies. Dianacould

hi nih.iln.ill imiy coming long before she saw it. The crash and

* i MI nuny feet, an army beyond counting, shaking the road Miih then studied malevolent approach.
They appeared dowly over

eal i hehori/on; a firg just acrowd, and then an army, and
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then so much more. An unconnlahle horde, ,iil walking in perfect lockstep, their feet athunder on the
road.

The uber-espers must have known the mental barrier was there, but they didn't even dow their thrals
advance. They marched on, al with the same awful smile, the same horrid eyes, and crashed right
through the barrier. The moment athrall passed through it, the mental contact with the uber-esperswas
cut off, the possessing mind forced out of the body. Which fell forward, to lie limp and still on the ground,
with empty face and dead eyes; nobody home. The thrals kept coming, crowding through the barrier,
collapsing into growing heaps of unmoving bodies before Dianaand her gppaled followers.

For thiswasthefina horror. The uber-espers had become so powerful that once they took over amind
and aeit up, they wiped the brain completely clean. The old personaity was subsumed, gonefor ever. A
thrall wasjust ashell now, an empty body for the uber-espersto use asthey would. Thralls could no
longer be freed from possession and returned to their lives. Possession meant mind-degth.

Dianalooked at the empty bodies piling up before her, and didn't know what to do. She couldn't save
anyone, and she and the Suts couldn't maintain the barrier indefinitely. Sooner or later the sheer number
of thralswould overwhem them. So Diana dropped the shield, and she and the Psycho Sutsflew silently
back to the Rookery. The one place she thought she could still be sure of defending. Delta City was | eft



to its own defences, and fell.

Later, she reported back to Douglas Campbell. / can keep the Rookery safe, shesaid.
What about the Parade of the Endless? said Douglas.

What about them? said Diana

The Rookery was now the only place on Logresimmune to uber-esper possession. The combination of
human and esper and alien minds had always frustrated the uber-espers grasp, and the new protective
field set up around the expanded territory of the Rookery made everyone there safe from any and al
forms of mental attack, And the uber-espers had good reason to be wary of DianaVertue, aso known
as Jenny Psycho. They had worked together to murder her, over a century before, and yet here shewas
back again; and
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M \ kid no ideahow. liven ihey dulii'l iliink ihey could bring i< nr.elves hack from the dead. And there
wastilwjysthe chance | »i.in,i might make contact with the departed but till hated over-il wherever they
had got to on their city of New Hope. The uber-Ifft|u* rs thought they could probably take the oversoul,
but they | vwaien't in any hurry to find out.

MIC only way the uber-espers could hope to crack the shield
MhHiiui the Rookery would beto lure Diana and the Psycho Sluts

* *in s0 ihey could be ambushed, or for the uber-espersto turn up at
Kookery in person. And they sure as hell weren't ready to try

ih.ii yd.

| hey would wait, until they had overthrown and possessed dl the
....... ii 1 .ogres, and then they would come and take the Parade of
elie Lmlless, and then ... oh yes, and then.. . .

Bnn.is Campbel| called ameeting in hishotel room. All theredly

| liMpmiaiit people came, while two Psycho Suts stood guard outside
In »loor so they wouldn't be interrupted or overheard. Douglas

IM..I . <l lired and harried, aswell he might. He hadn't dept or tesied
fcloperly since the emergency began. There was panicinsdeand

..... * i.lei he Rookery, and everyone was looking to him for answ<
MM hope and savation. No one expected anything from ihe

| inpemr, hut Douglas was the acclaimed King of Thieves. The man

who mnld do anything. And therein his crowded hotel room,



Sin.ni Lennox, Td Markham, Diana Vertue and NinaMa apert dl
Ini.l..1io Douglasfor answers he didn't have. He couldn't tell them
Ih.ii ol course. He had made himsdlf their leader, so he had to lead.
svm il he wasn't sure where he was going. Douglas sighed in-

M.mllv and did hisbest to look calm and certain as he sat back in his
IpUM'slake- thingsin order,’ he said flatly. The Emperor isno

Inn}', i 0111 main enemy, and can no longer be the main target of our
. Mehas his own problems, so we needn't worry about him.

All urn old plans and Strategies are hereby scrapped, or at least
iponed indefinitely, until weve dedlt with the menace of the

lili>i.IM is Diang; let's start with you. Tell usabout Ddta City.'
thewhole city hasfdlen,' said Diana. She looked and sounded

li i ih,ni usud, beaten down by the things she'd seen, and

mill.Ini prevent. Thegirlsand | watched it happen, from asafe
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listance. The city's population is now either dead or possessed. No one got out aive. Anyonetoo old,
too young or loo siek to walk was butchered on the spot. That's what the uber-espers will do to us,
when they come here. We can't negotiate, even if someone was dumb enough to suggest it, because we
don't have anything they want that we could use to buy them off. And | don't know that we're strong
enough to keep them out. The best we can hope for isto hold the thralls off long enough for the
uber-espersto get impatient, and turn up in person. There are afew things | could try then. If they were
stupid enough to put themsalves at risk. Which they arent.’

"Y ou sound scared of them,' said Stuart, frowning. 'l didn't think you were scared of anyone. | mean;
you're Jenny Psycho! One of the legends of old Empire!’

'Aren't you abit old to be believing in legends? The last time the uber-espers ganged up on mein an
ambush, over ahundred years ago, they killed me." Diana shuddered suddenly. They didn't even leave
enough of my body to bury. And they're even more powerful now.'

Everyone tirred uneasily. Ninafixed Dianawith a thoughtful look. "Y ou never did explain how you came
back from that.’

'‘No,' said Diana. 'l didn't, did 1?7

'What are our options? said Douglas. 'Speak up, people. I'll listen to anything that sounds even haf way
sane!

'We stay put,' said Tel Markham, hovering at Douglass Side, asaways. A dark, grim presence, in



clothes he kept spotlessy clean. "We | et the uber-espers army enter the Parade of the Endless, and then
watch safely from the Rookery as Finn's soldiers go head to head with the thralls. With any luck, they
should weaken each other considerably. We put armed guards on our barricades to keep everyone out.
We don't have the room or the resources to support any more refugees. When the worst of thefighting is
over, we go out and hit the survivors with everything weve got. The thralls might have the numbers, but
they don't have our weapons, or our knowledge of fighting. We should be able to push aweakened force
back out of the city, and then take over the Parade of the Endless for ourselves. Finn will be too weak to
stop us!’

'And then? said Stuart.

Td grinned. 'We wait for the Deathstalker and his Fleet to turn up and save the day. They can't be far off
now.'
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Douglas looked «H Nina, who shrugged. 'Sony, lovey, hut as loin; MN Hit- Meet's still in hyperspace there's
no telling how far oil they rhey could he here toddy, tomorrow, next week. We wont \ nil they're practically
ready to hit orbit/

\ml in the meantime,’ said Stuart, ‘we're supposed to let evel\ « «in « Kein the city die, or be possessed?
Whilewatching safely from In hind our mental shield? To hell with everyone hut us? Ahout wiui 1'd
expected from you, Markham.'

Mir safety of the Rookery must comefirst!" sngpped Tel. The
i MIS! be protected!”

No/ said Douglas, and everyone looked at him. "We go out into < uy, and protect the people. Thisis our
city, and they .iredl | inn people. Stuart; talk with our strategy groups and start puinm; | inpiher some
possible courses of action formeto consider. We hal < | itMMiiees none of the other citieshad, and |
want to use them dl Inthelull. We can do this. We are going to hold this city againgt iviliing the
uber-espers can throw at us, and prove they're not nhealahle.'

'Who are we supposed to be proving it to? Ninasaid quietly. '<ym rju'M information isthat every other
city on the planet has dready | tullrn. Smaller towns are being ignored, for now, but . . . Werredl (hat's
left, Douglas.

| hen we proveit to ourselves/ said Douglas. 'After adl; someonesp'i 10 he here to welcome Lewis
home/

| he uber-espers summoned their armies from all over Logres, and pointed them at the Parade of the
Endless. Millions of possessed lit idlestramped away from the ruins of cities, al wearing the same *inile
on their faces. Millions upon millions of thrals, moved by fives M powerful minds, heading towardsthe
last free city in the world, In tear down the Emperor Finn Durandal and his people, and then move on to
thefina prize: the various tasty minds and souls of the »kery. The dessert at the end of avery satisfying
meal. And the » 11.nuc for revenge on one of their oldest enemies. Life. . . was)!«MM|. Thethral
armiesfilled theroads and the skies, dl heading ini li« -.ime direction, with mayhem and murder on their
minds.

in Ins usurped Palace, in the Parade of the Endless, the Emperor | inn Durandal contacted every other
world inthe Empire, and

demanded help and support and military reinforcements, tind every single world turned him down flat.



Even the staunchest fanatics of the Church Militant and Pure Humanity laughed in hisface, and warned
him not to send any shipsto their worlds. Any ship travelling from Logres would be blown apart on sight,
for fear of infection. And that very definitely included any ship the Emperor might be travelling on.
Everyone was more scared of the uber-espers now than they were of Finn. He no longer had the power
to compdl their obedience.

The Emperor staked back and forth in his private chambers, thinking furioudy, and making note of
certain names for future retribution. He had no doubt there would be afuture. He was confident he could
beat this problem, as he'd beaten so many others. There was always away. One idea arose almost
immediately, but it took alot more pacing up and down and heavy scowling before he was ready to
embraceit. If hewas going to beat these esper fregks, he would have to make an dliance with his most
hated enemy, hisold friend and comrade in arms, Douglas Campbdll. It Ieft anasty taste in the mouth, but
Finn had aways been able to do the tough, necessary thing. With the forces of the Rookery joined to his
clone army, he could go head to head with the thralls, and not have to worry about fighting on two fronts
at once. Douglaswould hate the idea, but held agree. Because he till believed in things like duty and
honour and respongbility. Finn just believed in surviva.

Finn's armed forces were now reduced to his clone army, some scattered troopers and peacekeepers,
and his own persond following of hard-core fanatics; the ones that worshipped him asagod. They were
aways saying they were ready to diefor him; now they'd get a chance to proveit. The vast mgority of
the Church Militant and Pure Humanity on Logres had falen away from the faith in recent times, the
quitters, especidly after the execution of their nominal leader, Joseph Wallace. Finn had no doubt he
could persuade and cgjole most of those |eft in the Parade of the Endlessto crawl out of their holesand
fight on his behaf; hed aways been agreat public speaker. But given current conditions, hed probably
haveto promisethem al kinds of things. Still; promiseswere al very well, but wait until the thrallswere
defeated and the city was his again, and then let the poor fools come crying for what they'd been
promised. A bargain that cannot be enforced isno bargain at al.
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| nm h.ul to ddinp out the third | of the- uber-espers, hdloir Lewis| >ejiihddlker appeared with his
damned Fleet. Hnn hdd to be* seento H m < hdige of hiscity, if not hisworld, so that he could ne™oti.ite
I pogition of strength. And once Lewiswas down on |.oj".iev within reach, al kinds of things might
happen . . . Hnn KOWIled, He was short on time. The Fleet could turn up dnywhni D < oiuentrate on
the matter at hand. Make his deal with Dom-J.i. combine their forces against the uber-espers and their
tin.ills. At Kit way he could be reasonably surethat awholelot ol In .tlinnirsin the Rookery would diein
thefighting, ingte.id of mm loildbly Stting it out behind their precious shidlds. Him MHI< .1 unddenly.
Douglaswasredly going to hate this, but hewonlclni In hi, piide and persond fedlings get in the way of
<ldemimj: In.

*\ed city. And just maybe, in the press of theli”htinjj , O knilein the back of an old friend, when no one
waslooking ... Ah

livery doud hasasdlver lining.

And so0 the Emperor Finn Durandd sent an emissary to the Rodl « i-- -iiMiissterms. Agreeing in principle
was onethinj". both ie*| on strict conditionsfor their own protection. Alt*

» mil ol verba fencing over very secure com m linksniib.ii Douglas would meet with one man from Finn .
Inni



hotel in the Rookery. (Finn hadn't suggested ,i ni ii.n < hedidn't fed like being laughed a.) The | mpt i
Sylvester, who was well known to the Rookery. Him h.id hum.l i ii" i, ,1 long time ago. Mr Sylvester was
aforger, eompuhi h. fiiluleiur trickster, agent provocateur and first -elds-, NIMH i «>( M . tllrillnns Ann
hed found ausefor al hisdubioustd le its.n CMH til 01 .mother.

Sylvester was searched extremely thoroughly dt the bonhi Ul

Ilie Kookery, including afull body scan for weapons, eomni bur.- <n
iinpldiited suicide bombs. Because you never knew with linn. And
mse the Rookery guardsfdlt like giving Mr Sylvester d luid tm

i»lc who had worked willingly for Finninthe p.ist vweieno

i popular in the Rookery. The guards aso sedirhed the-.ill i «-Jlignre who accompanied Mr Sylvester,
but hewdscledii too bidve soul took a peek a what the man wds (di i yinj.; inhisgldss"imler d cloth,
and then had to go away and vomit up everything In'l  \ci edten.

Mr Sylvester and his associate were marched through the Rookery by afull company of soldiers, at least
partly to keep onlookers from throwing heavy pointed things at their prodiga son. Mr Sylvester stared
sraight ahead, smiling professiondly, ignoring the thrests and insults from the crowds he passed. His
masked associate flinched and jumped at every word. The soldiersfindly ushered Mr Sylvester into
Douglass hotel room, while insisting the masked man stayed outside. The deal had been for one emissary
only. Mr Sylvester looked camly about him, holding his grest |eonine head proudly high. Heflicked his
heavy velvet cloak back over his shoulders, to better show off his cloth-of-gold waistcoat, and smiled at
the grim faces before him.

'Dear Sirsand Madam; it is a pleasure and an honour to be here, in such august company. Douglas
Camphbell: legendary King of Thievesand hero in exile. Stuart Lennox: brave and canny Paragon from
Virimonde. Finn sends his best wishes. NinaMadapert: beautiful star and vibrant persondity of the rogue
news sites Mr Sylvester raised a painted eyebrow at the last man present. 'And Tel Mark-ham: my dear
fellow. | had no idea. We all thought you were dead/

'| don't diethat easily/ Tel growled, sticking very closeto Douglas, who sat in his chair asthough it wasa
throne. Tel looked Mr Sylvester over unhurriedly, and then sniffed loudly. 'l can't say I'm surprised Finn
sent you, Sylvester. Y ou always were good with words, especialy when treachery was required. Buit |
haveto say, | barely recognised you. Y ou're carrying alot of weight these days. Good eating a Finn's
table?

'Oh, dways Mr Sylvester patted the waistcoat straining over his great ssomach contentedly. "Y ou know
me, Td. | dwaysland on my feet/

Tm surprised you can gtill seethem. And yes, | do know you, Sylvester. Y ou lielike you breathe, and the
truth isnot in you. Who's the masked man outsde? Y ou were told to come aone/

'A gift to the King, from Finn. But that can wait/ Mr Sylvester turned the full force of hissmile on
Douglas. 'My dear g, | have the honour to represent the Emperor Finn, and am empowered by him to
enter into al necessary agreements, on his behalf. My word shdl be binding on hinv

'Hold it right there, Mr I-never-met-a-pie-l-didn't-like,' said Tel, grinning harshly. 'Firgt, Douglas, you
need to understand just who

Hid wluil Mr Sylvester is, and what he did; to you and your friends | Ins nuin forged | etters and planted



fasefilesin computers il i<>

* I' imy ihe reputations of Lewis and Jesamine. Replanted sorirsinihr media, started whispering
campaigns, and did everything he tould lo separate you from the people you trusted. Everything h.ul \ mi
ever heard about Lewis and Jesamine originated in thism,m

Mr Sylvester bowed modestly. 'Y ou'retoo kind, Tel/
hid you redlly do dl that? said Douglas, and hisvoite\\.i. d.mv'.eroudy cold and quiet.

'Wdll, yes'said Mr Sylvester, studying Douglas uneeniinly, Ilui r. my work, my business, my caling. It
wasn't dl that dillic nh Intel here, a hidden file discovered there, and the whole pieime <> i nhin'slife can
be changed. In Jesaminescase dl | hidtodo \ ev.iW.er.ileand make public aready existing materidl.
Thehr.uli

I e was more of achalenge. Therewas so very linleto 11 (.ood and honest and noble. . . boring,
boring. Mminii< thrtl .Ieiialy helped; people are dwaysready to believeii | limewho seem to be better
then them/

'W.isnone of it true? said Douglas. 'All thethinj-.s| eon

'Wdl/ sad Mr Sylvester, maintaining hissmile will

* iiMn uliy. It did turn out he redly was having an <ill,m \viii

inhe. That did help/ Mn\v w.is| ever fooled, by such athing asyou? said Dour.

\ Iveder flinched a what he heard in the King'svou e My ileir felow; it wasjust ajob, | assure you.
Nothing And | was so quick to believe your lies," said Douvdis| «.1 h ~ « 1 nown better. | alwaystrusted
Lewisto guard my h.iek, win n H. weie Paragons together. | trusted him with my life, then I'M v you
couldn't trust him with your fiance,’ said Mi Sylv( i lel bygones be bygones. We have an dlianceto
discuss Why did (he Emperor send you, Mr Sylvester? s«iid | >our.l,r, Met.mse he needed someone
who could negotiate delu.ue m.n i« i»i without getting too emotiond,’ said Mr Sylvester, h.ipp\ in l+< hiti
l«. mi siler ground again. 'And, truth belold, he doesn't luveih,n MMiiy peoplel€ft liefedshe c«in trust
<my more Possibly I" I" | died most of themy/

i In, whole ide.i of .in »illi,mee stinks/ Tel s.iid lou elully. 'W< i< ¢ l» here in the Kookery. We don't need Him
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The city needs us/ said Douglas. 'And we could accomplish alot more with the support of Finn's people/
‘But you can't dly with the Durandd!" said Stuart. 'Hell betray you!'

'Hell certainly try/ said Douglas. Thisis Finn we're talking about, after al. But for the moment . . . we
need each other. And he knows me well enough to be sure that | won't let personal differences get inthe
way of doing theright thing. Thethralls have to be stopped, and my people saved. And we can only
achieve that by pooling our resources. So; we are alies. Because as bad as Finn is, the uber-espers are
worse. And by far the most immediate danger. Pardon me, Mr Sylvester; I'm thinking aoud. Tl your
master that the dedl is made, subject to certain conditions. Thefirst of whichis, my help comesat aprice.
In return for this srictly temporary dliance against acommon foe, | demand that he give up to justice the
crimina scientistswho have done such evil in his service. Peoplelike Elijah du Katt, who produced the
clone of my brother James; and Dr Happy, for what he did to Anne Barclay/



The Emperor anticipated your request/ Mr Sylvester said smoothly. ‘I have both these gentlemen waiting
outside. With your permisson...?

Douglas nodded quickly, surprised. Stuart drew hisdisrupter. Mr Sylvester walked dowly over to the
door, careful not to make any sudden movements, opened the door and beckoned to the masked man
waiting in the corridor. He stepped into the room, still carrying his great glass jar under aheavy cloth, and
then reached up to remove the silk mask that covered hisface. Elijah du Katt peered quickly about him,
swesting heavily and twitching nervdudly.

Keeping acareful eye on the gun in Stuart's hand, du Katt pulled the cloth away from the large glassjar,
revealing the severed head of Dr Happy. The head was in pretty bad condition. Most of the skin had
rotted away, showing patches of discoloured meat and bone. The lips had receded back from the
protruding teeth, and the eyes had shrivelled up in the sockets. Thin wisps of hair sailed awvay from the
misshapen skull, drifting dowly on the preservative fluids thet filled the jar. What made it so much worse
was that the head was very definitdy gill dive. The eyestracked back and forth, fixing on peoplein turn,
and the mouth moved congtantly, as though trying to speak. Everyone studied the head with varying
amounts of
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honor iind disgust, silent except for Nina, who pressed forward
erly.

oh, thisisjust gross! Puketacular! Thisisgoingto look ir.illy

.1 on the next news broadcast. Lead spot guaranteed; ihry woni IK* ihleto look away. We were dl
sure Finn had had him killed 1. Why didn't Finn have him killed?

It wasn't for want of trying," Mr Sylvester admitted, i-.ejnmM; I«H

* In K, ui to put the glassjar down on anearby table. The lu-.u! k>hk .1
«Inly, and afew bubbles popped out of the eaten-aw.i\ N<><,< i
«limns Dr Happy had taken to dosing himsdlf with sonic ol hr. mofi
t'sotel ic concoctions. He was never the same, after hr e<imeku k | mm
[liidrn. As| understand it, and I'm quite prepared to .ulmii iku |

*i"ii i, ihe good Dr Happy has been dead for sometime, hui In- \OIM He down. Finn used him as target
practice for awhil€, .uul Him IK held Dr 11 appy beheaded, to stop him running around ,in* | np.<n Ihr
servants. The body carried on lurching about the |.ik < ravh Into v.ilimble equipment/while the head called
thelimpeioi MM

In Hit- end the body was captured, cut up, andburned, ,md ih Mrillncd in separate locations, just in case.
And the limpemi hynu Hie head. It isyoursto do with asyou please, ,m<| no \<>

i.l nkick again. The same goes for du Kait, of cour

'Whiil the hell was Dr Happy trying to achieve with In, dm'..M«l Nina, knedling before the glassjar, and
tapping on the y\ WIIIi her lingers, trying to attract the head's attention

No one's exactly sure, Mr Sylvester said umomloii.ihlv (nuenily, a some point he saw beyond the



boundariesol' iejiln\. ,m<I 11 he found there destroyed whatever rationd part ol Insmiml vv.r. leh. All he
did after that was throw things at people»iiul w.imin [Iti(Mi} '.h the Palace corridors singing show tunes.
Badly/

houj'Jiss attention was fixed on the sweeting, shaking Hlijdh dui"i So, clone-master; have you anything
to say for yoursdlf?

None of it was my idea, your magjesty! Y ou must beieveth.ul Itill downto Finn, al thethings| did—'

",lid Douglas. 'All thethings you did. Like deseer.iting my liinihri sr.r.ivefor the cell samplesyou needed
to produce hiselone. i -1 » .iicimt; ,md abetting in the imprisonment and degth of my | uliri Thingslike Ikil/

| M1 K.iii hied to spedk, hut nothing come onl, md he stood silent .....! i | Jouj'Jss .uviis Nt

The Emperor supposed you would want to execute du Katt and Dr Happy yourself/ said Mr Sylvester.
'S0 he sent them to you. Asgift, and asign of ... good faith/

'Y es/ said Douglas. 'l| want to kill them. For al the harm and suffering they caused, for dl the livesthey
poisoned and ruined. But | can't just kill them. That would be wrong. Persona vengeance masguerading
asjusticeisFinn'sway. | haveto be better than that. There hasto be justice. There hasto be atria/

'We don't havetimefor trids said DianaVertue, striding briskly into the room without waiting to be
invited or announced. ‘Come on, Douglas; you didn't redlly think you could hold this meeting without me
knowing? | am atelepath, among other things. What's the matter; were you afraid | wouldn't gpprove of
an dliancewith Finn? Hell, | can faceredlity when | haveto. A very temporary aliance againgt the
uber-espersisthe only sensible answer to our current problems. But we don't have the time to waste on
show tridsfor trash likethis. If you can't kill them, | can.’

Shelooked at Elijah du Katt, and he collapsed dead on the floor. She looked at the severed head inits
jar, and Ninarecoiled with a squeak as head and jar vanished in aflare of psionic energies. Dianalooked
at Mr Sylvester, and heflinched and cried out.

'So perish dl traitors/ said Diana Vertue, still sometimes Jenny Psycho. 'Say hi to Finn for me, Mr
Sylvester. Tel him I'll be seeing him soor/

Mr Sylvester was till shaking when he was escorted back out of the Rookery, to carry Douglass
acceptance of the aliance back to

Finn Durandd.

1

Douglas Campbell addressed ahugeraly of his people, in the biggest open square in the Rookery. It
took hoursfor the crowd to assemble, as damn near everyone cameto listen. Ninas cameras floated
overhead, carrying Douglasswordsto the rest of the city, and Logres, and al the worldsin the Empire.
Everyone knew about the thralls, everyone knew what the stakes were, so Douglas kept it short and
smple

'We have to go out and fight the thralls. We, and Finn's people, are dl that stand in the way of total
domination of Logres by the uber-espers. | know it won't come easy, to fight dlongside Finn's soldiers.
Thugs and bullies and scumbags, most of them. Bt . . . the

nd.sa

ninny ol my ninny is my ,illy, il imi .uliully my Inriul. Mine will hr nine lor settling old scores kiln. Alin we've



IxMlen llic nhn
* [><is,ind (heir llir.ill <umy.

'And we (<m hedt thnn. Thdnksto the training we've put yon ihiongh, preparing lor the rehdllion, you're
dl lird-ddsswarriors. Ihr ihicillsciivn't. All they haveis numbers, and therésalimit to how in.iny ol them
can get into the city at onetime. And luHY inse ihey're heing controlled by mindsfar away, they won't he
<ihleloiluih'ri, uliesor react quickly to changing conditions. Th.il should Hlvr us| he advantage we
need. And remember; aways shoot to kill, cxvm il you think you recognise someone. The people you
knew «ireiliMtl, mind-wiped by the controlling minds. We can't save or rescuei i ..... i heir hodiesare
nothing more than empty shells.

".0.md prepare yourselvesfor war, and victory. It isour time,
* unit* Munid at last.'

| hr crowd cheered him until their throats were raw, hr.mdishinjj Ihrlr weapons at the sky, and of
everyonethere, only Dmir.Li. u e 'mined il what hed said wasredly true.

Donahs went back to hishotel room, to beaonewilhIns(in,i \\ 1 1 Mr, only to find an old familiar face
wailing lor him onih< VIt'vwMieen Nina's people had set up. The mediatech who'd liik< nlilt ..ill nodded
quickly to Douglas, and then hurried mil <»| id. I.H. MI Douglas lowered himself dowly into his chiiir,
nrvn ukinx oil ihe face on the screen. Lewis Deathstalker smiled kirk .u him

i >"uy;lis. It'sbeen along time/
Yes, it has. Hello, Lewis!

Mr Mo, Douglas. A lot has changed, since we last spoke.’ ih« ir w«isno sign of Jesamine Flowers on the
screen. Dougkisn'i .i.l 'I've been talking to one of Finn's cregtures, aMr i Mée's admitted to planting and
spreading lies about you I'm so sorry, Lewis. | should have known.' | ihtl ny lo (ell you,' said Lewis.

i | flow you did. But | wasrather . . . upset, at thetime. You and . ( Hi hdl, Lewis. Comehome. All is
forgiven. Canyou forgive

<»|ionise,’ s<iid Lewis. 'Wluil tirefriendslor? Even if you did like <i complete prick.’
310
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They laughed quietly together, for thefirst timein along while.

'About coming home/ said Lewis. That's the point of this message. The Fleet ison itsway. We should be
with you in aday or two. Maybe less, if the stardrives don't explode under the strain we're putting on
them.’

That isgood news/ said Douglas. "We desperately need allies with mgjor firepower. Areyou up to date
on what's happening here?

'Y eah. We never miss NinaMalapert's broadcasts. How the hell did the uber-espers get that powerful ?

'Beatsthe hdll out of us. Have you heard anything about Shub?



‘Just that al their machines have shut down. All our ships Alsare offline!

'l tried contacting Shub for help when it all went to hell here/ said Douglas, frowning. 'No one's
answering. No reply from their Embassy, or their home world. That hasto mean something.’

'Could the uber-espers have taken them out? | wouldn't have thought they could possess artificial
intelligences, but ... Or maybe the Terror's got to their home planet?

‘No/Douglas said immediately. 'I'd have heard about that. All the latest reports say the Terror's till on
course, and closing in on its next target. What kind of support are you bringing me, Lewis? 1 could use
some good news.’

'Seven hundred and fourteen starcruisers, plus hundreds of ships from Mistworld and Virimonde. And ...
acouple of surprises. On top of that, Jesamine and |, and Brett Random and Rose Congtan-tine, have dl
been through the Madness Maze. We're pretty surprising oursalves, these days, if not exactly in Owen's
class. And John Silenceiswith us! The legend himsdlf! Hesthe Admira of our Flest.'

Douglasleant forward eagerly. 'Y ou've been through the Maze! What wasit like?

Lewisthought about that for awhile. 'l don't know whether it's,1 machine, or dive, or both. It opensyou
up. Makes you more than you were. It'slike being in another place, maybe the place we were before we
were born. It fedslike coming home, like family. Oh hell. Douglas, there just aren't the words!'

‘Apparently not. Pour on the speed, Lewis. We need you and your Fleet here soon, or you'll betoo late
to do anything but scorch ihr whole damned planet from orbit. Don't hesildic to do that, il Thn<,

else|eft. The uber-espers cannot be dlowed to leave this

\n| d/

I'm noi sure even a scorching would kill those monsters/ said 11\ Is, Uut you can trust meto do
whatever's necessary/

<)li-nurse/ said Douglas. 'l dways could. How isshe, Lewis? 'She'sling/ said Lewis.
11icy looked at each other for dong time, but there redlly wasn't elsethey could say.

Vcrtue and the Psycho Sluts laboured together to produce alK working that would shield and protect
the Rookery while they were out in the city. Plugged directly into their unconscious minds, i he working
would hold the shidld in place without their hfiving in think about it dl thetime, for aslong as one of them
gtill lived. There were some in the Rookery who wouldn't be going out tit tI*hl; those too young or too
old, or sill recovering from the last Invasion, and they had to be kept safe from possession, aswell asHI
n Ling thrals. The shield would keep out the uber-esper minds; they'd hiive to turn up in person to force
away in, and they weren't iii u -Jupid. />'///. what happens if the uber-espers do turn up in person?
someone

fitkrd

AY/Il like fun for the nearest horizon, Dianasad criply. It won it do you iM/r «/c W, hut it should
take your mind off the horror to come. \ *'// 're such a comfort, Diana. | know. Aren't you glad I'm
here to tell you these things?

H" ihr.ill armies of the uber-espersfinally cameto the Parade of 'i" i ndlcss by dl the roads at once, and
marched acrossthe city i"'imdi,iiies laughing and cheering and Singing ugly songs. Sonic "sUTSihcy made
sounds like animals, or things that had never had .1



* <s he-lore. They poured into the city down a hundred roads, from « hundred dead cities; millions of
possessed men and women and

* | i hildren, run by fiveterribly powerful minds. They found no miswaiting for them in the outskirts; the
peopleliving there h.ul

Innj; since dbandoned their homes, retresting to the better defended
M <ol i hecity. Some had fled out into the surrounding country-
"I< hoping to avoid the marching armies, but the hovering uber-

i minds picked them out easily, and added them to the horde,
-t

and now they marched kick inio thru eity with someone seliving in their heads. The thralls smashed and
humt the houses they walked past. Just because they could.

Finn pulled hisforces back from the city boundaries, in carefully practised disorder, pretending to fall
back in apanic, but actiully retreating just dowly enough to keep the thralls pursuing them, towards the
ambushes and booby traps Finn had waiting for them And asthe thralls swarmed into the city, the people
of the Rookei \ came storming out. They swiftly made contact with the retreatinj; forces, who were so
scared they were actually pleased to see the very rebel s they'd been fighting the week before. Most of
the clour guards, still wearing their stedl masks, just didn't have the practu.il experienceto ded with
fighting on ascae likethis, and were gl.ul of expert mindsto tell them what to do. They were
programme! to follow orders from anyone who gave them with sufficient an thority.

Thethrdls camein, the defending forces stopped retreating din | went to meet them, and vicious
hand-to-hand fighting filled the city's streets and squares and open parks. The defenders had sword*. and
axes, guns and grenades. The thralls mostly had improvised wegpons, and avast superiority in numbers.
Blood flew and bodiesfell, and the tides of battle surged blindly thisway and that. Dian.i Vertue and the
Psycho Sutsflew high aboveit dl, hanging on Husky like gaudy birds of prey, casting a protection over
the defender* below, so that the thralls couldn't possess them with eye contact.

Thethral armies, and through them the uber-espers, were thrown and confused at first when their main
tactic suddenly iu> longer worked, and they took alot of losses before they gathered their wits and urged
the thrals on into open combat. They plunged forward with swords and knives and often just their
grasping, clawing hands. They were dl attack and no defence, because there wei< always more to
replace those who fell. Sometimes just the sheer force of numbers was enough to overwhelm and overrun
even the best-prepared defenders. It was clear to the uber-espers that they wouldn't be claiming any
morethrallsin the Parade of the Endlt until the defenders were defeated, and Dianaand her Sutsweir
brought down. Or until the uber-espers found the courage to leave their bolt holes and join the attack in

person.
They might. They weredl in the city, or more properly under it

ud ihry did so vwmt to pull this Limed city down, and make it ih.
i« uihlelighting raged back and forth in the Streets, and blood

| >;uts spLished thewalls and ran thickly in the gutters, asthe h'.di. piled up on every sde. A dozen
thralsfell for every defender, IUH llieu numbers were thousands to one. The thralls kept pouring



ihe elly boundaries, and there were still more on theway. 11.id no redl tactics, only mass movements and
the voicesinih« M hejids screaming Kill! Kill! - but there ssemed no end to their iimnlM-iv iiul unlike
the defenders, they never got tired or careless M1 .ih,nd The rebels from the Rookery were spread al
over thecity, 11 r«Hi ii u; othersthrough their vicious example, but they couldn't be

\\ heie.

i\\<» ,u 11 lies clashed, bodiesfel and did not rise again, and the ¢l the lighting moved dowly but
inexorably inwards towards M1 ol the city.

i \Inle .HI thiswas going on, Douglas Campbd | was somewhere He ,md Tel Markham crept through
deserted side dtreets, »n "idiii)', i helighting, heading for the Imperid Palaceto meet with « IM-10I Him,
that together they might set atrap for the uber A imp promising the only bait that might tempt the uber

* into coming to the Palace in person: aKing and an Emperoi

111 >MU"N« S and Finn had agreed that the only real hope they h<ul MJ.1. h.iiing the thralswasto lure
the uber-espers out of theii

pL ues, and face them in person. Only when those five

iMeiswere dead, would the threst really be over.

MM mesting should have been just for Douglas and Finn, but le

i luiningsted on accompanying Douglasto the Paace, to Wdiirli

MM" Kind's hack. He, better than anyone else living, had good reason
m'\v just how treacherous the Emperor could be. Douglas didn't

* i Hun had been very clear in hisingtructions that Dou™..r. tliMiilil eome aone, but Douglas wasn't about
to dart taking order, tiniii i inn Durandd.

* H « MI usg, there was dways the chance that Tel intended to heir,i\ lllinoisto Finn, for [abyrinthine
reasons of hisown; but Dou™Lr. did 111 11 link so. Hell hath no fury like an intriguer scorned.

| hetwo ol them walked together through a deserted Pdace. All ill- i:u,iids <md most of the servants
were out in the city fightinr,,
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and the rest were hiding. The living li.ul .ikmdoned ihe d.nk .ind bloody corridorsto the dead. They were
everywhere now, even more than on Douglass|ast vist. Rotting bodies hung from no<> or stedl
garrottes, and severed heads stood in rows on wooden stakes. In some places the old carpeting was so
thickly and darkly stained with blood that the patterns had disappeared. The air wai thick and hot and
gtill, and rank with foulness. Douglas strode quickly adong, not allowing himself to be distracted, while'ld
scowled and muttered darkly under his breath. 1t took along lime to reach the Court, where Finn
Durandd sat in state on his Throne, smiling down on hisvigitorsfrom the raised dais. He nodded i<>
Douglas, andto Tdl.



'So; herewe are again. Well well. | knew you'd bring someone. Douglas. So | thought I'd have alittle
company too/

Heindicated the dead man swinging dowly from arope beside his Throne. Mr Sylvester hadn't been
dead long. His eyes bulged from his dark congested face, and a purple tongue protruded from hr. mouth.
His great body twisted dowly to and fro while the rope creaked loudly. Finn smiled fondly, and gave the
body a gentle push with one hand to keep it moving.

‘A peace offering, Douglas’ he said lightly. To show my sincerity. How sorry | amfor al the nasty things
he did, on my behdf. And he-had outlived his usefulness, after dl. | had ahdl of ajob getting him up
there. Kicking and struggling and carrying on. And it wasn't easy to find arope that would take his
weight. Thefirst two sngpped. Thethings| do for you, Douglas, and you never appreciate them. Bui
then, that'swhat started dl this, wasn't it?

'What happened to the two other Thrones? said Douglas, Tradition has always had two more Thrones,
one for the Queen and one for the blessed Owen on his return/

'Oh, | got rid of them long ago/ said Finn, Thou shalt have no other gods but me, and dl that. Now, | was
going to do something. What wasit? Oh yes

The Emperor drew aconceded disrupter from histal boot and shot Tel Markham in the chest. Tl cried
out briefly astheimpaci threw him backwards, but he was dead before he hit the floor, the front of his
tunic blackened and smouldering. Douglas aready h<id hisgunin his hand, but the Emperor just smiled,
and put hisdisrupter avay again.

le'« |.is. Doughs. Show's over. It had to be done; he betrayed me.
| I heré'ssome shit | just won't put up with. Now it'sjust the two
r. nw,isd ways meant to be. Td didn't belong here, any more

11 Sylvesier. They were only ever minor playersin our drama
AM Vv'ou \ve,uing your esp-blocker?

i ‘(! ionisel sdid Douglas, dowly putting his gun away. He delib-« lidu'i look at the dead Tel Markham.
The most heavy-duty «« | ri DhnaVertue could put together. And theres till no eifthiMirr it will work if
the uber-espers do show up in person/

"'hyou know they will, Finn said easly. 'How could they not?
\'rl inlireio possess the two leaders of the city defences, the two
iio've done so much to defy them? They won't be ableto

isI'm quitelooking forward to seeing them again. They redly

ein i" « i,i< ul,uly ugly/

dowly ascended the dais steps to stand beside Finn's [liMMi, He looked out over the empty Court. For a
moment, the hv.. MM n were silent, remembering. Mus like old times, en? Finn said findly. Noi ir.illy,
no/ said Douglas.

'We h.id some good times here,' said Finn, dmost reproachfully. Thill vv.isalong time ago, when we
were very different people/



> might have been different/ said Finn, Tve dways been just Though perhaps I'm alittle more open about
it these days. Do like vvluit I've done with the Palace? | li.ii<e it/ said Douglas, not looking at Finn.

' never did have any taste. I've done wonders with the place. A M il nukeover/

il "\ cry you. But don't worry. Once I've taken it back, I'll have I1H isworking in shifts for weeks. No
onewill know you were heie/

| heie w<is another long silence. So many unspoken words burned « i i hem, of betraya and murder and
crimes beyond counting, "i lie how that wasn't what they wanted to talk about. They had M i lends,
once.

whenihisisal over/ Douglas said dowly, 'you could surrender *...... 1 i ,m guarantee alife sentencein
prison, rather than execution loi old times sake/

I'MM m would be desth, tome/said Finn. "Y ou could surrender to MM hni | wouldn't adviseit. | have dl
kinds of gppdling things

H7

planned for you, if we both survive' ihis. 11 ... 1 do try to he optimistic, but it isn't easy. Things never go
the way you expect, do they?

'No/ said Douglas. They don't/

'So/ said Finn. 'Y ou're the King of Thieves now. I'm Emperoi. Y ou never did think big enough.’
T was granted my title by popular acclaim. Y ou stole yours/

'Best way/ Finn said cheerfully.

Douglasturned and looked at him. 'How could you, Finn? How could you do dl the things you've done?
All theterrible things—

It was easy/ said Finn. 'l just stopped pretending | cared. That's always been your weakness, Douglas.
Y ou do thingsfor others; 1 do them for mysdlf/

'No. That's my strength. Y ou never did understand that. I1t's why my people stand and fight, and yours
run away/

‘But | run an Empire, while you only have part of acity. It'savison thing, Douglas/

'How could | have been so wrong about you? We were friends, partners, comradesin arms for so many
years. | thought | knew you/

'A lot of people have made that mistake/ said Finn Duranddl.

And that was when the uber-espers appeared, al at once, tele porting into the open space of the
abandoned Court, dropping inio redlity like so many rotten fruit. They cameal at once, because none of
them trusted any of the othersto come aone. The temper,i turein the great hal plummeted asthe
materiaisation sucked dl the heat out of the surrounding air. Douglas and Finn boih shuddered
involuntarily, not entirdly from the cold. Finn rose up off his Throne, gun in hand, and Douglas stood at his
Sde, gun at the ready.

Psionic energies discharged around the uber-espersin coruscating lightning forks, and crawled adong the



wallslike bright actinic ivy, The uber-espers presence hammered on the air, like acorpse at .1 wedding,
like bad newsin amaternity ward, like the cancer growth your doctor shows you on the scan. Five old
and terrible monsh cometo Court at last, to claim it for themselves.

The Grey Train. Blue Hdllfire. Screaming Silence. The Spidel Harps. The Shatter Fresk.
Blue Hellfirewastal and dender and the mogt vishly hum.in.

* ppnl in digphanous silks over blue-white flesh beneath. Her ii i»il \ luir was packed with ice, and
hoarfrost made whorled «llinns on her corpse-pale face. Her eyes and lips were the pale hvpoihrrmia.
She looked like someone who had been buried peim.ilrost for centuries, and only recently dug up. Shei«
iiihlv on the King and Emperor, sucking dl the remain-ii 0111 of ihe air around her. She stepped dowly
forward, one,n ,i nine, inexorable asaglacier. Her clothes made soundslike « e .is she moved, and she
left atrall of burning footprintshi h> i

M\ TLIIM no longer had abody, as such. He only existed as <iMilu.il identity through an ongoing
concentrated effort of 11 n. Mumlesied asacloud of grey flakesthat held amore or lesslium, composed
of dust and detritus gathered from his ulmgs. Mewas only amemory of what he used to be, and if <i in,
11 ion ever dipped, hewouldn't even bethat. But therei power in him, fudled by hisimplacable will.
Redlity itsdf \ here* he walked, subject to hisfleeting fancies. Theworld

i hebdieved it was, wherever hewas.

*i mi i): Silence was a huge, unhealthily obese woman, vast be,n mg; agood eight feet tal and haf as
wide. Her shape Mjudly distorted, dl the norma human characterigtics nuclel hugerolls of fat. Her wide
face was gaudy with in i mouth pushed out into an endless rosebud pout by the OHM ni her huge cheeks.
Her tightly stretched skin gleamed and | \\iih sweet and urine and other fluids, and was flushed iiimbing
heet. Her grey hair flared out like adanddlion, and . were big and round and aways hungry. Her thick
stubby e nir.i.inily opened and closed, ready to grasp anything that M i.-.ic-h. She wore nothing but
lengths of sted chain, wrapped i ,md ,iround her, the stedl links puncturing her flesh heretin M 11. hold
them in place. She stank of sweat and musk and

I- M io» long in the hothouse.

lli«'.pidci IlLirpswere two withered homunculi with opened « 11 i In n 11 nit ing brains exploded out into
agiant grey and pink »| tissues, that radiated away into nothingness. Theiiuli lied figuressit Sde by side
on decaying chairs, their 'leul <nui empty, ip<irt from their eyes, still burning \\\ \\iih i vidlily Thtit would
not diminish. Mummified in evil,

preserved in hate. They held hands, the joined flesh fused togethn over many centuries. Two minds joined
together for so long thr\ had become one.

And, findly, there was the Shatter Freak. His physica existnu e had been shattered and scattered across
Time and Space, by sonic ancient psychic trauma. His patchwork body was composed ol different parts
from different times, from pagt, present and futine. somehow combined in one congtantly changing
congtruct. The details of historso, limbs and extremities were never still for amoment, gppearing and
disappearing, growing and shrinking, dip ping and diding over and around each other, aways being
replaced by another. The Shatter Freak's face blurred and twisted as feature-, dropped in and out, from
child to ancient and everything in between, with only the eyes dwaysthe same: full of rage and pain
sorrow and horror.

'l wasright/ said Finn. They haven't changed at dl. Serioudy ugly/



'Not to worry, Finn/ said Douglas. To me, you'll dways be the greatest monster/
'Why, thank you, Douglas/

The uber-espers turned on the two men, and their presencefilled the Court, horrid and overpowering.
They were mongtrogties, aboin inations, things that should never have existed. Their cold implacahle will
beat againgt Douglas and Finn's minds, and both men cried out involuntarily. It felt like dead fingers
pressing at the shutters of thru minds, trying to force their way in. But they were protected.

'l cannot reach them/ said the Grey Train, hisvoicelike anevel ending sigh. 'l am prevented/

Thenwell just haveto do it the old-fashioned way/ said Scream ing Silence, in avoice like agreat
grunting hog. Tear them gpan, and et their braing/

'Y es/ said Blue Hdllfire, in avoice likeacold wind in anarrow valey. 'Or perhgps| shall take themin my
arms, and love them, ami watch them burn with my cold blue flames. Watch their blackened faces dough
off their disobedient heads/

Kill them/ said the Spider Harps, in one dusty voiee. 'Kill ihe King and the Emperor, and we shdl rule
here/

'No/ said the Shatter Freak, in adisuihingly norma voice. 'Some thing iswronjj. There's something rise
line

*

iiM.leihr Imperia Paace, Stuart Lennox fought up and down the m ranee steps to keep the howling
thralsat bay. Hed started \v n 11 iwrnty men to back him up, but he didn't dare look to see nany he had
|eft. The stepsnarrowed as they reached the top, ir entrance doors to the Palace, which gave Stuart and
hismen rtilvanlagr of limiting how many thrals could come up at once; M i ini liral Isjust kept coming,
clambering over the bodies of their 11 .id io get at the enemy. Stuart and his men held the steps 11 sheer
ferocity and fighting skills, but aready they were ¢ langeroudy tired. Stuart's sword seemed to get heavier
iy Mow and parry, and adow insdious ache burned 11 Ins hack and swordarm. Held never beenina
fightthat | i long asthis.

i.i11 was wearing his old Paragon uniform and body armour, r | M1 i pic- cloak flapped proudly about
him. Jas Sri had used his

* » Miueisto track the uniform down, and returned it to Stuart.
days of mass shortages and hunger, pretty much every -

* | .ring put up for sale somewhere.) Jas had cleaned and

nl i he uniform to within aninch of itslife, and presented

*iii.i1l just before they had to leave the Rookery. Stuart had
Inn lout hrd, and he and Jas had held each other for along time,
il might be the last time they ever saw each other again.
iniiillyidrylet go, and Jas helped buckle Stuart into the

i.i 11 -aood hisground &t the top of the entrance steps, whilehisMM M |- i ,il»nui him, swinging his



sword with afierce and dogged Ir |.ieed impossible odds with a smile upon hisface, and for *HI i g lime
inalong while hefdt like aParagon again. NinaM.ilaperi hovered behind him, sheltering in the open en-

* [iHM way, popping out now and again to blast awhole clump ill mio Moody pieceswith her redly big
gun. Her news

«ic Moating above the scene, broadcasting everything live
¢ |.I .mossihr Empire. She kept up abreathless running

".mi in our hand and sword in another, ready to rush >iiiil Sn.ui's hack when necessary. She wasn't much
of aiuli, hui likr every other able-bodied person inthe In il hren given hasir wegponstraining. And sheld
gone one dselolij'Jil. parlly hreausr she* was damned il

she'd miss such agreat story, and partly because there was no place in the city now for observers. She
had killed some thrals, and was ready to kill some more, but for now she fdt it was more important to
seethat her news Site covered what was happening. So that win or lose, the other worlds would know
that at least Logres went down fighting.

Even Jas i, that dender and delicate mediatech, had picked up asword and gone out of the Rookery
to fight. With asword in his hand he was adanger as much to himsdlf asto anyone el se, but he went
anyway, because he was needed. Stuart had quietly arranged for Jasto be apart of one of the biggest
armed groups, without telling him that of course, but Stuart and Jas both knew that there was nowhere
safein the city any more,

The Psycho Sluts hovered in the Sky above the Palace, holding rigid formation as their minds linked
together. Their leader, Alessan-dra Duquesne, had brought them here againgt Diana V ertue's specific
orders, because much asthey adored her, the Sluts had their own idea.on how to stop the fighting, once
and for al. They were going to pool and combine their power, and hit the uber-espers below with
everything they had, condensed into one unstoppable blow. The uber-espers would lose contact with
their thralls, might even be damaged or destroyed, and the invasion would be over. The young ladies of
the Psycho Sluts had discussed this plan in earnest and a some length. They knew some or al of them
might die during tin-attack, or after, but they had sworn avow to be worthy of their idol, Jenny Psycho,
and this seemed just the sort of thing she wopld have done. So they put their minds together, raised and
harnessed their power till it crackled on the air around them, and then struck down at the uber-espersin
the Palace.

The attack went wrong dmost immediately. Contact with the minds of the uber-espers blew their gestalt
gpart in amoment. Tin-young espers just weren't prepared for the sheer otherness of the uber-espers.
And they had no idea how powerful these five monsters had become, down the centuries. The Psycho
Suts attack fragmented, the mental shards thrown back in their faces. A single whiplash of power
smashed through their defences, ripping across their minds like barbed wire. Some went mad,
pinwhecling away through the sky, screaming and howling words with no meaning, Some burst into
llamcs, hmning insde and out, and Ml to the

pound like thrashing kicking comets. Three exploded into bloody r.ohhets. And that left just the two most
powerful mindsin the

I'-vcho Sluts: Alessandra Duquesne and her oldest and dearest hiend, Joanna Mdtravers. Alessandra
fought off the mentd attack, i & i eating deep into her mind and concentrating al her power into defensive
shields. Her body convulsed with pain and outrage, but | ici mind held firm. When shefindly fdt the
assault was over,



In came out to look at the world again, and found that Joanna's dclcnces had failed. Someone else
looked out from behind her eyes. | In lace twitched and twisted as some smdll part of her fought the
possessing mind, but she had dready lost. Joanna smiled someonerisg's smile, and threw hersdlf at
Alessandra

1 1 iey darted back and forth in the skies over the Palace, swooping and diving and whirling around each
other in cascades of pyrotechnic energies. They lashed out with physical and menta attacks, and psonic
explosonsripped the air gpart. Both Alessandraand Joannalook terrible injuries, and their blood rained
down onthe battle I" low. They threw rocks and stones and even corpses at each other, rtiid lightning
bolts stabbed down from a cloudless sky. Seeting « nelj'.ii's discharged around them, asthey fought to
get insde each other's head, and in the end, possibly because the possessing mind w*is distracted by
what was happening in the Court, Alessandra!MM ed her way past Joanna's shields, and crushed the
madly beating liral 1 in her old friend's breast with aremorseless psychokinetic | i.i i id loannacried out
once, and then fell limp and dead from the *ky, Alessandra dropped after her, and caught Joanna's body
before M hit the ground.

She held her dear friend in her arms, rocking her likeadeeping i'lillil, and then the last of the Psycho Sluts
put her dead comrade mhir, and went walking through the city streets, blowing thrallsrtpaii with the force
of her gaze, whiletearsrolled jerkily down her stained cheeks.

Mi 1. 1 1 Iswere everywherein the city now, filling the streets and Mjiiaies. Raying mobs attacked the
city'sdefenders on every front, « i.i\\dmyj', in from every direction, and still more cameflooding IM HIV.
the city's honndaiies. Only their lack of weapons and tactics the delendcis any chance ,n ,ill. And the fact
that, every now i, Ml one se<inm <> ih<ihi.ill ,nmy would bresk off fighting to

attack another section, when one uber-esper thought another was doing too well, and carving out too
much territory for themselves. They did not trust each other, and never would, even in thislast battle for
the heart and soul of Logres.

The most dangerous of the invaders were those thralls manifesting esper abilities on the uber-espers
behalf. Some projected terrible emotions, so that defenders cried out and howled and crawled willi
disgust, and did not know why. Some generated psychokindic stormsthat sent razor-sharp objects
hurtling through the Streets ahead of them. Others sent telepathic illusions againgt the defenders: visions of
rampaging aiens or mongers, or loved ones dying in horrible agonies. Buildings seemed to come dive,
while awful thingsfell from asplintering sky. Sometimes these new espers even man aged to turn one st
of defenders againgt another. But none of these proxy esperslasted long. They burned out quickly from
the pressure; often literally.

But there were dways more, to replace those who fell.

The defenders were forced back by sheer weight of numbers. They fought every inch of theway, and
thrallsfell dead and dying in thrii thousands, and hundreds of thousands, but it was not enough Slowly,
inexorably, the defenders were forced back in atighteninj: circle around the centra point of the city, the
Imperia Palace.

And that was when Lewis Deathsta ker arrived with the cavary. The Heet came howling out of
hyperspace, and dammed into orhn around the bel eaguered world of Logres. Thousands of pinna* and
gravity barges and war machines spilled out of the starcruise and descended to the Parade of the
Endless, followed by dl kinds ol ships, from Mistworld and Virimonde. The morning darkened as they
filled the sky, and the defenders below raised aragged dicei and fought on with renewed strength. The
pinnaces and ships nude landings all over the city, launching whole new armies of fight i in; men, aready
angered by what they'd seen on Ninas news Gravity barges hovered over the thralls crowding into the



city, ain | blew them apart with disrupter cannon. War machines moved !«e block al the entrancesto the
city, so that no morethralscouldin.

And fdling out of the ky like avenging angels, (lying imdnilu n own power and surrounded by ha os of
iineiiihly energies
e

lewis Dealhstalker and Jesaminc Flowers. Home again, to clean In MISC. Thethralslooked up, and
from their massed throats came aMi\:le howl of rage and disbdlief from the five mindsthat controlled
them.

Lewislooked down at the warring streets, and was sickened and

Ini mus,11 the number of thral-sthat had fought their way into the
/nelmed capitd city of Logres, that once famed and most fabulous

in the Empire. He could sense that they were dl mind-wiped,

[MI1« more than dead bodies walking, beyond al hope of rescue, and
* 'idy wished he could have got home sooner. He swooped down to
the* entrance steps of the Imperia Paace, Jesamine right behind

I in 11 Mel lit the bottom of the steps so hard the stone cracked and
ill,H hied under hisfet, and the thralsfel back like frightened

till 1d i en Jesamine dropped lightly down beside him, and they both
[.I-.1H d oui with their Maze-dtered minds. Hundreds of surrounding
iln, i 11-. 11 nihe ground and did not move again, the uber-espers
i<« ihJiout of ther minds. And dl around, thousands of thrals
lined 0111 their hate, and charged forward. Lewis stood his
"ieM.11d, 111 cl i net them dispassionately with gun and sword, hislong
i Made Hashing back and forth faster than the human eye could
Missword cut in and out of thral flesh in under asecond,

i ilin\1 € | dead and dying before him. Jesaminewasthere at his

\\.ih hing hisblind spots, her sword rising and faling just as

None of thethrals got close enough to touch them. 'Y ou should have been in opera Lewis," Jesamine
sad casudly.

dly know how to make an entrance.’

'Nt'vei 1,11 ed much for opera,’ said Lewis, hacking and cutting at * 1K hke aman chopping wood, Too
many good guysend upin NIC last act/



tin -\ alowed the press of bodiesto follow them up the stone steps
m (In- hip. where Stuart Lennox stood aone, his uniform torn and
| hni his sword gtill swinging. NinaMalapert dodged out

h..... 1" hind him now and again to blow large holesin the crowd

11- i Kl She saw who was coming up the steps, and squedled -ind CM iiement as she recognised
them. She gestured, and « .nne Hying in from all directionsto get agood angle. MI IN.i i iodded to Lewis
and to Jesamine.

d h> have yon hack, Deathstalker. Make yoursdlf & home, hunt h ol thralls/

Thanks said Lewis. 'Don't mind if | do/

Behind them, Nina Mdapert shook her head sadly, when sheredised that was adl they were going to say.
It was hardly didoguefor the ages.

And dl acrossthe city, ships and pinnaces landed wherever they could, and soldiers and fighting men and
women disembarked with sword and gun at the ready. They charged right into the waiting thrals, and
soon there were surging mobs of combatants once morein every street and square. Men and women
from Mistworld and Virimonde cut and hacked their way through the crowded boulevards, eager for
blood and vengeance. They had come for Finn Durandal, but for the moment they'd settle for taking out
some of their grievances on the thralls. There was no peace to be found anywhere in the Parade of the
Endless, asthe two sides contested for every square foot of the city. Famous buildings burned, and
towers and bridges that were works of art collapsed in ruins. Disrupter blasts scorched away precious
mosaics and set fires blazing in protected parks. Both sides in the battle were too busy to notice, or care.

The Ashrai came flying down, their huge grotesque forms soaring over the city on wide membranous
rainbow wings, and acry went up from the weary city defenders, and even some hardened soulsfrom
the Rookery.

Look! It'sthe dragons! Owen has sent his dragonsto aid us!

Somewhere among the vast army of the Ashrai, the old traitor called Carrion laughed softly, rdlishing the
irony. And then heled his people down into battle, smashing through the defencelessthrdlslike
piledrivers onthewing.

John Silence wasin the city too. HEd come down in a pinnace, alongside histroops. His Captains had
done everything they could to talk him out of it, but he didn't lisen. They'd wanted him to Stay safewith
the starcruisers, deciding strategy and giving orders, but he knew his place was on the ground. Hed
aways known he was an Admira in name only, and now he needed to be back in hisold city, that he
had defended and saved so many times before, over so m.iny years. It wastime again to do what he did
best: fight the good \W\\\ against impossible odds. So he left Captains Price and Vardaos m charge of the
Feet, and rode a pinnace down to the Parade of (he Endless as just another trooper. Some of ihe men
recognised him.

,ind some didn't, and it didn't matter to him either way. He wasfirst 0111 of the pinnace, and led the
charge againg the waiting thralls. He swung his siword with both hands, killing the enemy with swift and



Mihile strokes, aways pressng forward, forward. After al these long ye.us { here were few indeed who
could match his prowess with aoul. HEd never thought of'himself asahero or alegend of even *is,i
warrior; just agood soldier determined to do his duty, no matter \\ 11,11. His sword dammed in and out
of bodies, never pausing for amoment, and it felt like old times again.

Investigator Frost wasright there at his side, where she belonged.
explains Price and Vardal os conferred urgently, and then ordered

« vera slircruisersto descend into the lowest possible orbit, actudly
"lel he planet's upper atmosphere, from where they used the

iups disrupter cannon to scorch whole areas around the city's
‘boundaries. The huge armies of the possessed massing theredis,
M'pe.ued in moments, reduced to glowing dust by the power of the
i ms. Therewould be no reinforcementsfor the thrallswithin

Ihr (ily. lUU there were just so many, and more on theway. The
ihipskepi targeting and firing. It was adangerous procedure for the
M.H. misers. Pinpoint accuracy required flying low, well insdethe
"»i.plu*ie, and starcruisers weren't designed or built to do that. It

* mis,i matter of time before they started breaking up. But the
nhipskrpi liring anyway; because they were needed.

Hie uher-espers struck back, turning their power on the low-flying 9.irmiisers; hexing their tech and
attacking their crews. " in - |.iiled and computers crashed. Firestorms raged out of timiiol ihrough narrow
sted corridors, and airlocks opened spontasjlIrnndy, venting atmosphere and pressure. Some crew went
insane| nun | he uber-esper contact, and attacked each other. Mad-i » 11mugh not possessed, they ran
wild, and struggling figuresi i'«l lor control of ship's departments, fighting each other sMsm every
compartment and bay. Ship Captains had to release '«u\ degpg,isinto affected areas to restore control.
They set up » M.il Imve shiddsto contain the worst damage, and reluctantly rJ m hii'Jer orbits, where
hopefully the uber-espers couldn't ihem, They had done dl they could. It was up to the ground now,

Un one ship, ihe Herald, the whole crew went crazy. Everyone (fiMM 11>« lowed (rewiiKin to the
Captain, Glenn Lyle, ranmad in the

garcruiser. Howling and streaming issued horn (hen romm dun nels, like damned soulsin hell, and no one
was surprised when the Herald opened fire on the ships around her. Disrupter cannon blasted away at
the shields on aready weakened ships. A do/en support ships from Mistworld and Virimonde were
swept away in moments. The Herald lashed vicioudy about her in her madness, threatening every other
shipinthevicinity. And only Captain Alfred Price was able to do anything aboui it.

His ship the Havoc had taken the brunt of the Herald's attack, and was aready crippled. Her shields
werefailing, her hull was holed in severd places, and Price no longer had control over hisguns. The bulk
of his crew had gone down to the planet below, and of the skeleton crew |eft behind, most were dead or
running for the escape pods. Price had given the order to abandon ship, but till he sat in his command



chair on the deserted, burned-out bridge, surrounded by the smouldering remains of gutted consoles, and
the bodies of hisfalen officers. He had to keep wiping away blood that trickled down into his eyesfrom
the great wound on the side of his head, and it felt as though one of hisarmswas broken. The Herald
had done ahdl ol ajob on his ship. Price laughed sharply, and lurched up out of hiscommand chair. He
dropped into the navigator's seet, called up al the power Ieft in the engines, and amed hisship right at
the Herald. For once his duty was clear, and hefdt like areal Captain a last. He just wished there'd
been somebody |eft to seeit. He watched the mad ship draw closer on the bridge viewscreen, not even
bothering to get out of hisway, and he laughed again. He was till laughing when the Havoc crashed
head on into the Herald, amid a coruscation of shattered shields, and both ships exploded. Locked
together, blazing fiercely with discharging energies, the remnants of the two ships tumbled dowly end
over end asthey fell towards Logres.

Captain Vardalos took sole command, and regrouped the Fleet in high orbit. She wished she had ship's
espers, likein the old days. The uber-esper attack seemed to have stopped for the moment, but she had
no way of knowing whether it might start again. No one redlly knew anything, where the uber-espers
were concerned.

Lewis Desathstalker and Jesamine Flowers fought side by side at the top of the Sairs at the entrance to
the Palace, performing dark wonders with sword and gun. No one had seen such warriors since Owen's
time. None of the thralls could touch them, despite theli
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nnmiuTs. Sliuirt Lennox wdsthere too, tired but dogged, i.i.iirlul <ishewasfor Lewisand Jesamine's
presence, hewasinning lo find their unending skill and fury just alittle spooky. Lewiss sword rose and
fdl, cut and hacked, moving too fast for the liimi.ni eye to follow, throwing thral bodies asde as though
they writ- nothing. Jesamine spun and danced, asfast and deadly asanil iking snake, and more beautiful.
Degth had never looked more « i MHOIOUS or more certain.

I'nr dead piled up to every side, forming tall barricades so that the | hi, ills could only come up the steps
in narrow filesto attack their riii'my. They came clambering carelessy over the dead on the steps, Ihcii
possessed eyes blazing with unquenched fury. They still made hor.rs, hut there was nothing human in the
sound. They fought WIIh rid wed hands, like animas. Nina till opened firewith her very ItiH nunon
occas on, when the mob seemed to be pressing especidly litisr, hut the energy crystal was running low.
She didn't have many fchoisleft. She'd given up on her running commentary. The scenes, MM- llo.uing
cameraswere broadcadting live said it dl. But oneiliirgioii sill nagged at her, and in the end shejust
leaned forward mil hinrted it out.

I rwisl Wheré's Owen? Is the blessed Owen coming to save us? No/ said Lewis, hissword dicinginto a
thrall's chest and out in 'Owen's busy elsawhere. Youll just haveto settle for me.' Ihc thralls came surging
forward, asolid wave of rage and hatred ihlviii); nj) the steps, desperate to get their hands on Lewisand
he..iniine and drag them down. Ninafired her gun into the mass, MM! it didn't even dow them. Lewis
and Jesamine and Stuart held MM i position at the top of the steps, and the thrall wave shattered
MH.iingt (hem like the sea.againgt an unmovable rock. After everything they'd been through, after dl the
Lennox, hisold pride returned, was once again the . lumen I'.iragon of Virimonde, and he stood proudly
besdehishero! ¢ \\iv ,isunshakable as any Maze survivor.

| IK [Messnre of the attack actually lessened briefly, as the uber-

i .ir.ilised it would take more than force of numbersto bring



ih« < 11 uve down, and changed tactics. Then suddenly some of the
* it M! ing thralls began to manifest esper abilities. Thesethrdls

i\rd only afew minutes before burning up indde and out,
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consumed by the very power they were wielding, but they threw fire and rubble &t the defenders, and
rocked them with psychu assaults. And yet somehow the attacks never seemed to focus, m find their
targets, asthough even the uber-espers couldn't qun< comprehend what Lewis and Jesamine had
become. Stuart just kepi his head down, and the psychic assaults collgpsed amost as quickl\ asthey'd

begun.

More Imperid soldiers came pouring in from the Sde streets, wilh warriors from Mistworld and
Virimonde. They saw the three stand ing firm at the entrance to the Palace, and the dead piled up bel<m
and around them, and the newcomersraised their battle-cry.

Deathstalker! Deathstalker! Deathstalker!

The new fighters and the thralls crashed together at the foot of 11 ir steps, and the square before the
Palace was quickly full of struggling figures. It was chaos, with people striking out blindly in &l dn ections.
And Jesamine Flowers lowered her sword and raised liu voice. She sang, and al her Maze power
focused through her trained voice. The song drowned out every other sound, risng and rising until it
seemed it seemed everyonein the city could heer il. U was an old song, from the earliest days of Empire,
and perhaps even older than that. Of the joys and responsibilities, the duty and tin triumphs of being
Human. Jesamine's voice rang like stedl and S\ ¢i and silk on the dtill air, a pure and striking sound, and it
seemed .isil everyonein the city stopped to hear it. Defenders and thrallsal ike-were held where they
stood. And then the Ashrai joined in, addni} : their voicesto hers. It was asong of life and blessed
humanity, ami voicesrose dl acrossthe city, joining in, until the air itself shook with the power of the
oNg.

And one by one, and then dozens by dozens, the thralsbegan i<e> collapse. They fdl limply to the
ground, and did not rise again, in .ill the streets and squares and crowded bloody placesaround i
lie-lmperid Palace. The song of Jesamine, and the Ashrai and Unpeople who had come to save acity
and aworld, had astrength dm | aforce and a power that not even the uber-espers could mauh Their
minds were forced out of those they'd possessed, and iln grounds around the Palace were carpeted with
the living cmpiy shells of what had once been men and women.

But Jesamine couldn't sing for ever, and eventudly even hn voice gave out. Without her to lead them, the
Ad.ii andthe

iin

(eI out of the song. And so everywhere esein the city, the fighting \\cni on, perhaps alittle more
savagdy than before.

Mi dl Random'sfirst ingtinct had been to balt for the safety of the Knokrry the moment his pinnace
landed, and go to ground therein nil al the fighting was safely over. Heknew al kinds of hiding placesin
the Rookery, where even his oldest friends and enemies Wouldn't have been able to find him. But the
sheer number of (hulls he faced dmost immediately madeit clear running out wasi mi aviable option. He
wouldn't get ten paces on his own. Brett whimpered, swore at everything and everyone, and drew his
Wesgpons. Rose Congtantine had drawn hers even before they'd tmlcd properly. She saw the army of



thralslaid out before her, nng for her blood, and smiled widdly. She hefted her sword MM, r ,md went
to meet them likealover.

Midt and Rose soon ended up fighting back to back, separated

Hi oni therest of the fighters they'd come down with. Rose didn't

; Inilil hack for anyone as she cut abloody path through the enemy,
"iti hi lireit wasterrified to be separated from her. Thetides of battle
[IM»\C(| them well away from the Imperia Palace. Breit wasforced
In (Al up dl thefighting skillshe'd learned from Rose, just to sur-

\\\ <.nid for awhile the two of them fought well and findly, cutting
tiN\Mi every thrall that came within reach. They were both faster
Mini -.Monger than any human had aright to be, and none of the
(hulls could match them for amoment.

Mm Mrett could still see other soldiers dying, pulled down and torn
[JIMI1 hy thethralls, and his borrowed courage and skills were no
in,H< 11 lor the growing certainty that even with the Wild Rose & his
*lele eventually the thralls would get him too. There were just too
inin\ ol them. He couldn't run, and he knew fighting skillsweren't
ui'J ontheir own, so he rductantly did the one thing that scared

11 u- most. He ddliberately reopened the old menta link between
11tliM and Rose, and used his esper compulsion to dam their minds
inti i IK-i, so that he could sharein al the wild madness that made

* 11 ic unbeatable fighter she was. Their minds opened up and

IK tl together, dl the partsfitting into place, into one larger

linnline. Roselaughed adoud, ddighting at thefed of hismindin

In 1Y .ind hersin his. They both knew everything about each other,
nil i hen skillsami secrets. The whole processwasfinishedina

M.l ,ni(] suddenly the thralls were laced with anew threat: two

superhuman fighterswho fought jsone. liqualy skilled, eqiull\ savage.



Brett and Rose struck about them with inhuman speed and skill performing dark wonders of
swordsmanship, piling up the bodn . around them, so thet the thralls had to climb over thefadlento gd ,n
their enemies. The uber-espers looked on Brett and Rose throur.li their proxy eyes, and then had to look
away, because the t\\«« burned so very brightly and fiercely. The uber-espers called thr.ill-. away from
other, lesser threats, and commanded them to hi down Brett and Rose at any cost.

Brett and Rose fought on with their bodies, but their minds wen el sewhere. The process they had started
was gtill continuing. Th.dr minds opened up and up, meshing together on every level, men-into one
incrediblemind. A sngle mind, mae and femae, om persondity operating in two bodies smultaneoudy.
What the uhel espersimposed, Brett and Rose learned to do voluntarily. The process that Finn's esper
drug had begun, and the Madness M,i/< had continued, now reached itsfruition in asingle mind that was
|.n more than the sum of its parts. It was afusion, the best of both minds and the worgt, dl the knowledge
and experience and mem ories of two people, now combined into one. It was anew thing, <m«
BrettRose woke up smiling.

Their combined will hit the thrallslike ahammer blow, hurlim-them away dead and broken. BrettRose
looked about them, jml more thralls blew away under the pressure of their gaze, opening up awide space
around the two bodies with a single mind. The uber-esperslashed out with a tel epathic attack focused
through tht'lr thralls, but it glanced harmlessy away from the new creatun . shields. The uber-espers
recoiled from this new thing, and retreated, shocked and horrified by stirrings of along-buried memory.
Thethrallsturned and ran, leaving BrettRose standing aonein an empty square, surrounded by the dead.
They dowly lowered their sword* and their breathing steadied, their many wounds dowly but steadil\
heding themsdves

Nikki Sixteen, that proud and feisty human/dien hybrid from the Rookery, ran through the square at that
moment with ado/en of her fellow fighters, heading for the Pdace, drawn by what tin heard in Jesamine's
song. She stopped as she recognised Brett tint | Rose, flashed Brett asmile, and then hesitated. Brett
wasdillerent,

"heeould led it. Therew.ismoie to him. Brett diid Rose looked .it Nikki, at the sdine moment, m the
gmeway, and Nikki backed .ivvtiy from them. She was frightened, and she didn't know why. Shei,m
ater her companions, out of the square, not even sure what it w.is she was running from. Except that it
felt ... asif Brett wasHe,id. Or at least gone.

<iil Akotal led his Mistworld warriors through the streets, using 1i.iilP and cunning tactics to split the thrall
armies gpart into more m.iiuigeable groups. Mistworlders knew al about sirategy and dirty lighting. Gil
swung hislong curved blade with wide easy strokes, husbanding his energy, aways leading from the
front. More and more people came to join him as news of his success spread, and soon he was leading
an army of his own through the Parade of thei i ulless. His kill and courage were unmatched, and he
built his own legend that day, through feats of vaour and derring-do that were dl i he moreimpressive
because they came from a purely human man, untouched by the dubious blessings of the Madness Maze.
The Misiworlders chanted his name as a battle-cry, and otherstook it up ,is Gil Akotai led them
unstoppably towards the heart of the city. Nrws cameras came rushing in from all directionsto relay live
«i.ige. People on worlds all acrossthe Empirefollowed his e ploits, because he was one of them, not a
legend or mongter from ihr Md/e; just aman, with aman's courage and determination. Gil >ui led his
people on, cutting abloody path through the chtio-, Inwiirdsthe Imperia Palace.

lohu Silence, the last survivor of those who'd come down in his I'Hiiuce, made contact with Finn's clone
guards and took control ol Thrm. They weren't much use without officers to guide them, but Ihry
responded to Silence's natura authority, and gratefully »H « i pied histactics and, orders. Silence
recognised them as clones, though he had no idea of their origin - they gtill woretheir stedl Mi.tsks. But



they were afighting force, and just what Silence needed, M1 he didn't question them too deeply. He just
set them to work, thralls and pulling together, and then he led them forward, solidly and well. Thethrdls
were no match for him. Melooked into their possessed eyes, and was reminded of hisIMSI i* .ijj.iinst
Shub's Ghost Warriors. Nothing changes, hethought, i luile bitterly. The Ghost Warriorswere avery
long time a®,<> Itul hedidn't fed old. In fact, it seemed to him that held nevn [iMi}* hi hdller than this.
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He said asmuch to Investigator |'rod, <md she dgreed, smiling. She stuck closeto hisside, warning him
of ddn*ers he missed.

Silence and his clone guards reached the Palace steps not lon# after Jesamine's marvellous song, and he
led them carefully through the fallen bodiesto the foot of the steps. Nina spotted him, yelled acheerful
greeting, and came bounding down the steps for aquick interview with this new leader of the guards.
(Lewis and Jesamine had dready refused an interview, and Stuart never had much to say.) But she
stopped suddenly, distracted. One guard's steel m;isk had been torn away during a struggle, and for the
firgt time Nin.i could seeaguard'sface. And for dl the distortion, she recognised ii immediately as Finn's.
She turned quickly and ripped the mask oil another guard.

'Cloned’ said Nina. 'Finn's clones; dl of them! Another exclusve!

And she did her happy dance, right therein front of abemused Silence. And then she went bounding
back up the stepsto spill the newsto Stuart. Sheforgot al about interviewing the solemn-looking man
who'd led the guards into the square. She had afedim?, she ought to know him, but that could wait.
Besides, shethought, glancing back for amoment, he did seem awfully busy chatting with someone who
wasn't there. ..

Elsawherein the city, the diens from the Rookery had joined the fight againgt the invading thrals. They
emerged from unexpected placesto rend and kill, and enjoyed themselvesimmensely. Led by the
slver-armoured Toch'Kra, they came boiling out of sewer openings and factory outlets, and erupted
from boarded-up factories and pollution dumps, catching the thralls by surprise. The dienstore
tin-possessed humans apart. They didn't know the bodies were mind wiped, and they didn't care. They
had grievances to address, and besides, they were hungry. Sometimes they had to be restrained from
attacking the clone guards and the Fleet's soldiers. The Rookery people cheered the aliens on, which was
something of anew sensation for them.

The monsters from Shandrakor quickly gravitated towards the aliens, and fought by their side. They felt
more a home then though they politely declined when asked if they'd liketo join thefeasting. The
mongters excelled at fighting the thralls, partly because of their bestid natures, honed by long years of
grugglefor surviv.il

» MI Sundi.ikor, hut mostly hel.mse they luul nothing ldll to lose. | hey h.id been promised tluit they could
come home, and here they

ielt might be called Logres now rather than Golgotha, but thisw.is till the Parade of the Endless, just as
they remembered. Evenil it li.nl heen fancied up abit sincetheir time. They werehomeagain, nnl 111
hey had come back only to fight and die, that wasfine by them.

Mk hel du Bois, one of the few surviving Members of Parliament, luih'.In with hisback toawall inaside
aley aready choked with " <lies. Mogt of the Virimonde warriors hed come down with were -ihe.uly
dead, but he and a dozen others fought on, stubbornly M lusing to be dragged down and torn gpart like



the others. Du Bois

* h.mted the old Deathstalker battle-cry, Shandrakor!, as he swimr, his sword with more defiance than
skill. Du Bois had dways been in-ierly loya to hishomeworld, if not dwaysto its most famousI'.n.igon,
Lewis, but with the daughter of Clan Deathstalker hy | mn's creatures, dl the people of Virimonde had
sworn to becomei ¢ -ithstalkersin their place; and du Boiswas no different. He h«i<l

ii .imong thefirg to volunteer to come and fight on Logres, even though he was far more a palitician than
awarrior. He thought hed

* l«»iir well enough, consdering. Hed killed thralls. His only regret

that he should haveto diein such asquaid back aley, so|,niy from the House of Parliament and the
Imperid Palace, where he (I spent so much of hislife.

| led wanted to see them once more, at |least, before he died, une by one, the men and women around
him were dragged vn, and killed. Each and every one of them went down fighting in thelast. They
fought impaossible odds, as a Deathstalker should, .md not one of them broke and ran. So Miche du Bois
couldnti-iilin. And when hefindly fdl, ftill flailing aout himwith hise id, hislast thought was: Ah, Lewis;
| always knew you'd be the ./<//ll (\f me.

| hewhole city was il abattleground. The flood of thrdlsinto ihe ( ny had been hated by the
darcruisers actions on the outskirts, hut enough remained of the armies of thrals dready insdethecity i"
| eep thetides of battle surging; and apart from the one small nrr.i .. 11 nd the Imperia Palace, no one
could tdll for surewhich way thew.i i w.isgoing.

*
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Inside the Court, the five assembled uber-esperslaunched the full force of their consderable will againgt
the waiting Douglas Campbel | and Finn Durandd, and once again they failed. They smply could not
reach the two men standing steadily before them. The uber-espers looked at each other, baffled. No
esp-blocker ever made could have stood up to such an attack. And then cold, harsh laughter rang out on
the air from nowhere. The uber-espers heads snapped round. Screaming Silence shook violently, rattling
her chains, and Blue Hdllfire let out alow moaning. Grey Train actually lost control of his dusty shape for
amoment. All the uber-espers knew that laugh. And asthey looked wildly about them, Diana Vertue
stepped casudly out from behind Finn's Throne, to fix them al with her savage glare.

'I've been here dl dong,’ she said flatly. 'Hidden behind 1 he-strongest shields | ever created. | walked in
here with Douglas and Tel, and nobody saw or heard me. Even they couldn't be sure | wjswith them.
They just had to take it on trust. Y ou see, Douglas and Finn were the bait, but | am thetrap. | knew
you'd never face unwillingly, even if you did manage to kill me once, so Douglasand | came up with a
planto bring al of you to me. And guesswhat; | brought alew friendsaong.’

Sherose up into the air, hovering above the Throne on unsrn wings, and suddenly shewas shining as
brightly asthe sun. Hei presence joined with the presence of many other mindsto beat on the air of the
Court. Even Douglas and Finn flinched away from hn The uber-espers howled and shrieked in inhuman



voices as Dian.i Vertue became a conduit for al the power of the Massmind of ihr oversoul, and Diana
laughed again.

The oversoul has come back! The city of New Hope travelled hei e with the Fleet from Mistworld,
unseen and unsuspected. Only | knew. A secret wesapon, to be preserved and kept ready for jus ihr,
moment. Y ou uber-espers are dl that's | eft of aparticularly shameful episode of our past, and we will
finaly berid of you!'

The uber-esperstried to flee, to teleport out of the Couri, | mi DianaV ertue held them where they were.
And the oversoul SIMM | &t the uber-espers through Diana, who was still sometimes Jenii\ Psycho. The
terrible destructive force heat upon the mongi. minds of the uber-espers, driving them together to support
ih< umenta shidd. DouNns ,uul Him wereloieed kirk, un.ihleink

<\ en| he sde effects of the psychic assault taking place before them. | In -y huddled together, hands
clapped usdesdly to their heads, the mily humans on an inhuman bettlefield. The oversoul kept up the
pirssure, begating at the uber-espers shield with brutal strength, drici mined to wipe out the menace of the
mad minds, once and for .ill Di.m.i Vertue grinned like adeeth's head as the attack focused ihimi~*h her
enlarged mind. Thiswas what she had come back for. AM old vengeance for an old crime.

Il ic uber-espers huddled together astheir mentd shield shud-

ilnrd .ind cracked, failing under the ondaught of the oversoul and
['i.in, 1 Vertue, and then . . . something utterly unexpected hap-

IH nrd The dusty grey figure of the Grey Train collapsed, losing its
Ini m. m shapeto become agrey cloud that swept over Blue Hellfire,
"Minded and sank into her, darkening the colour of her corpse-
I"'d".1in. Icy flamesleapt up around her. The Shatter Freak lurched
d, dmost againgt hiswill, hisbody parts appearing and disap-

Mii); ,n dizzying speed, until hetoo fel into Blue Hdllfirelikea

i»" 1 mm i pool, absorbed and swallowed up in amoment. Scream-
. He me lunged forward, grunting like ahog at the trough, and

> .11 fleshy body wrapped itself around Blue Hellfire. The

[lium-, hl.r/ed brightly, radiating an impossible cold asthe two
mrlled together to become one. A dark silhouette of a

i KII1i};uic, likeaholein theworld. And findly the two withered
MUM nli of the Spider Harpsjust snapped out of existence, likea
i" « -,n,ip bubble. Only one figure now remained, bathed inicy

like i day shape being recast in akiln. And when it was all

Hid ihe cold fires had died away, there, aone, stood a short



\ <»m,m who shonelike the sun. Dianalooked at her blankly
n\ n soul's attack cut off.

hni he hell are you? Where did the uber-espers go? i iir.ide me, where they belong/ said the new
woman, inar.uied voice. Sherolled her head around and flexed her i . (hough it had been along time
snceshed beeninal -.linnld i hank you, DianaVertue, and the oversoul. Thee ¢l ynui , it Lick brought
about what I've been unable to Im hundreds of years. Y ou put me back together again.' 'Ihr iihn espers,
Al of them; they were just parts of you? said

ilimiij.h ihr Madness M.,i/e, ,i limy,, loiif. lime dgo; and it

split me gpart into five separate sub-personalities, because that wds the only way | could cope with what
| found there. Greetingsto you, King Douglas and Emperor Finn. | am AliciaVVomAcht Desthstalkei |
am findly back, and dl the worldsthat are shall tremble belou me/

Thisisnot good/ said Finn.
'Y ou think? said Douglas.

The sheer force of Alicias presence seemed tofill the Conn, pressing againgt the far walls and shuddering
inthefloor. It pushed Diana's presence aside effortlesdy, and both Douglas and Finn h.ul to fight an urge
to kned and bow their heads. They felt asthough they didn't belong in the Court, like vermin in the gaze
of alivim; goddess. The oversoul was Slent in Diana's head, struck dumb I»\ thisturn of events. Even
their best precogs hadn't sensed tin. coming. The entire Massmind of the oversoul looked upon tin
restored, incandescent mind of AliciaVVomAcht Deathstaker, ami was afraid. She smiled dowly upon
Diana

'We have met before. When you manifested the Mater Mundi, .ill those years ago, that was part of me. |
was spread far and wide [>\ the Maze, torn gpart into grotesque sub-persondities, crude rep resentatives
of my various needs and functions, but | dways had <m agenda/

'Who . . . were you? said Douglas, fighting to get the words oui 'How did you become ... the
uber-espers?

'What? said Alicia, 'Y ou mean the oversoul never told you aboui the mad old aunt they kept in the attic?

| am the beginning of tin esper movement. They al havether root in me. | was one of ilu group of
scientistswho firg discovered the Madness Maze, in ,i cavern deep insde Haden, centuries and centuries
ago. | wds.m esper, one of the very first. | found others, bound them to my will and forced them to go
through the Maze with me. My intention u to produce amighty esper gestdt, with mein total control, bui
the Maze wasn't what | thought it was. It tried to change ml remakeme. . . and | couldn't have that. |
fought it, but the rllmi broke me. Tore me gpart into the uber-espers and the driving lon «in the mass
unconscious of the other espers, who became Hie < ->« i underground. Later, they caled me the Mater
Mundi, Mother ol All Souls. Even scattered and separated | was aforce in the history of mankind. Now
I'm back, and steeped in my true power

iix

| like this new mass gestalt you call the oversoul. So brightly «Jin HIM',, so very tasty. Why, | could just
egtital up/

Alicid VomAcht Deathsta ker withdrew her controlling presence

In»ni i hethrall armies, to gather al her power in one place for



c»ne purpose, and dl across the Parade of the Endless, no-longer-
pn-.M-ssed men and women and children fell limply to the ground
.nnl lity still. Eyes open, gill breathing, but utterly empty. Alicia
Would reoccupy them later, after sheld finished with more pressing
business. Fighting stopped in the city, as exhausted and bloody men
11 id women dowly lowered their weapons and looked uncertainly
tihoiii ihem. A great cheer went up, that the war was over and they
hfiil survived. They didn't know about Alicia. The variousfighting
Klniips (,une together asthey headed for the heart of the city, and
impend | Palace. The acclaimed greatest hero of the fighting, Gil

t Akoidi, led the way.

Alinvr i helmperia Pdace, the vast floating city of New Hope

nh -.led, its glass and slver towers shining like an impossibly
nowllake. The people below cheered again at the sight, but

« -persdidn't notice. They fought to focus every bit of power MM y h.ul through DianaVertue. It wasa
terrible thing to come face »" Lii ewith their progenitor, after dl these years. They had found at

I'M ii lounder and cresator, only to discover she wasamad god
lied only to devour her children. But the oversoul ill had a
11li«ksupitsdeeve A few hintsfrom the precogs. The oversoul

wn Crow Jane and the Ecstatic called Joy, to join the others

"nun.

diuj; dione before the last Throne, Aliciadidn't actualy look

[H1-* .....«11 Just asmall, short blonde woman in an old-fashioned
Miuloim; the only mark of strangeness about her the hue

Midi dominated her smal pae face. The kind of woman

you d pdss every day and never give asecond look. But even though

* nlined ail her glow, her presence was still stamped upon the M lik< .1 hoot crashing into aface. She
dominated the whole

"I*\ hel very exisence.

"lid [u-. ,i nidii dnd awoman entered the Court, striding dong



tic, Alessdndid Ducjuesne, last of the Psycho Sluts, dnd

Kis of the old legends. She had dropped down out of

"'d Mulched him up from the' street. Sheld carried him

MM- I'didre, dnd />Vu//w we're needed was al she had to sdy.

Silence went dong with it. He was used to sudden changesin direction in hislife. At first, Alessandrahad
been alittle confused thinking there was someone else with Silence, but she pushed iln-thought aside to
concentrate on getting to the Paace asfast as possible. Why are you crying? Silence had asked, and
shetold him about having to kill her oldest friend. Silence had nodded, understanding. Rebellions always
kill your friendsfirst, he said, remembering Alexander Storm, and others.

Silence and Alessandracircled carefully around Alicia, giving her plenty of room. They'd heard her tell
her strange history as thex-approached through the Court, and they could fed the poue radiating from
her. When they reached Douglas and Finn ami Diana, before the Throne, Alessandrareported the
collapse of ihc thrall armies, and Douglas nodded, relieved there was at |east one problem that he didn't
have to be worried about for the moment. | If-then turned to the man held known as Samuel Chevron.

'l understand you're redlly the legendary Captain John Silence, Why did you masguerade as Samuel
Chevron for al those years? Did my father know?

'No/ said Silence. 'No one knew. That wasthe point. | felt it IK-SI to conceal my true nature/
‘Lot of that going around at the moment/ said Douglas.

And then Crow Jane materidised in Court right next to them, dong with Joy, and they al jumped. Crow
Jane wore her battered leather jacket, with abandolier of throwing stars across her bosom Her sharp
face looked even paer than usua, showing off her j<i black hair and lips and heavy eye makeup. Joy
amiled brightly on oneand al, an average, dmost anonymous|ooking man in asmple white tunic. Crow
Jane nodded briskly to Diana.

The oversoul sent us. No one seems too sure why, but om precogs were unanimous that Joy needsto be
here. Don't ask me what good he's going to do, unless he intends smiling Aliciaio death/

'l am herel Joy said politely, 'because thisis where I'm sup|>< to be. And how often can you say that
with any surety? Hello Alicial’ And then he wandered off to look at somewalls.

'l fed so much safer/ Finn said to Douglas. 'Don't you?

John Silence nodded uncomfortably to his daughter Diana. Thel moved alittle aside, so that they could
talk privately. They knew
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HM \ should hcive been concentrating on Alicia, but just then it

Mied asif they had dl the timein theworld, to say dl the thingsIh, H needed to be said.
'Meen along time, father/ said Diana. 'Since we last met in "ii. A hundred and eighteen years/
'I've heen busy/ said Silence.

Y OU never were much of afather/ said Diana, without hegt. 'Al-« i eidy to sacrifice your own daughter



to the greater good. Firgt on tingrrli, hack when we were both till only human, and then —

| <lul what | thought was necessary/ said Silence, meeting his el "irhier'sangry gaze with old, tired eyes.
Y ou hetrayed me to the uber-espers! Y ou led me into an ambush,

"i lien Abandoned me! | should have known better than to trust

... | believed your growing power made you too MIS, too disruptive; athresat to the Golden Age we
were >K |0 build for everybody." i» |- 1 you know the oversoul would pick up my mind, after my

* isdestroyed by the uber-espers? 'No Hut | hoped/
i "in, i downed, and looked at Silencessde. 'l sort of sense

"liewith you. Investigator Frost? * in you see her too? 'No There's no one there/ said Diana. 'Oh Father;
won't you ever
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Whilei hey weretaking, Aliciasdled into Silencesmind, just for

[hr Inn of it. It wasn't difficult, for dl histwo tripsthrough the

M.i/e. Silence had always suppressed his greater powers.

«i'-. Because hewas afraid of becoming like his daughter. Alicia

ili -1.1<!'IM i action. If she could dominate and possess his weaker

he could saize control of dl his Maze powers, and use them

'Hi M, i n,i. shefound the image of Investigator Frost in Silence's

* IM! Killed girlishly as shedipped into it, like amaggot «Inn; mio .in apple.

mined suddenly and looked at Silence with cold eyes. 'She's (MM .in nm'.iaiclul hitch, John. She never
appreciaed dl thethings e «h«d loi her. Kill her/

I ' Silence said loudly, and everyonelooked at him. | 'l hei Us necessary; just like* before. And
afterwards, kill the

runaway King and the traitor Emperor. They're not worthy. Y ou should bein charge. Y oure the only one
left who isworthy to le.ul Humanity. Do it. Do what you aways wanted to do, John/

Silence looked at her. 'Y ou're not Frost. The Investigator would never say that. You're. . . her. Alicia. |
can fed you, cregping about insde my head.'

'Doit!" Aliciashrieked, pushing al her consderable presenceinto Silence's mind. He cried out, shrieking
piteoudy in pain and shoe k and horror, faling to hisknees. Hisarmstrembled, hisfingerstwitching with
someone e se'sintentions. He could fed Aliciapush ing him further and further into the back of his head.
The Court fell away, asthough at the end of arapidly diminishing tunnd. She dithered through his
thoughts like an inexorable impul se, and he knew he wasn't strong enough to hold her off. But held
aways been his own man. So while his hand was still mostly hisown, he pulled hisdisrupter fromits



holgter, set it clumdly againgt his heart, and shot himself. Onelast act of duty, and of honour. Aliciafled
laugh ing from his guttering mind as he dumped towards the floor. With thelast of hisvison, Silence saw
Dianamoving towards him to catch him, and knew she wouldn't get therein time. He hit the flooi of the
Court hard, and never fdt it. All thelights went ouit.

And he heard Investigator Frost saying Welcome home, Captain, ami he amiled alast amile.
Diana sat on thefloor, holding her dead father in her arms, glaring a Alicia. "What did you do to him?'
'I dways break my toyswhen | play with them,’ said Aliu.i VomAcht Deathstalker.

Diana put her dead father aside, and rose dowly to her leet gathering her power around her. And then
there was the sound ol running footsteps from the corridor leading to the Court, and every one turned to
look asthe man caled Carrion burst in, his black c.ij>« flapping around him like a gore-crow'swings. He
ignored everyone but thefallen Silence. He walked forward to stand over the <le,nl body for along
moment, breathing heavily.

'l could fed it happening, he said findly, 'But | couldn't get IKK intime.’
'Y ou couldn't have saved him, Sean,' said Diana.

'| dways thought we'd die together. Probably with mu lumK around each other's throats. Old friend, old
enemy.’

Legends aways die done/ said Diana. ‘It goes with the territory.’
<.uiionturned tolook at Alicia. 'Y ou. You did this, | am the Adudi; and we condemn you to death.’
(idinline' sad Alicia

She* lashed out with dl her awful power, ablast of sheer annihilating energy designed to wipe everyone
else out of existence, aslliough they'd never been. Diana Vertue met her attack with al ncTCcim of pure
defiance, dl the power of the oversoul channelled iluough her mighty, grief-driven mind. Her clothes
began to smoulder from escaping energies. The two women stood facing wli other acrossthe Court,
impossible forces raging between (hem. Two great powers, the old and the new, utterly deadlocked. | he
monster and the Massmind. Alessandrajoined her mind with [)litii«rs, and Carrion sang with the voice of
dl the Adhra. And dill

A In 1,1 Stood.

r.riornisran loose, crackling ontheair of the Court, baneful tirdimlive energies tossed around as though
they were nothing. IInxr j.igged cracks split apart the walls of the Court, and zig-zagged

nssthe high calling. Pieces of masonry broke free, and fell ponderoudy down into the Court. Carrion
raised ahand, and a shimmering screen protected everyone except Alicia

Hie- Moor shook asthough in an earthquake, and the Throne

i ed UK k and forth, as though fought over by unseen hands. The M1 w.is unbearably hot and then
impossibly cold, and rain and hail I* M honi nowhere. Probabilities changed and dtered, snapping on

i oil inamoment asold familiar facesflickered in and out of Mnht m the Court. Lionstone on her Throne,
with thefirgt Dram lilt" Widowmaker at her sde. Owen Deathsta ker, holding afalen m hishand. King
Robert and Queen Congtance, smiling



*MI. <isol the Golden Age. So many faces, so many names, cometiein amoment as Timerippled and
bent back and forth upon

it Ami Douglas Campbell and Finn Durandd, who had oncei.......i,iJol pLiyersin the struggle for the fate
of the Empire, could

* «iily huddle together to one side, ignored.

* 1*1 then the psistorms snapped off, banished in amoment by the h« . i [toyvei ol those who now
entered the Court. The walls stopped ,md (ickking, and the floor grew till, and Aliciaand

* hoi 11 looked round angrily to see who had interrupted them.
i I')(Mihstdliker, Jesamine Flowers, Brett Random and Rose

Congtantine strode forward to meet them. Reality stabilised as the four Maze minds enforced their will
uponit. Aliciashrieked with fury, and lashed out at everyone present, unleashing al hel centuries of
Maze-given power. Dianaand Alessandraand the oversoul met it first, and then the four Maze survivors
reached om, adding their power. Carrion's voice rose in aterrible song, and al the power of the Adhrai
focused through him, adding their support. Alicia staggered and dmost fl, but didn't.

Lewis stepped forward, and Aliciaturned to face him. And that was how it al cameto ahead, with one
Deathstalker facing another. Two minds remade by the Madness Maze, and made powerful beyond
belief. Because the Maze had aways worked best for Death-stalkers.

Lewisand Aliciawent head to head, matching power with power, will with will, and in the end Lewis
won. Because dl Aliciahad w<is sdlf-interest and ambition and hate, while Lewiswas centred around
duty and honour and the courage he needed to protect those hr cared for. And Alicia stood aone, while
Lewis stood for many. Aliciahit him with everything she had, trying to possess and control him, and then
trick and subvert him, but there was just so much more i<> him than there was to her. And so she turned
andran.

She was half way across the Court before anyone even realised that the mental battle was over, and she
was out the doors and gone before they could react. Aliciaran through the Palace's maye of corridors,
and the others came after her, crying out in rage and cheated passion. Aliciawrapped hersdlf in her will,
becoming in\ ible to the world. She sent her thoughts racing ahead of her, senam,; that triumphant rebels
were dready streaming into the Pakue through the main entrance, led by Gil Akotai. Aliciasmiled. She
couldn't take control of her thral army again without giving av\ her presence to her enemies, but she
could take one mind, and hide-in it while the thrall smuggled her away. Andthen . .. wel, <.il Akotai
was ahero and aleader; just what she needed to re-esuMish hersdlf . . .

She ducked into a Side passage as she heard footsteps appro.u | mi} :, concentrating al her power into
not being there. One by one hn pursuers passed her by, and she weighed each one asthey p.issnl looking
for someoneto carry her unnoiieed to (il Akoui. MM.l were too well protected, hut onemind. .. The
licd.ilicnlined ,)oy

.mihled past her hiding pLue, his mind wide open, and she struck at Inin like asnake. Such asmall man,
with hissurgicaly dtered brain. 11 he should seem to be acting alittle strangely, who'd notice? She
plunged into Joy's head, and found waiting there the cage he/d nude lor her.

Héllo, Alicia, said Joy. I've* been waiting for you. Enjoy your stay, ilh'ic's no way out.

And trapped ingde amind that made no senseat dl, al AliciaVnmAcht Deathstalker could do was



scream and scream and scream.

loy called to the othersto bring them back, and pointed at the empty shell of Aliciasbody lying ill and
helplessat hisfeet. They ill looked a him.

‘She tried to possess me/ said Joy. 'But theres alot more to me ih.m meetsthe eye.’
'We aways thought so/ said Crow Jane.
| .1111 large, | contain multitudes/ Joy said happily. 'What's one more voice in my head?

huiu Vertue studied his thoughts for amoment, winced, and 1hrn nodded. 'Shelll never find away out of
that. Take him back to New Mope, and the oversoul can watch over Joy until he dies; and 111 il-.r sure
shedieswith him.

'«M 11lidslike aplan to me/ said Crow Jane.

11 iion gestured sharply at the empty body on the floor, and Il hms into consuming flames. It burnt up
unnaturaly quickly, ftilured in momentsto nothing more than a pile of ashes. Carrion looked ,ii the
others.

in-.i m case.'

i 111.nit? sad Jesamine. 'Isit dl findly over?

Noi (juiteyet/ said Lewis. 'Whereis Finn? And wherei>

him iMimnda was once morein the Court, Stting on his Throne,

when Douglas Campbell walked back in. Once held seen Aliciaw,is
MM liMii-.& ,1 threst, he was free to settle old business. He'd noticed
». missing, and knew where he'd be. He walked dowly across

* ked and broken Court, hisfootsteps loud in the quid. He

*ped <n lhefoot of the stepsleading up to the Throne, and Finn

tmlird down on him.

I I HCW you'd come done, Douglas. | told you; thisis our

345

moment. No one else belongs here/ He rose up from his Throne, and descended the steps unhurriedly to
stand before Douglas. 'Wr have unfinished business, you and |. Onelast duel, onelast conie-.i to finaly
decide which of usisthe better/

They drew their swords, and dowly began to circle each other.
'l havetokill you, Finr/ said Douglas.
'‘And | haveto kill you, Douglas/



Tor dl the people you had killed/
'And for al the people | have yet to kill/
'Werewe ever redly friends, Finn? said Douglas.

Finn considered the question serioudly. 'l wanted usto befriends. But | don't think | haveit in meto be
anyone'sfriend. We're bom alone and we die alone, so redly al you can serioudy hopet<>do ... issee
how many people you can take with you. We did have some good times together, didn't we, Douglas?

'Y es, we did. Goodbye, Finn/
'‘Goodbye, Douglas/

They surged towards each other, driving sparks from their clash ing swords, asthey duelled back and
forth across the empty Conn They were both excellent swordsmen, and experienced fightcis They
stamped and lunged, cut and hacked, and never even came close to touching each other. They both
knew each other's style intimately, from their times as partnersin the Paragons. Then swords rose and
fdl, and their breathing grew short and hard. They were both swesting heavily, putting al their strength
into evaly blow. Finn should have had the advantage. Douglas had exhausted himsdlf fighting thralls
before he ever got to the Court. But in the end, Douglas had spent al hislifefighting, whileFinn ... h.id
alowed himsdf to get soft. Their blades dammed together onelast time, and Douglas twisted the sword
right out of Finn's hand. It fell to the floor, and the sound seemed to echo on and on in the empi\ Court.
Douglas and Finn stood facing each other, struggling I<H bregth, looking into each other's eyes. And
then Douglasjust MM Finn through, with one swift, professond thrust.

He watched Finn crumple silently to the floor. A part of him h.ul wanted to beat Finn to death with his
bare hands. For what Ine d done to William, and so many others. But he didn't. Because he\ King, and
he was supposed to be better than that. When he wns sine Finn was dead, Douglas cut Finn's head off.
Because that w<iswh.u
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»MI did, with mongters. Meldi ihe hody Jiul head behind him, <md ,IM ended the dais steps dowly and
tiredly. It had been along day. He smk on to the Throne, and laid his bloody sword across his thighs.
He looked down at what remained of the man who had once beenilK j'.u'ciiest Paragon of al.

'l wasdwaysyour friend,, Finn, even if you were never redly mine. That'swhy | didn't take you dive. |
couldn't leave you to the mercies of the mob/

And that was how the others found him, when they trailed back Inio ihe Court. King Douglas, sitting on
his Throne as though he I»dony;ed there, and dways had. There was quite acrowd in the CliuiH. Lewis
and Jesamine, Brett and Rose, Dianaand Alessandra,

*\v Lineand Joy, and Carrion. And Gil Akotai, who had findly In 1 hisi mopsto the Palace, and had
gonein doneto find out why Ihe hell dil the thrals had suddenly fallen down. He peered un-mi.nnly about
him, alittle cowed about being in the presence of so Itifiny heroes and legends. They dl looked a Finn's
beheaded body, .111.! everyone seemed to relax alittle.

| Jonj'J.is smiled tiredly down from his Throne, and they al nodded Inn k M1 i heir variousways. And
then everyone looked at Lewisand J'Sitmim?, to see what would happen next. Lewis put away his

*id, .m(l smiled a Douglas, who smiled back. And then the King H<H iip off his Throne and came
down the steps to embrace his old



ml .md partner. They held each other tightly for along moment, iln M sinod hack to look at each other.
'Weve minealong way, said Lewis. To end up right back where tvi ".i.uicd/

\nd .ill of it my fault,’ said Douglas. 'Oh Lewis, 'mso sorry ../ No, I'm sorry . ./ HM v hoih laughed
quietly, i hr.nd .ihout your father,' said Lewis.

i In.ml dhout your Clan,' said Douglas. 'l suppose were both sl HMII Limily now/

No siid Lewis. 'We're brothers. In every way that counts/ | he.n you've been doing amazing things,'said
Douglas. 'l kept up \\ #» of your travels and triumphs, in the Rookery. | was half onto turninto
miracle-workers, like Owen and hisM' Ihiowing lightning bolts about and hedling the sick with toneh/
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They were legendd said Lewis. '| dwaysthought it was more important to remain human, with human
limitations. So we could al come home again. | don't think Owen will ever be back/

'Of course; you met him! The blessed Owen himsdlf! What was helike? Anything like the legends?
'He was a Deathstalker/ said Lewis. 'And the finest of usal/

Douglas waited, and then redlised that was al he was going to get. He considered Lewis thoughtfully.
'Y ou have afollowing now, Lewis. Y ou could take the Throne, if you wanted. Y ou could make yoursdlf

King/
'l never wanted to be King/ Lewis said easily. 'Héll, | never even wanted to be Champion/

That was then, thisis now/ Douglas said firmly. Tm going to need a Champion | can depend on, as| start
putting the Empire back together again. Be my Champion, Lewis. Be my right hand, and my conscience/

"What about Jesamine? said Lewis, and the quiet in the Court seemed to deepen as everyone waited for
Douglass reply. Jesamine seemed content to wait for ever for him to speak. And then Nina Ma apert
came bustling through the doors into the Court, with three news cameras bobbing a ong behind her. She
squeaked loudly at ihe Sight of so many famous facesin one place, waved cheerily to Douglas, and
started bossing the cameras abouit to get the best angles. Douglas regarded her fondly.

‘Jes belongs with you, Lewis. Sheawaysdid. | ... have someone else | care about/

Lewislooked at Nina, with her gaudy clothes and pink mohawk, and raised an eyebrow. 'Y ou dways
did have appdling taste in women, Douglas/

Tm glad you've found someone/ said Jesamine, just alittle coldly.
Douglas |ooked at her. 'Did you ever love me, Jes? Even for amoment?
I might havel said Jesamine. 'If things had been different/

Shelinked her arm through Lewiss and Douglas smiled on boih of them. And for the rest of hislife he
never told Jesamine that he loved her, and alwayswould. He never told anyone. Because he w.isthe
King, and he knew his duty. Some secrets should remain secrets, for the good of al. He looked round
sh.irply, <isSiurt Lennox

lurched through the doors and into the Court, leaning heavily on ,Itis Sri; both of them battered and
bloody but grinning widdy with the- joy of being till dive when so many othershad died.



'Sorry, Stuart/ Douglas said cheerfully. ‘It'sall over, and you missed it. The uber-espers are defeated and
Finnisdead. Not abad ddy'swork, al told. So, Stuart; how would you liketo train and le.ul «i new
order of Paragons? And Nina;, how would you like to be the new communications chief of Logres?

Ninadid her happy dance, and everyone laughed. Diana Vert in-stepped forward to shake the King's
hand.

'Doesn't look like I'm needed any more. | think I'll go back into the oversoul. It'slondly being just one
person. And my faihe r. <le«id. Agair/

She didn't mention the clones of hersalf she still had preserved in storage. Because you never knew. The
Empire might still need lenny Psycho, some other day.

'Hut before | leave, King Douglas, | have one last duty/ She » oneentrated a moment, and then smiled.
There. Lewis; you prom r.r<| the monsters from Shandrakor that you would bring ihrm home again, and
you did. Now I'vejugt lifted their minds out <-i iheir monstrous bodies and reingtalled them in some of
the empts hodies eft behind by Alicia. So those who were once human. ,iml i hen made into mongters,
can be human again. | wiped out aloi <! ilien Shandrakor memories, so they can be only humary Ih.ink
you,' said Lewis. That was kind of youw "Well/ said Diana. "Y ou don't want to believe dl thethingsyouin
.11 .ihout me/ Shelooked at Alessandra. 'Why don't you tome L into the oversoul with me? The old
Massmind could use aliiile UN mg up, and we're just the trouble-makersto do it/

/ said Alessandra. 'l think | need to go hometoo/ Mi el Rose stepped forward, and spoke with both
their voicessmul "ii'Jy, which freaked everybody. 'We have been through We are together, now, for
aways. Two parts making up oneli >le person, at last. A single mind, in two bodies. Wewill go back 1o
iiii Kookery, tolead it and keep it sharp. Just in casethey might hee | ei 1, 11».,i i M , if your new
Golden Age doesn't work out after al/

sml Douglas, thefirst to recover. Teach them dl to he Her s .ind free-thinkers and genera painsin the
ase Jug in eise Hi* ie-,1 ol Humanity gets soft and lazy again/

BrettRose turned to Lewis. 'Goodbye, Deathstalker. An honour to fight beside you. We both learned a
lot/

"You'rewelcome/ said Lewis. 'Jesus; thisis spooky. Can | suggest you both practise talking separately
again, becausethisis serioudy weirding me out/

'How doesit fed? said Jesamine, curiosity winning out over shock. 'Being one person in two bodies?
BrettRose smiled. 'Happy. Fulfilled. Whole. We fed whole, at last/

And while everyone was conddering that, another figure appeared, teleporting into the Court. Daniel
Wolfe stood before them, shining like astar, so brightly that none of them could look at him directly till he
lowered the light. He smiled about him.

'l am Daniel Shub/ he announced calmly. 'Daniel Wolfe and the three Als of Shub, who went through the
Madness Maze together, and emerged combined into one, far greater being. The power of machine mind
joined to the capabilities of human mind. We have become ... 0 very powerful. And utterly content. We

are more than we were, or ever dreamed of becoming. Relax, people; we are still sworn against violence.
All thet livesishaly/

'Wdll, yes, but you'll pardon meif | take that with just a pinch of salt/ said Douglas. 'l haven't forgotten



your shipsfiring on the Mog Mor ships during the battle over Haden. Y ou blew them al apart, and didn't
even hang around to check for survivors/

'No need. The Mog Mor shipswere just drones,’ said Daniel Shub. 'Empty ships run by remote control.
Mog Mor was never more than agreat bluff. Their race has become so reduced that now there are only
two of their speciesleft. That's why you never saw more than two of them at Court. One of the Madness
Maze's more sgnificant fallures. They dl killed each other off, until only two were |eft; and they didn't
even have the sense to end up with abreeding pair/

'S0 ... what will you do now? said Lewis.

'Wewill go exploring,’ said Daniel Shub. To investigate higher dimensions, and other levels of redity. We
doubt well be back, so you are welcome to take the Shub homeworld, and do with it whai you will, or
what you can. We have transcended at last, anil ii everything we ever hoped for, but could not imagine.
Perhaps one day Humanity will reach this point, and conic ater us, and | hen we will meet again/

Danid Shub disgppeared in aflare of light that left everyone blinking, and Ninafrantically checking the
light levelson her (amerasto make sure they'd got it all. She'd had so many exclusivesin one day that she
was getting quite giddy and breethless.

"1 can remember when Shub were supposed to be our childrer/ said Douglas. 'Whao's the child now, |
wonder?

Tirst Brett and Rose, then Danid and Shub,’ said Lewis, Thank ( MX! | was never the joining type/

Tardon mefor butting in/ said Stuart Lennox. ‘But it's not al happy endings, just yet. | hate to be the one
to bring it up, but: what are we going to do about the Terror?

And that was when thefind vigtor strolled into the Court, from a* .nle door that no one had noticed until
then. The shape-changing aien, wearing aface and body that no one but he remembered: a<< Main
lupine humanoid form called the Wolfling. Big and hairy ami very impressive. Everyone drew their

Weapons.

lake it easy, people,’ the shape-changer growled. 'l bear a

«>sijtfi' from Owen Deathstalker, and you wouldn't believe how
Inn}', I've been holding it for you. Hewrote it out himself, in hisown
ii.UN!, because he knew he'd never returnto say it in person. Henn

Me handed athick scroll over to Lewis, who dowly unrolled n MI.I icad thefirst linedoud. / i/.v/ uiijht |
dreamed of Owen Deathstalker.

NINE
JOURNEY'SEND
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Owen had never felt so powerful, or so tired. But long as Hazel'strail had been, he could sense it was
finaly nearing itsend. The gdaxy spun around him like asparkling toy, dowly winding down, ashe
stepped effortlesdy out of the Pale Horizon and back into Space and Time. He stood on the airless
surface of amoon, al grey dust and pockmarked craters, and looked down on avery young world.
There was no trace of Hazel anywhere. Her trail sopped here, in this place and at thistime, and then just
... ceased to be. She hadn't died here. Owen was sure he would have sensed that. She had just gone. .
. somewhere else. Owen considered the blue and green world before him. There was nothing in orbit, not
even asingletranamitting satellite. No lights shone in the dark, to mark the presence of cities, and
civilisation. So Owen went down, to take alook around.

He plunged through the turbulent atmosphere, and flew across the continents, and it was dl very quiet
and peaceful. Hed lost track of just how far back held come, how many millenniaor even aeons had
danced past beneath hisrunning feet, but he could tdll that these were the early days of Humanity's
homeworld. Old enough to settle down, but intelligent life had yet to evolve. There werejust animals,
wandering grassy plains, and great birdsin the sky that had enough sense to give Owen plenty of room.
He came down, and it felt good to have solid ground under hisfeet again. Animads hid themsdvesin the
tall grasses, observing him cautioudy from adistance, making warning hooting noises to each other.
Owen

looked unhurriedly about him, enjoying thefed of the warm humid hieg/e on hisface.

It wasthe quiet that struck him most. Apart from the occasiona tough or bark from the watching animals,
or the far-off cry of an .luing bird, the whole world seemed to be holding its breeth, as | hough waiting for
history to begin. At the dawn of life, the world Was untouched by human needs or wants, and the
complicationsthey caused. Owen tried to fed the significance of thismoment, in 11ic cradle of Humanity;
the promise of civilisation and the greet

| inpiresto come. . . but the world was just empty. Like anew house, waiting for its tenantsto movein.
Thiswas an innocent world, and Owen didn't belong here. He considered what to do, where to go next.
Hazd had been here, for awhile. He could sense liri presence; standing on this spot, seeing what he saw.
But eveninIni confused and maddened state, she must have redlised that she

11 1d n't find Owen by going any further back in Time. Thiswasthe «n<I of theline.
So where did she go? Where else was there, but Space and Time?

()wen concentrated, reaching out with his more than human

* uses as herose up into the air, soaring smoothly through therich

Itlue skiesand on up into orbit. He investigated the areas around the

I1Li 11 €, and was surprised to detect the presence of other visitors. | line- was nothing human about
them. Alien ships, and diensthat

* Inln'( need ships, and other things so strange and other that even hisrspaiuled mind couldn't make
sense of them. All of them come and Hinir. in the long dark surrounding what would one day become



small and fleeting that he . ..M|.Ini be sure they'd actually existed. And, on the very edgedl I11*
prnrpiion, vast entities that walked other paths, between <>i

i IK'1'i heusud dimensons of Space, travelling from unknowable rs mi unguessable missions. Owen
turned his sensesin thisnew linn ,uul detected . . . an anomaly, i i.i 11 way between the planet and its
moon, therewas abreak in

* |.- " |[Mielime continuum, atear ripped open and then raggedly

nIMJIM-iha again. Asthough something had forced itsway out of niio somewhere else, and then pulled
the holein behind n M . ongdereil the breach thoughtfully. Lewis had told himih.u Ihr In 101 tamefrom a
place that was not a place, and existed theu

in between its attacks on populated worlds. Halel couldn'l go any further back in Time, so shed gone
somewhereese.

Thiswastheway in. And it fdt. . . strangely familiar.

Since the breach in Space and Time wasn't, Strictly speaking, real, how he viewed it depended on him.
So Owen made a conscious effort to visuaise the rift as agateway. There was asense ol resistance, a
dow duggish inertia, and then the gateway appeared before him. At first Owen wasn't surewhat it was
he was seeing. Greet ivory pillars towered up before him, crowded together. Bui Size was only relative,
after dl, so Owen looked at it again, asfrom agreet distance, and finaly recognised theivory pillarsfor
what they were. A huge pair of gleaming white jaws, the teeth clenched and ground together to prevent
entry.

Nice symbolism, Owen thought, wondering vaguely whether it came from Hazel or him. Heturned the
full force of his power upon the jaws, commanding them to open, but they didn't stir. His strength of will,
that had brought him so far in Space and Time, was usdless here, presented with another equdly strong
will. Owen hung before the closed gate for along time, thinking hard, and finally broadcast asmple
message with hismind.

Hazedl; it's Owen. Open up.

The jaws gaped dowly open, like the gateway to Hell. Owen passed within them, and the gateway
swallowed him up.

Hewas standing in a stone corridor, in a place he knew. He'd been here before. He reached out with his
expanded senses, and could fed Hazd dl around him. Thiswas her place, sprung fully born from her
forehead. He could fed the stone corridors radiating away in al directions, reaching away for ever,
endlessy branching and rgoining in acomplex maze. Therewasadim grey light that came from
everywhere a once, and cast no shadows at adl. An artificia place, brought into being outside Space and
Time, acongruct produced and maintained by a monstrous effort of will.

The details of the place made no sense, as though they'd been added afterwards, as an afterthought; or
perhaps they had just seeped in, the products of an increasingly insane mind. The air smelt of dead roses
and awoman's sweet. Beads of sweat ran dowly, continuoudy, down the stone walls. Far away, Owen
thought he could IHM1 someone crying, sobbing and howling asthough their heart IKK!

l.. <ii hmken. And beyond and beneeth that mourning, adow sulleni'imding, like an engine that ran on
hate. The whole placefelt . . . unhedlthy. Like the endless corridors we pace in fever dreams, going
iiMuherc, lor ever and aday. Owen chose adirection, and started balking.



(.hosts came to meet him, walking the empty stone corridors, P. M1} ! around and even through him as
though he was the one who waan't there. They al looked like Owen. Visions of himsdlf, In.in various
timesin his past; sometimes young and uncertain, lomri imes brave and heroic, and sometimes battered
and bloody. | h< images were often unclear, distorted and eroded, like thefacese ¢! M, i ursworn away

by long passages of Time. Or perhaps by fading
nories.

'/ 1 ever really look that heroic, that certain? Owen thought. Or islli.ii ///.§ how she saw me? |
never knew.

Owen knew what this place was, or would be. He had walked «orridors before, in his past but this
placesfuture. Thiswastvlicic the Blood Runners had brought Hazel d'Ark after they »il M hit-led her
from Lachrymae Christi. They had trapped and kid-n.ippcil her, when she and Owen were both
weakened after the .1. I. IM c ol Saint Beatrices Mission. They brought her here, to their M . rrl place,
to torture and vivisect her, to try and steal her miracu-IMM-. power and potential. Owen had tracked
her here, and togethci In .UK! | la/el had wiped out al the Blood Runners, in ahot savage And they had
seen the end of this place, itsfina destruction, . .).ing only moments before it disappeared for ever. But
that wasih« i and thiswas now.

lla/H had created this place. Owen knew that, as certainly as he knew anything. The nature of the place
was clear to him, the tone ..Ml uloisdl but talking to him, whispering her name. He could even | ic
place's history, asthough laid out before him on one of thei.ni handwritten scrolls he had studied so long
ago, when he Jud ascholar and minor historian. Stegped in her madness, .inxrii |»y loss and need, Hazel
had reached the end of thelinewhenini.in out of Time, S0 she dropped out of the Time and Spacethat |
I.nlcd her, and created a secret place of her own, apocket IN mion to hide and plan in. There was no
telling how long 1 lald h .1 (..M here-; Time worked differently here, when it worked at dl. hut -Jowly
Hald changed, growing and evolving like acaerpillar in
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an insane cocoon, finaly to emerge from her stone chrysalis and burst back into Space and Time, reborn
asthe Terror. An dmost eementa force now, with little of Hazdl's consciousnessin it, driven by aneed
and alonging and amadnessit could barely remember the reasonsfor.

Disconnected from Hazdl's history, the Terror had lost al track of Space and Time, and reappeared long
ago and far away, in the gdaxy of the [lluminati. And there she began her long journey back, heading
home, following instinct as much as memory, goaded on by the loss of something she could no longer
name, heading back to the heartworld of the Empire, because . . . because it was responsible for her
loss. The Terror Sarted the long journey back, forgetting exactly who or what it waslooking for, but
compelled to search anyway. Perhaps sometimes the name Owen arose, but the Terror alwaysforgot it
again. It went whereit had to, not caring who or what it had to destroy in order to raise the power
necessary for itsjourney. It ate souls, and worlds, and civilisations; grinding them up to makeits bread.
The civilisation of the Illuminati wasthefirst to face the Terror's hunger, but it wasn't the last.

[1 took time to produce the herald, that could travel in Space while the Terror occupied its own hidden
place, and longer il to produce the herald's ravenous spawn, but once the Terror had found a method
that worked, it settled for that. It may not have been the best or most efficient way of doing things, but it
was as good as any other to amad mind with limitless power and no restraints or conscience.

Owen stood very ill inthe middle of acorridor, bent over as though about to vomit, hisarms wrapped



tightly around him to keep himself from flying apart. The maze of corridorswasfull of information, likea
library full of booksal shouting at once. Here, Time was just another direction, the corridors existing
smultaneoudy in Past, Present and Future. And it was the only physica existence the Terror had now.
Hazd's original, human body had disappeared |ong ago, eaten up by the terrible energiesit generated and
processed. The place that was not a place wasthe Terror; the herald and its maddening spawn just
aspects of the greater whole, projected into three-dimensiona space, like afingertip pushed through a
sheet of paper.

This place wasthe Terror, and it was dowly Incoming aware of

< Uven's presence within ii. Owen could sense something like agreat , seded shut by aeons of deep,
cracking dowly open to peer wilhin itsown self. Therewas asound, like asullen silver bell linking inthe
heart of astone forest at midnight. A dow gusting bieg/e in the corridors that might have been something
breathing. Meads of swest rolled dowly up the corridor walls, and the floor in inhled under Owen'sfest.
Something was coming hisway, something vast and utterly dreadful.

11.1/el d'Ark came walking down the corridor towards him, amnnnry from the past. She looked just as
she had when Owen firgt ini'l her, solong ago on Virimonde: young and vibrant, red-haired .11 nl
sharp-faced. Shelooked the way she used to, back before al the tliMIh and war and madness. But at the
sametime, she was so much Mime than that, there was so much moreto her, as though she ted in more
than three dimensions, her physical presence radiating off in directions that even Owen's expanded mind
couldn't follow. A memory of Hazd, plucked at random from memoriesthat ho longer meant anything to
the Terror, but invested with its power.

| la/e/ said Owen. 'It'sme. It's Owen! I'vefound you at last.'

kept walking right a him, her face blank and subtly in-ii.in Mis name meant nothing to the Terror now. It
resched out

11 Its powerful will, and tried to fix Owen in the corridor, like aimpaed on apin, just another ghost in the
Terror's collection. M longht it, and quickly discerned that even his new strength

i M »thing compared to this ancient implacable will. Hazd's

» Mi opened, and kept on opening, gaping impossibly wide to est n up h<xly and soul, just asit had
swallowed planets and popu-

< >wen fought, concentrating on projecting hisidentity at the Triiai, | lying to force it to recognise him,
and remember him.

t IM impossibly vast mouth howled out the never-ending scream

ot Ihe herdd's razor-edged spawn, the terrible howl that had

M< ned whole worlds, the horrid sound reverberating through

* M id- ,ione corridors at once. It would have destroyed even Owen,
s iH 11.idi) i I>een able to hear the loss and horror and stubborn love

heart i hat ill fudled the Terror after dll thistime. It wasthe



MI mi ol Mald, in her ship over Haden, when she heard of Owen's
i rh.it same scream, gtill going on after countless centuries. A
| ol loss.Hid rage, at what had been taken from her, and at

* || he* ause she'd never told the Deathstalker she loved him.
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And because Owen knew what it was, and embraced it, the scream washed harmlessly over him. He
advanced into it, and took the Hazel memory's handsin his own. He followed the true emotionsinto the
heart of the scream, and from there into the mad mind of the Terror, and deep within it he found the
faintest glimpse of another presence; endlesdy skewered on the pin of her own creation. A smple, il
human presence, endlesdy suffering, dream in 14 an endless nightmare in adeep from which she could
never awaken hersdlf.

The Terror tried to consume Owen, just asit had Dond Corcoran and his mad ship the Jeremiah, to
absorb and subsume Owen's mind into its own much greater salf, but Owen was too sure of hisown
identity for that, and there was no madness within him to invite the Terror in. But at the sametime, he
wasn't strong enough to fight il off. His power gtill had limits, because he was ill sane. Owen and the
Terror struggled together, and neither of them knew for how long, before Owen finally redlised that the
Terror was quite ready to destroy itself, to be sure of destroying him. And he couldn't alow that.

So he gavein. He stopped fighting, and alowed the Terror to pull himin. It felt like dying, and yet
something more. The Terror absorbed Owen Desthstalker into itsalf, and his mind headed immediately
for the remnants of Hazel d'/Ark he'd sensed at thr Terror's core. They came together, and the impact of
his presence shocked Hazel awake and sane, for thefirst timein centuries.

Hello, Hazel

Owen? My God. Owen! They told me you wer e dead!

| was, but | got over it. | had to come back, for you.

For me?

Not all of Space, nor all of Time, could keep me from you, Hazel d'Ark.

You always were a smooth-talking bastard. Oh Owen, I've missed you so much . . .
| know. | know.

And two minds held each other, astightly as any two bodies th.ii ever were. Two souls, as close astwo
souls could ever be.

Why did you take so long to find me, Owen?

| was looking in all the wrong places. And you didn't exactly /;/</Ar yourself easy to find.
Whereisthis, Owen? Where </v nv now? Arc we /><>// </<s//<['

No. We still have a lot to do yet.

He held her tightly to him, while Hazel accessed hismemoriesof i he Terror, and al thet it had done.



Horror shuddered through her, til vvhcil she and her madness had made possible. Owen showed her | he
| ui ure he had come from, and Hazel reached out and stopped | he Terror's herad in itstracks, well
short of its next chosen prey, Im/en in amoment of Space. Now that she was back, Hazel wasinrh.irne
again, and the people on the threatened world looked on In 11 we and wonder as the deadly herald hung
in space, apparently ile.nl | Li/el was shocked and appalled at dl the lives and civilisa-n« mslost and
gone, because of her, and for awhile her madness u.illy threatened to overwhelm her again. But thistime
Owen W.is (here with her, to hold and comfort her.

II.Mr «/ll | be forgiven, for what | did, asthe Terror? How can | ever l/ir myself? Could we. . . put
everything right again?

<-n consdered the possibility. Well; we'rein the Past, as much as

HV ‘/e tiiivwhere. We could emerge back at the end of your trail, at the dawn
[ 1it'll 1§ ui] each event aswe cameto it. We know the futureisn't setin
ifi»l/<n,-iv met alternate versions of yourself, from different timetracks

/'l inureswere just as valid as ours. We could undo everything the

* o/ ¢/[s/. hut then our history would never happen. We would never

li wouldn 't be our timeline any more. And it might be better or ft

n/-.ir.T.sv; we have no way of knowing what changes our interventions

>iii /'lllI</ about. We could, with the very best of intentions, make a mil
WIMS '/ limits. The only certain thing, isthat you and | would never meet.

“Il+/lll he worth it, Owen; to prevent the Terror, and its crimes. | W\ it ////«d/ll be, if we could be
certain of that. But what's to stop somcoin ./*'///+/ through a Madness Maze, and becoming
something just as bad, <>/

.1 -i¢// worse than, the Terror? t.ilit \tiHirt arse; what do you think we should do?
iv xlioulddo nothing. /.//* < Mnv/; you can 't be serious!

Hunt ,//><>//l I/, Hazel. At the end of the war against the Recreated, the ///(« Maze worked
wonders, bringing dead worlds back to life. H//v / //« I'll/«/ hack everyone who'd died in the war?
Why not undo all the ttinhhit' i/// the wrongs?

ML TN hite. Why not? ffiw/lsr /(V uiiifiy niiniclcs would have gone beyond helping. It uv//i</

have been meddling, interfering. People have to make their own mistakes, and live with them, if
they 're ever to learn anything. The baby only put right what he'd done wrong, as the Darkvoid
Device.

All thistime, and you 're still bloody lecturing me.



All thistime, and you 're still not listening. For all our power, Hazel, we 're not gods. We don't
have the knowledge or the experience to take on that kind of responsibility. We could make things
much wor s, try to fix them, and then make themreally bad, and soonand soon. . . caught in an
endless spiral of trying to put right our mistakes. We're still. . . only human.

Hold everything, Hazel said abruptly. Something's happening. It'sthe Terror. It's. . .fighting back.
| thought you were the Terror.

No; / became the Terror, but the final entity evolved out of and around inc. And all of those
centuries operating as the Terror, exterminating other species and feeding on them, gave the
Terror an identity in its own right. And it's not taking at all kindly to my suddenly waking up and
trying to control it.

0. .. the Terror wasn 't you, after all?

Well, yes and no. I'm the seed from which the Terror grew, but the final result created itself down
the centuries, pushing itsoriginal creator deeper and deeper inside it; where you found and
awakened me.

So you're not really responsible for all the deaths and destruction!

Oh no, Owen. I'mresponsible. The Terror is my madness, my loss and' rage given form. It'slike |
dreamed a nightmare, and the dream came true. And right now, it's mad as hell that I'm stopping
it from doing what it was intended to do. You may have reached me and shocked me sane again,
but my madnessis still going strong. And . . . | think it's quite ready to destroy you and me for
getting in itsway. | don't think it needs me any more.

The stone corridors shook, the wals bowing in and out and | he-floor risng and faling like aswelling
wave, asthe endless scream of the Terror howled through all the passages at once. Joined togethn &t the
heart of the storm, Owen and Hazel fought to hold on to thai sanity and their souls as madness raged
around them, assaulting them from al sides. Hazel's madness, born of sorrow and loss and rage, given
shape and form and its own identity through count I< centuries of exercisng its own unlimited power. The
Terror only existed to do terrible things, and threatened hy ti progenitor il no longer recognised, il fought
h.u k. The child god, devouring iis

p.nruis. But for al its power, in the end Owen and Hazdl were sane, .mil the Terror was not. They had
coherence, and the strength of IMI1pose that brings, while the Terror knew only itsold, old im-IM
i.ilives. Sowly, step by painful step, Owen and Hazdl drained the power out of the Terror and into
themselves. The Terror had only rvei | hid power because Hazdl gaveit, and now with Owen's help, *he
took it back. And the Terror's howl changed, asfor thefirst timein U-, long life, it knew fear.

inrilicd, it fought to separate itself from them, moving its pres-rm e out of the stone corridors, only to
discover it had nowhere elselo y,0. Owen and Hazel kept the only gateway closed, and, forced nw.iy
from itsancient bolt hole, the Terror quickly faded away And wds gone, like any nightmare faced with
the dawning of anew

Firgt lld/e, and then Owen materiaised in aquiet and serene Hour corridor, back in their old
remembered bodies again. Not their oiitfhul, limited human forms, but constructs created by an act of i
kised on their memories of who they used to be. And Owen hiMIhsulker and Hazel d'Ark looked upon
each other for thefirst Mine M1 <i very long while.

siid Hazd. 'What do we do now? Go home and tell everyone 111.11 i he Terror isno longer athreat?



| think they aready know that,'said Owen. The herdd'sfloating IliMil in spacein their time. Let them
examineit. They won't lenn mivihinj* useful.

And then they couldn't be bothered with words any more, «nul Thry held each other tightly in their
recreated arms, reunited at hist 'i do know, we can't go home,' Owen said to Hazel, eventu Were just
too powerful now. Weld start off trying to help, ih ii move on to meddling and interfering, for the very
best of

,md finally we'd end up ruling them as gods.' Mm 11 we can't go home, where can we go? said Hazel.
‘After dl fhervil | Nicide possible, | haveto do ... something to make up for

\\v I now there are other, dternate timetracks; let's go explore M Help people who need help. Have
adventures. Find ,n<>nr m, ..i And .Hwiiys move on, before we outstay our welcome. Whoi ROM .
nuyhe even lind otherslike oursalves. A new home/ <> iid I1,i/d. 'l like the sound of th.il/

There were afew thingsthey had to take care of first, before they could leave. Owen prepared alast
message for his descendant and fellow Deathstalker, Lewis. To tell him what had happened, ami why the
Terror would never trouble their time again. He didn't tell Lewis everything; just what he needed to
know. And most espe daily: why Owen and Hazel wouldn't be coming back, ever. He wrote the story
out, by hand, on along scroll he brought into beinj: by an act of will. It was hislast work asa scholar and
an higtorian, and a sort of joke; because al the oldest records hed studied had always been set down on
handwritten scrolls. He took histime, choosing hiswords carefully. It wasimportant to get it right. The
last testament of Owen Desthstalker.

While Owen busied himsdf with hishistory, Hazel removed <ill traces of her presence and hisfrom the
maze of stone corridor Scrubbing the place that was not a place clean of al evil ami madness. But ill,
she had to wonder . . .

'‘Owen; asthe Terror | created everything here. Based on mem ories of the worst timein my life, when |
fel into the clutches of 11 it-Blood Runners and they brought meto aplace likethis. Now; did | create
these corridors because they dready exist somewhere, or, will the Blood Runners someday discover this
place, and movein?

'l know what you mean,’ said Owen. Timetravel can play mei i y hell with cause and effect. | had the
same thoughts when | created the Madness Maze.'

'Hold everything, take severd giant steps back. You created ihe Maze? No wonder it never seemed to
make any sense.’

Owen decided he was better off not responding to that. Mr checked through his history, making sure he
hadn't left out anv thing important, and then summoned the shape-changing dienin him. It gppearedina
cloud of glitter dugt, intheimage of thelc><i Vaughn. Owen gave the little grey figure ahard look.

'Why?
‘Because!'
‘All right; whét time period are you from?

"Who can say? Continuity isfor lesser minds. What you w.mi ' Am very busy right now, watching over
[Innuniiy ,md mesd with peoples minds. Speik up! ()i I'll injikeyou ldl-kmded.'



'l just know cresting you is going to come back to haunt me," said »>\ven. 'Have you given Lewisthe
Deathgtadker ring yet?

'All timeissameto me. It'sapoor memory that doesn't work both w.iys. Haven't forgotten about Lewis
and Court. Always assuming | leniember where| put ring/Had it just the other day . . .

'Well when you do go, turn up as Vaughn. That should begood 1* n i Li ugh. Now; take this scroll and
keep it safe. Giveit into Lewisskinds only, a the exact time and place I've just put into what passes|”i
your mind. Oh; and one other thing. If at any time, anyone asks you who built the Madness Maze, or
why; lie. Convincingly, llmn.mily isn't reedy for that much truth.’

lie dismissed the shape-changer with awave of hishand, and (in ned lo Hazdl.
‘And Ihdt'sit. All done. No more business left unfinished.’
n! nineloleave, intit? shesad. 'Weve put it off long enough. We h.ive new livesto begin.’

.iid Owen. 'We can do anything, be anything now. Why M'lllelor just being human? We can have any

conscience. But whoever and whatever we become,

i wherever we go, we will never be parted again. | promised you u« (I .ilw.iys he together.'
I"i \n,ind ever,'said Hazdl.

\n.| soihey became great glowing beings, and |eft the place th.n

MM! 1 pl.iee. They undid the gateway, but |eft the stone corridor.

I'M i he Ulood Runnersto someday discover. Great glowing wim;s

MI.,1 h< MM I heir shimmering shoulders, asthey flew back into

UK! rime again, and then further on, starting their lon} -,

mio somewhere dse. Flying on vast butterfly wings, shining

hhiih.in the stars.

EPILOGUE

Thefind words of the find testament of Owen Deathsta ker.

Last night | dreamed | was still human, but now | have woken up. into something better. Farewdl, my
friends, farewel.
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