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 Chapter One

 


Fairen held
out his hand, and Sabre clasped it with a smile, then the boy
surprised him by pulling him into a brief, firm embrace. When he
stepped back, his cheeks were flushed with embarrassment, but he
looked satisfied, as if the brief contact had fulfilled some deep
need for human contact. Two days had passed since the young
Overlord had rescued Sabre from Ramadaus, and they stood in the
Scorpion Ship’s cavernous docking port, ready to leave. Pryan
looked smart and a little smug in an immaculately cut dark blue
suit, his shock of unruly hair slicked back. Fairen turned to
Tassin and held out his hand. She hesitated, but he smiled and
nodded, so she clasped it.

His smile
widened. "You're a good person. I'm glad Sabre has you to love him
as he does you."

"Thank you, My
Lord."

Aboard the
shuttle, one of Fairen's men showed them to a comfortable crimson
and grey lounge for the brief trip to Pryan's ship.

Tarl looked
haggard when he met them outside the airlock. He studied Sabre with
deep concern and cast Tassin a guilty look.

"Thank god
you're both all right." His eyes lingered on Sabre's bruised
arms.

"Where are
Kernan and Kaylar?" Tassin asked.

"In the dining
room. They feel like even bigger idiots than I do."

"It wasn't
your fault."

Tarl shook his
head. "That doesn't make what we almost did any less
reprehensible."

"No, but you
weren't responsible."

"Where's
Pryan?"

"He's staying
with Overlord Fairen."

Tarl's brows
rose. "Why? Did he do something wrong?"

"No. He's
found a new home."

"Kernan tells
me this is Pryan's ship."

She nodded.
"It's mine now. He gave it to me."

"Why?"

"He doesn't
need it anymore."

Tarl looked
even more puzzled. "Why not?"

"He's staying
with Overlord Fairen. That's all I can tell you."

"Huh." He
shrugged. “Okay.”

Tarl led the
way to the dining room, where Kernan and Kaylar greeted them with
embarrassed looks and stiff, uncertain smiles. They listened to
Tassin's account of what had happened on the Scorpion Ship with
shuttered expressions. A thick, gloomy silence fell at the end of
the tale, which Tarl broke after several minutes.

"So, where are
we going now?"

"Toron," Sabre
said.

"Why not
home?” Tassin asked. “We have a ship now."

"Because home
is two hundred and twenty-three light years away, and this ship
isn't fast enough. She's a year-day ship, which, if you translate
it into logical old Earth terms, means she can only go three
hundred and sixty-five times the speed of light. It doesn't
actually work that way, but that's the easiest way to explain it.
It would take us two hundred and twenty-three days to get
there."

"Oh."

"So, we sell
this ship on Toron and buy a faster one; then we go home."

"How far are
we from Toron?"

"Two
days."

"Good, let's
get going then."

Sabre nodded,
glancing at Kernan. "It takes two to pilot this ship."

When the
former captain continued to stare into space, lost in thought, Tarl
said, "I'll co-pilot. These two have hardly spoken in the past two
days."

"Fine." Sabre
went to the bridge and settled in the pilot's chair, studying the
knobs and dials in front of him.

"Are they
upset about Trina?" Tassin asked Tarl.

"No, they're
upset about what she did to them, and made them do."

"Pryan's
sister."

"Amongst other
things, judging by their attitudes. Maybe she wasn’t the only girl
they spaced at Trina’s request." Tarl sat in the co-pilot's seat,
where Pryan used to sit, and Sabre recited a checklist. Tassin
gazed at the empty, star-sprinkled blackness in the screens until
Sabre instructed her to strap herself in.

"Green board,"
Tarl intoned.

"Course laid
in, autopilot engaged," Sabre stated.

Tarl peered
into the dark screen. "Course locked. Range to target, one point
seven light years, pulses required, two. Intensity configured."

"Charging
pulse drive." Sabre flipped the bank of switches above him.
"Boosters engaged."

"Check," Tarl
said.

Sabre flipped
open the capped switch and held his thumb over it, watching the
flashing lights on the console. "First pulse... now." He pressed
the switch, and a giant thud rattled the ship.

"Green board,"
Tarl stated as the stars in the screens smeared.

"Charging
drive... second pulse... now."

Another thud
shook the vessel. A wall of force smashed Tassin sideways, knocking
the breath out of her. Alarms hooted, buzzed and wailed. Red lights
flashed all over Sabre's console, and Tarl was sprawled across his,
his eyes closed, blood oozing from a cut on his cheek. Sabre swore
and unbuckled himself, swinging around.

"Are you all
right?"

Tassin
clutched her ribs, which sent shafts of agony through her at every
breath, and nodded, unable to speak.

Sabre frowned.
"No you're not."

A breeze blew
out of the bridge door, and he cursed again. "Hull breach."

Sabre turned
back to the console and pushed a couple of switches. A deep
metallic groan echoed through the ship's bowels, but the breeze
continued.

"Shit, the
emergency compartment doors must be jammed. Bloody antique
ship!"

Sabre gripped
the back of Tarl's collar and shook him, but he lolled, senseless.
Swearing, the cyber marched to the door.

"I'm going to
check on Kernan and Kaylar. Wait here."

Tassin longed
to call him back, but could not draw in a large enough breath. He
reappeared a few moments later and knelt in front of her.

"Where does it
hurt?" She gestured to her ribs, and he nodded. "Right. We've got
to get off this ship. She's depressurising. The emergency pods are
down the passage. This is going to hurt, sorry."

Tassin braced
herself as he unbuckled her belt and scooped her up, gasping as
fresh pain shot through her. He cradled her against his chest,
clearly trying not to hurt her, but it was unavoidable. His
expression was grim as he strode down the passage to three circular
hatches at the end. The brow band blazed electric blue, and two
hatches opened, the lights on the panels beside them turning green.
Sabre climbed into the nearest, easing her through a door that was
designed for one person to crawl through. Placing her on the couch
inside, he buckled a strap around her waist.

"These are
two-man pods. I'm going to put Tarl and Kernan in another one.
Kaylar's dead."

She nodded.
"Hurry."

"I will."

A strident
klaxon joined the cacophony of alarms, and he cursed. "Bugger.
Fire."

Sabre loped
off, and Tassin lay back, trying to ease her ribs whilst gasping
air that was becoming tainted with smoke. Pale grey plastic lined
the spherical pod's interior, and the padded bench ran along one
side. On the other, a miniature console had a tiny screen and
keypad, and various handles and knobs indicated recessed lockers in
the wall and floor. Another, smaller explosion shook the ship, and
her concern for Sabre redoubled. A few minutes later he crawled in,
bleeding from a long scratch on his arm, and closed the hatch,
locking it. Turning to the panel, he tapped the keypad, then came
over to her and pushed her back against the wall, bracing himself.
Tassin gasped as she was jerked violently sideways, pain flaring
from her ribs. Sabre's grip prevented her from being flung against
the strap around her waist. The pressing force lasted only moments,
then she floated up against the strap in a most unnerving way.

"It's okay,
it's just zero gravity," Sabre assured her. "Hold onto the
strap."

Sabre turned
and floated across the pod with well-trained ease to pull a box
from a clamp on the far wall. Taking out a bottle of pills, he
pushed one into her mouth, then held a water bottle with a tube to
her lips.

"That was a
painkiller. It will help." He put the medical kit back.

Tassin looked
down at herself, tugging her blouse up to try to see why her ribs
hurt so much. Sabre helped, his warm hands finding the painful
area.

"It's where
the strap cut into you. It's bruised. If you hadn't been wearing
it, you'd be dead."

"Tarl?"

"He's okay,
just banged his head. He woke up, so he can pilot the other pod.
Kernan's badly hurt, but he might live. He and Kaylar were in the
dining room, and, although they were strapped in, the explosion hit
them much worse." She pointed at the scratch on his arm, and he
nodded. "I had to free Kernan from some debris."

"What...
now?"

Sabre reached
over her head and flicked a switch. "We trigger the distress beacon
and wait. Luckily we're not far from Toron."

"How
long?"

"We have
enough food for a month. The air and water are recycled."

Tassin sighed
as the pain ebbed.

Sabre squatted
in front of her, holding himself in place. "Feeling better?"

She nodded. "A
little."

"Don't look so
scared. I'm here."

"Of all the
people... I would choose to be trapped... in a tiny room with...
you'd be my first choice."

He smiled and
pulled himself onto the couch beside her. "We'll be okay. Just rest
now."

"Are we
moving?"

"Oh yeah,
we're moving at about two hundred times light speed, if that last
pulse was completed. Towards Toron."

A sudden force
thrust Tassin against the wall, banging her head on it. Lights
danced in her eyes, and her vision dimmed as fresh pain lanced from
her ribs and the back of her head. When her sight returned, Sabre
cupped her face, his eyes filled with worry.

"Are you
okay?"

She nodded.
"What happened?"

"The ship blew
up."

"But... there
was no sound."

"Sound doesn't
travel through a vacuum." His brow was furrowed.

"What's
wrong?"

"Nothing."

"Tell me,
Sabre."

He looked
away. "Some debris must have hit us, because the shock of an
explosion won’t travel in a vacuum either. It will have altered our
course. We could be going anywhere now."

"Away from...
Toron?"

"No, but
probably at an angle, which means we could pass right by it."

"But the
beacon..."

"If it's
working. I hope Pryan kept his equipment up to date. If it's
transmitting on an out-dated frequency, no one will hear it." He
glanced around as a red light flashed on the control panel and
drifted over to it, tapping the keypad. He cursed, then banged the
panel and turned to look around the pod.

"What now?"
she asked.

"Nothing for
you to worry about."

"Dammit, don't
try to coddle me!"

He turned to
her. "Okay. We've sprung a leak."

"Our air
is...?"

"Yeah. I've
compensated for it by increasing the flow from the reserve tanks,
if they aren't ruptured, and if Pryan kept them full."

"We're going
to... die?"

"No." He
pulled himself onto the couch beside her again. "We'll make
it."

"Call
Fairen."

"We're going
to make it."

"Sabre..."

He averted his
gaze and held up his left arm. The silver bracelet that glinted on
his wrist looked dented, and the long bloody scratch ended beside
it.

"It's broken?"
Tassin's heart sank.

"We'll be all
right."

"How? We're
stuck in a tiny sphere hurtling through space to who knows where,
and our air's leaking out. How long do we have?"

"A few days.
Plenty of time for someone to find us."

"If the
beacon's working." She covered her eyes. "Oh, god."

Sabre moved
closer and put his arms around her. "Hey, don't get upset. I'll
think of something."

"What are you
going to do, get out and push?"

He chuckled.
"If I have to."

"That's not
funny."

"Maybe
Ramadaus will find us again."

"That's even
less funny."

He sighed and
held her close, bending his head to lay his cheek against her brow.
"Hush, rest now."

 


 


A loud banging
roused Tassin, and she struggled to open her eyes. Her head pounded
and her eyelids were leaden. The walls seemed to warp in her
red-tinged vision, and she gasped as if she had been holding her
breath, her lungs burning for air. Her mouth was dry and her
stomach knotted with emptiness, yet it seemed like she had only
dozed off a few minutes ago. Sabre hammered on the wall opposite,
panting as if he had just run a hard race.

"Sabre... what
are you doing?" Her tongue did not appear to be working
properly.

He turned to
her. "We're running out of air. The leak was bigger than I thought,
and one of the reserve tanks isn't working."

"It's only
been a few hours."

"It's been two
days. I gave you something to make you sleep."

"You...
bastard." Now that she thought about it, she had hazy memories of
eating a tasteless paste and using the tiny cubicle at the back of
the pod, which housed the rudimentary ablution facilities. She
tried to shake her head. "What are you doing?"

"According to
the scanners, the defunct oxygen tank is next to this wall, and
it's full. I'm trying to puncture it without making too big of a
hole."

"Why are
you... not like me?"

He inspected
his bleeding knuckles, flexing his hand. "The cyber's compensating
for the lack of oxygen by increasing the speed of my breathing and
heartbeat and boosting the amount of haemoglobin in my blood. I
also have a larger lung capacity. Cybers are designed to function
in low oxygen atmospheres."


"Wonderful."

He turned back
to the wall. "Sorry, I had to sedate you to conserve our air."

"All the...
more for you?"

"No. I've been
resting too. I know you're feeling aggressive. It's a symptom of
hypoxia."

"What's that?"
She made an effort to enunciate her words clearly.

"Lack of
oxygen. It causes delusions, euphoria and aggression." He smashed
his fist into the wall, making her start. She closed her heavy eyes
as he continued to hammer on it.

The noise made
her head ache, and prevented her from slipping into the doze that
tugged at her. Silence fell, and she opened her eyes. Sabre frowned
at the wall, holding himself in place with one of the many hand
holds around the pod, and she became aware of a soft hissing.

"You did
it?"

He glanced
around. "Yeah. I've made a crack. You'll feel better soon."

Already she
was becoming more alert and her eyelids were not so heavy. "How
long do we have now?"

"A few more
hours. A day, maybe."

"Were you
planning to keep me sedated while we died?"

He looked
away. "It would have been easier for you."

"Well don't. I
want to be with you if it happens. You don't deserve to die
alone."

Sabre floated
over to her. "I would anyway. I'll outlive you by several
hours."

"So you admit
it could happen."

"It's starting
to look that way."

Tassin gulped,
rubbing her eyes. "At least we're together."

"Yeah. But
don't give up hope yet."

"The beacon's
on the wrong... thingy, isn't it?"

"Frequency.
Possibly."

"What about
the cyber?"

He shook his
head. "It's only got a range of a few light years in space."

"That's a long
way."

"Not out here.
It might reach Toron, but it will probably be too distorted to
understand."

"Could you
change the beacon's frequency?"

He shrugged,
glancing at the panel. "I could try, but they're usually hard
wired, and can't be changed."

"Try. And try
the cyber too."

"Okay. I guess
anything's worth a try."

Sabre drifted
over to the panel, hooked his fingers under its edge and ripped off
the covering. The inside was a tightly packed mass of wires and
crystals, some of them flashing. Sabre pulled out the wires,
unravelling them.

"Why can't you
use the cyber, like you did on the passenger ship?" Tassin
asked.

"This
circuitry is too out-dated. It has no external interface access,
and, even if it did, it's too old to interface with the cyber."

"How old is
this thing?"

"A hundred and
thirty-four; it should have been scrapped at fifty." Sabre studied
the inside of the panel, and then shook his head. "It's hard wired.
It can't be changed."

"Is it
working?"

"Yeah, seems
to be."

"Try the
cyber."

"Already
done."

Tassin
slumped, her last shred of hope draining away, and groaned as her
ribs jabbed her. Sabre opened the medical box and brought her
another pill, but she frowned at him.

"I hope that's
not going to make me sleep again."

"No, it's just
a painkiller."

"That's what
you said about the last one."

"And it was. I
put the sedative in the water you drank later."

Tassin
swallowed the pill, and Sabre moved across the pod and opened a
hatch, pulling out two white suits with helmets.

She watched
him with a puzzled frown. "What are those for?"

"They're
atmosphere suits. When our air runs out, there's another six hours
in these tanks. At least Pryan invested in new suits about ten
years ago. I want you to put one on while you're still lucid."

Sabre unfolded
the silken one-piece suit and took a sleek helmet from the locker,
coming over to her. The pain in her ribs had dulled, but flared
when he unstrapped her and helped her to don the suit. By the time
she had it on, she was queasy and light-headed. She clung to him
while he fastened the suit, and when he finished he held her close,
stroking her hair.

"Sorry."

"It's not your
fault." She pressed her cheek to his chest. "When I think of all
the pain you've suffered to help me, this is nothing."

"Pain is never
nothing."

"How ironic,
after all we've been through, that it should end like this."

"It's not over
yet."

"Do you really
think there's any hope?" she asked.

"As long as
we're alive, there's hope."

"If only I
still had the sword."

"Yeah, I'd
welcome it right now."

"Do you think
it might be watching us?"

He pushed them
away from a wall as they drifted close to it. "I doubt it. But even
if it is, it won't help us. More likely it's enjoying our
predicament."

Tassin closed
her eyes. "There's so much I wanted us to do… and share..."

"It's no use
having regrets. I'm grateful for what we've had."

"Me too."

"I never
thought you'd be able to come after me, never mind find me and free
me."

"If you hadn't
hidden the sword, I'd have come a lot sooner."

"Hush now, try
to rest."

Tassin clung
to him, hot tears burning her eyes. Only a soft beeping broke the
silence, like a mechanical heartbeat that marked the slow passage
of time, each beep bringing them closer to the end. She recalled
the year they had spent together on Omega Five and the stormy
beginning of their relationship, when she had not known that she
was dealing with a machine and not a man.

Their
friendship had blossomed during an even stormier period after he
had become himself, and she had come to know the gentle, but
strong-willed man who had been the cyber's slave. They had been
through so many trials and dangers, and he had saved her life so
many times. She had fallen in love with him, but then Manutim had
taken him away. Three years of misery had ended with the joy of
finding and freeing him, and now, just when it had seemed that they
would be able to find happiness, fate had intervened again.


 


 


 Chapter Two

 


Tassin became
aware that she was gasping again, and her head seemed to be stuffed
with cotton wool. Sabre snagged the floating helmet and tried to
put it on her, but she pushed it away.

"No, not
yet."

"It's
time."

Tassin clasped
his face and kissed him, anguish tearing her heart. Sabre's arms
tightened until her ribs protested, forcing a gasp from her. He
eased his hold, then held her away and put the helmet on, ignoring
her protests. She gazed at him through the tough invisible barrier,
fighting back tears. Fresh air hissed into the helmet from a tube
attached to two cylinders, reviving her. Sabre had not donned the
other suit, and a suspicion formed in her mind.

"Sabre, put
your suit on."

His tinny
voice spoke in her ear. "I will, later."

"Now."

"There's no
hurry. I can survive in this atmosphere for several more
hours."

Tassin
frowned. "You have no intention of using the suit, do you?"

"Sure I do. I
just don't need it yet."

"You're a
lousy liar, you know. I want you to put it on."

He looked
away. "You need it more than I do."

"Don't make me
watch you die."

"You'll have
six more hours. You could be rescued."

"No!" She
grabbed him and tried to shake him. "Put it on!"

"I want you to
live. I want you to go home to Omega and be a queen. Live your
life, be happy."

"I won't! I
can't! Not without you."

"Sure you
can."

"No!" She
thumped his chest. "Put the bloody suit on! I won't watch you die.
Don't do that to me, please."

"There's no
point in both of us dying if one can survive."

"I'll take off
my helmet and die with you when the time comes."

"Okay, okay."
He turned and plucked the second suit from the air, pulling it on.
"There."

Tassin nodded
and moved back into his embrace, cursing the helmets that kept them
apart. Once more the soft beep marked the passage of time, but now
there was a hiss of air each time she drew a breath. She prayed to
whatever gods might be listening to send a ship to save them, and
silently called out to the sword to rescue her. Sabre continued to
pant, and she became aware of it after a while, glancing up at
him.

"Why hasn't
your breathing slowed down?"

"I've got the
oxygen turned down, so it will last longer."

"You'd better
not be lying to me."

"It's the
truth."

She held him
tighter. "Talk to me. I don't want to spend our last hours in
silence."

"That uses
more air."

"What
difference does it make now? No one's coming."

"What would
you like to know?"

"Anything
you'd like to tell me."

He shrugged.
"There isn't much you don't already know."

"There's lots
I don't know."

"You mean my
life before you met me? I don't want to talk about that."

"What would we
have done if this hadn't happened?"

"We'd have
gone back to Omega Five."

She sighed.
"And lived happily ever after."

"Something
like that."

"Tell me."

"I don't know.
Whatever people do, I suppose. Had a farm, raised some animals and
vegetables, ridden in the forest, swum in the lake. Most of all
just sat in the sun and relaxed. Gone fishing perhaps; I hear
that's relaxing."

"It's boring."
She smiled. "And you don't like water."

"I'm not
afraid of it. I can swim perfectly well, unless I’m dragging a
hysterical female who's trying to get us both drowned."

She snorted.
"I was not hysterical."

"Really, what
would you call it then?"

"Scared."

"Okay. I hope
you've learnt to swim since then."

"Yes, I have.
Although the lake by the castle is cold year-round, so it wasn't
much fun. And my master-at-arms was horrified with the idea,
especially since I paid a local fisherman to teach me. Arlin has no
coastline, so there are few people who know how to swim. Dena
learnt, too. She enjoyed it far more, although I think her greatest
pleasure was splashing me."

He chuckled.
"I bet she's grown into a lovely young woman."

"Yes, she has.
She's an excellent princess, and spends a lot of time ministering
to the poor, which has made her very popular. She'd make a good
queen, but, unfortunately, my cousin will inherit."

"Hey, it's not
over yet. Tell me more about Arlin, and Dena."

"She missed
you terribly, you know. The way you left, without even saying
goodbye, really hurt her. She wept for days, so I'm told, while I
was out looking for you."

"I did say
goodbye." His voice grew husky. "But she was asleep. I thought it
would be easier for her, having a reason to resent me."

"Well it
didn't work. She loved you too much to resent you."

Sabre pushed
them away from the wall again. "It was easier for me. I didn't want
to go through the ordeal of a tearful parting. It might have
undermined my determination to leave. That was hard to do, you
know. I wanted to stay so much, but I wanted to spare you the pain
of seeing me put into that casket even more."

"Were you
angry when I found you?"

"Angry and
glad. I longed to see you again, and it was wonderful when you
came. And when you wanted to attack Manutim..." He chuckled. "That
was really dumb."

"I couldn't
just sit there and do nothing. At least I would have proved to
myself that I couldn't save you, otherwise it would have haunted
me. It did haunt me, after he took you. I kept thinking what if…
what if I’d been able to kill him… you could have taken his ship,
and then returned when it was safe."

He shook his
head. "It wouldn’t have worked, but that you were willing to try
made me feel important, and special. I was grateful for that."

"I'll never
forgive Manutim."

"What did you
do, after I left?"

She shrugged.
"Cried a lot."

"That's not
what I meant."

"After I
stopped crying, I started hunting for that damned sword. I knew it
was my only hope of finding you. I appointed several advisors to
deal with less important matters of state. I was too distracted to
be bothered with it. Torrian made a few threats and caused a bit of
trouble on the border, so I sent some troops to keep him happy. All
the other kings kept very quiet, and, of course, none of them knew
you were gone."

He rubbed her
shoulder. "It must have been hard."

"It was, but
mostly all I could think about was what was happening to you, and
how terrible it must be for you. I wish you hadn't hidden the
sword. If I'd taken it with me the day Manutim came, I could have
stopped him."

"You couldn't
trust that thing. It might just as easily have killed you."

"He might have
taken it in trade for you, since it was so valuable."

"So many ifs
and maybes... It's no good regretting it now."

"I know." She
rested her helmet’s visor against his shoulder. "I just wish things
had been different. We could have been so happy..."

Tassin told
him how she had taken Dena to the clearing where the spaceship had
landed, because the girl had wanted to see it. She told him about
finding the sword, and travelling to Ferrinon to find him. How she
had met Kole and found Sabre with the smugglers. A red light
flashed inside Tassin's helmet, distracting her, and she realised
that a lot of time had passed. He continued to pant, and, when she
placed her hand on his chest, she found that his heart was
racing.

"Sabre, what
does this red light mean?"

He appeared to
shake himself from a daze, and glanced down at her. "It's your
oxygen supply..." He paused, gasping. "It's finished."

Releasing her,
he unclipped his helmet and pulled it off, then unclipped hers.

"What are you
doing?"

"I'm giving
you mine, what do you think?"

"But it must
be finished too, and anyway, it's yours!"

He shook his
head. "I haven't been using it. You have another six hours."

"No!" The
despair she had kept at bay with her meaningless prattle for so
long overwhelmed her. "You said... No, I don't want you to
die."

"Neither do I,
but it seems to be inevitable. This will just buy you some more
time, and a little more hope."

"No!" She
pushed him away, sending herself crashing into the wall. Lances of
pain flashed from her ribs, making her gasp and clutch them. Sabre
drifted over to her and tried to put the helmet on her again, but
she slapped his hands away. He let the helmet drift and grabbed her
wrists, even as her straining lungs sent alarm signals to her brain
and a wave of dizziness washed over her.

"Don't be
silly. You can't fight me, and you'll pass out in a minute. You
can't survive in this atmosphere."

"Put the
helmet on. I want to die in your arms, not alone."

"Oh, and you
really think I want to watch you die?"

A red haze
clouded her vision, and her strength drained away. Sabre clipped
the helmet onto her suit, and fresh air rushed into her lungs. She
studied him. His skin was abnormally pale, and his lips were tinged
with blue.

"Share it with
me, please."

He shook his
head. "No. I'll still be here in six hours."

"You don't
look so good."

"I don't feel
so good, either, but that's beside the point. The cyber is doing
marvellous things with my body. It's been burning sugar for quite
some time now, releasing the reserves from my liver and slowing
down my metabolism."

"How much
longer can you survive?"

He shrugged.
"I don't know. A while, probably."

"You were
almost dead when I found you in that room in the mutant city, and
that was after only twelve hours or so."

"I wasn't
actually, I was just... unconscious, but that was because I'd been
exerting myself trying to get out. This time I'm relaxed, so the
cyber's been able to make adjustments."

Sabre pushed
himself away from the wall, and Tassin found herself drifting past
him towards the same wall. She recalled that while they had been
talking they had ended up resting against that wall, after Sabre
had given up fending it off. It seemed as if gravity was returning
in a small way, and she cast him a puzzled look.

"Why do we
keep drifting to this wall?"

"Do we?" He
frowned, looking confused. "Yeah, I guess we have been. It can only
be a gravity well."

"What's
that?"

"It means
we're close to something big. A planet or star."

Her heart
leapt. "Isn't that good?"

"Not if it's a
star. We may just be passing it, though, the chances of us -"

"Is there
anything you can do?"

He looked
vague, and turned to the wrecked panel, flicking a switch. "I guess
I could switch on the autopilot."

"What will
that do?"

"Well, if
we're close enough, and if it's not a star, it will... should be
able to get us on an entry vector..."

The pod
lurched, and it seemed as if it spun, although it was hard to tell,
since Tassin was floating in the middle of it. The floor rushed
towards her, and she would have hit it hard if Sabre had not
fielded her in time and imposed himself, cushioning the impact. She
ended up lying on top of him, her ribs aching as he supported her
shoulders. A muted roaring filled the pod, which vibrated.

"What's
happening?" she asked.

He eased her
onto the floor beside him and sat up. "The retro rockets have
fired. Evidently whatever's out there is a suitable landing place.
Doesn't mean it's suitable to live on, though."

"This
autopilot thing, is it like the cyber?"

He snorted.
"Hell no. It's little more than an overgrown calculator."

"But it's
going to land us?"

"It's going to
try."

"How does it
know it's safe?"

"It doesn't.
It has primitive scanners, little better than old-fashioned radar,
and it's weighed and measured its target, using a set of parameters
to determine that it's a planet, not a sun, and it's solid. Other
than that, it's pretty ignorant. We could land in a volcano for all
it cares." He rubbed his brow. "No, I'm exaggerating. It wouldn't
do that. It can identify large formations and detect whether it's
an ice planet or a molten one, but not if there's food available or
if the atmosphere's breathable. It can only determine that once
it's entered the atmosphere."

"What about
the cyber?"

"By the time
we're within two kilometres, it will be far too late."

"But there's a
chance?"

"Yeah."

Joy washed
through her. "That's wonderful! Now you can share the helmet."

"No. It's
going to take at least five hours of braking to bring us to
re-entry speed, and another hour or so to get down. You'll be lucky
if you make it."

"What about
you?"

"I'll be
fine," he said.

"Tell me the
truth."

"I am. What
difference does it make, anyway? You might make it."

"How long do
you think I'll survive on a strange planet without you? If there
are animals, they might be dangerous, and if there aren't there
might be no food that I can find, or identify. I need you to
survive."

"I'll do my
best, okay? But if I share your air, you won't, so drop it."

Tassin
slumped, unable to argue with his logic. "I wonder how Tarl and
Kernan are doing."

"Hopefully
better than us."

"Do you think
they'll land on the same planet?"

"Maybe, if
their pod was also hit by debris. We were very close to the ship
when it blew up, so it’s possible."

"How will we
land? Does this thing have... whatever makes air-cars float?"

"Repulsors.
No. That technology wasn't invented a hundred and thirty years ago.
It has retro-revolution antigravity."

"What's
that?"

“I’d rather not explain it now, talking uses air,” he
said.

Sabre looked
irritable, and she realised that he suffered from the same thing
she had earlier, which made him aggressive. His chest heaved, and
he clearly found talking difficult. Considering how bad she had
felt after being in the pod’s toxic atmosphere for just a few
moments, she could not imagine how much he must be suffering, after
breathing it for so many hours. After several minutes he took her
hand, and she moved closer to slip her arms around him.

 


 


Tassin raised
her head to study Sabre's face, her concern for him growing acute.
His eyes were closed and he breathed in deep gasps through blue
lips. The roaring of the retro-rockets went on and on, the pod
vibrating. How much time had passed? Three hours? Four? It did not
look like he was going to last much longer, and she wondered what
she could do. The temptation to share her air with him was
overwhelming. She had no wish to survive him, anyway.

Turning away,
she groped for the helmet's release catch, snapped it open and took
a deep breath before she pulled it off. Slipping it over his head,
she clipped it to his atmosphere suit's collar and waited, holding
her breath. Colour rushed back into his skin, turning his lips a
healthy shade of pink. His eyes opened wide, and he stopped
breathing while he found the catch and released it. He pulled the
helmet off and placed it over her head again.

"You silly
girl," he muttered. "I appreciate it, but that wasn't such a good
idea. I'm deeply hypoxic now, and the cyber is pulling out all the
stops. That sudden rush of oxygen was almost toxic. Do you
understand?"

She shook her
head, biting her lip at the unexpected reprimand.

"It means my
system has adjusted to the low oxygen atmosphere, and one of the
things it's done is increase my blood's ability to absorb oxygen in
my lungs. Taking such a big breath of normal air overloaded my
system for a moment. It has helped, though, thanks."

The roar of
the retro-rockets died away, leaving a deafening silence. Sabre
took her hand again and squeezed it.

"Almost there.
We've reached an acceptable re-entry speed; now the autopilot will
adjust our trajectory. Not much longer."

The pod
lurched, sending Tassin drifting off the floor, and Sabre pulled
her close, fending off the wall that moved towards them. It lurched
again, and another wall came at them. Sabre pushed it away with his
foot, and they floated in the centre of the pod, drifting towards
the far wall. The pod clicked and whirred, making its adjustments.
A deep affection for the little craft grew in Tassin, and she
silently wished it well in its attempts to save them. The floor
rushed up at them again, and Sabre cushioned the impact, letting
his knees bend and holding her close.

"What's
happening?" Tassin murmured. "What's it doing?"

"Adjusting our
entry vector with thrusters. By now it will have analysed the
planet's atmosphere, and it's adjusting our speed according to its
density."

The pod
shuddered, making Tassin glance at Sabre in alarm. He appeared to
be half asleep, his eyelids drooping.

She shook him.
"What was that?"

"It's okay. We
bounced on the stratosphere. It's not good, but the pod will adjust
and try again."

The pod
lurched on cue, sending them spinning across it, and Sabre fended
off the wall, his movements slow. The pod shuddered again, and this
time the tremors continued, growing more violent. Sabre smiled and
nodded, closing his eyes.

"We've entered
the atmosphere."

"Stay awake.
Stay with me."

"I'm
trying."

"How long
before we land?"

He shrugged.
"That depends on how thick the atmosphere is."


"Approximately."

"Somewhere
between ten and fifteen minutes."

The pod's
shuddering increased, and the hull made pinging, groaning
sounds.

Tassin shook
Sabre again, trying to keep him awake. "Hey, what's happening?"

"It's... the
atmosphere; it's burning the pod's outer skin. But it's designed
to... remain intact. Don't worry."

"I'm more
worried about you. Please stay awake. If you fall unconscious, the
cyber might take over."

"I'm...
trying."

"I'm going to
put the helmet on you again."

"No." Sabre
shook his head. "You've only got a few minutes of air left."

"That's all I
need."

"No. I'll be
all right."

"You look
awful."

"I'm
okay."

The broken
panel rattled against the wall, and Tassin crouched on the floor
beside Sabre as gravity increased. The medical kit vibrated off the
couch and fell with a clatter. Sabre's head jerked up and his eyes
opened, revealing their glazed expression. His breathing was
stertorous now, rapid but laboured, as if he was running out of
energy to power his lungs. Realising that he might be unconscious
by the time they landed, she shook him.

"Sabre, how do
I open the pod?"

His eyelids
flickered. "Check... the atmosphere first. You... don't want to die
from a lungful of toxic gas... most unpleasant."

"How? How do I
do that?"

"The... panel.
Readout... words."

Tassin turned
to the panel and studied the screen in it, which contained strange
words.

"It says E
class, prozene additive... two unidentified gasses. What does that
mean?"

"It's... good.
Probably."

"So I should
open the door?"

He nodded.

Tassin gasped
as she was crushed to the floor with bruising force. Pain flared
from her ribs, forcing a groan from her as she gritted her teeth.
"What's happening now?"


"Antigravity... unit's kicked in."

"How do I open
the pod?" She shook him. "Sabre? Sabre!"

Cursing,
Tassin struggled to breathe as the extra gravity crushed her lungs.
It had been the last straw for Sabre, robbing him of consciousness.
The crushing force went on and on, and a red haze obscured her
vision, making her fear that she would pass out too, and they would
die within reach of safety. She concentrated on clinging to
consciousness, noticing that the red light was flashing in her
helmet again.

At last the
crushing eased, and she drew in a deep breath, her ribs aching. She
waited for the thud or bump that would indicate that they had
touched down on solid ground. The pod whirred and clicked, beeping,
and she crawled towards the door. An alarm buzzed, and green lights
flashed on the panel. The pod whirred again, then the hatch handle
turned of its own volition and the door swung open.

Tassin
unclipped her helmet and pulled it off, drawing in a deep lungful
of warm, moist air scented with flowers and musk. She turned to
Sabre, whose skin had regained its colour, his lips a healthy shade
once more. She shook him, alarmed. He appeared to have stopped
breathing. She felt for a pulse on the side of his neck, finding a
slow one just as he drew in a shallow breath. Relieved, she sat
back on her haunches and glanced out of the door at a strange
orange sky and grey-blue foliage.

The landscape
moved slowly past, as if they drifted in the wind. Gently
undulating meadows of pale yellowish-grey, grass-like vegetation
stretched between belts of spreading trees with drooping branches.
Long, grey-blue leaves hung from them, relieved by an occasional
pinkish flower or fruit, she could not tell which. The tree trunks
were a deep burnt umber, and a few taller trees had black trunks
and darker leaves, with white flowers or fruit. A third species had
pale yellow leaves and striped silver trunks. A few bushes with
greyish-green leaves and yellowish puffballs grew at the edge of
the copses.

A distant
hooting made her shiver, wondering what manner of beast made it.
Her stomach growled. She had been unable to eat for twelve hours.
She dug in the food locker and consumed the sweet ration bars she
found. Sabre remained unconscious, his breathing gradually speeding
up, and she decided that he needed the rest now that the crisis was
over. The open door made her nervous, and after she had eaten she
pulled it closed, leaving a narrow gap for ventilation, then
settled down on the couch.

Something
jerked her from her uneasy doze, and she sat up. Sabre crouched
beside the hatch, gazing out at the alien landscape.

He looked at
her and smiled. "We made it."

She nodded.
"Only just."

"But we did."
He held out his hand, and she took it, embraced him and kissed his
cheek.

"Do you know
where we are?"

He gazed at
the alien landscape again. "No idea."

"Why are we
still moving?"

"The pod's
antigravity keeps us a metre above the ground, so the wind's
blowing us along. I could set an anchor, but we might as well drift
for now."

"I like this
little pod. It saved us."

"Well, that's
good, because we're going to be living in it for a while. It's
designed to serve as a shelter, and I've opened the vents and
started the fans that blow air in. Unfortunately, it has no
propulsion, it only had enough fuel for one landing, so we go with
the wind, or I could push it."

"How are you
feeling?"

He sighed.
"Really weak. I used a lot of energy to survive the lack of
oxygen."

"What does the
cyber's bio thing say?"

"Fifty-four
per cent."

"You should
eat. There's plenty of food."

"That might
have to last a while."

"You need to
get your strength back; you might need it to..." She bit her
lip.

He smiled.
"It's okay. You're right; this could be a dangerous place."

She fetched
some ration bars from the food locker for him. "How will we find
Tarl and Kernan?"

"That's not
going to be easy. The pods will drift downhill, so if they've
landed in the same area we might meet up at the bottom of the
nearest hollow."

"How are we
going to get off this world?"

"That's the
really tricky bit. I don't know. If the pod's beacon is on the
wrong frequency, no one will find us." He glanced at the bracelet
on his left wrist. "This is a sealed unit, impossible to fix."

"So... we're
stuck here?"

"Could be,
unless there's civilisation of some sort. Quite a number of
uninhabited planets have mining or farming operations on them."

"That would
make them inhabited."

"Technically
yes, but no one lives on them permanently, just drilling crews that
rotate periodically, or, in the case of farming operations,
harvesters or slaughterers that visit once a year."

Tassin gazed
at the strange landscape. "How will we find them?"

"Again, with
difficulty. I'll try with the cyber. If they've got sophisticated
enough equipment, they might pick it up, or I might be able to
receive their communications when we're close enough. But we've got
a whole planet to search. It could take a while."

"Then I hope
we find food here."


 


 


 Chapter Three

 


Fairen looked
up and pushed aside his half-finished plate of grilled steak,
sautéed vegetables and gravy as his commander stopped in front of
him and bowed. A servant came forward to take it, shooting
Commander Shrain an accusing glance. The commander looked guilty,
studying his shoes, and Fairen's brows drew together. He always
found his crew's overzealous concern about his welfare, in
particular his eating habits, irritating, and today he was more
irritable than usual. He missed Sabre, and Pryan's endless
questions had started to wear at his nerves, although the youth's
company made a refreshing change from the dumb subservience of his
crew.

"What is it,
Commander?"

"You asked me
to notify you if anything unusual happened concerning the link with
the... ex-cyber, My Lord."

"Yes, I
did."

"Well... the
locator beacon has stopped."

"When did this
happen?"

"A few hours
ago." Shrain frowned at his shoes. "We waited to see if it was just
a glitch, or interference from a comet, space storm or anything
like that. It hasn't re-established the link."

"What was the
location of the last signal?"

"The area
where we left them."

"Go back
there."

The commander
bowed. "Yes, My Lord, at once." He typed on his com-link's keypad
and read the words that scrolled across the tiny screen, then
glanced up. "The ship is in translocation configuration.
Translocation in fifteen seconds."

"When I want a
running commentary, I'll ask for one, Commander."

"Yes, My Lord,
sorry."

A flash of
weird purple light shone in through the screens, and a familiar
tingling sensation prickled Fairen's flesh. Shrain keyed his
com-link and read the screen.

"No sign of
the scavenger ship, My Lord. All that's here is... debris. A
spreading field of it." He hesitated. "It looks like the ship blew
up."

Fairen stood
up, his brows drawing together. "Any survivors? Any life pods?"

"No, My
Lord."

"Who did it?
Find out what ship attacked them. I want to know."

"My Lord, the
debris is travelling at two hundred times light speed, so they were
underway when the ship blew up."

Fairen glared
at him. "So?"

"It's possible
that it was an accident, My Lord. That was an exceedingly old
ship."

"Find out,
Commander. I want to know what happened, and whether any escape
pods left the ship. Find the bodies."

Shrain looked
glum. "My Lord, an explosion like that would have vaporised any
bodies. All we'll find is biological matter, but how many people
died and who they were we'll never know. Even with DNA
reconstruction -"

"Would the
explosion have vaporised a cyber unit, or the barrinium plating on
his bones?"

"No, My
Lord."

"That's all
I'm concerned about."

"But finding
such small objects in a debris field this size, which is expanding
at a rate of -"

"I don't
care!" Fairen glowered at the hapless man. "Do a DNA
reconstruction. It should be pretty easy to find out if a cyber
died in that explosion."

"Yes, My
Lord." The commander bowed and retreated.

 


****

 


The pod
drifted through a forest of strange, tiger-striped trees with large
fleshy leaves and drooping, foul-smelling flowers, moving down a
gentle slope. It would encounter a tree trunk and come to a
standstill, then roll around it and continue on its way. Sabre
walked outside, exploring the foliage and odd fruits, fungi and
roots, looking for something edible.

Tassin sat on
the edge of the hatch, her feet dangling, watching him. The strange
antigravity unit under the pod had fascinated her for a while, with
its rotating silver ring that had no connection to the pod other
than, Sabre assured her, an electromagnetic tether. The pod had
deployed silver boards to catch sunlight, and would run forever, or
until something broke.

Sabre yanked
out a scrubby bush and scanned the bulbous roots, broke off a piece
and tasted it. He spat it out with a grimace and glanced at
her.

"Edible, but
nasty tasting."

"Why haven't
we seen any animals?"

"Could be
there are none, or very few. This isn't a rich ecosystem. It's
actually very poor."

"Not even
insects?"


"Possibly."

"So what
pollinates the flowers?"

Sabre glanced
at a drooping bloom and shrugged. "Wind, maybe."

"Something
makes a hooting noise."

"Yeah."

"Nothing on
the scanners?"

He looked
vague for a moment, then shook his head. "Nope."

"This place is
too quiet."

"Can't say I
like it much either."

"And two suns.
Weird."

"A binary
system. Quite rare that it has an inhabitable planet."

Tassin swung
her legs. "Can't the cyber tell us where we are based on that? A
binary system close to Toron?"

"There isn't
one."

"That's odd,
isn't it?"

"Very." He
plucked an orange fruit, scanned and tasted it, then smiled and
brought it over to her. "Try this. It's not bad."

She took a
little bite and pulled a face, spitting it out. "Yuck. Tastes like
shit."

"It's better
than the other stuff I've been tasting, and how do you know what
shit tastes like, anyway?"

"I'm pretty
sure that's what it tastes like. You eat it, if you like it so
much."

Sabre took the
fruit and tossed it away. "There may come a time when you'll be
happy to eat it."

"I'll wait
until then."

"Fine." Sabre
pulled a piece off one of the drooping flowers and tasted it, his
brows rising. "This doesn't taste like shit."

Tassin tried
it, discovering that it had quite a pleasant, if tart, taste. "This
isn't bad."

"It's not much
good nutritionally, though."

"Maybe you
need to try the less obvious things, like leaves and bark."

"Why don't you
try them?" he asked.

"I don't have
scanners."

"There's
nothing toxic in these trees."

Tassin slipped
off the hatch and walked over to a tree, digging at the bark. "It's
too tough."

Sabre came
over and ripped off a chunk, handing it to her. She sniffed it,
wrinkling her nose at its strange scent, and then nibbled it. "Hey,
this is nice."

Sabre tried
it, nodding. "Yeah, very nice, but again, not good enough
nutritionally."

"It's better
than nothing."

"Actually,
it's not. It's mostly cellulose, so you'll use more energy
digesting it than you'll get out of it, therefore it will be bad
for you."

"Let's try a
leaf then." She glanced up at the fleshy leaves out of her
reach.

Sabre studied
them, the brow band flashing, and shook his head. "Even if they
taste like chocolate, they're also useless."

"Then why did
you let me taste the bark if you knew it was no good?"

He shrugged.
"It's time you did some tasting, and I thought it would be really
foul."

"Oh, so you
thought you'd let me try it?"

"Yeah." He
chuckled.

Tassin picked
up a rotten fruit and hurled it at him, but Sabre dodged behind a
tree, laughing. She picked up another one and pursued him, and he
dodged again, scooping up a missile. Tassin shrieked as it hit her
on the bottom when she tried to dodge, yelling in dismay and
chagrin.

"No! Enough!
Stop, you'll hurt my ribs."

Sabre dropped
a squishy fruit and came over to her, grinning. "Any excuse. You're
just chicken."

"No, I'm just
too clever to play this kind of game with a bloody cyber."

"I would have
let you hit me."

"That's not as
satisfying as this." She lifted the hand she had hidden behind her
back and squashed a rotten fruit on his chest.

Sabre laughed
and made a grab for her, and she dodged behind the tree, giggling.
Gripping the trunk, he gave it a shake. Rotten fruit rained down,
one landing on her shoulder with a squelch.

"Oh you
rotter!" she yelled.

Tassin picked
up another fruit and jumped out from behind the tree, then almost
fell over laughing. One of the rotten fruits had landed on Sabre's
head, and sticky juice ran down his neck. He picked it out of his
hair, grinning as she clutched her ribs and doubled over in
convulsions of mirth.

"Poetic
justice!" she cried when she was able to draw breath.

Sabre laughed,
nodding, then glanced around, the brow band flashing.

Tassin's mirth
ended abruptly. "What is it?"

"Get in the
pod, quick!"

Tassin glanced
around for the pod, which had drifted off amongst the trees, and
sprinted towards it. Sabre overtook and scooped her up,
half-flinging her into the pod, then climbed in and turned to face
the hatch.

"What is it?"
Tassin demanded again.

"Life forms,
heading this way fast. Large and alien."

"How
many?"

"A dozen...
thirteen. No, fifteen. They're just coming into range." He drew a
laser and held it ready.

A series of
booming hoots rang through the trees, making Tassin shiver, and a
distant thudding became audible, growing louder. She peered over
Sabre's shoulder as the thudding came closer. Flitting shapes
sprinted through the trees, impossible to see clearly. The hooting
came again, from above, and a shadow passed over the trees.

"Quadrupeds,
between seventy and a hundred kilograms. And one that can fly,"
Sabre muttered.


"Quad-whats?"


"Four-legged."

"What's
chasing them?"

"Something
large and heavy." He frowned, looking puzzled. "It's
mechanical."

"Then there
must be civilisation!"

"Don't jump to
conclusions."

"What else
-?"

He held up a
hand. "Shush."

Something
silver flashed amongst the trees, moving with a rocking gait.
Tassin peered at it, and for a moment it was visible. A squat,
sleek machine strode on two legs, its torso streaked with dirt and
lichen, its pale head flashing silver. Two long, curved arms
sprouted from its torso, tipped with pincer-like hands, and it
moved with remarkable speed.

Sabre said, "A
war bot."

"What's that?"
she whispered.

"A robot; a
machine built to fight like a man. But what the hell is one doing
here?"

"I thought no
one made those things because cybers are better fighters."

"They're rare,
but I've never seen one like that before. It's alien."

"Oh,
wonderful; there's an alien civilisation on this world."

"That's not
necessarily a bad thing." Sabre gazed after the war bot, which had
vanished amongst the trees.

"They don't
seem very friendly."

"Perhaps those
beasts are vermin. It can't catch them, anyway."

"So it's
slow?"

"They always
are, but that one's faster than most."

Tassin sat
back. "Well, at least it's gone."

"For now. But
we're drifting in the direction it came from."

"Is the pod
armed?"

He glanced at
her with a wry smile. "Of course not."

"But you've
got your lasers."

"Yeah. But
only two spare power packs."

"What are we
going to do?"

"Hope it
doesn't come back this way."

"Right."

 


****

 


Tassin sat on
the padded bench and studied the valley ahead of the pod, which was
negotiating its way through a last belt of trees. Fortunately, the
slope levelled off considerably, so they would not gain too much
speed. During the past two days Sabre had had to free the pod
several times when it got stuck. The craft rolled around a tree,
and she lost sight of the view ahead, then it completed its turn
and drifted towards another trunk. Sabre sat across from her on the
other side of the bench. She squinted across the valley, then
pointed.

"What's
that?"

His eyes
followed her finger, looking vague as he consulted the scanners.
"It's mechanical, but only partially in range."

"Another
robot?"

He shook his
head. "Too big."

"There's a
ring of posts. Do you see it?"

"Yeah. It
looks like some sort of defensive array."

"Alien?"

"Yeah." He
frowned. "That thing is a flattened ovoid. It could be a -"

The pod rolled
around another tree, and Tassin grabbed his shoulder. "Look!"

Sabre glanced
to the side as she pointed, and smiled. Another pod was caught
amongst the trees some distance away, and a figure stood beside it,
trying to pry it loose with a pole.

"Tarl!"
Tassin bellowed.

"He's too far
away to hear you."

"Let's go and
help him!"

Sabre turned
to the panel beside him and pushed a button. "I'm anchoring the
pod. It will take a while to get there and back. You should stay
here; it's safer. I'll bring him back."

"No! I'm
coming with you."

"How did I
know you were going to say that?"

"You know me
too well?"

Sabre nodded
and checked his weapons, then jumped out and helped her to the
ground. They set off through the forest, Sabre leading. Drifting
spores and pollen filled the warm, muggy air, swarming in shafts of
sunlight like golden smoke. A breeze stirred the calmness, but the
silence made their footsteps seem loud even on the spongy
ground.

"Strange that
there doesn't seem to be any weather on this planet," Sabre
commented, breaking the hush.

"We've only
been here four days."

"And every
day's been exactly the same. No more or less clouds, no difference
in temperature, wind velocity or humidity."

"What would
cause that?"

He glanced
back at her. "In addition to the two suns on the tropics? No oceans
and no moons."

"Then it's not
strange. There's a logical explanation."

"It is
strange. Most habitable planets have weather. Without it, there's
no rain, and without rain nothing grows."

"Then there
must be rain."

He held a bush
aside for her. "Yeah. The ground is damp, but it may have a high
water table, so it never dries out."

"Wouldn't it
stagnate?"

"Yeah."

"Maybe the
ground water circulates?"

"Underground
streams?" He smiled. "If there's no rain, the water would pool in
the valleys, but the soil's damp even on the top of the hills.
That's really weird. It must rain. The suns are evaporating water,
forming clouds, so sooner or later it's got to come down."

"So it just
doesn't happen very often."

"Maybe.
Something's odd about this planet. There must be a geological
reason why the soil doesn't dry out on the hills, and no pools form
in hollows."

As they
emerged from a clump of trees, Tassin shouted and waved to Tarl,
who glanced around in alarm, then grinned and hurried towards
them.

"Am I ever
glad to see you guys! I'd almost given up hope!" He embraced Tassin
and looked like he was going to hug Sabre too, but then thought
better of it. "What happened to you?"

"The explosion
ruptured our oxygen tanks. We only just made it," Sabre explained
with his usual brevity.

"Wow, days of
suffering and terror summed up in two sentences," Tarl said,
nodding and smiling.

"Is Kernan
still alive?"

Tarl's smile
faded. "Just barely. He's really sick. I've done all I can for him.
He might make it. He's sedated; otherwise he'd be in a lot of
pain."

"We have more
painkillers in our pod," Tassin said.

"Good. At
least our oxygen tanks didn't rupture, so we had enough air." He
studied Sabre, looking concerned. "You don't look so good, bud. How
are you feeling?"

"Fifty-seven
per cent."

"I didn't ask
for your bio-status. A simple 'fine' or 'not too bad' would have
done the trick."

Sabre cocked
his head. "How about ‘bloody awful’?"

"That would
about sum it up, I suppose."

"Would you two
stop carping at each other?" Tassin glared at them.

Tarl said,
"Let me guess, you survived in a low oxygen environment for a few
hours?"

"Almost
twelve."

"Well then
you've metabolised some of your liver and muscle mass. I hope
you've been eating."

"No, I've been
on a hunger strike."

"Very funny.
Why didn't you use a suit?"

"Tassin needed
them."

Tarl nodded.
"Of course. You'll need to eat ration packs, so I hope there's
something edible on this planet for the rest of us."

"Not that I've
found."

"Great." The
ex-technician sighed and shook his head. "Then I hope there isn't
anything dangerous around here."

"Why, because
the weapon's defective?"

"Stop it!"
Tassin glared at Sabre. "You're being obnoxious. Why can't you just
accept that Tarl's concerned about your welfare because he's your
friend."

"Because he's
not."

"Your friend,
or concerned about your welfare?"

"Is he your
friend?"

"Of
course."

"Then why
hasn't he asked how you are?"

Tarl ran a
hand through his hair in a gesture of frustration, or perhaps
embarrassment. "He's right. I'm concerned for our safety, which
might rely on his abilities. Unfortunately, that's the way of it in
this situation. But I tell you what, Sabre, when we're safe on
Omega Five, I won't give a rat's arse about your bio-status,
okay?"

"That will be
refreshing."

Tarl turned to
Tassin. "Are you okay?"

"She's got
three broken ribs," Sabre said.

"How did that
happen?"

Tassin opened
her mouth, but Sabre was faster. "She took on a cyber trying to
protect me, then got banged up in the explosions."

Tarl looked
shocked. "You took on a cyber?"

"I was only
trying to distract him," she explained, shooting Sabre a frown.

"Yeah, well,
I’m sure you didn’t think you could beat him. I can strap those for
you."

"That was done
on Fairen's ship."

"Good." Tarl
turned to Sabre again, studying the fading bruises on his arms and
neck. "I assume you took on a cyber, too?"

"Two of them,"
Tassin said.

"You didn't
mention this when you told us what happened before."

Sabre
shrugged. "It wasn't important."

"Right. Well,
any suggestions on how we're going to get off this planet?"

"Nope."

"There's
something in the valley ahead, surrounded by a ring of posts,"
Tassin said.

Sabre nodded.
"It looks like a ship on the scanners. A metal ovoid with what
could be engines and compartments inside."

"Life forms?"
Tarl asked.

"No, but we
did see a war bot a few days ago, and the ring of poles looks like
a defensive array."

"You don't
sound very certain. You should know the model, manufacturer and
date of production of every ship ever built, and the same for
defensive arrays and war bots."

"Perhaps it's
a new model," Tassin suggested.

Tarl shot her
a wry smile. "The cyber receives updates on all new models and
complete instructions on how to operate them."

"But now that
Sabre's free -"

"It doesn't
matter. The information is broadcast to every cyber on an encrypted
frequency."


"Encrypted?"

"It's sort of
scrambled, so only a cyber can understand it."

"Oh."

Tarl turned to
Sabre. "So it's alien."

"Yeah," he
agreed. "Maybe abandoned, maybe just waiting for its owners to
return."

"Abandoned
seems unlikely, but its owners could be dead. Which raises the
question, if its owners are dead, what, or who, killed them?"

Sabre nodded.
"The bot concerns me more. It was chasing some beasts, so it's
hostile; probably set to guard the ship."

"So if the
ship's owners are away they've probably got more bots."

"Maybe."

"Are you sure
it is a ship, Sabre?" Tassin enquired.

"No. It could
be a prefabricated portable base camp. The engines could be
generators."

"Then we
should go and have a look at it," Tarl suggested.

Sabre snorted.
"You mean I should go and have a look at it, and I'm not doing that
until I'm feeling better. Anyone who triggers that thing's defences
had better be in top form, and that's if the war bot doesn't show
up, which I'm sure it will. That thing's probably rigged with
motion sensors and alarms that will bring that bot running."

"Could the
cyber communicate with the war bot?" Tassin asked.

"I doubt it,
since it's alien."

"But it
might," Tarl added, "if it uses similar basic principles, and the
language of mathematics is universal."

"War bots
aren't big on communicating with their targets."

"But it's
alien, so we don't know how it will react."

Sabre turned
away. "Yeah, well, it's all very well hypothesising, but we should
get the pods together before dark."

Tarl nodded
and picked up the pole while Sabre walked to the far side of the
pod and rolled it around the tree. Between them, they freed it from
the trees and pushed it over to Sabre and Tassin's pod, by which
time dusk had fallen. Tarl anchored his pod, and Sabre climbed in
to scan Kernan, looking grim when he emerged.

"He's got a
skull fracture, seven broken ribs and a broken arm."

Tarl grunted,
frowning. "I didn't know about the skull fracture."

"He's got
internal injuries as well, and a fever of a hundred and two."

"I've given
him antibiotics."

"Then only
time will tell."

Tarl nodded.
"Let's eat, I'm starved. We should rest here until you're feeling
better, then investigate the ship."

"Do you have
any laser power packs?"

"Three."

"Good."

Tassin climbed
into the pod and handed out ration packs, then perched in the
hatchway while they ate. After several minutes, she asked, "Won't
you be able to defeat this war bot with your lasers, Sabre?"

"That depends
on its construction and armour. From the scans I got when it went
past, it appears that all its vital systems are housed in its
torso, which is pretty standard, and that's heavily armoured. The
head seems to contain some peripheral systems, but I don't know how
important they are. That's not so heavily armoured, so logic
dictates that they're not vital systems.

"It ignored
us, which could mean that if it's got scanners, they can't
penetrate metal, or that its hostile response is triggered by
movement, or it only considers anything that approaches its ship to
be a threat. None of that really helps, however, since I'll have to
approach the ship, or whatever it is, on foot.

"Those poles
are about five metres tall, so I can't jump over them in this
gravity, unless I use a pole and vault over, I suppose. But then
I'll be trapped inside unless I can find a way into that thing to
disarm the array."

"There must be
a power conduit of some sort, which you should be able to disrupt
once you're inside," Tarl said.

"Unless it's a
raw feed."

"Yeah."

Tassin was
puzzled. "What's a raw feed?"

"It means
there's no physical conduit, like a cable. The power is transmitted
directly to the posts in a beam."

"Oh." Tassin
chewed her ration bar, her mood glum. "How long do you think it
will be before you feel well enough to have a closer look at
it?"

"A few days,
if I rest and eat a lot of ration bars."

"Then you
should do that. We've got to get off this world." She pulled a wry
face. "Sorry to make you feel like equipment, but you're our only
hope."

He nodded. "I
know. It's okay."

Tarl opened
his mouth, but then closed it again, shook his head and
chuckled.

Sabre shot him
a frown. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“I know it’s not nothing, so spit it out.”

Tarl shrugged.
“It’s just that when I ask you how you feel, you get offended
because you think I’m treating you like equipment, but it’s okay
when Tassin does it.”

“She apologised.”

“Right. Okay.” Tarl’s eyes sparkled.


 


 


 Chapter Four

 


Sabre walked
towards the pillars, studying the sleek ovoid beyond them. In the
past five days, his bio-status had risen to eighty-four per cent,
thanks to a lot of food and sleep. This close, the ovoid did not
look so silver. It had an oily sheen to it, tinges of green and
gold shifting along its length as his viewpoint changed. It also
appeared to be featureless, lacking even the hair-fine lines that
usually indicated hatches or gun ports. The cyber flashed a
warning, and he stopped, glancing inwards at its information. It
was receiving a stream of data from the ovoid, a meaningless jumble
of alien characters, which it tried to decipher.

The data burst
lasted five seconds, and he pondered his options while the cyber
worked on the alien characters. He could ask the cyber to send
something back in machine code, which the ovoid might be able to
decipher, or he could ask it to send the same information back in
the hope that it was a friendly greeting of some sort. Either
choice was fraught with pitfalls, and he decided to try the
former.

To lessen the
possibility of being mistaken for a threat, he folded his legs and
sat down. The cyber transmitted a greeting, and he waited for a
response. After a pause, the ovoid seemed to flex, ripples running
along its length. It transmitted another burst of alien language,
and the cyber responded with a reply in a different form of machine
code, binary. A few more moments of silence fell, then the ovoid
rippled again, and turned black.

Sabre stared
at it in amazement. Not only had it changed colour, which was
impossible for a metal, it had become impenetrable to the cyber's
scanners, and the only substance that could do that was stone.
Somehow, it had detected the imperceptible pulses of accelerated
particle emissions the brow band broadcast in faster than light
sweeps, which was supposed to be impossible, and it had changed the
atomic structure of its skin, which was impossible. Whatever he was
dealing with, it was highly advanced and intelligent. He sat still,
waiting for it to do something else.

The cyber
worked on the alien language, but it did not seem to be making any
progress. A breeze stirred the hair-like plant growth that served
as grass, and a cloud passed over one of the suns. Sabre picked up
a pebble and hurled it between the posts. He frowned, pondering.
Could the uprights be inactive? Disarmed or defunct? Perhaps they
were not even a defensive array, but only sensors. Maybe it took
something larger than a pebble to trigger them, or they only
reacted to a biological intrusion. Last but not least, it was
possible that whatever was trying to communicate with him was
watching him, and would trigger the posts itself.

There was no
way to tell if the pillars' weapons struck outwards or between each
other. The scanners told him that they were filled with complex
mechanisms under a thin metal skin, with no sign of emitters of any
kind. There was also no way to tell if they were lethal to him, and
he had only his cyber defences, no armour. The ovoid appeared to be
an intelligent machine, and perhaps it would allow one of its kind
to approach it, if it perceived the cyber to be one such. Did it
possess curiosity? The cyber had detected no transmissions that
could have been an attempt to communicate with anyone other than
himself, which made him wonder if its masters were dead, or if,
indeed, it had masters. What was it doing here? Was it damaged?

Standing up,
Sabre approached the nearest pole, which gleamed silver. He ran his
fingers down its mirror-smooth surface. It hummed softly, and he
slid his hand slowly around it. A sheet of blue light shot from the
pole nearest it in a wall of brilliance, and he snatched his hand
away, receiving a tingling jolt in his fingers that made him
retreat, rubbing his hand. His fingers were reddened and
singed.

The cyber's
information scrolled in his mind, and he read it. The blue light
was super-charged plasma, instantly lethal if it hit a large
portion of a human body, and considerably damaging to him. He might
survive two strikes. The pole beside him had absorbed the plasma
and now hummed more loudly, and he surmised that it was not
discharged unless it struck a target, then some would be lost. The
power circulated amongst the poles, moving to intercept any attempt
to cross the barrier. That could mean that the power was finite,
and the ship could not recharge the array unless it somehow drew
them back into itself. How had they been deployed if the ship had
no crew?

Sabre walked
along the line of poles, noting the piles of bones between some of
them. They appeared to be the skeletons of the quadruped beasts,
which must have wandered between the deadly posts while grazing, or
had been drawn to the ship by curiosity. He stopped beside a pole
and pushed on it to test its strength, finding it solid. Gazing at
the ship again, he wondered if he would be able to enter it if he
could get inside the array. Lasers were not ideal for burning
through metal, however, and he only had five power packs, besides
which, a ship's hull was always incredibly tough. If it was a ship,
which remained debateable. If it was not, he was wasting his
time.

A distant
thudding made him glance around. A glint of metal marked the
approach of the war bot, which his triggering the pole had
evidently summoned. It moved with remarkable speed, its gait
rocking, but it lacked the arm swing of a human, a legacy of a time
when men had walked on all fours. Sabre watched it approach,
certain that he could outrun it if necessary. It slowed several
metres away, as if it did not want to frighten him, and stopped as
soon as he took a step back, about two metres away, which was the
limit of his comfort zone when faced with a four-metre tall metal
monstrosity.

A hooting came
from behind and above him, and he turned as two of the flying
creatures landed several metres away. They looked like large grey
birds with round, snouted faces and binocular orange eyes. Sagging
sacks of wrinkled skin hung from their short throats, and their
tail feathers brushed the ground as they stalked closer on thin,
stilt-like legs tipped with cloven hooves. Their wings hung loosely
at their sides, and clawed hands sprouted from the wrist joint.
They studied him with intelligent eyes, glancing past him at the
war bot.

Sabre whipped
around as an ear-piercing screeching came from the bot, plugging
his ears. The sound lasted only a few seconds, then alien data
scrolled through his mind again. He lowered his hands and shook his
ringing head, glaring at the bot. The cyber sorted through the new
data, finding it as unintelligible as that which it had received
from the ovoid. The bot stood immobile, as if waiting for a
response. Sabre considered asking the cyber to send the same
machine code greeting to it that it had sent to the ovoid, but that
seemed pointless since the ovoid had not responded well to it.

The bot made a
sibilant hissing with whispery variations that could have been
alien words. Sabre cocked his head, sorting through the thousands
of alien tongues stored in his brain, but did not find a match. The
grey birds cooed. The bot spoke in a deep, distorted voice, the
alien words hard to discern. It had not finished its sentence when
Sabre recognised it, and his brow wrinkled in a puzzled frown.

"Charil?"
Sabre wondered how it knew an ancient language spoken by rather
unintelligent reptilian aliens found on the distant desert planet
Trilith Two, which had been explored and discarded as useless.
Charil was hard for a human to speak, due to the odd sounds the
reptiles used as words.

"I'm a
friend," Sabre said in Charil, his words a little mispronounced,
but understandable. The hardest sounds to make were the whirring
noises that Dromalins made through their gill slits. Sabre repeated
the sentence in the most common human tongue, which he and Tassin
used. The bot's head swivelled towards the ship, then turned to him
again.

"Are you
human, or machine?" it asked in perfect Anglo.

"Both. Is your
companion a ship?"

"She is Asys.
I am Pog."

Sabre's brows
rose at its use of the first person when referring to itself. "Is
she hurt?"

"Tired."

"How long has
she been here?"

"One thousand
three hundred and seventy-five revolutions of this planet around
its suns. How did you get here?"

"My ship blew
up. Can she leave this planet?"

"No. She is
not strong enough, and this system is inside a spacial distortion.
The only way out is the way we all came in, but it is impossible to
navigate."

Sabre glanced
at the ship. "Why is she weak?"

"There's no
food for her here."

"What does she
eat?"

"Aprilan
crystals."

"Are you and
she the only ones on this planet?"

"Yes. Are you
alone?"

"No. Where are
you from?"

The bot turned
its head towards the ship again, undoubtedly receiving information
from it, but on a frequency the cyber was unable to find, for the
moment. "I was born here," Pog said, "but Asys comes from far away.
She is my mother. She was searching for a mate when she was
captured."

"What is
she?"

"There is no
word for her species in your tongue."

"How do you
know my tongue?"

"Asys has
studied many species. But you are different from others of your
kind. You are more like us."

Sabre nodded.
"Will she speak to me?"

"She has no
voice, and you cannot speak her tongue."

"Will she
teach me?"

"If you have
sufficient processing capacity." A beam of red light shot from the
war bot's head and swept over Sabre, accompanied by a deep
vibrating hum. The cyber reacted instantly, flared electric blue
and emitted an infrasound jamming signal, which was used to prevent
remote access to its systems. The red beam vanished, and the bot
rocked back.

Sabre grimaced
and rubbed his ears, frowning. "Don't try to scan me."

"You have
surprisingly sophisticated defences. Asys is impressed."

"Good. Why did
you choose to attempt verbal communication in Charil, when you knew
I was human?"

"What you call
Charil was inherited by the lizards from the Vramians, an advanced
species. They are similar in form to humans, but use cybernetic
enhancements like yours. Before that I tried Trellian, a species of
android that became autonomous from their Andrazi creators, and
also bear a similar form. Asys did not know that humans were so
advanced."

Sabre nodded.
"Well, they weren't, a thousand years ago. Perhaps we can help each
other. I want to leave this planet, and Asys needs aprilan
crystals. Are you equipped with ground scanners?"

"No, but Asys
is. There are no aprilan crystals in this solar system."

"Could she
consume something similar?"

"Yes, but if
you wish her to carry you, she cannot."

Sabre glanced
at the slumbering ship. "If she wants to leave this place, she'll
need to make it possible."

"You have
something she could consume?"

"Perhaps.
She's dying, isn't she?"

"Yes."

"Will she be
willing to help me in return for her life?"

The bot turned
its head towards the ovoid, then faced him again. "Even if she had
food, it is impossible to escape this anomaly. She tried many times
before she became too weak."

"Perhaps she
can with my help."

"How could you
help a creature who has navigated space for five thousand
years?"

"That remains
to be seen, but we'll never know if we don't try."

The bot turned
its head towards the forest where the pods were anchored. "She has
no need to make bargains with you. The source of energy must be in
the two machines you came in."

"Without my
help, she'll remain trapped here."

"She does not
think you can help her to escape, but the energy will extend her
life."

"I think I
can, but she'll have to take me and my companions with her."

"Unacceptable.
That would require changing her form."

Sabre's brows
rose. "She can do that?"

"Yes. But she
would find it uncomfortable sustaining biological beings within her
body."

"It would only
be for a short time. Just take us to the nearest planet inhabited
by humans."

The bot was
silent for several seconds. "She refuses. The imposition is too
great."

"So she's just
going to sit there until she runs out of power?" Sabre stepped
closer to the ovoid, sensing his chance to make a bargain with the
ship slipping away. "I know how to escape this system. I know how
we got in here."

"How?"

"I'd have to
be pretty stupid to tell you that, wouldn't I?"

"Or you could
be bluffing."

"I could be,
but I'm not. Is she going to throw away the chance to escape?"

Pog was silent
for several seconds again. "Asys could not find the way out,
therefore she does not consider you capable of finding it. She has
searched the entire system, and sensed nothing."

"No, she
wouldn't sense it unless she entered it."

"Asys does not
believe you. She instructs me to bring her the energy you speak
of."

"I won't allow
you to take it."

"You are an
insignificant organic being. Your cybernetic enhancements and
metallic inner structure are insufficient to prevent me from taking
the energy. Asys does not wish me to harm you."

Sabre shook
his head and turned to the ship. "You really want me to prove that
I can defend the pods' power crystals? Your bot has no weapons. It
won't succeed. If I destroy it, you won't be able to communicate
with me, and any chance of gaining the energy you require or
escaping this place will be gone."

"Asys asks
that you give her the energy crystals," Pog said.

"If she agrees
to transport my friends and me to an inhabited planet."

"No."

Sabre faced
Pog again. "She has no weapons. She needs power for that. That's
why you don't have any either. Is the last of her power in the
defensive array? Why does she need it, with only these primitive
creatures around?" He nodded at the bird-like aliens.

"When she
became unable to fly, she erected the defences for any
eventuality."

Sabre sighed.
"I don't want to fight you, Pog. It's stupid and pointless.
Persuade Asys to agree to my bargain."

"She is far
older and wiser than I."

"Then I guess
there's nothing more to say. Unless she agrees, we'll all die on
this planet."

"Tell her
where you think the exit to this anomaly is, and, if you prove to
be correct, she offers to send aid from your kind once she's
free."

Sabre shook
his head. "That won't work. The time-space twist that brought us
here doesn't stay in the same place. It doesn't even exist
continuously on the outside. No one will find it."

"Then I must
bring her the energy crystals from your craft. She hungers."

Pog turned and
clumped away towards the forest where the pods were anchored. Sabre
drew one of his lasers and glanced at the ship. It remained unmoved
by his threat, and he aimed at the war bot's head and fired. The
beam struck the join between head and torso in a shower of sparks,
and molten metal sprayed. Pog swung around and raised its curved
arms, its pincers opening. Sabre fired again as it started towards
him. The bolt hit the joint once more, leaving a molten hole in the
edge of the head, but only a glowing spot on the rim of the torso.
The ground trembled as Pog lumbered towards him, and the grey
aliens gave booming hoots, spreading their wings.

Sabre drew his
second laser and fired them together. Several bolts hit Pog's head
in quick succession, each one leaving a glowing hole in the war
bot's plating. As the bot reached him, its long arms swinging,
Sabre skipped aside, ducked under one arm and fired at its head
again. Pog turned with unnerving speed, its steel-clawed feet
digging into the ground. It lashed out with an arm, the pincer
whipping over Sabre's head as he ducked and fired again. Sparks
flew, and wisps of smoke emerged from the holes.

 


****

 


Tassin gripped
Tarl's arm when the distant war bot attacked Sabre, her heart
pounding. He grunted, holding a strange instrument to his eyes.

"This isn't
good."

"Can he really
beat that thing?"

"Oh yeah, war
bots are far too slow to take on a cyber, but he's not at full
strength, and they don't get tired."

Tassin tore
her eyes from the battle to glance up at him with a frown. "What
does that thing do?"

"They're
called binoculars. They magnify distant objects."

"I want to
see."

"In a
minute."

Tassin stared
across the valley, her breath catching. Sabre eluded the war bot
with ease, making it rip up the ground in its attempts to reach
him, its steel arms coming too close for her liking. Several grey
birds floated overhead and landed not far from the battling pair,
hooting. Tarl turned and handed her the instrument, showing her how
to look through it, and she recoiled as the combatants leapt closer
inside the device. Streaks of molten metal dribbled from the bot's
head, and sparks and smoke streamed from the holes. Sabre fired at
it again and again, most of his shots hitting its head, a few
striking its torso. Lowering the binoculars, she started down the
slope.

"I'm going
closer."

Tarl hurried
after her. "Yeah, good idea."

A movement
caught her eye, and she glanced sideways. A group of four-legged
beasts emerged from the forest and stood gazing at the battle with
large, limpid eyes set in long-snouted heads, their small pointed
ears swivelling. Black tiger stripes patterned their plump brown
bodies, and cloven hooves tipped their slender legs. Some had
dapples of white on their backs and legs, others had russet spots
and golden manes and tails. They nickered softly, as if talking to
each other, their eyes bright with interest and intelligence.
Several glanced at her and Tarl, their demeanour calm and
friendly.

As Tassin drew
closer to the battle, she relaxed somewhat. Clearly Sabre easily
outmanoeuvred the lumbering bot, which could not stop and turn as
quickly as the cyber, due to its mass. When they were about ten
metres away, Tarl stopped and put a hand on her arm.

"This is close
enough."

The bot
staggered as yet another laser bolt struck its head. It slowed,
then stopped. Sabre lowered his weapons and glanced at the ovoid.
The bot also faced the ovoid before turning to Sabre again.

"You are
indeed a worthy opponent, man-machine. My mother wishes to make the
bargain with you now."

"Good. I'll
bring her the energy, and she must lower the defensive array and
make provision for me and my companions."

"She will
comply."

"Then we have
a deal." Sabre holstered his lasers and swung away, shooting Tassin
and Tarl a frown.

Tarl stepped
forward. "Wait. How do we know we can trust -?"

"Shut up,"
Sabre said.

"No, it could
just -"

"I said shut
up, Tarl."

"But..."

Sabre strode
up to him, drew a laser and pointed it at him. "What did I just
say?"

Tarl spread
his hands. "Hey, there's no need -"

"Yeah there
is, if you don't shut up right now."

"Okay,
okay."

Sabre put away
the laser and headed for the forest, Tarl and Tassin hurrying after
him. The group of grey birds kept pace with them, several metres
away, and Tassin studied them. When they were halfway to the
forest, Sabre slowed, allowing Tarl and Tassin to catch up.

He glanced
back at the distant ovoid. "That was bloody stupid, Tarl."

"What the hell
do you mean?"

"That's an
alien life form. A living ship, if you like. She's probably never
encountered the concept of deceit before, but you were about to
give her a good education. Machines learn really fast, and I'm sure
she's no exception."

"You trust
it?"

Sabre nodded.
"Yeah, I do. If she was planning to double-cross us, she would have
agreed to the deal straight away, not tried to take the power
crystals by force. Once you'd contaminated her mind with your
doubts, I wouldn't, and then we'd be dead."

"How do you
know it's not capable of deceit?"

"I just told
you."

Tarl said,
"That doesn't prove anything except that it thought its bot could
take you out, and maybe it thought that was an easier option."

"Even you
don't know as much about machines as I do. I've been forced to live
with one all my life. Granted, it's primitive compared to that
ship, but I'm certain the basic principles apply. Humans evolved
through struggle and strife, survival of the fittest, competing
against each other in wars and against the forces of nature. We
evolved deceit, and some animals did too, but a machine that
evolved like that one did would not."

"How do you
know how they evolved?"

Sabre shook
his head. "I have no idea, but they feed on aprilan crystals, one
of the commonest elements found in star systems. They couldn't have
had competition in deep space, where they must have evolved. She's
not equipped to live on a planet. She's afraid just being here, and
I'm surprised she chose to land instead of staying out in
space."

"Then why do
you think it did?"

The cyber
shrugged. "Who knows? Loneliness, perhaps. Even these beasts are
company of a sort. Or fear of falling into one of the suns when she
ran out of power. A peaceful end is always preferable."

"It's
dying?"

"Yeah."

"So you're
going to give it the pods' power crystals."

"Yeah."

Tarl frowned.
"They're not aprilan."

"They'll
do."

"How did she
get stuck here, anyway?"

"This system
is in a time-space distortion caused by those binary suns. The
point of entry is midway between them, where the gravitational
forces are vast. They warp space-time and form a vortex that sucks
things in, but is almost impossible to find. She couldn't find it,
and she ran out of energy searching for it."

"But you think
you can?"

Sabre nodded,
thrusting aside a tree branch as they entered the forest. "Machines
lack imagination. There's no logic to my theory. It's pure
conjecture, but it's the only thing that makes sense."

"It's pretty
far-fetched. No scientific basis, that's for sure."

"That's
because science hasn't encountered it."

"It could be a
wormhole."

"Natural
wormholes are so rare only two have ever been found, and they
ceased to exist soon after, proving that they're unstable anomalies
incapable of existing for any length of time."

"Yeah, I guess
the chances of one forming in just the right place and for just the
right amount of time to bring us here are pretty unlikely, and for
it to happen twice is damn near impossible."

Sabre held a
branch aside for Tassin. "Binary systems with planets are rare, and
those suns are blue giants, which means they're orbiting each other
at a fantastic speed in order to stay apart. That's causing massive
fluctuations in space and time around them, cutting them off from
the rest of space."

"So what
prevents that... ship from leaving?" Tassin asked.

"I'm guessing
she finds herself heading back whenever she reaches a certain
distance from those suns."

"Why?"

"Probably
because there's a field of super-charged gravity around this entire
system. Those suns are far too close together, so close that their
electromagnetic and gravity fields have combined into a vast
barrier. But right between them, there's got to be a place where
space is literally being torn apart. That's the only way out."

"What if
you're wrong?" Tarl demanded. "We'll have no power in the
pods."

"That's a risk
we'll have to take. Given this world's lack of weather or hostile
beasts we don't really need them, and with its lack of food, we
won't have to worry about it for too long."

"What about
these beasts?" Tassin glanced at the herd of quadrupeds that had
joined the grey birds, following them.

"They're not
hostile, but I think they're intelligent, so I wouldn't advise
hunting them. They not only outnumber us, they seem to be in
cahoots."

"If they're
intelligent, they might help us."

"Why should
they? And how? They live off the local flora, we can't. I don't
think they're going to offer themselves as food."

"I guess not."
Tassin cast a guilty glance at the grey birds, which cooed.


 


 


 Chapter Five

 


The pods came
into view, and they stopped in surprise. Kernan sat in the hatchway
facing three quadruped beasts, which nickered. He glanced up with
an uncertain smile, and the beasts drew aside, turning their long
faces towards the trio. The grey birds hooted, and the quadrupeds'
ears twitched. Sabre approached the pods, and Tassin followed. Tarl
hurried over to Kernan, looking astounded.

"What
happened?" he demanded. "When we left, you were more dead than
alive."

Kernan glanced
at the beasts. "I woke up. I guess the sedative wore off. I shouted
for you guys. I was in a lot of pain. Next thing I knew, one of
these creatures stuck its head through the hatch and ripped open my
shirt." He plucked at the sodden material. His chest was covered
with a film of clear fluid. "It started licking me. I was too weak
to stop it." He shook his head. "Then the pain went away. It was
weird. It drooled. I thought it was going to eat me at first, but
then I felt so much better. I seem to be cured. Nothing hurts."

"That's...
incredible." Tarl pulled away the torn bandages, revealing Kernan's
chest, innocent of bruises or swellings.

Sabre studied
the beasts with renewed interest, then glanced at Tassin. "Maybe
they'll help you too?"

She looked
doubtful, placing a hand on her ribs. "I'm not in that much
pain."

"You're
hurt."

"They don't
seem to want to."

"They're wary.
They don't know us, and we're not too weak to hurt them, like
Kernan was. Perhaps they just need a little encouragement."

"How does one
encourage an alien beast?"

Sabre turned
to the nearest quadruped and walked towards it until it backed
away, its eyes widening. He stopped and glanced at Tassin. "Come
here."

She joined
him, and he took her hand, drew her past him and thrust her towards
the beast. It took a step back, and several of the others
nickered.

"Show them,"
Sabre suggested.

Tassin
hesitated, then pulled up her blouse, revealing the bandages around
her ribs. The beasts watched her with wide, intent, limpid eyes.
She undid the bandage and unwound it, wincing as its support
diminished. Still the beasts made no move, even when she had
exposed a fair amount of bruised skin. She glanced at Sabre, who
nodded encouragement, and rubbed the bruised area, starting to feel
rather silly. The beast closest to her tossed its head, glancing
past her at Sabre.

She looked
back at the cyber. "They're afraid of you, I think."

Sabre
retreated until he stood beside Tarl and Kernan, several paces
away. Tassin turned to face the beast again, and jumped in
surprise. The creature moved closer and stretched out its neck to
sniff her midriff, its velvet nostrils flaring. Some of the others
nickered. The beast's muzzle touched her waist, its warm breath
dewing her skin with moisture.

Tassin
shivered as it tilted its head to one side and gazed at her with a
liquid brown eye. Long strings of saliva oozed from its mouth as a
slender blue tongue emerged to lick her bruises. At first the
sticky wetness revolted her, and she shuddered, fighting the urge
to evade the gentle caress of its soft tongue. Saliva ran down into
her waistband, and, as the beast became more intent upon its task,
she glimpsed long, gleaming fangs hidden behind its soft lips. A
frisson of doubt and fear went through her, but again she fought
the urge to flee.

 


 


A flashing red
light drew Sabre's attention inwards. He studied the data that
scrolled through his mind. First was an x-ray of the beast that
licked Tassin, showing a mouth full of canine teeth, followed by a
thorough cellular and chemical analysis with a surprising number of
unknowns. He pondered the information, puzzled. The canine teeth
were odd, but not unduly alarming, carnivores could evolve into
herbivores when forced to adapt.

Kernan was
proof of their good intentions, although why they would want to
heal aliens was a mystery, and that they could heal someone with
such alien body chemistry was amazing. What perplexed him the most
was why the cyber considered these friendly, and ostensibly
harmless, alien beasts a threat. Still, the cyber's warning was not
to be ignored.

Sabre strode
towards Tassin, and the grey birds hooted. The quadruped backed
away, looking alarmed, and Tassin turned to him with a reproachful
expression.

"Why did you
chase it away? I was starting to feel better."

Sabre took her
arm and drew her back towards the pod. "I'm not sure why, but the
cyber considers these animals a threat."

"But it was
healing me. My bruises have faded a lot."

"I think we
should be cautious."

"But Kernan's
healed."

"Maybe, but I
want to be sure. Let's wait a while. Wipe the saliva off."

The beasts
watched them, nickering, and the grey birds cooed. Tarl helped
Tassin to clean off the saliva and replace her bandages. Sabre
studied the beasts again for several minutes, then climbed into the
pod to remove the power crystals from its core. Tarl explained
their plans to Kernan, and the mercenary went with him to remove
the crystals from the other pod. Tassin climbed in with Sabre and
sat on the couch, watching him work.

"How do you
feel?" he enquired.

She shrugged.
"Better, but still aching a bit. Do you think it's some sort of
poison?"

"I don't know,
and nor does the cyber. Perhaps it's just being cautious. There are
a lot of chemicals in those creatures that it can't identify."

"One of which
is a powerful healing agent, I'd say."

Sabre typed
the antigravity shutdown sequence into the panel, and the pod sank
to the ground, rocking a little as it settled. Unclipping the power
core cover, he pulled it off. "It sure seems that way, but let's
wait and see."

"If it is
poison, what's going to happen to me?"

He glanced at
her. "We'll find an antidote."

"How? We don't
know what it is."

"We'll think
of something. Don't worry about it." He pushed the deactivate
button on the exposed core cradle, and the light faded from the
chinks in the inner casing as well as the panel and interior of the
pod. The soft, barely noticeable whine of its functions faded away.
Sabre unclipped the inner casing and opened it, revealing a trio of
gleaming pink crystals cut into hexagonal rods.

Tassin's eyes
widened. "Those are like the Core."

"Yeah, it's
same kind of crystal. It's a common power storage medium." Sabre
pulled a padded bag from a locker and eased one of the crystals
from its cradle, laying it in the soft interior.

"What kind of
crystal is it?"

"Trilar."

As Sabre
started to unclamp the second crystal, a shout from outside made
him whip around, then brush past Tassin. Climbing into the other
pod, he found Kernan writhing on the floor.

Tarl bent over
him, cursing. "He's having some sort of seizure."

"Can you do
anything?"

Tarl shook his
head, frowning. "I don't know what's causing it. I can give him a
sedative, but he's already unconscious. He just collapsed."

Sabre pulled
open Kernan's shirt and glanced at the cyber's information, asking
for a bio scan. A moment later the information appeared. Kernan's
heart rate was slowing and his blood pressure dropping rapidly, as
was his temperature. A chemical analysis showed several unknowns in
his flesh. The same unknown elements the cyber had detected in the
alien beasts.

Sabre's blood
turned cold. "How long ago do you think the beast licked him?"

Tarl shook his
head. "He didn't say. A couple of hours, maybe?"

"We've got a
problem."

"What is
it?"

"He's being
changed," Sabre said. "Whatever was in that saliva is changing his
body chemistry."

"He's
dying?"

Sabre gazed at
Kernan, who had ceased to writhe. "Looks like it."

"Shit.
Tassin."

Sabre turned
to find Tassin crouched in the hatch, staring at Kernan with wide
eyes.

"I'm going to
die too," she whispered.

"No, you're
not," Sabre said. "Not if I can help it."

"How can you
stop it?"

"I'll find an
antidote. Or make one."

"How?"

He turned to
Tarl. "Where are Kernan's bandages?"

"He threw them
away." Tarl's eyes widened. "No, you can't do that."

"Yeah, I
can."

"No, it's
insane!"

Sabre headed
for the hatch, and Tarl grabbed his arm. "Don't do it. You could
die too."

"Do I look
like I care?"

"Then I'll die
as well."

"Sorry." Sabre
jerked his arm free and crawled out of the hatch, Tarl
following.

Tassin looked
confused. "What are you going to do?"

"Make you a
serum," Sabre said.

"Kill
himself," Tarl said.

Sabre swung to
face the ex-technician. "I'm immune to five hundred and
seventy-four gene-modifying retroviruses. That's what this is. It's
not a poison. It's changing his body chemistry."

"But it's
alien. You're not immune to it!"

"Yet. I have
fifty per cent more T-cells than normal. My immune system is ten
times more effective than yours, and what it can't cope with, it
will modify itself to counter."

"If this is a
retrovirus, it works too fast. A couple of hours isn't enough time
for your immune system to adapt."

"You handled
Kernan's bandages, and you helped Tassin wipe off the spit. You're
infected too."

Tarl said,
"Maybe."

"If you are,
this is your only chance."

"Yeah, but...
You're not. You'll survive."

"Your concern
for my well-being is touching, but I will save Tassin or die
trying, just as she would for me."

Tarl bowed his
head and rubbed his brow. Sabre turned away, but Tarl grabbed his
arm.

"Your reaction
to whatever this is isn't going to be the same as Kernan's. It'll
be immediate and violent. Our immune systems are dormant until
we're attacked, yours is always on high alert."

"One of those
nice little genetic alterations you made?"

"Not me
personally, but yes."

Sabre jerked
his arm free. "Well it's a good thing, I guess. I'll produce a
serum faster."

Tassin shook
her head, her expression anguished. "You don't have to do
this."

"Yeah, I do.
This is one of the things I was designed to do, isn't it, Tarl?
Tell her how cybers are used as living labs." Sabre stalked off
towards the bushes where Kernan's bandages had been discarded.

 


 


Tassin frowned
at Tarl. "Is there no end to your colleagues' barbarism?"

"Apparently
not."

"So tell
me."

Tarl sighed.
"Cybers are designed to produce serums, just like he said. They're
also universal blood donors, in case their owners need it."

"What does
that mean?"

"Well, not
just anyone can donate blood to someone else. They have to be the
same blood group, or compatible. Cyber hosts are modified so their
blood isn't rejected, even though they have a rare blood type, a
legacy of the original donor."

"The man they
were all cloned from?"

"Yes."

"Who was
he?"

Tarl gazed
into the distance. "I don't know. I heard a lot of rumours, that he
was a criminal, a fighter, a killer. There were also rumours that
the DNA was spliced with alien genes."

"What sort of
alien?"

"I don't know.
That stuff was all highly classified."

Sabre
returned, rubbing his forearm. "Archetype."

"What?"

"The alien
genes. They came from a corpse found floating in deep space several
hundred years ago. He looked human, but possessed some remarkable
qualities. He was called Archetype because he was so highly
evolved, yet he was dressed in rags."

Tarl looked
stunned. "How do you know that?"

Sabre tapped
the brow band. "It knows."

Tassin stared
at Sabre's arm. "Your arm..."

He glanced
down at it. "Yeah, I know." The skin of his forearm had turned red,
and welts rose on it.

Tarl studied
it, frowning. "What does the cyber say?"

Sabre looked
vague as he accessed the cyber's data. "Alien DNA detected. Immune
response initiated. Activating genes Y12 through 57."

"The entire Y
series. Wow."

"What does
that do?" Tassin asked.

"They're
supposed to deal with all types of alien viruses, but are rarely
used."

"They came
from Archetype," Sabre added, sinking down on the edge of the pod's
hatch. "I feel like shit."

"You should
lie down," Tassin recommended, deeply concerned.

A faint flush
crept into Sabre’s cheeks, and sweat beaded his brow. Several red
lights flashed on the brow band, and Tarl scowled at it, shaking
his head.

"This doesn't
look good. Come on bud; let's get you on the couch before you pass
out."

Sabre crawled
into the pod and flopped down on a couch. Tarl and Tassin crowded
in beside him. On the other couch, Kernan lay like one dead, his
skin ashen, his breathing slow and shallow.

Tarl examined
him. "He's in a coma."

"Will that
happen to Sabre?" Tassin asked.

"No, probably
not."

Sabre panted,
and stripped off his shirt. "Bloody hot in here, Tarl, put on the
air conditioning."

"I'll
reconnect the core."

"You do that."
Sabre grimaced, clasping his brow, where the cyber band blazed
red.

Tassin knelt
beside the couch and pulled off Sabre's boots, earning a grateful
smile. "Are you in any pain?"

"My arm's on
fire."

Tarl closed
the power core cover at the back of the pod and pushed a few
buttons on the panel. After a moment the lights came on, the soft
whine resumed, and the pod swayed as it drifted up. Cool air flowed
in through the vents in the roof, chilling Tassin's skin.

Tarl returned
to Sabre's side. "What does the cyber say now?"

Sabre sighed,
closing his eyes. "Core temperature at one hundred and ten degrees.
All immune systems active."

"That's good."
Tarl glanced at Tassin. "Now we wait."

"Can't you do
anything to help?"

"Yeah." He
turned and opened a locker. "I'll set up a glucose drip to keep up
his strength."

 


 


Commander
Shrain walked to the edge of the dais and saluted. "No sign of the
cyber's remains were found in the debris field, My Lord."

Fairen
frowned. "That took long enough."

"The debris
field is large, and -"

"Spare me.
Where are the escape pods?"

"We tracked
two, but they vanished."


"Vanished?"

"Yes, My Lord.
The ion trails ended abruptly, and we can find no further sign of
them."

"They must
have been picked up by a passing ship, then."

The commander
nodded. "Possibly, and a super light vessel leaves no trail to
follow."

"Find
them."

"Yes My Lord,
but it will take time." The commander hesitated. "And we received a
distress message five minutes ago. No other Overlord is available
to answer it."

Fairen sighed.
"What is it?"

"Rigal Nine
has declared a planetary emergency. A drought has caused crop
failure and famine. They're requesting aid."

"People who
settle on a desert planet should expect to starve. They knew Rigal
Nine has a fifty-year cycle that causes ten years of drought when
it moves too close to its sun."

"Yes, My
Lord."

Fairen settled
back. "Let's go then."

 


****

 


Tassin watched
Sabre, biting her lip. Two hours had passed, and he panted in
obvious distress, sweat pouring off him. Tarl kept adjusting the
drip, increasing the flow, his expression worried. Her midriff
tingled, and she fought the urge to pull up her blouse and examine
it. Outside, the alien beasts milled around, cooing and whickering,
and she wished they would go away.

"Resources
needed," Sabre said. "Entrovine, duroxin and paril."

Tarl dug in
the first aid kit. "I don't have any duroxin."

"Substitute
vioxxin."

"None."

"Substitute
amerin."

Tarl rummaged
in the box and held up a tube. "Only in a cream form."

"That will
have to do, unless you have some formalon."

"Nope."

Tarl handed
the tube to Tassin. "Rub this on him." He filled two syringes and
injected the drugs into the drip while she massaged the oily salve
into Sabre's chest.

"What do those
medicines do?"

"Entrovine is
an immune booster, paril suppresses auto immune response, and
amerin is an allergen."

"Which
means?"

"His immune
system is in overdrive," Tarl said. "Basically they prevent it from
attacking him as well as the virus, and the allergen is to stop him
from becoming allergic to himself."

A wave of
dizziness washed over her, and she swayed, grabbing the couch.

Tarl turned to
her. "Are you okay?"

"No, I feel...
awful."

"It's the
virus. You'd better find a comfortable spot. Kernan's too big to
shift off the other couch."

Tassin nodded
and crawled to the wall, leaning against it. Tarl took over her job
of rubbing the salve into Sabre's chest, shooting her worried
looks. Her vision grew blurred, and a cold invaded her blood, then
everything went dark.

 


 


Tarl cursed as
Tassin slid down the wall and convulsed. He crawled over to her and
pushed a cloth into her mouth to prevent her biting her tongue.
Sabre opened his eyes and raised himself onto his elbows,
frowning.

"She's
sick?"

"Yeah, same as
Kernan. Lie down."

"How's
Kernan?"

Tarl glanced
over at the big mercenary. "Still alive."

"Bring her to
me."

"She's better
off here."

"Bring her, or
I will."

"Okay, okay."
Tarl carried Tassin over to Sabre and placed her in his arms. Sabre
held her close, restrained her thrashing arms and stroked tangled
hair from her face. Tarl squatted and watched him, his heart heavy.
Sabre's skin was flushed now, and the brow band still blazed red.
His core temperature had stabilised at one hundred and twenty-one,
dangerous even for a cyber. The air conditioning was on full, and
the pod was freezing, but sweat still poured off him, and he drank
copious amounts of water in addition to the drip. Tarl knew it was
only a matter of time before he succumbed as well, then Sabre would
be on his own.

"Start the
transfusion," Sabre said, breaking into Tarl's reverie.

Tarl's heart
leapt with hope. "You've developed antibodies?"

"I don't know,
but it will still help her."

"No, those
drugs I gave you won't be good for her. They'll interfere with her
immune system."

"It doesn't
matter; her system won't be able to cope anyway. Mine's
battling."

Tarl flexed
his hands, which tingled. "I'm starting to get symptoms, too."

"You'll have
to wait. You've had the least exposure."

"But you need
me to -"

"Just do
it."

Tarl rose and
dug a transfusion kit out of the locker, inserted the needle at one
end into Sabre's arm and the other into Tassin's while he held her
still. Bright blood flowed through the tube, and Tarl monitored it,
his head aching with stress and worry. A cyber's blood was a
precious resource, filled with rare antibodies and genetically
enhanced properties that it passed to its benefactor for the time
it remained in their system.

"Have any
chemical changes occurred in your body?" he asked.

Sabre looked
down at his reddened arm. "No."

"So your
immune system is holding the virus at bay, but hasn't found a way
to beat it yet."

"So it would
seem."

"What's your
bio-status?"

"Seventy-two
per cent."

Tarl nodded.
"Not too bad."

After a few
minutes, Tarl switched off the transfusion, and Tassin grew still,
her skin ashen. Sabre lay back, closing his eyes. Tarl examined
Tassin, who had fallen into a coma like Kernan, and found that the
skin on her midriff had turned pink.

"Your blood's
fighting for her, too."

"Good."

"Perhaps if I
had some now, I could avoid the coma. You might need me."

Sabre nodded.
"Go ahead."

Tarl pulled
the needle from Tassin's arm and inserted it into his own, starting
the transfusion again. Within minutes his hands burnt and the skin
reddened. He switched off the transfusion and settled down to
wait.

"Water," Sabre
muttered.

Tarl held the
cup to Sabre’s lips while he gulped it down, then the cyber settled
back again. Tarl’s head spun and his arms burnt. Sabre continued to
pant, his condition unchanged as his immune system put up a
Herculean fight against the alien virus.

Tarl glanced
around when Kernan gasped and began to breathe normally again,
colour returning to his skin. A brief examination found that his
temperature was rising back to normal, as was his heartbeat. Kernan
opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling.

"Hey man, how
are you feeling?" Tarl enquired, relieved that the alien virus
appeared to be non-fatal.

"Wonderful."
Kernan sat up, rubbing his face. "Bloody marvellous, actually. How
long have I been out?"

"About four
hours."

"Wow." Kernan
glanced at Sabre and Tassin. "What's wrong with them?"

"They have the
virus, too. So do I."

"Virus?"

"Yeah, the
beast that licked you gave you a virus." Tarl told him what had
happened while he had been unconscious, and Kernan rubbed his head.
At the end of the tale, Sabre opened his eyes and studied
Kernan.

"Fifty per
cent of your body is now made up of alien chemicals."

"But I feel
great. A bit hungry, though."

"There's food
bars in the locker," Tarl offered.

Kernan shook
his head, rose and crawled out into the sunshine. The beasts
greeted him with soft whickers and coos, and Tarl turned to watch
them. Kernan went over to the nearest tree and ripped off a chunk
of bark, which he ate with evident relish. Tarl wanted to tell him
not to, but lacked the strength. When he finished the bark, Kernan
climbed back into the pod.

"Okay, I'm
officially freaked out."

"What
about?"

Kernan nodded
at the beasts outside. "I can understand them."

"You what?"
Tarl scowled at him.

"Those noises
they make, it's a language."

"I think
you're delusional, and eating that bark won't do you any good."

"They say it
will now. They say they've helped me, and now I can live here."

"They?"

"The beasts.
Particularly the grey birds."

"They've
changed you," Sabre said. "The virus has changed your body
chemistry to be more like theirs."

"Well that's
great." Kernan looked uncertain. "Isn't it?"

"If you were
going to stay here, yeah, but the question is, can you live
anywhere else now?"

A pregnant
silence fell. Tarl looked down at his hands, Kernan frowned at
Sabre.

"How can we
tell?"

"Keep eating
our rations and see how well you do, I suppose."

"And if I
can't?"

"Then you'll
either have to stay here, or find a way to make food like the local
variety."

Kernan nodded,
clearly relieved. "That shouldn't be too hard, should it?"

"It's mostly
cellulose, but it does contain alien chemicals, which are harmless
to us, but will be difficult to manufacture, and if they're what
your body's now using for nutrition, essential."

"So you're
saying if I can't eat normal food anymore, I'm either stuck here,
or I might starve if I leave?"

"Yeah, pretty
much."

Kernan turned
to glare at the beasts outside. "Wonderful."

"Sabre's
trying to make a serum for Tassin and me. Perhaps it will reverse
the changes in you," Tarl suggested.

Sabre shook
his head. "It's too late for him."

"There must be
something that can be done," Kernan said.

"Your body has
been changed on a genetic level. Possibly a high technology lab
could reverse it, but it's doubtful."

"So you're
saying I should stay here?"

"I wouldn't
like to condemn any man to this hellhole, but if you can't survive
on our food now, and you need those chemicals, that might be your
only option."

"No." Kernan
shook his head. "I'm going with you. I'll take my chances."

Sabre sighed
and closed his eyes. "If I can't make a serum, we might all face
the same dilemma."

"When will you
know?"

"Soon, I
think." Sabre shifted, stroking Tassin's brow. "Tarl, put her on
the other couch, I'm getting too hot."

Tarl obeyed,
then returned to his vigil beside Sabre's couch. The cyber groaned
and tossed.

"What's your
temperature now?" Tarl asked, worried.

"One hundred
and twenty-two."

"Shit. We've
got to get it down. That's almost lethal for you, and it's like a
fridge in here."

Kernan shot
him a disbelieving look. "What's lethal?"

"Another
degree or two."

"I need a
bucket," Sabre groaned.

Tarl grabbed a
nearby container, and Sabre vomited into it.

"This is bad,"
Tarl muttered. "I'm going to hook up another drip and see if I
can't make some ice."

Sabre groaned
again, and his back arched in a convulsion.

Tarl cursed.
"He's overheating."

"We could use
the coolant from the pod's life support system to -"

"Do it, and
hurry."

Kernan went to
the back of the pod and unclipped a panel, exposing a row of silver
cylindrical containers. Selecting one, he unclipped it and came
back to Sabre's side. He found several strong plastic bags in a
locker and poured the pale liquid into them, then sealed them and
handed them to Tarl, who packed them around Sabre. When Tarl had
finished, he sat back and frowned at the cyber. Sabre's sweating
stopped and the flush faded with dramatic speed, yet he remained
conscious, staring at the roof.

"How do you
feel now, bud?" Tarl enquired.

"The fever's
broken, and my temperature's dropping rapidly."

"You've beaten
it?"

Sabre lifted
his arm and studied it. "No chemical changes. Yeah, it would seem
so."

Tarl slumped
with relief. "I'll set up another transfusion for Tassin."


 


 


 Chapter Six

 


Sabre stepped
out of the pod and glared at the crowd of beasts, not sure if he
wanted to thank them or kill them. They had tried to help, but it
would have been disastrous if their attempt had worked. They cooed
and whickered. The quadrupeds' ears twitched and the birds'
shrivelled throat pouches swelled and deflated.

Kernan came to
his side. "They're disappointed that it didn't work on you and the
others. They think you'll die now."

"If we don't
get off this planet, we will."

"They're glad
you beat the metal monster that kills them. They hate the metal
alien, too."

"Why don't
they just stay away from her?"

Kernan
shrugged. "I can't speak to them."

Sabre glanced
around as Tassin slipped her hand into his, then he bent and picked
up the bag of crystals he had removed from the two pods.

"Time to
go."

Sabre led the
way through the forest towards the alien ship. A half hour walk
brought them to the defence array. The herd of quadrupeds stayed
several hundred metres away, but the grey birds followed a few
metres behind, hooting. Pog stood immobile next to one of the
posts, and came to life as they approached, straightening with a
metallic creak.

Sabre stopped
in front of him. "Your mother must lower the defence array."

The silver
poles shimmered in unison and slid into the earth.

"So, they're
part of the ship," Tarl observed. "I wonder why they had to be
deployed underground."

"Probably to
prevent feedback," Sabre commented, gazing at the ovoid for a
moment before turning to Pog again. "Has Asys prepared an
environment for us within herself?"

"Yes. You will
dwell in her womb while you are with her. She asks that you do not
interfere with her in any way."

"How will I
communicate with her?"

"Through
me."

"Good. How
long can she provide us with air?"

"Indefinitely,
but food and water she cannot provide."

Sabre nodded.
"We've brought our own."

"Then we are
ready." Pog turned to the ovoid.

The black ship
turned silver, shot with brilliant rainbow hues, and expanded.
Sabre stepped back in surprise as her size increased twofold, the
ground grating under her belly. Her shining flanks sprouted a row
of nubs that grew rapidly, curved down onto the ground and ran
across it like streams of quicksilver that split and rejoined in an
intricate pattern. The flowing silver formed a pair of filigree
wings that spread across the grass like a butterfly's. The lines
that comprised them glinted and shimmered with bright hues. Sabre
turned to watch the sliver streams flow away into the distance,
dwindling to delicate trickles. He calculated that Asys' wings were
over a kilometre long when she raised the drooping silver nets with
ponderous majesty. The metamorphosis from slug-like simplicity to a
complex winged creature took only a few minutes. The grey birds
flew away, hooting.

Tarl gaped at
Asys; Tassin clung to Sabre's hand, her eyes wide.

"She's a
metamorph," Sabre marvelled.

"A what?"
Tassin shot him a puzzled look.

"A metamorph.
She changes shape."

"Oh,
right."

An opening
appeared under one wing and widened until it was large enough for
them to pass through.

Pog walked
over to it and gestured. "Enter."

Sabre hefted
the bag of crystals and approached the dark entrance. Tarl and
Kernan followed, carrying the bags of food, while Tassin stayed
close to Sabre.

He stopped
beside Pog. "We require light."

"You will wait
while my mother forms light-producing elements. She is weak."

Sabre opened
the bag and took out a glowing power crystal. "I will allow her one
crystal now."

"Push it into
her skin."

The cyber
stepped closer to Asys and pressed the point of the crystal into
her silvery skin. It sank in with little resistance, vanishing.

"The power is
good. More concentrated than aprilan crystals," Pog commented.
"Asys is pleased."

Ripples of
bright silver swept over Asys in rapid patterns, reminding Sabre of
a squid. When the patterns faded, the alien ship glowed. The dark
interior filled with soft blue light. Although Pog lacked
expression, he managed to give the impression of smugness.

"Light, as you
desired."

Sabre
hesitated. "What about heat?"

"That will be
provided."

"And
gravity?"

"As you wish.
All these things need power."

Sabre nodded
and stepped through the round doorway into a smooth ovoid room with
a concave floor. Pog entered behind him, barely fitting through the
door, and Tarl and Kernan followed, looking nervous. The room was
about ten metres long and five metres high; a small space in such a
large ship. The door irised shut behind Kernan, who glanced back at
it with a doubtful expression, then turned to study the room. Sabre
noticed that shivers ran through the floor wherever he stepped, and
Pog became immobile just inside the door.

Sabre turned
to the others. "Okay, let's sit down. I don't think Asys enjoys us
moving around."

"Asys finds
your movements irritating," Pog agreed.

Sabre sank
down cross-legged, and the others followed his example, sitting in
a circle. He glanced at Pog.

"I need to see
outside."

"For that,
Asys needs more power."

Sabre took a
power crystal from the bag. "How many to take off as well?"

"Three."

Sabre pushed
the crystal into the floor, then two more. The light brightened,
and a metal finger sprouted from the roof, extended down and curved
towards Sabre. The end broadened and flattened, giving off
flickering light that gradually formed a fuzzy two-tone picture. It
sharpened and took on colour until it became a clear view of the
world outside, falling rapidly away. Tarl and Kernan moved closer
to peer into the screen-like aperture as they passed through a
layer of clouds. The purple sky faded to black, and stars appeared
in it.

"Asys rejoices
to be back in her home," Pog commented.

"Tell her to
head for the suns."

"Asys does not
wish to go close to the suns; they are dangerous."

"If she wants
to escape this anomaly, she'll have to."

"How
close?"

"Between
them."

Pog was silent
for several seconds. "That is dangerous."

"It's the only
way out."

"Asys
understands. She requires more power."

Sabre thrust
the last two crystals into the floor. The twin blue giants appeared
in the screen, swelling rapidly. Tassin slid her arms around
Sabre's waist, and he held her close. The suns filled the screen,
too brilliant to look at, and the room's temperature rose as Asys
drew closer to their intense heat.

"Asys is in
pain," Pog rumbled. "This will cause her considerable damage."

"She must pass
through the exact mid-point between those suns," Sabre said.

"Asys will run
out of power two light seconds past that point. If this is not an
exit, we will all perish then."

"It must be
the exact mid-point."

"Help
her."

Sabre glanced
at the robot, raising his brows. "How?"

"Asys asks
that you bond with her, to share your knowledge. She is
afraid."

"How?"

"You
agree?"

"I'll do
whatever it takes."

A finger of
metal sprouted from beneath the screen and clamped onto the control
unit. The cyber flared electric blue and emitted a jamming signal
to prevent access. Sabre gritted his teeth, swearing, and Tassin
drew back in alarm.

"Asys, don't
try to access the cyber!"


"Frightened..." Pog rumbled.

"Wait! Stop
for a moment."

The finger of
metal released the brow band and sank back, shimmering. Sabre
looked inward at the streams of data flowing through his mind,
trying to communicate his need to the hostile supercomputer.

"There are
only three minutes remaining," Pog informed him.

"Damn it,
communicate with the ship!" Sabre ordered the cyber. "Do it
now!"

Several tense
moments passed, then the blue light faded and Sabre relaxed. "Okay,
Asys, you have access."

The metal
finger clamped onto the brow band. Sabre would have reeled at the
sudden influx of alien data, but the bond with the ship prevented
him. At his prompting, the cyber plotted an exact course to the
centre of the blue giants’ orbit, and Asys adjusted her trajectory
to match it.

The two
communicated in pure maths and graphics, the only truly universal
languages. The heat in the chamber became stifling, and sweat ran
down Tassin's face. Tarl and Kernan stripped off their jackets and
shirts, mopping their brows. Sabre closed his eyes, concentrating
on the streams of data in his mind. They shot towards a graphical
representation of the two suns at several hundred times the speed
of light. Asys' course wavered as the solar winds, electromagnetic
fields and intense gravity of the two giants buffeted her. Sabre
wondered what form of propulsion she used. Clearly she was not a
solar sailor, since they were flying into the solar winds, yet no
other form of propulsion had been evident on the planet.

"Spinner wings
reduced by forty per cent," Pog mourned. "Outer skin integrity
decaying."

Sabre opened
his eyes to look at the screen. The suns had moved off it, and it
showed only blackness as they headed for the invisible point where
a hole had been torn in space. The light grew dimmer and the
temperature rose. Sabre tried to sort through the jumble of data
streaming through his brain, part cyber, part alien, most of it
beyond his ability to discern due to its garbled nature. Asys was
filled with pain and panic. Her thoughts dominated the cyber,
utterly overwhelming its lesser psyche, which could not cope with
the presence of such an advanced and oddly emotional machine
intelligence.

Sabre wondered
if Asys really was a machine. Just because she was a metal-based
life form did not necessarily mean she was. It seemed to him that
she possessed all the traits and emotions of an intelligent
biological species unknown to the cyber. He tried to project
soothing, calming emotions to her, since she could not understand
his thoughts. Sabre was keenly aware of Tassin clinging to him,
shaking with terror and gasping in the heat. He longed to offer her
more comfort than his arm around her, but Asys needed him more, and
their survival depended on her.

The silver
ship's course remained correct. Even the intense buffeting did not
force her from it, and he realised that Asys was an amazingly
powerful space faring entity. Any normal ship would not have been
able to maintain a stable course under such extreme conditions.

"Asys will
start to die in approximately four minutes," Pog stated.

Sabre glanced
inwards at the graphics. "Come on Asys, you can do it. Only a few
more seconds."

"Asys
suffers."

"Asys is
strong and brave; she can do it."

"She requires
more power."

"Three more
seconds, Pog. Two, one, now."

A star field
filled the aperture, and Sabre slumped. "We did it. We're out."

The
temperature dropped, and everyone sagged with relief.

"Asys requires
more power."

Sabre tried to
shake his head. "Tell her to release me."

"Asys will
start to die in less than three minutes."

"Tell her to
release me."

After several
tense moments that spoke volumes of reluctance, the metal finger
released the brow band and sank back into the bottom of the screen.
Sabre rubbed his neck.

"Asys will die
in two and a half minutes," Pog insisted.

Sabre pulled a
laser power pack from his belt and pushed it into the floor. "How
long does that give us?"

Pog paused.
"Strange food. Unpleasant, but nourishing. Two hours at cruising
speed."

"Tell Asys to
find food."

"Already she
seeks it."

Sabre turned
to Tassin. "Are you okay?"

She nodded,
easing her hold on him. "I thought we were going to die."

"It was a
close call."

Tassin glanced
around at the glowing walls. "What happens now?"

"Asys will
find food, then take us to an inhabited world."

"Could she
take us to Omega Five?"

Sabre repeated
the question to Pog, who appeared to ponder it.

"Asys does not
know that planet. Is it close by?"

"No, it's on
the Outer Rim."

"The agreement
was transport to the nearest inhabited world."

"Yes, it
was."

"Asys will
honour the agreement."

Sabre glanced
at Tassin. "I guess you have your answer."

She sighed,
leaning against him. "Yes."

He brushed the
damp hair from her brow, glancing at Tarl and Kernan. "I suggest we
all get some rest."

 


 


A touch on
Sabre's shoulder woke him, and he opened his eyes and sat up,
pulling free of Tassin's hand. A quick glance around the room
assured him there was no danger, and he turned to her with raised
brows.

"What?"

"It's Kernan.
You have to stop him."

Sabre glanced
at the mercenary, who ate a piece of bark while Tarl argued with
him in a hushed tone. The men stopped and looked at Sabre, Kernan's
brow furrowing.

Sabre sighed
and rubbed his face. "Kernan, put it away. We're going to need that
to synthesise food for you."

Kernan shook
his head. "I'm bloody hungry."

"Have some
rations."

"That only
makes me hungrier."

"You've got to
keep some of that."

"I need to
eat!"

"And when it's
finished, you'll starve."

Kernan
scowled. "That seems inevitable." He raised the last chunk of bark
towards his mouth. Sabre uncoiled like a striking cobra, snatching
it from him. He settled back beside Tassin and tucked the piece of
bark away in a nearby pack. Kernan's scowl deepened, and he made a
grab for the pack. Sabre yanked it away, confronting Kernan, who
sat down again.

"Bloody cyber.
I need that damned food!"

"You'll get
some when we find a civilised planet and make a substitute, but
without a sample that will be impossible."

"You know
what's in that stuff."

Sabre shook
his head. "The chemicals are alien."

"I could
starve before we find a planet."

"And if you
eat the last of that food, you'll starve anyway. At least this way
you have a chance."

"You don't
know what it's like to be this hungry."

"Actually, I
do. Drink some water, it will help."

Kernan cursed,
glaring at Sabre. "How long have we been cooped up in this chunk of
animated metal? A week? How long before we find a planet?"

"It's only
been three days." Sabre turned to the robot, studying him with a
frown. Pog's extremities and half of his torso had melted into the
wall and floor. "Pog, what's happening to you?"

"My mother no
longer needs me. I am being reabsorbed."

"How will I
communicate with Asys?"

"That part of
me will remain until you leave."

"How long
before we leave?"

"Asys has
finished feeding. She seeks a world for you now."

Sabre nodded,
glancing at Kernan. "Let's hope it doesn't take too long. That
little bit of bark won't do you much good anyway."

Kernan grunted
and flopped back, making the floor flinch. Sabre tucked the pack
under his head and settled down. Tassin used his shoulder as a
cushion.

 


 


"Asys has
found a suitable world for you." Pog's deep voice jerked Sabre from
his doze, and he sat up. Tassin yawned and rubbed her eyes. Kernan
stretched and scratched, and Tarl rubbed his face.

"Does she know
what it's called?" Sabre enquired.

"No. But the
inhabitants appear to be engaged in one of your kind's favourite
pastimes."

"Ice ball?"
Kernan hazarded.


"Conflict."

"Then it's not
suitable," Sabre said.

"It is
civilised, and inhabited by humans. It fits the criteria of the
agreement."

"It's
dangerous. We could be killed."

"That was not
a criterion."

"It should
have been," Tarl said.

"But it was
not. Asys longs to be rid of you. She is most grateful for your
help, man-machine, but your presence causes her great
discomfort."

Sabre shook
his head at Tarl when he opened his mouth to protest further.
"Leave it."

"But -"

"She could
kill us easily. Be glad she's stuck to the agreement."

"You could
force her to take us somewhere safe, you -"

"No." Sabre
frowned. "We'll take what she gives us."

"Asys does not
wish you harm," Pog rumbled.

"Will she take
us somewhere safe?"

"She regrets,
you must leave here."

"Will she land
on the planet?"

"No. Now that
she has power, she will transport you to one of the ships
nearby."

Sabre glanced
at Pog. "She can translocate us?"

Only the
robot's head remained. The walls and floor had absorbed the rest of
him. "Yes."

"Does she have
weapons?"

"She can form
destructive forces, yes."

"Could she
translocate us to the planet?"

"No, that is
too far. You should stand up now, and gather your possessions."

The cyber rose
to his feet, drawing Tassin up beside him, and the two men stood,
picking up the packs. "I ask Asys to send us to one of the smaller
ships."

"As you wish.
Asys bids you farewell."

"I thank her
for her aid."


 


 


 Chapter Seven

 


Sabre pulled
Tassin into his arms as the glowing room vanished in a swirl of
dark dizziness and biting cold. They floated in nothingness, then a
floor hit the soles of his boots. He bent his knees to absorb the
impact, cushioning Tassin as he fell. His elbow struck the floor,
sending a shocking pain up his arm, and Tassin gave a soft grunt.
Sabre released her and sat up, glancing around at an empty mess
hall, then inwards at the scanner information. Glowing dots marked
the movement of men in the corridors outside, some running. Smoke
fouled the air, and the thuds of explosions shook the ship. He
stood up and helped Tassin to her feet, and she hugged her ribs.
Tarl and Kernan sat up, rubbed bruises and looked around at the
pale grey walls, black plasfoam floor and multitude of metal tables
and chairs. A glowing yellow ceiling cast uniform light over
black-topped counters and food dispensers, and two closed doors had
access panels next to them.

"Now we're in
the shit," Tarl muttered.

Sabre turned
to Tassin. "Are you okay?"

She nodded,
biting her lip.

He studied the
drab, functional room again, his eyes lingering on some bold red
writing on the wall. "We're in deeper shit than you think,
Tarl."

"Why?"

"These are
Trykons."

"Oh, god.
That's just great."

Tassin glanced
up at Sabre. "What are Trykons?"

"Madmen," Tarl
said.

Sabre nodded.
"Pretty much. They're descended from a warrior caste that broke
away from mainstream civilisation decades ago, because it was too
peaceful. They live to fight. And they use cyber enhancements."

"Like
you?"

"Not exactly.
You'll see."

"So what's the
plan?" Kernan asked. "Take over the ship and get the hell out of
here?"

Sabre shook
his head. "Impossible. There's got to be several hundred seasoned
warriors on this ship."

"Great. Bloody
marvellous. So what do we do?"

"There's only
one thing Trykons respect. And I doubt they've ever encountered a
cyber before."

"What do they
respect?" Tassin asked.

"Prowess."

"You
mean..."

He nodded. "My
kind."

Tarl looked
concerned. "You're not at full strength, are you?"

"Eighty-four
per cent."

Tarl dug in
his pack and pulled out several food bars. "Here, eat these."

"There's no
time."

"Who knows how
long we have before we're discovered? Just bloody eat it, will
you?"

Sabre took a
bar and ripped off the plastic covering, biting off half of it.

Tassin gazed
at him with anguished eyes. "Isn't there another way?"

"Not that I
know of."

"You can't do
this. There's got to be another way. Find a life pod and escape...
something."

"Even if this
ship has life pods, which I doubt, where would we go? They'd use us
for target practice."

"Why don't the
Overlords stop this fighting?"

"They can't,"
Tarl replied. "The only way to stop Trykons fighting each other is
to kill them all, and, since they only fight each other, there's no
point. When Overlord Tobaron came to this system several decades
ago, the Trykons stopped fighting each other just long enough to
explain it to him, then challenged him to wipe them all out or piss
off. He left, and declared an embargo on the planet.

"No ships come
here, and the Trykons aren't allowed to leave. Since they're
constantly killing each other, they don't have a problem with
overpopulation, so they have no need to invade other systems or
colonise new worlds. They're mad, all of them. Even their women are
warriors. If they don't fight, they don't breed, that's the law.
Weak, malformed or handicapped infants are killed at birth, and any
weaklings die during their childhood warrior training, which starts
at five, I believe.

"Only the
strongest of either sex breed, which also means the largest,
resulting in a race of near giants. I don't think there are any
Trykons less and two metres tall. They also use growth hormones and
steroids, causing low fertility. There are four clans, which
constantly fight for superiority. There used to be six, but two
have been wiped out. The strongest clan rules the planet and makes
the laws. Leadership within the clans is also decided by
combat.

"All disputes
are settled by it, and even pair bonding. A woman may choose a
spouse she likes, but if another warrior defeats the man she's
chosen, she must bond with the victor. Unless, of course, she can
beat him, but that's rare. The good news is that Trykons don't use
lasers. They consider them to be weapons for weaklings. They use
bladed weapons, crossbows, and occasionally, projectile
weapons."

Tassin turned
to Sabre with wide, horrified eyes. "We've got to find another way
out of here."

"There is no
other way."

"Surely if we
asked them for help...?"

Tarl shook his
head. "We'd be branded as weaklings and used for sport."

"What if Sabre
loses? He's not at full strength."

"Even at
eighty-four per cent, a Trykon stands no chance against him. It's
what he's..." He trailed off, shooting Sabre a guilty glance.

"It's what I'm
designed for," Sabre finished for him. "And he's right, it's the
only way."

"It's not
fair," Tassin said. "It's always you who has to suffer every time
we get into trouble. At least we must rest here until we're found,
so you can regain some more strength."

Tarl shook his
head again. "Bad idea. If they find us here, we'll lose status. We
have to take the fight to them to prove our courage."

Sabre finished
the last food bar and drew his lasers, handing one to Tarl and the
other to Kernan. "If I use these, I'll lose status, but you'll
never have any, so it won't matter if you do."

"What about
me?" Tassin demanded.

"You're going
to be a non-combatant. Females are allowed to be. They just can't
breed if they are."

Tarl tucked
the laser into his pocket. "Sabre, I know you're a gentleman, but
here you're going to have to act like a tough guy. You realise
that, right?"

"I'll do
what's necessary."

"Good."

Sabre turned
to Tassin and held out his hand. "Ready?"

She took it,
looking sad. "As I'll ever be, I suppose."

Tarl eyed
them. "Sorry, guys, but public gestures of affection are considered
a sign of weakness."

Tassin tugged
her hand free, and Sabre headed for the door, which slid open as he
neared it. He entered a narrow, poorly lighted corridor, Tassin
close behind, Tarl and Kernan flanking her. The thuds of distant
explosions had lessened, and only occasional shivers ran through
the floor. Black scorch marks marred the utilitarian dull grey
walls, and their boots clicked on a scuffed metal floor. Many
glowing dots moved on the cyber's scanners, none close enough to be
a threat yet, but Sabre watched them.

The scanners
went blank, and he stopped, frowning. The cyber changed the
frequency to try to rectify the problem, and Sabre caught a glimpse
of five dots closing in on their position.

"What's
wrong?" Tassin asked behind him.

He turned his
head. "They've detected us, and they're jamming my scanners. Two
men are approaching from behind, three from in front. Don't do
anything unless they attack."

Kernan and
Tarl nodded, fingering their lasers. Sabre watched the scanners'
blank field while the cyber continued to change frequencies in an
attempt to circumvent the jamming. Another brief flash showed the
men's position, almost on top of them. Sabre focussed on the real
world as two men stepped out of a doorway a couple of metres ahead
of him, and a third appeared around a corner further down the
corridor. They were all clad in full body armour, only their heads
bare.

Their brutish
features bore the scars of many battles, and one had a scanner
emitter sprouting from the side of his head. The other had an
ocular enhancer over one eye and a robotic arm. They stopped and
eyed the intruders without hostility or alarm. Sabre glanced around
when two more men appeared from a doorway behind him. One had a
jammer attached to the armour on his left shoulder and a synthetic
eye; the other had a partially metal-plated skull and a robotic
leg. The fifth man joined the first two, and Sabre turned to face
them. Narrow scars covered the newcomer's face, which looked like
it had been shoved into a combine harvester or flay field. He had a
brow band similar to Sabre's, except it had a tiny red light that
traversed from one end of it to the other in a scanning motion.

The man with
the scanner emitter on the side of his head smiled, revealing metal
teeth. "Well, it seems we're being invaded by midgets, Hallel."

The Trykons'
harsh, guttural language, Mortrek, was a mutated form of Anglo, and
not easily understood without a cyber's training.

Sabre met the
man's eyes with a cold look and replied in the same tongue, "Take
us to your commander."

"Or what?"

"I'll have to
find him myself."

"Who says
we'll let you?"

"Who says you
can stop me?"

The man's eyes
raked Sabre, and he chuckled, his smile pulling at his scars.
"You're a bit small to be making threats, little man. What the hell
are you doing on this ship, and how did you get aboard?"

Sabre
shrugged. "I need a ship. This one will do."

"So you're
just going to take it over, I suppose?"

"Something
like that."

The warrior
guffawed, elbowing the man with the brow band, whose name seemed to
be Hallel. The man with the optical enhancer was less amused, and
his lip curled.

"You have a
big mouth for such a weakling, and you're the smallest of your
midget army. Apart from the female, who looks too weak to even
provide us with much sport."

The man with
the brow band said, "He has some sort of metallic reinforcing on
his bones, Marek, and his head band appears to be sophisticated.
I've never encountered anything like it, but who would go to such
lengths to strengthen such a weakling? He should have been
strangled at birth."

Sabre eyed the
man with the brow band. "You have bio scanners?"

"Amongst other
things."

"So what will
it take to see your commander?"

Hallel
shrugged. "You'll have to get past us."

Marek smirked
and cracked his knuckles. "I want him."

Sabre turned
his attention to Marek. "Do I have to fight you all together, or
one at a time?"

Marek
guffawed. "You're mine, little man."

Sabre held up
a hand as Marek stepped forward. "Is this to the death?"

Hallel tilted
his head. "Do you really think you could kill him?"

"Easily."

Hallel grinned
and stepped back. "Then do it."

Marek took a
step closer. "I'm going to snap your neck, little man."

"That's
impossible, I'm afraid."

Marek growled
and lunged at Sabre, his huge hands reaching for the cyber's
throat. Sabre leapt high and kicked Marek in the face with a crunch
of breaking bone. The cyber performed a graceful backflip, powered
by his contact with the huge warrior, and landed like a cat. Marek
flew backwards two metres and sprawled on his back with a terrific
crash, sliding along the floor with a scrape of armour on steel. He
twitched for a moment, then lay still, his face crushed. A stunned
silence fell as the four Trykons stared at their dead comrade, then
Hallel turned to Sabre, frowning.

"How the hell
did you do that?"

Sabre
shrugged. "I was bred for it. Now do I get to meet your
commander?"

"No. You get
to meet our third sub-lieutenant."

"Do I have to
do the same thing to him?"

"That's up to
him. You've only killed a soldier in unarmed combat, which doesn't
get you many privileges."

"And if I kill
your lieutenant, I meet the commander?" Sabre asked.

"Perhaps.
Marek was taken by surprise. That won't happen again."

"A warrior
should never underestimate his opponent."

"Marek was a
hothead, but he was a good fighter." Hallel's eyes slid past Sabre
to Tarl, Kernan and Tassin. "What about these? They have no
enhancements. What are they?"

"They're my
servants, and non-combatants, but they have lasers that they'll use
to defend themselves. They're also under my protection."

"A bold claim.
It remains to be seen if you can protect them. One lucky blow
doesn't give you much status."

Sabre glanced
at the other three Trykons. "So how many of you do I have to kill
to get a lot of status?"

"That's for
the sub-lieutenant to decide."

"Let's go
then." Sabre's attention was drawn inwards as the scanner
information reappeared in his mind, and moments later, the warrior
with the jammer on his shoulder turned to Hallel.

"He's scanning
again, using a frequency I can't jam."

"Then find
someone who can." Hallel eyed Sabre. "You're full of surprises,
aren't you?"

"More than you
can imagine."

Hallel grunted
and swung away, leading them down the corridor in the direction in
which they had been heading. The other three Trykons fell in behind
Kernan and Tarl, two of them carrying Marek's corpse. Tassin looked
pale but determined, and Sabre wished he could offer her some
reassurance. Tarl was right, however. Once he had gained sufficient
status amongst the Trykons, he would be able to do as he wanted.
Hallel turned into the doorway from which Marek and the other
warrior had emerged and led them deeper into the ship.

They passed
several warriors along the way, all of whom had some sort of
cybernetic augmentation in the form of robotic limbs, sensory
enhancements or built-in weaponry, sometimes all three. They
carried swords in scabbards buckled to their belts or across their
backs, and a few had daggers strapped to their thighs as well.
Their armour was varied, as was what little cloth they wore,
bearing no shred of uniformity. They stared at the intruders with
amusement, and some even stopped to chuckle and make scathing
comments as the quartet walked past.

Hallel led
them to a door that slid open, and they entered a room where three
men sat in front of a console, monitoring a bank of screens and
tapping keys. A huge man stood at the back, his folded arms bulging
with tattooed muscles. His shaven head bore a narrow strip of ash
blond hair down the centre with black snake tattoos on either side
of it. A small vertical scanner jutted above his left ear and a
broad strap crossed his bare chest from shoulder to waist,
supporting a double-handed broadsword at an angle on his back. Pale
scars too numerous to count webbed his skin, and both his hands
were robotic.

Hallel stopped
beside him. "Third Lieutenant Dovan. I brought the intruders."

The man's cold
grey eyes slid over the quartet, and the nostrils of his broken
nose flared with disdain. "Why? You should have killed them. What
happened to your comrade, and why didn't you jettison his
corpse?"

"The intruder
with the brow band killed him, Lieutenant. I brought his body for
you to examine."

The lieutenant
glared at Sabre, then stepped closer to Marek's corpse, which the
men had dumped on the floor, and studied it. "I see no sign of
combat on the stranger."

"He killed
Marek with one blow."

"He's smaller
than my twelve-year-old son. How could he?"

"He did. I
witnessed it, so did they." Hallel nodded at the three warriors who
accompanied them. "He has cyber enhancements."

Jovan snorted.
"That's a waste. And the ones with weakling weapons?"

"His servants,
under his protection, he claims."

"Take them to
the combat room and kill them. Keep the female for sport. We return
to the battle as soon as we've completed our repairs; you'll be
needed. And get rid of that corpse."

Hallel bowed
his head and headed for the door, the group following him. They
trooped through the ship, receiving many more amused looks from the
warriors they encountered, and paused to stuff Marek's body into a
disposal chute. They arrived in a fair-sized grey room whose walls
bore the dents, scrapes and stains of many battles. Ragged banners,
dented armour and well-worn weapons also adorned them, trophies
from victorious encounters, Sabre guessed.

Hallel turned
to the three warriors. "Who wants him?"

The man with
the jammer on his shoulder stepped forward the quickest. "I
do."

Hallel nodded.
"He's all yours, Partek."

Partek smiled,
revealing a mouthful of broken teeth, and detached the heavy
jammer, handing it to his comrade. Tarl drew Tassin over to the
wall and stood in front of her. Kernan joined them, looking sour.
Partek cracked his knuckles and leered, then drew a long dagger
from a sheath on his thigh.

 


 


Tassin's heart
chilled with anguish, then pounded with rage. Pushing Tarl aside,
she stepped forward. "That's not fair! Sabre's unarmed!"

Hallel turned
to face her, looking surprised. She cursed the fact that he could
not understand her, and was astonished when he spoke in her
language, with a thick accent. "Be silent, woman. This doesn't
concern you."

"Yes it does.
You're supposed to be warriors, yet you show yourselves to be
cowards by using a weapon against an unarmed man."

"He's free to
arm himself if he wishes. No one's stopping him. Now be quiet, or
I'll silence you."

Tassin looked
at Sabre. "Use a weapon."

His tired, wry
smile tore her heart. "I don't need one. You should know that by
now."

"Against a
monster like him?"

"He's only a
human."

"A very large
one."

"It makes
little difference."

She shook her
head. "Don't take risks. We're all depending on you."

Hallel stepped
towards her, scowling. "I said be quiet!"

Tassin
realised her peril as Tarl yanked her back and drew his laser,
pointing it at Hallel, who stopped, his brow furrowed.

"You'll be the
next to die, little man. That, I promise. Keep her quiet, or you'll
be the first."

"Touch either
of them and you die, Hallel," Sabre said.

Hallel swung
around. "Empty threats don't scare me, especially from a midget.
Sabre." He spat. "A pretentious name for a weakling."

Sabre glanced
at Tassin. "You've only seen me use my full abilities against other
cybers, and they can handle it. Believe me, this isn't a
problem."

Tassin shot
Hallel a killing look, jerked her arm from Tarl's grip and swung
away. Much as she wanted to, she knew that if she continued her
protests it would only spark a conflict between Sabre and Hallel,
which she did not want and he did not need.

"When you've
quite finished squabbling with your doxy, I'd like to get on with
this," Partek said.

Sabre turned
to him. "In a hurry to die?"

"Eager to kill
you."

Sabre spread
his hands. "So what are you waiting for?"

A slow smile
stretched Partek's mutilated features, and he lunged, his right
hand lashing out in a dagger stroke aimed to disembowel the cyber.
Sabre skipped back and leapt into a forward handspring. His boots
slammed into Partek's chest and sent him staggering backwards.
Sabre landed on his feet and followed, giving Partek no time to
recover. His fist cracked into Partek's jaw with a sickening crunch
and a spray of blood, staggering the big man again. Partek snarled
and stabbed at Sabre, missing as the cyber spun aside, moving
faster than Tassin's eyes could follow.

His movements
flowed as he used the momentum of his spin to power the lash of a
leg, smashing it into Partek's shin. The bone shattered with a
sharp report, and Partek reeled, his arms wind milling as he tried
to stay on his feet. His broken leg buckled sickeningly. Sabre
continued to spin, bringing one arm down in a blur of motion on
Partek's wrist. Again the bone broke with a crunch, and the dagger
skittered away across the floor.

Partek
sprawled with a crash of armour, roaring with pain and rage. Sabre
walked over to him and kicked him in the head, and he went limp.
The cyber looked at Hallel.

"Must I kill
him too?" He lifted a foot and held it poised over Partek's
head.

Hallel
shrugged. "Up to you."

Sabre lowered
his foot and stepped back. "So who's next?"

Tassin let out
her pent breath, her heart buoyant with relief.

Tarl shot her
a tight smile. "There was no need to worry. They're only men."

"I've seen him
fight normal men before. He never beat them this easily."

"Then he
wasn't using his full strength."

"And now he
is, right?"

Tarl inclined
his head. "Almost."

"He fought a
big man on Omega, and almost lost."

"What was his
bio-status?"

"I don't
know."

Tarl frowned
at his boots. "Had he been in many prior conflicts?"

"Yes."

"Then it was
probably quite low."

Tassin chewed
her lip. "I suppose so."

"One of the
few drawbacks cybers have is that they use up their energy very
quickly, and if they're not eating cyber rations it takes a little
while for them to recover."

Hallel turned
to his two remaining comrades. "I claim him."

They frowned,
looking resentful. Hallel drew the massive sword that was strapped
across his back, hefted it and smiled at Sabre, who waited,
relaxed.

"Now would be
a good time to choose a weapon, little man. You're well trained,
I'll give you that, but against me you stand no chance. I'm the
best warrior in my group."

Sabre's lips
twitched in a slight, cold smile. "I could crush your skull with
one hand."

Hallel
snorted. "Your hand isn't big enough."

"Let's get on
with it."

"You choose to
fight me unarmed?"

"Yes."

"Then you
insult me."

Sabre
shrugged. "That's not my intention."

Hallel swung
the sword in a complex pattern that sliced the air with supreme
skill. He lunged, his weapon slashing the air where Sabre had been
standing an instant before. The cyber spun, and his right arm
lashed out at the back of Hallel's head. The big warrior ducked,
turned swiftly, and stabbed the sword at Sabre's gut. The cyber
dropped backwards, catching himself on his hands, and kicked
upwards with one leg, hitting Hallel's wrist.

The sword spun
away, and again there was a sharp crack as the warrior's bones
snapped. Hallel grunted, staggering back, then yanked a dagger from
its thigh strap with his left hand and charged Sabre with a growl
of rage. The cyber skipped aside and kicked Hallel in the back,
sending him stumbling into the wall. He swung around, his eyes
glinting with fury, a trickle of blood running from one nostril as
a result of his collision. His comrades muttered, scowling, and
Tassin found that her fingernails were hurting her palms and opened
her hands.

Hallel calmed
himself with an obvious effort, showing that his training was
better than Partek's. Hefting the dagger, he circled Sabre, who
turned to face him. Hallel feinted, and Sabre stepped back, his
eyes narrowing. The big warrior turned and circled the other way,
feinting again and again, his lips drawn back in a fierce snarl,
revealing several steel-capped teeth. Sabre's brows drew together
in a frown of annoyance, or perhaps concentration. Tassin deduced
that he disliked Hallel's new tactics.

Tarl leant
closer and whispered, "Sabre was toying with him, now he's trying
to make Sabre attack, taking away his defensive advantage."

"What will
Sabre do?"

Tarl shrugged.
"Probably attack."

"Is that
wise?"

"It'll just
speed things up."

Sabre sighed
and folded his arms, which seemed foolhardy to Tassin. He stopped
turning to face Hallel, allowing him to go behind him. Hallel gave
a growl of rage at this blatant insult and lunged, his dagger
flashing towards the cyber's ribs. Sabre swayed aside just enough
to allow the weapon to slip past, grabbed Hallel's arm and twisted
it. Raising his knee, he slammed the warrior's forearm across it.
The sharp crunch of breaking bone made Tassin's stomach clench.
Hallel reeled away as Sabre shoved him, his bent armour holding his
broken limb at an ugly angle. He grimaced, his chest heaving, and
backed away.

Tassin glanced
at Tarl. "They don't seem to be very good warriors."

He chuckled.
"Against a cyber they have no chance, and Sabre's doing his best to
make them look bad without killing them."

"But they
don't use their legs like he does."

"He hasn't
given them the opportunity."

Hallel turned
to his men and growled an order, and one went to the door and spoke
into the com-link beside it. Sabre wandered over to Tassin, rubbing
his reddened knuckles.

"He's calling
his first lieutenant."

Tassin reached
for his hand, but he pulled it away with a shake of his head. She
glanced at the Trykons, who watched them with deep frowns and
narrowed eyes, muttering amongst themselves.

"What are they
saying?"

"Hallel knows
I was playing with him, so he's furious, especially since he now
has two broken arms and has lost a lot of status. The other two
want a go at me, but he's their group leader, so if he can't beat
me, neither can they. That's what he's telling them."

"So what
happens now?"

He shrugged.
"I guess I've progressed to officers."


 


 


 Chapter Eight

 


A few minutes
later, a red-haired giant strode into the combat room. He was as
tall as Dovan, but more muscular, his long hair braided in many
thin plaits that were tied at his nape with a thong. His scarred
face was tattooed on both cheeks, and he wore a steel ring through
his nose. Small scanners were attached to polished steel plates on
either side of his head, and a pair of steel spikes protruded from
his brow. Two warriors followed him in, one sporting a robotic arm
and a scanner on the side of his head, the other a metal-plated
head, a metal hand and a robotic eye. The red-haired lieutenant
stared at Sabre, then turned to Hallel.

"Report, Group
Leader."

Hallel shot
Sabre a dirty look. "He's defeated me and Partek, and killed
Marek."

"He appears
unscathed."

"He is. None
of us landed a blow."

"Yet you have
two broken arms, and Partek is unconscious."

"He moves very
fast, and his bones are metal plated."

The lieutenant
snorted. "He's a midget. You're demoted to warrior, and disgraced.
I'll deal with him."

The lieutenant
approached them, and Sabre turned to face him, blocking his path,
but was forced to look up at him. The red-haired man's flinty brown
eyes flicked over Tassin, ignoring the men who flanked her, then
lowered to Sabre.

"I'm First
Lieutenant Rodar. Who are you?" he asked in Anglo.

"Sabre."

"Perhaps I
should ask what you are."

"You
could."

"And what
would be your reply?"

Sabre
shrugged. "A man."

"A very small
man, who has humiliated a Trykon group leader. You're an outsider;
one of the weakling races who dare not enter Trykon space. What are
you doing here?"

"An
unfortunate accident of fate. We want to leave, but we need a
ship."

Rodar studied
Sabre, his expression calculating, then thrust out a hand. "You
have earned a greeting with your prowess."

Tarl gave a
theatrical wince and muttered, "Oh, I wouldn't do that if I was
you."

Rodar's eyes
flicked to him. "Why not?"

Tarl raised a
finger and wagged it. "I'm guessing you're planning a test of
strength, and I wouldn't advise it."

"Cowardly
advice." His gaze returned to Sabre. "Do you scorn my gesture of
friendship?"

"Not at all."
Sabre gripped the lieutenant's hand, and Rodar's knuckles whitened
as he tried to crush Sabre's hand.

Sabre fought
the urge to punch the idiot in the throat, and instead matched
Rodar's strength, then surpassed it, crushing the big man's hand
until he nodded and released his grip, admitting defeat.

"Impressive.
Impossible for a man of your size. I ask again, what are you?"

"He's a
cyber-bio combat unit, grade A. The most lethal killing machine
ever..." Tarl trailed off as Sabre shot him a frown.

Sabre turned
back to Rodar and folded his arms. "It doesn't matter what I am. I
need your ship. If I have to defeat your commander to get it, I
will, and I can."

"You're a long
way from facing the commander. If you were a member of our clan,
your skills would earn you great status, and you would be on the
brink of a challenge, but you're an outsider. You'll have to prove
yourself worthy of joining our clan, then you may challenge for
leadership. Do you wish to join the Eagle Clan?"

"If that's
what it takes."

"It is."

"Fine."

Rodar turned
and wandered around Sabre, studying him from every angle. "If
stature was a prerequisite, you wouldn't even qualify. Fortunately
for you, it's not. There are a number of tests, however."

Tarl snorted,
and Sabre swung to glare at him. "Cut that out."

Rodar shot
Tarl a hard look. "Your servants lack discipline."

"That one's
going to get a thick lip if he doesn't shut up."

Rodar nodded.
"Do you wish to rest before we start the tests?"

"No."

"Yes." Tassin
pushed past Tarl. "He does."

Rodar cocked a
brow at Sabre, who sighed and shrugged. "A few hours will
suffice."

"Very well.
These men will escort you to a room, where you will remain until
you're summoned. Food and drink will be provided if you wish. For
now, you're a guest of the Eagle Clan. Fail the tests, and you'll
be put to death."

Rodar marched
out with his followers, and the two uninjured members of the
original group waited at the door. Hallel nursed his injuries and
glared at Sabre as he headed for the door.

The men took
them to a pokey cabin with two hard bunks that folded into the wall
and a washroom the size of a cupboard. It must have been an
officer's quarters, since Sabre was sure the men slept in
dormitories with communal ablution facilities. There were no
luxuries on a warship such as this. The décor was grey and
utilitarian, like the rest of the ship, with a scuffed metal floor
and walls stained from years of hard use. A table and two benches
folded out of the wall when the bunks were stowed. As soon as the
door closed, Sabre turned to Tarl.

"I don't
appreciate your attitude, and it isn't helping."

"I'm only
trying to boost your image."

"Well you're
not. You're making a fool of yourself, and me by association."

Tarl scowled
and flopped down on a bunk. "Hell, I'm only a bloody servant. Who
cares what I say?"

"What else
could you be?"

"A
friend?"

"Trykons don't
associate with non-combatants. They’re little more than slaves.
Claiming you as a friend would jeopardise the entire plan."

Tarl grunted
and lay back, closing his eyes. Sabre glared at him, then sat on
the other bunk, his limbs leaden. Tassin sat beside him and took
his hand, rubbing his reddened knuckles.

"You should
eat, then get some sleep."

He nodded, and
she found some food bars in Kernan's pack for him.

 


****

 


The flashing
red light in Sabre's mind woke him. He roused Tassin, who dozed on
the narrow bunk beside him, and sat up as she stretched, knuckling
her eyes. The door opened, and Rodar filled it, flanked by his two
followers.

"It's time,”
he said. “Commander Atrel has taken an interest in your tests, and
delayed rejoining the battle to watch them."

Sabre stood
up, and Tassin scrambled off the bunk. Kernan rose from where he
had been sitting on the floor and Tarl swung his legs off the other
bunk. Rodar headed down the corridor, his warriors falling in
behind the quartet. Tarl dug in Kernan's pack and thrust a food bar
into Sabre's hand, and he ate it while he walked. Rodar led them
back to the combat room, where a muttering group of huge men
waited.

They fell
silent when Sabre entered, turning to measure him with disparaging
eyes. The largest, who topped Rodar by several centimetres, glared
at Sabre with flinty black eyes that matched his hair and short
beard, the former tied back in a tight braid. He had a brow band
with an optical enhancer covering one eye and a metal hand, and his
tattooed arms bulged with hard muscle. Polished partial chest
armour revealed the knobs of brawn that ran down his belly. A gold
band encircled his neck, the symbol of his rank, Sabre assumed. One
of his officers murmured something, and he chuckled, as did the
others.

Rodar turned
to Sabre. "Stand in the centre of the room and be ready."

Sabre obeyed,
noting that Tarl had drawn Tassin over to the wall by the door, out
of harm's way. The officers muttered as the commander signalled to
a warrior who stood next to the wall. The man lifted the crossbow
he held at his side and aimed it at Sabre. The string twanged, and
Sabre's hand flashed up of its own accord, a response honed by
years of painful training to a split second, involuntary reflex,
one of many he had. He looked at the bolt he held, and then tossed
it on the floor.

The officers
muttered again, and the commander nodded to the warrior, who picked
up a metre and a half-long steel bar, walked over to Sabre and
handed it to him.

"Bend it,"
Rodar ordered.

Sabre hefted
the bar, which was three-centimetre-thick steel. "Any particular
way you'd like me to do it?"

"No."

Sabre gripped
the bar near the ends, placed his foot in the middle and pulled.
The metal creaked as it bent, and once it gave, he removed his foot
and twisted it until the ends crossed, then handed it back to the
warrior. The commander scowled and nodded at the waiting warrior,
who put down the bent bar and went over to a section of the wall
that was devoid of old weapons and banners. He opened a sliding
panel to reveal an eighty centimetre-square metal plate. Sabre knew
that behind the plate were sensitive instruments to measure the
force of a blow, and the digital meter beside it would display it.
A shiny brass plaque next to the meter was inscribed with a list of
names and numbers, recording the prowess of past contestants.

"Punch the
plate as hard as you can," Rodar instructed.

 


 


Tassin jumped
as Tarl murmured, "If he hits that as hard as he can, he'll break
it."

"What about
his hand?"

"He'll sustain
some damage."

"They've
already tested his strength with the bar, what's this supposed to
prove?"

Tarl shrugged.
"The power of his punch."

Tassin's heart
twisted with anguish and pride as Sabre approached the plate,
flexing his right hand. She longed to avert her eyes as he drew
back his fist, not wishing to watch him cause himself so much pain,
but could not. Sabre's right arm shot out in a flash, and the plate
vanished into the wall with a terrific bang. The digital readout
flashed a string of numbers. Sabre turned away, nursing his hand.
Blood oozed from his split knuckles, and he clasped them with a
grimace. The Trykons frowned, and the warrior who stood beside the
destroyed plate gaped at Sabre.

The commander
recovered first. "There will be no more tests. He is a member of
the clan, with the rank of group leader, in charge of Hallel's
group."

Sabre turned
to him. "I challenge for command of the ship."

Commander
Atrel eyed him. "Of course you do, but first you have to face those
amongst my officers who feel they can best you." He glanced at the
men beside him. "Who accepts his challenge?"

The officers
glowered at Sabre, their eyes filled with resentment, but none of
them gave any sign of volunteering.

Atrel nodded,
turning to face Sabre again. "So, it seems my officers are willing
to accept that you can beat them. You have only to face me."

Atrel looked
around as the door opened and three huge women entered, all
beautiful in a large-boned, strong-featured manner. Short leather
skirts, lace blouses and gem-studded golden armour clad their
muscular forms, and their long hair was braided and bound with gold
wire and jewels. They reminded Tassin of the Andorans she and Sabre
had encountered on Omega Five, except for their finery and the fact
that only one was blonde; the others were a brunette and a redhead.
All three wore swords strapped across their backs, and the blonde
had a tiny crossbow buckled to her thigh. The tension in the room
rose to palpable levels upon their entry, and the commander turned
to frown at them.

He gestured to
the redhead, the loveliest of the three. "My spouse, Diarda. This
is our newest clan member, Sabre."

Her sharp
green eyes raked Sabre with a scathing glance, and she spoke in
Anglo, following Atrel's lead. "Are we accepting dwarves now,
Atrel? And who broke the punch power meter?"

"He did."

She placed her
hands on her hips. The other two women halted behind her as her
eyes found Tassin and lingered upon her. "What is she, a toy?"

Atrel
shrugged. "His doxy."

"Just as well
he's so small. A Trykon man would split her in two."

The officers
chuckled, and Atrel smirked. Tassin opened her mouth to retort, but
Tarl tugged on her arm and shook his head.

"Don't start
anything with her."

Diarda eyed
Tassin for a moment longer, looking superior, and then turned to
Atrel. "I heard there was amusement to be had in here."

"More than you
bargained for, I'll wager. Sabre has challenged for command."

Diarda
giggled. "You jest."

"No."

"I could snap
him in half."

"He has
already defeated three warriors."

Diarda looked
coquettish as she approached Atrel. "Then I shall enjoy watching
you kill him."

"You know full
well that a command challenge is not to the death."

"A pity, in
this case."

"Since none of
my officers will accept his challenge, even if I beat him he will
become first lieutenant."

The blonde
glanced sharply at Rodar, and her eyes glittered. "Have you turned
coward, Rodar?"

"I'm not a
fool, is all," the first lieutenant said.

Diarda glared at Atrel. "If
you beat him? He's a runt! I'll wager that under
that dirty rag he wears, his chest is thinner than a child's. He
has almost no scars, and few enhancements. How can such a weakling
even dare to challenge you?"

Atrel nodded.
"And yet you haven't seen him fight. Neither have I, for that
matter, but, from what I've heard, the reason for his lack of scars
is that he's seldom struck."

Diarda frowned
at Sabre and strolled over to stand in front of him. She was at
least twelve centimetres taller, but Sabre refused to look up at
her. Diarda took hold of the front of his vest, preparing to rip it
off and expose his childish chest, Tassin assumed. Before she
could, he gripped her wrist and raised his eyes to meet hers.

"I'd prefer
you didn't do that."

Diarda tried
to tug her hand free, but found that her wrist was gripped in a
vice-like hold. Her nostrils flared, and Atrel watched the
encounter with narrowed eyes. Clearly Sabre's strength surprised
her, and he released her arm when she let go of his vest. Diarda
stepped back, rubbing her wrist, then swung away, frowning.

"I shall enjoy
watching you beat him, Atrel."

The commander
nodded, his hand caressing the hilt of the sword at his side. "Do
you wish to tend to your wound before we begin?"

The cyber
glanced at his bleeding knuckles and shook his head. "Let's get on
with it."

"Choose a
weapon."

"I choose to
fight unarmed."

Diarda said,
"He mocks you, Atrel."

"A foolish
decision, little man," Atrel said. "What makes you so bold?"

Sabre sighed.
"If I explain what I am, and convince you that you have no chance
of beating me, will you step aside without a fight?"

"No."

"Then we're
just wasting time."

Atrel drew his
sword with a hiss of steel and stepped forward, holding it in a
manner that spoke volumes of his years of experience with the
weapon. Sabre stood relaxed, waiting for the attack, and Atrel
smiled, shaking his head.

"You're the
challenger. It's you who must attack."

Sabre tilted
his head, as if re-assessing the situation, then circled the
commander. Atrel turned to face him, the sword held ready. Diarda
murmured something to the blonde woman that made her giggle, and
Tassin shot them a glare. Sabre feinted left, then attacked right,
throwing Atrel off balance. The commander reacted swiftly, however,
and his sword hissed past a hair's breadth from Sabre's shoulder as
the cyber skipped aside.

In a cyber’s
typical fighting style, Sabre continued to move with fluid grace. A
normal man might have paused to consider his next move or re-think
his strategy. He spun under the next slash of Atrel's weapon and
dropped backwards, kicking upwards with a foot that struck Atrel's
sword arm a glancing blow. Atrel leapt at him, his kick missing as
Sabre rolled aside. He regained his feet with the peculiar flip
that brought him upright in a smooth motion. Diving into a forward
roll, Sabre kicked Atrel's legs out from under him and sent him
sprawling with a crash. Atrel rolled away as Sabre aimed a kick at
his head, his sword scraping on the floor and almost becoming
tangled in his arms.

The big man
cursed and scrambled up, blood oozing from a self-inflicted cut on
his chest. Sabre regained his feet with cat-like grace and leapt at
Atrel in a spinning kick. His foot hit the commander in the side of
the neck and sent him staggering sideways. He turned as Sabre
attacked again, raised his weapon and slashed a little wildly with
it.

Sabre ducked
under it and punched him in the jaw, snapping his head sideways
with a spray of blood. Atrel sprawled again with a clatter of
armour, dropped the useless sword and rolled away as Sabre went
after him. The cyber gave him no chance to recover, aiming another
kick at his head. Atrel ducked and tried to grab Sabre's foot, but
missed. Snatching a long dagger from his thigh sheath, Atrel
slashed at Sabre's legs, forcing him to jump back while the
commander leapt up.

Sabre dived
into a forward handspring, bounced up in front of Atrel and punched
him in the solar plexus with both fists, sending him crashing to
the floor again. Pirouetting like a ballet dancer, Sabre drove his
foot into Atrel's chest, and the dull pop of cracking ribs made
Tassin wince. Atrel writhed and growled, flailing with the dagger
as he tried to suck in air. Sabre gazed down at his fallen
opponent.

"Do you
yield?"

Atrel glared
at him with flinty eyes, his face pale and drawn, still brandishing
the useless dagger. Sweat beaded his brow and veins stood out on
his neck. Sabre casually kicked the dagger from Atrel's fist,
sending it clattering into the wall.

"Do you
yield?"

The commander
grimaced, and then his head jerked in a stiff nod. Sabre bent and
offered Atrel his hand, pulling him to his feet. Atrel swayed and
clasped his ribs.

"No man can
beat you, stranger. Not even our clan leader, Targon himself, I'll
wager."

Sabre nodded.
"A safe bet."

"I will not
yield to him!" Diarda shouted, drawing all eyes to her.

Sabre said,
"Ah yes, to the winner go the spoils."

"I will die
before I lie with a genetically inferior midget!"

"I don't want
you, so go peddle your wares to someone who gives a shit," Sabre
said.

"Ha! Of course
you would not dare to try to satisfy a Trykon woman, small as you
are." Diarda made a rude gesture, and some of the officers
smirked.

Sabre's eyes
flitted over them, and their sneers vanished. "I don't find women
who look like men with breasts attractive, so you need not worry
that I would ever be tempted by one such as you."

The blood
drained from Diarda's cheeks, and she glanced at Tassin, who was
unable to prevent her triumphant smile.

Diarda's brow
furrowed. "Insolent non-com bitch! You dare to laugh at me?" She
yanked two daggers from her belt and strode towards Tassin. "You
are as dirt under my feet! I'll teach you to mock me!"

Tarl reached
for his laser as the huge woman bore down on him, but looked unsure
of whether he would die for drawing it, and cast Sabre a desperate
look. Tassin raised her chin and thrust him aside, pulled her
dagger from her belt and flourished it in a manner that showed that
she knew how to use it. Sabre recovered from his surprise and
reached her in a couple of bounds, imposing himself between them.
Diarda stopped and glowered down at him, her nostrils flared and
bosom heaving.

"Stand aside.
This is women's business."

"She's a
non-combatant, and if you touch her I'll make you sorry you were
ever born."

"Yes, she's a
doxy, a slave, and, as such, subject to my command. Since you've
become a member of our clan, therefore so have your servants, so
they're now subject to our laws. She's insulted me, the commander
of the women, she must be punished."

"You were only
commander of the women as long as you were the spouse of the ship's
commander, but you're no longer that, are you?" Sabre glanced at
Atrel. "I'm uncertain of your laws on this matter. What status does
Diarda have now?"

Atrel
shrugged. "I'm now first lieutenant, and, since you reject her, she
remains my spouse, and since you have no spouse, she remains
commander of the women."

Diarda’s lips
twisted in a smug smile. "Stand aside."

Sabre shook
his head. "She's under my protection."

Tassin tried
to push past him, furious. "I'm not a doxy or a slave you
muscle-bound slut! You don't scare me!"

Sabre grabbed
her as she went for Diarda, trying to pluck the dagger from her
flailing hand. Tassin shoved him away.

"Tassin!"

Diarda's
daggers flashed as she raised them in a scything motion, aimed at
Tassin's face. Sabre thrust his arm between them, and got both
daggers impaled in it for his efforts. Diarda jerked them free with
a snarl, slashing at Tassin again, even as the Queen pressed home
her attack. Sabre swore and gave Diarda a shove that sent her
staggering back to sit down with a thud, grabbing Tassin again when
she would have gone after her. Tassin growled and tried to jerk
free, but this time his grip was too strong for her.

"Let me go!"
she shouted.

"No! Are you
nuts? She's twice your size."

"I am not a
non-combatant! I've been trained -"

"Yeah, yeah, I
remember. You're a warrior bloody queen, but you're not fighting
her."

Tassin said,
"I won't take orders from her, or insults!"

"You'll do as
I damn well say."

She tried to
wrench free, but only succeeded in pulling herself against his
chest. "Let me go, damn you!"

"Don't be an
idiot."

 


 


Tassin stamped
on his foot, and Sabre grunted in surprise and pain, then ducked,
pushing her out of harm's way as Diarda attacked again. Her daggers
flashed past his cheek as she tried to slash Tassin's face. Tarl
fielded the irate Queen and Sabre turned to deal with Diarda,
grabbing her wrists. Diarda's face twisted with fury that rivalled
Tassin's, and she, too, tried to wrench free, possessing the size
and strength to make him stagger. She jerked up a knee, but he
twisted aside, taking the blow on his hip. He released one of her
wrists and slapped her, making her reel back with a cry of pain.
Tarl cursed, and Sabre swung around in time to capture Tassin as
she broke free and tried to dart past him. Pulling her into a firm
embrace, he pinned her arms and frowned down at her flushed,
furious face.

"Stop it now,
before you get hurt."

"I can take
care of myself. Let me go!"

"You can't
fight her; she's twice your size."

"I don't care!
She insulted me, and you." She grimaced. "And you're hurting my
ribs."

Sabre eased
his hold. "Sorry. You're being foolish, now stop it."

"Tell them the
truth, then. Tell them I'm not your doxy!"

"You're a
non-combatant. You can't be anything else."

"You're the
commander of this ship now. You make the rules. And I'm not a
non-combatant, I'm a -"

"If you claim
to be a warrior, you'll have to prove it, and that I won't allow.
You'll get hurt."

"What is she
then?" Diarda asked, and Sabre glanced around to find her standing
close by, nursing her cheek.

Sabre released
Tassin, keeping a hold on her arm. He turned to face Diarda. "She's
not a warrior, for all that she would wish to be one. But she's not
a doxy either, mine or anyone else's. Where we come from, status
does not rely on combat."

"You're one of
us now. Only our laws apply."

"Then what do
your laws say about a non-combatant who is owed a great debt by a
high-ranking warrior?"

Diarda
frowned, glancing at Atrel. "Such a thing could never happen."

"But it has,”
Atrel said. “Commander Trivian was pulled from his burning ship by
a non-com. She became his ward. No one could touch her without his
permission."

Diarda faced
Sabre again. "So you claim her as your ward?"

"Yes. All of
them."

"You owe all
three of them great debts?"

"More or
less."

She turned her
head and spat. "You must be truly inept to be so indebted to such
pathetic non-coms."

Sabre
shrugged. "I don't care what you think. No one touches any of
them."

Diarda
sheathed her daggers and swung away. "Accidents happen to the weak
in battle."

He frowned.
"Then I'm ordering all of you to protect them. If anything happens
to them, you will all be punished."

She turned to
face him again, her expression incredulous. "You're ordering
warriors to protect these feeble creatures? You would sacrifice
fighters for lowly, useless non-coms?"

"Yes."

"You are then
a truly inept commander." Her eyes flitted over him. "And I see no
golden torc about your neck."

Sabre held out
his hand to Atrel. "Give me that damn thing."

The former
commander pulled off the golden collar and handed it over, and
Sabre placed it around his neck while Diarda watched, her lips
curled with contempt.

Sabre glared
at her. "Satisfied?"


"Disgusted."

"Even
better."

Diarda snorted
and strode out, followed by the other women. The tension eased at
their departure, and Atrel turned to Sabre.

"What are your
orders?"

Sabre looked
down at his bloody arm, considering. "How much fuel do we
have?"

"Enough for
seven days of combat manoeuvring. Food and water supplies for the
same length of time."

Sabre accessed
the cyber's vast store of information. "This ship is a Lesser
Skyhawk, model L10, seventeen years old by my estimation. Capable
of corridor travel. To go where I want will require seven
accelerations and decelerations, the equivalent of nine days of
combat manoeuvring. Is the ship fully fuelled?"

Atrel looked
puzzled. "No, we refuelled four days ago."

"Then I want
it refuelled."

"We're not due
to refuel for another seven days. The supply ships will contact a
high commander for clearance, and he'll want to know where you're
going and why you're not rejoining the battle."

"Right. Are
the repairs completed?"

"Yes, four
hours ago."

"Then rejoin
the battle. I'll be on the bridge soon." Sabre scowled at Atrel
when he hesitated. "Go."

The new first
lieutenant headed for the door, and the other officers filed out
after him. The two warriors who had been following Atrel around
remained, looking tense.

Sabre eyed
them. "What are you two waiting for?"

"We're your
aides," one said.

"I don't need
you. Go and join the fighting crew."

The men
glanced at each other, then left.

Tassin
approached him, gazing at his injured arm. "Are you all right?"

"Fine."

"Those wounds
need to be dressed."

"They're
minor."

Tarl came
over, digging in his pack. "I'll do it."

Sabre sighed
and allowed Tarl to minister to his arm and hand. The ex-cyber tech
shook his head in disgust. "These dagger wounds are deep. And you
should have been wearing a protector for that power punch
stunt."

Sabre grunted,
then hissed when Tarl sprayed the wounds with stinging
antiseptic.

"So we've got
to fight their battle for seven days?" Tassin asked.

"So it would
seem. We won't be able to refuel a Trykon vessel anywhere."

"How will they
get back?"

Sabre
shrugged. "They'll have enough fuel for a couple of corridors, then
they'll probably steal some from another ship."

"We could do
that, then we could leave now."

"Not a good
idea. We start attacking civilian shipping and we'll have their
warships following us to Omega. If the Trykons steal on the way
back, they'll be safe once they enter their space, although
complaints will no doubt be lodged with an Overlord."

"So we just
have to hope we don't get blown up in the battle," she said.

"Or die of
starvation," Kernan muttered.

Sabre noted
his gaunt face and pallor. "The Trykons are sufficiently high tech
to be able to synthesise some food for you from the sample. I'll
order it."


 


 


 Chapter Nine

 


On the bridge,
whose curved forward screen gave a view of the distant battle,
Diarda swung around as Atrel entered, strode over to him and tugged
him aside, frowning. "What are we going to do about this?"

Atrel rubbed
the red swelling on his jaw and glanced at the officers who manned
the various back-lighted consoles and data screens that lined the
grey-panelled bulkheads. The control centre’s dim illumination and
industrious crew gave it an atmosphere of subdued efficiency. "The
bastard can beat any man in the clan. What do you propose I
do?"

"Use
drugs!"

"That would be
treason now. He's our commander."

"Whatever
possessed you to let him try? You could have had him executed
instead!"

"You saw him,”
Atrel said. “Did you think he could win?"

"Then how did
he?"

"That's a damn
good question, and one I wish I knew the answer to, but I don't.
All I know is he beat me as if I was a non-com, and he wasn't even
trying."

"What are his
enhancements?"

Atrel
shrugged, felt around inside his mouth and tugged out a broken
steel-capped tooth. "Damn, another one gone, soon I'll -"

"Bugger your
teeth! What are his enhancements?"

"His scanner
seems sophisticated, and he has metal-plated bones and metal mesh
armour under his skin."

"That must
have taken a lot of doing. How is he so fast and strong?"

Atrel shook
his head, fingering his ribs. "I have no idea. What's your
point?"

"He's
dangerous. He could become clan leader, and he's an outsider. Who
knows what stupidity he could inflict on the clan if he gains
leadership?"

"From what
he's said, it seems he wants to leave Trykon space, not take over
the clan."

Diarda raised
her brows. "That's illegal. A high commander would forbid it."

"I don't think
he's going to take orders from a high commander."

"Then we'll
all be killed. They'll attack us."

"Only if they
find out." Atrel frowned. "Or if someone tells them. You'll be the
one who gets us killed if you do."

"Not if we
overpower him. We'll be heroes."

"He's our
commander now, so that would be treason," Atrel repeated.

"Not if he
plans to do something illegal."

Atrel nodded.
"But we don't know what his plans are for sure. He hasn't given us
an illegal order yet, and, if we imprisoned him now, he could deny
that he intended to do anything wrong, then we'd all be
punished."

"But we must
prepare, so when he does give the order to leave Trykon space, we
can take him."

"Even talking
about this is treason. Be careful."

"He's a damned
outsider, and a dwarf to boot. How can you be loyal to him?" she
demanded.

"Because he
beat me in an unfair fight. I had all the advantages - weight,
height, armour and weaponry, yet he beat me in less than four
minutes without even breaking a sweat. A warrior like that deserves
respect and loyalty. That's the foundation of our society."

"Then we need
to find out how he got to be so good, so we can do it for
ourselves. With warriors like him, we'd rule forever."

Atrel sighed
and rubbed his jaw again. "And how do you propose we find that
out?"

"Tisha. He has
no spouse, and the non-com bitch isn't his doxy. He has the look of
a man who's been without a woman for a very long time. I'll wager
it won't take much persuading for him to accept Tisha, and then she
could ask him."

"He said he
doesn't find Trykon women attractive, and I saw the way he looked
at you. There was no desire in his eyes."

She nodded. "I
noticed that, but he's still male. Tisha is smaller than me."

"And she knows
you can beat her. She won't do it."

"I won't
challenge. What's the point if he won't accept me?"

"True. It
might work, so there's no harm in trying, I suppose." Atrel caught
Diarda's arm as she turned away. "But you have to ask yourself why
the non-com woman isn't his doxy, don't you? He may be
damaged."

"Then we'll
find out, won't we?"

"Tell her to
be careful. We don't know how he'll react."

She shot him a
hard smile. "We have ways of dealing with reluctance."

 


****

 


Sabre walked
along the narrow corridor towards his new quarters, formerly
Atrel's, which were far superior to the previous cramped cabin, and
provided a reasonable level of comfort. They comprised a fairly
sizeable bedroom and sitting area, with a private washroom, and
Tassin was housed in an adjoining cabin.

Sabre was
weary after a day spent directing the cat and mouse tactics Trykons
employed in their battles. The strategies were designed to minimise
damage, but tended to also minimise the chances of victory.
Although he allowed Atrel to make most of the decisions, being in a
battle environment sparked the cyber's programming, and it
constantly bombarded him with battle scenarios in the form of
graphics and scrolling readouts. They distracted him no matter how
much he tried to ignore them, since they were accompanied by
flashing red warnings to which he was trained to react.

The result was
a splitting headache and crushing weariness, and he had quit the
bridge to seek some sleep. The problem could have been avoided if
he had followed the cyber's prompting, but that would have meant
attacking when the Trykons would normally have retreated, putting
the ship in danger. They had left the battle now, and repair crews
were busy patching up the damage. He resented the two days that had
been wasted, but it was necessary to avoid alerting the rest of the
Eagle Clan to his defection, which could be disguised for a time
when the ship needed supplies from the vast support vessels that
were parked some distance from the battle arena.

A shapely
brunette stepped out of a doorway just ahead of him, forcing him to
stop when she stretched an arm across the corridor. He frowned, his
gaze raking her flimsy attire, which consisted of a diaphanous
black negligee through which her nude form was clearly visible. She
was barely taller than him, and her bright blue eyes wandered over
him. Her full red lips pouted, then curving in a seductive
smile.

"I heard you
were handsome, Commander, but I'm still pleasantly surprised."

"What do you
want?"

"To talk.
Won't you join me in my quarters for a drink?"

"No. I'm
tired, let me pass."

She moved
closer and ran her fingers down her chest, drawing his attention to
it. "A man who can pulverise our former commander like you did
should have a woman, don't you agree?"

"I'll choose
whom I spend my time with."

"That's not
quite how it works in Trykon society, but, of course, you don't
know that. Amongst Trykons, women choose their spouses, and fight
for them if necessary."

"And if the
man doesn't want to be chosen by her?"

She tilted her
head and ran her fingers down his chest. "Why wouldn't he?"

"Perhaps he
doesn't find her attractive."

"You think I'm
ugly?"

"No, but…"

She shoved him
against the wall, twined her arms around his neck and pressed her
almost naked length to him, leaning close to murmur, "I'm Tisha,
and I want to be your spouse."

"No." He shook
his head, scowling at her. “Let go of me.”

Sabre tried to
push her away, but she clung to him, and he had no wish to hurt
her. She also had way too many soft, intimate parts he would rather
have avoided. The flashing warning light in his mind, which he had
learnt to ignore when Tassin was close to him, impinged. He had no
idea how to handle Tisha’s bold fondling, but he knew he did not
like it, or want it. She stroked his hair, keeping one arm locked
around his neck, and something cold stung his scalp, leaving a
burning sensation.

She purred,
"You're an amazing warrior, so strong and quick, so handsome and
unscarred. That is truly the sign of a great fighter, that no
opponent has left his mark on you. I'll give you such pleasure as
you've never known before."

"Stop
this."

"That's not
what you want. I know what you want, and I'm going to give it to
you."

“I don’t want anything from you. Let me go.”

Another
warning light pulsed in the back of his mind, but the situation
made it hard to think or concentrate on the scrolling list of amber
words, several flashing red. He glimpsed a chemical analysis with a
few unknowns in it, then was distracted when Tisha clasped his face
and kissed him, pushing her tongue into his mouth. He recoiled,
banging his head on the wall, and she pressed closer. A compulsion
to lash out at her surprised him, for the cyber’s reaction to an
unarmed female should not have been that violent. He placed his
hands on her shoulders to push her away, but his willpower seemed
to have evaporated, and the strange sensations she aroused were
compelling.

Stepping back,
she gripped the front of his vest and yanked him across the
corridor and through the door she had stepped out of. He was oddly
unable to resist, and she followed, the door sliding shut behind
her as she shed her negligee. The quarters were similar to his,
with a seating area on one side and a bed on the other, a
refreshment dispenser on the wall by the couch. Tisha stepped up to
him and gave him a push that made him step back. The edge of the
bed caught the back of his knees, and he sank onto it. She
followed, pushed him back and straddled him, pushed up his vest to
stroke his chest and licked her lips as her eyes roamed over
him.

“Magnificent.”

Tisha lowered
herself and pressed against him in a way that caused reactions he
had never experienced before, and was not sure he wanted to; at
least, not with her. She clasped his face and kissed him again, and
once more he gripped her shoulders with the intention of pushing
her away, but whatever drug she had given him usurped his will,
aiding her domination. The sensations and insistent warnings
mingled in a horrible medley, and confusion fogged his mind as
conflicting feelings raged within him.

The temptation
to let the pleasure engulf him sapped his willpower, at odds with a
powerful aversion to being set upon by this strange female without
regard for his wishes, which angered him. Streams of data poured
through his brain as the control unit sought answers to his
dilemma. She ran her lips along his cheek and nibbled his ear, her
warm breath fanning his skin while her hand slid down his
belly.

There were too
many conflicts to deal with, not least of which was his
overwhelming loyalty to Tassin. Intense pleasure held him in a
sweet prison, and the drugs robbed him of the will to resist. Above
all else, he knew this was wrong on so many levels, and his
discomfort was monumental. Only the cold darkness in the pit of his
mind offered escape, and he let himself sink into it.

 


 


Tisha sat up
as Sabre went limp, a frown wrinkling her brow. His brow band was
full of red lights, and he appeared to have passed out. She shook
him and patted his cheek, puzzled and perturbed, then rose and
pulled on a black silk robe, went over to the com-link by the door
and dialled Diarda.

"You'd better
get down here, something's wrong with him."

"What?"

"Just
come."

Diarda arrived
a few minutes later, and frowned at Sabre. "What happened?"

"I don't know.
Maybe he fainted."

"What kind of
warrior faints while in the throes of passion?"

Tisha
shrugged. "His kind?"

"He was in the
throes of passion, right?"

"He was
certainly getting there."

"And
then?"

"Then this,”
Tisha said. “He just passed out."

"Why is his
brow band full of red lights?"

"How the hell
should I know?"

Diarda went to
the bed and bent to peer at Sabre. "What drugs did you use?"

"Azrin and
bentazine, like you said I should."

"Maybe he's
allergic."

Tisha
experienced a twinge of alarm. "If he dies they'll examine the
corpse and find the drugs. They'll know what we did. Killing a
commander carries the death penalty."

"Maybe I can
persuade Atrel to dispose of his body and his servants and pretend
nothing ever happened."

"Atrel will
never do that. You know he's fiercely honourable and
traditional."

"This is a
damned outsider!"

Tisha shook
her head. "That won't matter. Atrel lost his command to him. He'll
investigate this, and he won't be lenient when he finds out what
we've done. I was his spouse before you; I know him."

Diarda cursed,
glancing around as if seeking the answer in the shadows. "We didn't
intend to kill him. It was an accident."

"Then you'd
better call Atrel now, before the commander dies. That way he'll
know we tried to save him. He knows about this, right?"

"I told him
I'd ask you to seduce him, but not about using drugs. I just hinted
at that."

"Well, it's
not our fault he's allergic, but if we don't try to save him, it
will be."

Diarda swore
again and went to the com-link, calling the bridge. Atrel arrived
within minutes, looking tired and cross. His frown deepened when he
spotted Sabre.

"What's going
on?"

"Tisha tried
to seduce him, like we discussed. We used a couple of harmless
drugs, and this happened," Diarda explained

Atrel cursed
and went to Sabre's side to place a finger on the side of his neck.
"Fools. He's not dead, but... What were you thinking, using
drugs?"

"I thought
they would help, that's all. I wasn't to know -"

"You didn't
think Tisha could seduce him without them?"

"I didn't want
to take any chances."

"Right, well
now you've really messed up, haven't you?" Atrel ran a hand over
his hair. "I'll call the medics."

Diarda grabbed
his arm when he headed for the com-link. "Why don't we just let him
die? You'll be commander again. No one need ever know."

"The crew will
know. Don't be a fool."

"If you call
the medics, they'll know what we tried to do."

"There's no
law against seducing a man, although the drugs weren't a good idea.
He'll decide your punishment if he survives. If he doesn't, it was
an accident, but if we let him die it's murder." He tapped the
sickbay’s number into com-link’s keypad, glaring at Diarda, then
glanced at Tisha. "Go and fetch his servants. They know him better
than we do; perhaps they'll know what to do."

"I'm not
dressed!"

"Then get
dressed, and hurry."

 


 


Tisha pouted
and donned her clothes, leaving as two warrior medics hurried in.
Atrel gestured at Sabre, and they set down their bags and examined
him, asking questions that Atrel answered. One cracked a vial of
scent stimulant under Sabre's nose, with no effect.

"He's
unconscious, First Lieutenant, but otherwise he appears to be
healthy."

"Why is he
unconscious?"

The medic
shrugged. "I don't know."

Diarda gasped
as Tarl thrust her aside and shoved one of the medics out of the
way to reach Sabre. Kernan stopped in the doorway behind Tassin,
who gazed at Sabre with deep dismay.

"How dare you
push me, non-com?" Diarda demanded, glaring at Tarl, who ignored
her.

Atrel shot her
a frown. "Shut up."

Tassin tore
her eyes from Sabre to glower at Diarda. "What did you do to him?
If you've harmed him -"

"What?" Diarda
swung around. "What will you do, midget bitch?"

"Shut the hell
up, both of you," Tarl said. "He's okay, Tassin."

"So why won't
he wake up?"

"I'm not sure
yet, but if I can have some quiet, I'll try to figure it out." Tarl
sat beside Sabre and studied the brow band. "Two of his bio alert
lights are on. He's been drugged. What happened?"

Atrel cleared
his throat, embarrassed. "It seems that Tisha wanted to... become
his spouse."

"She tried to
seduce him?"

"Yes."

"He'd have
kicked her arse, so she drugged him? What did she use?" Tarl
asked.

"An
aphrodisiac, and a hallucinogenic designed to induce confusion and
submission."

"Sounds like
phloromine and pendril." Tarl stood up. "He'll be all right, but
we'd like to be left alone with him."


 


 


 Chapter Ten

 


Atrel eyed
Tarl, then nodded and signalled to the others to leave. The medics
filed out, Tisha pouted and Diarda shot Tassin a killing look as
she walked past. When the door closed behind the Trykons, Tassin
took Tarl’s place beside Sabre and stroked his brow. Kernan settled
on one of the chairs in the sitting area, which surrounded a low,
glass-topped chrome table. Tarl sighed, rubbing his neck, and sat
on the end of the bed.

"Well, those
idiots have blundered into a sensitive area of cyber psychology,
that's for sure."

Tassin glanced
at him. "I'll kill that damned woman. How dare she?"

"Oh, they
dare. Trykon women -"

"Spare me the
details. How do we wake him up?"

"We don't,"
Tarl said.

"Why is he
like this?"

"He's been
drugged. Cybers aren’t immune to aphrodisiacs or hallucinogenics.
Neither will work on a real cyber, since the host brain isn’t in
charge."

She frowned.
"Is a hallucinogenic supposed to have this effect?"

"No. It's
complicated."

"Simplify
it."

Tarl gazed at
the cyber. "I think he was in a situation he didn't want to be in,
but the drugs prevented him from resisting her. His wish to avoid
that overpowered his mind with stress, and poof, he opted out.”

"That's not
very complicated."

"Well, there's
a lot more to it than that."

"Explain
it."

Tarl sighed,
shaking his head. "To do that, I'd have to explain a lot of other
things about him."

"Good."

He glanced at
Kernan, then shrugged. "What the hell. I guess you have a right to
know. First of all, he’s not meant to be in charge, and the fact
that he is opens a whole barrel of worms. He's had to make a lot of
adjustments since he's been freed, and he's come a long way. I've
noticed the changes in the time I've been with him. I hate to lay
blame, but it's partly your fault."

She raised her
brows. "Why?"

"You've been
getting him accustomed to physical contact, I've noticed. Holding
his hand, hugs, little gestures of affection, perhaps a little more
than that?"

"A
little."

"All the
cyber’s training is stored in his brain, so, in effect, he’s been
trained and conditioned, and a big part of that is to regard
uninvited contact as a possible threat. You've been undoing that,
which, in the context of your relationship, is a good thing, but it
stripped him of one of his primary reflexive defences, so she was
able to drug him. The poor sod was completely conflicted, I reckon.
His human side wasn’t averse to it, while his conditioning, and the
cyber, told him it was unacceptable. He's a killing machine, not a
lover."

"Don't call
him that," she said.

"Sorry, but
it's true."

"You still
haven't explained why he fainted."

"Haven't I? I
thought I had. He didn’t faint; he’s not the fainting sort. It’s
hard to explain so you’ll understand it, because you have no idea
what goes on in a cyber host’s brain. He would have been curious,
confused and tripping on the drugs, while the cyber would have been
bombarding him with all sorts of warnings, analyses and conditioned
responses. It must have been like a bloody circus in there. It sure
would have put a dampener on things.”

He coughed and
smiled. “Anyway, he couldn't handle it, so he checked out. I think
he’s retained the ability to do a sort of mental shutdown to escape
untenable, but unavoidable situations, and it’s probably a legacy
of cyber control. He’s done it before, when Ravian made him step
out of the airlock, and I’m guessing that wasn’t the first time.
When he was under cyber control, he couldn’t escape completely, but
it must have buffered him from reality. Now, it’s a complete
withdrawal." He sighed. "Look, I know you want him to be human, but
he’s still a weapon, and at least part of him still thinks like a
weapon."

"What are you
talking about?"

"Think about
it." He picked up Sabre's hand and spread his fingers. "He can tear
metal and crush stone with this. He can crush a man's skull like a
rotten fruit. He has reflexes even he doesn't know about. Certain
triggers can evoke a violent, involuntary response. "

"He'd never
hurt me. He didn’t even hurt that wretched woman."

"That might
have been due to the drugs. He’s got a lot of combat programming to
circumvent before he can even begin to be normal, and that’s going
to put him into conflict with the cyber, which is what happened
earlier, I think. Take my advice, let him set the pace. Give him
time to adjust to all the complexities of being human. "

"He is
human."

"He still has
a lot to learn about it, though." Tarl put Sabre's hand down. "I
mean, until you freed him, he had no concept of how to show
affection. It was unknown to him."

"It’s known to
him now."

"Just don't
rush it."

Sabre's eyes
opened. "You're just brimming with bloody advice, aren't you,
Tarl?"

Tassin
started, and Tarl recoiled as Sabre sat up. He gripped the front of
Tarl's shirt and lifted him to his feet as he stood up, then pushed
him against the wall, forcing the air from ex-technician's lungs in
a coughing grunt. Tarl gripped Sabre's hands as they closed around
his throat.

Sabre thrust
his face close to Tarl's. "I'm not a bloody machine, and I don't
need you interfering in my life."

Tassin jumped
up. "Sabre, stop it!"

Sabre tilted
his head. "Am I hurting you, Tarl?"

"No."

"Why is that,
do you suppose?"

"You don't
want to?"

"Oh, I want
to, but why should I? I can do this..." Sabre drew back a fist and
punched it through the wall beside Tarl's head with a terrific bang
that made the cyber tech jump. "But does that mean I'll do it to
your skull?"

"No."

Tassin gripped
Sabre's arm and tugged on it. "Let him go."

Sabre released
Tarl and stepped back, glaring at him. "I've just about had enough
of your horseshit explanations."

"I know more
about you than you do."

"You think so,
huh? Maybe you do, but that doesn't give you the right to tell
everyone."

"Tassin has a
right to know."

Sabre nodded.
"And I'll tell her, when necessary. I've already explained half of
what you did."

"How much did
you hear?"

"More than
enough."

"I didn't tell
her anything that wasn't true."

"Yeah, you
did. You said I'd hurt her, and that's never going to happen, but I
might hurt you."

Tarl looked
wary. "How do you feel?"

"Like shit,
and thoroughly pissed off."

"I can
tell."

"Stay the hell
out of my private life, got it?"

Tarl nodded.
"Yeah."

Tassin took
hold of Sabre's hand. "I'm glad you're all right, and you didn't...
you know."

Sabre glared
at Tarl and Kernan. "You two, piss off."

Kernan rose
and left, followed by Tarl. As the door slid shut, Sabre sank down
on the bed again, rubbing his face with his free hand, and Tassin
sat beside him.

"Are you all
right?"

"Yeah,
fine."

"Look at me,
then."

He shook his
head. "I'd actually like to be alone."

"No, I don't
think you should be. Talk to me."

"You're the
last person I want to talk to right now."

"Why?"

"Come on,
Tassin, have a heart."

She tried to
pry his hand away from his face. "You didn't do anything
wrong."

He tugged his
other hand from hers and used it to cover the rest of his face,
bowing his head. "Please leave."

"No. I'm
partly to blame for what happened to you."

"I should have
shoved Tarl's head through the wall."

"Why?"

"Because
helping me to become more human isn't a bad thing, and you
shouldn't be made to feel guilty about it."

Tassin gave up
tugging at his hands and sighed. "But perhaps I should have waited
until we got back to Omega Five."

"No. I'm fine.
I learnt an important lesson about trusting unarmed females, so
perhaps it was a good thing."

"Why did you
trust her?"

"I sensed no
danger. She must have had a mini-injector in her hand, and it
contained drugs the cyber doesn’t consider harmful, so the scanners
didn’t identify it as a threat. "

"So... what
happened?"

He rubbed his
face, then ran his fingers through his hair and scowled at the
floor. "Nothing. I need a shower."

 


 


Sabre rose and
headed for the door, glimpsing her forlorn expression but unable to
meet her eyes. Guilt and shame filled him, and he needed to be
alone to deal with it. In the corridor, he found Tarl and Kernan
hanging about, and gave Tarl a shove that sent him crashing into
the wall with a grunt of surprise. Sabre longed to vent the pent-up
frustration and ire that plagued him, but Tarl was probably not the
ideal target, annoying though he was.

While Sabre
stood in the hot shower in his own quarters, letting the running
water soothe him, he thought about what had happened. The Trykon
woman had taken away the control he had fought so hard for, and
which Tassin had gone through so much to help him achieve, and that
had angered him. The episode had been strange and disturbing, and
had roused unpleasant feelings he had no wish to experience, yet
was now forced to endure. His anger towards Tarl had been the
strongest he had ever experienced, even though much of what he had
said was true. Sabre had woken when Tarl had touched his hand, and
listened with growing horror to the ex-tech’s spiel about crushing
skulls and involuntary reflexes. Tassin’s faith in him warmed his
heart and made his love for her grow stronger, but he was somewhat
amazed that she still loved him after listening to that.

Then again, he
really had no idea why she loved him in the first place, and he
still could not shake the deep seated knowledge that the feelings
he had for her were wrong, and forbidden. In spite of this, keeping
her love and ensuring her safety were his main missions in life
now. Broken killing machines, however, were not supposed to fall in
love with girls. They were not supposed to have feelings at all,
and he was developing more and more of them. He had no idea how to
deal with them, and did not want to, yet situations kept cropping
up that forced him to, and increased the tug-of-war in his mind
between his human side and the cyber’s programming.

When he
emerged from the bathroom, clad in his combat clothes, which he had
put through the auto washer while he showered, Tassin was sitting
on his bed. Sabre looked away, throwing the towel he had been using
to dry his hair on a chair.

Tassin patted
the bed beside her. "Come here."

He eyed her
hand. "What for?"

"Does it
matter? Are you afraid to be near me now?"

"No."

"If you're
feeling guilty, don't. That woman is to blame. You had nothing to
do with it. You were the victim."

He snorted, a
bitter smile curving his lips. "It's not what she did that makes me
feel guilty."

"It's because
you wanted to let her seduce you."

He glanced at
her in surprise. "That doesn't make you angry?"

"No. Flesh is
weak, but you were strong enough to foil her. I'm proud of you."
She patted the bed again. "Come, sit and talk to me."

He obeyed.
"What do you want to talk about?"

She slid
closer. "How do you plan to punish that woman?"

"Tisha? Trykon
law has no punishment for seduction, any more than ours does."

"She drugged
you."

"Yes. For that
she could get twenty lashes."

"Do that, but
also make her your spouse."

"What?" He
glanced at her in surprise, raising his brows.

"I don't mean
that you should consummate it."

"Oh... good.
So why? To humiliate her?"

"And Diarda.
She'll lose her rank as commander of the women, won't she?"

"Yes, unless
she challenges Tisha, but she knows I don't like her, so she
wouldn't."

"How does it
work?"

He ran a hand
over his damp hair. "A Trykon woman chooses a man she likes, and if
he likes her, they become a couple. There's no marriage ceremony,
it's just an understanding. They announce it, and it's done. If
another woman likes the same man, she can fight for him, and if she
wins, she gets him, provided he accepts her. It works the other way
too, although, if a Trykon man wins a woman, she doesn't have much
of a chance of beating him in combat. But Trykon women are
formidable, so she'd probably make his life miserable, I would
imagine." He glanced at her. "That's all I know."

Tassin smiled.
"Of course, you only know what they taught the cyber."

He nodded.
"So... you want revenge on Tisha, and twenty lashes aren’t
enough?"

She shook her
head. "I'm not that petty. I think there's something else going on.
I sense intrigue, and I'm pretty good at finding it. Once Tisha’s
your spouse she has to do as you say, doesn't she?"

"No."

"No?"

"Not unless I
make her."

"Could you do
that?" she asked.

"You want me
to beat up a woman?"

"Just make her
tell you what Diarda's planning."

"What makes
you think Diarda's planning anything?"

"I just do.
She hates your being commander of this ship, and I think she's
hatching a scheme to get rid of you."

"Then she's
playing with fire,” Sabre said. “Any attempt to kill me would be
treason, and she could pay for it with her life."

"There has to
be a reason for Tisha to try to seduce you."

"You don't
think it was because she wanted to be commander of the women?"

"No. She's not
the sort."

"And you don't
think it was because she found me irresistible?" He shot her a
smile, unable to resist the quip.

She returned
it. "I'm sure she did, but I still think there's more to it than
that. Diarda's up to something, I just know it."

Sabre
considered. "If you're right, it won't be easy to make Tisha tell
me her plans. Trykon women are tough."

"Have you ever
tried to frighten someone?"

He shook his
head. "No. Not really."

"You could do
it so easily."

"You mean like
punching a hole in the wall next to Tarl's head?"

"Yes, but he
wasn't scared. He knows you too well, as do I. But Tisha
doesn't."

Sabre spread
his hands and gazed at the faint scars on the backs of them. The
cuts on his knuckles had almost healed, leaving pink marks. "The
idea isn't very appealing, but I suppose there’s no harm in
it."

"So you'll do
it?"

He raised his
eyes to meet hers. "Okay." She reached for his hand, but he left
the bed in a bound and said, "I have to get some sleep now."

"Of course."
Tassin rose, avoiding his eyes.

Sabre knew he
had just hurt her badly, and watched her leave with deep regret,
but could not bring himself to call her back and apologise, even
though he wanted to. His ability to deal with their relationship
had taken a severe blow, and things had to return to the way they
had been weeks ago, for a while, at least. As she closed the door
between their adjoining rooms, he wondered how long it would take
him to get over the damage Tisha had done, and cursed the Trykon
woman.


 


 


 Chapter Eleven

 


A hush fell
when Sabre entered the bridge after eight hours of sleep. Tassin
still rested in her rooms; a glance at the scanners had assured him
of that. Atrel turned to him and nodded. Trykons had no form of
salute or terms of respect, which their obedience implied. Sabre
admired many aspects of Trykon culture, especially their deep and
unshakeable sense of honour. Their ways were harsh, but fair. The
men at the consoles resumed their work, and Atrel ordered the pilot
to return the ship to the battle.

Sabre shook
his head. "Not yet. There's a matter that needs to be resolved
first. Atrel, bring Tisha and Diarda to the conference room, and
some witnesses."

Atrel's
expression stiffened, but he nodded and swung away.

When Sabre
arrived in the conference room a few minutes later, Atrel waited
there with Second Lieutenant Rodar, Third Lieutenant Viorn and the
women. Tisha looked nervous and Diarda defiant. All eyes followed
Sabre as he wandered around the long metal table and eight chairs
in the centre of the room, the tension acute. Like the rest of the
ship, the conference room, intended for officers’ battle strategy
meetings, had grey-panelled walls with a few battered axes, shields
and swords mounted on them, presumably trophies from previous
victories. Its floor was scuffed black plasfoam, commonly used on
ships due to its durability and the good traction it offered. It
was used throughout the Trykon warship. He stopped at the head of
the table and turned to face them.

"For drugging
her commander, Tisha will receive the standard punishment of twenty
lashes."

Atrel nodded,
and Tisha bowed her head. As Sabre had hoped, Diarda stepped
forward.

"I should
share her punishment. I ordered her to do it."

"Why?"

"You need a
spouse. I was trying to help."

"Right. Even
though it cost you your command, my happiness meant that much to
you."

She shook her
head. "I care nothing for your happiness. I was concerned for the
ship. Without a woman, a man becomes frustrated, prone to fits of
rage and rash decisions."

"Rubbish."

She raised her
chin. "A commander needs a spouse to help make his decisions, to
provide a second opinion and keep him informed of the crew’s
morale. Commanders always have a spouse."

"Very well,
since it's a tradition, I will take Tisha as my spouse, once she's
had her punishment of ten lashes, and you the other ten."

Tisha slumped
with relief, and Diarda nodded. Atrel stepped forward and held out
a short, evil-looking whip.

Sabre raised
his brows in surprise. "I have to do it myself?"

"That's
usually the case. The aggrieved party metes out the
punishment."

"How poetic."
Sabre paused, discomfited by this unexpected turn of events. He had
no wish to beat a woman. The idea revolted him. If not for Tassin's
request, he would not have bothered with any punishment. Tisha
approached him and turned her back, then stripped off her armour
and blouse, holding her clothes over her breasts. Sabre noted
several lash scars on her skin, and his revulsion increased.

Shaking his
head, he turned away. "Atrel, you do it."

"She was my
spouse once. I'd rather not."

"Then choose
someone else."

Atrel beckoned
to Rodar, who grimaced and approached, taking the whip. The ten
blows he delivered raised ugly welts, and Tisha bore it in silence.
Sabre forced himself to watch without expression, fighting the urge
to stop it. Tisha left, pulling her blouse on, and Diarda's turn
came. Again the ten blows raised red welts on her unscarred back,
and she bore it stoically. Sabre wondered if Tassin's plan would
work, considering how well Trykon women handled pain. After Diarda
left, he led the officers back to the bridge, where the crew waited
to rejoin the battle.

 


 


Sabre glance
up as the door chimed and set his glass of fruit juice down on the
lounge table. The ship, which he had learnt was called Nemesis, had
quit the conflict after five hours, and he had spent half an hour
relaxing with Tassin in his quarters since then. His headache had
abated somewhat, so he had sent a message to Tisha, ordering her to
join him. He pressed the button on the bulkhead beside him that
opened the door, and she entered, clad in a flowing, pale green
velvet gown and darker green corset, her mahogany hair swept up in
an attractive style that framed her face with cascades of curls.
She looked a little nervous, and peeved when she spotted Tassin
sitting next to him on the couch.

Sabre gestured
to the chair on the opposite side of the chrome and glass table.
"Sit."

She obeyed,
shooting Tassin a frown, but the Queen merely raised her brows and
sipped her juice.

"How is Diarda
taking her demotion?" he enquired.

Tisha
shrugged. "She accepts it."

"And how are
you enjoying your promotion?"

"I accept
it."

"How is the
morale of the crew?"

"Well
enough."

Sabre picked
up his glass. "Good. Enough chit chat, then. Tell me what Diarda
has planned for me."

"I don't know
what you mean."

"Sure you do.
You don't think I believe that crap about wanting you to be my
spouse for the sake of the ship and its crew, do you? What did she
want you to do? Drug me so the two of you could stuff me down a
disposal chute? No, you did that, but you didn't get rid of me.
What happened? A sudden attack of conscience? Atrel smelt a rat?
You didn't think you could get away with it? So tell me, what was
the real plan?"

"There was no
plan. I wanted to be your spouse."

Sabre smiled.
"You're lying. One of the handy things that this does..." He tapped
the brow band. "...Is to be a very accurate lie detector. When you
lie, your heart speeds up, your blood pressure rises, and your
respiration becomes uneven. My bio scanners pick up all of that.
Tell me the truth."

"There was no
plan."

Sabre shook
his head. "So it was something bad. Is it worth suffering for, I
wonder? You were brave when you were punished, but I can do far
worse than that to you."

"You don't
have the stomach."

"Really. Why
do you say that? Because I didn't beat you myself?"

"And you
turned pale when I was beaten."

"Ah." He
shrugged and sipped his drink. "It's true, I don't enjoy inflicting
pain, or watching it being inflicted on others any more than I
enjoy having it inflicted on me, but that doesn't mean I won't do
it. If my life and that of my wards is under threat, I'll do what I
must to protect them, and myself."

Tisha glanced
at Tassin. "Leave us."

Tassin opened
her mouth, but Sabre was faster. "She stays if she wishes."

"I want her to
leave, and I'm commander of the women, therefore, she must go."

"I'm commander
of the ship, and I say she stays."

Tisha's eyes
glinted. "You insult me."

"I don't care,
and don't change the bloody subject. What did Diarda order you to
do to me?"

"Nothing."

"So, you want
to do this the hard way." Sabre put down his drink and leant
forward to pick up the fist-sized chunk of pink crystal Tassin had
brought for his demonstration to frighten Tisha. It was part of an
old power core, and extremely hard, so much so that he wondered if
his little show would backfire. He hefted it. "Could a Trykon man
crush this, do you think?"

Tisha snorted.
"No man could crush that."

Sabre wondered
if she might be right, and wished Tassin had found something a
little less hard. Tarl had claimed that a cyber could crush rocks,
however, and he suspected that she wanted to see him do it. He
settled the crystal comfortably into his palm, turning it so that
no jagged edges would cut his skin. The cyber flashed a warning in
his mind, and a readout showed him the strength of the stone and
the optimum crushing ability of a cyber, which was insufficient.
According to the cyber's information, he would fail.

Sabre almost
put the crystal down, but the cyber's data was based on the
abilities of an average A-grade host, so it might still be
possible. The margin of insufficiency was small. Setting his
fingers, he gripped the stone and squeezed. His knuckles whitened,
and the tendons on the back of his hand stood out like bars under
his skin, the thin scars becoming more prominent. The muscles in
his forearm bulged, and his biceps strained at his sleeve. Tisha
leant closer, her gaze intent, and Tassin bit her lip. The flesh of
his fingers and palm flamed with pain as it was crushed, and cold
sweat popped out on his brow. He strained with all his might, but
his effort seemed doomed to failure, and he put one last bit of
strength into it.

The crystal
burst, spraying dust and chunks, and his hand closed on the jagged
remains, which sliced into his palm. Sabre cursed and dropped the
pieces, shaking his hand.

"Shit."

Tisha gasped,
her eyes wide, and Tassin looked stunned. Sabre jumped up and went
into the washroom, where he held his burning hand under the tap and
picked shards of crystal from his palm. When he was satisfied that
he had removed them all, he wrapped a towel around it and returned
to flop back onto the couch, shooting Tassin an accusing look.

"A piece of
stone would have been better. That stuff's sharp."

"Where was I
supposed to find stone on a spaceship?"

"Good point."
He sighed and picked up his glass with his left hand, taking a
gulp. Tisha stared at the bits of crystal on the table and carpet,
her expression disbelieving. Sabre put down his glass and held out
his left hand to Tisha.

"Give me your
hand."

She snatched
them away and hid them in her lap. "No."

"Tell me what
Diarda ordered you to do."

"No. I
can't."

"You're
commander of the women now. You can do whatever you want."

"I won't
betray her."

Sabre lunged
across the table and grabbed Tisha's right hand, foiling her
attempt to evade him. Sitting back down, he held her hand just
firmly enough to prevent her from tugging it free, and she soon
realised that her efforts were futile.

Sabre gazed
down at her slender hand. "You have lovely hands. It's a shame.
What do you think this one will look like after I've done to it
what I did to that crystal?"

"You
wouldn't."

"How do you
know that?" He cocked his head. "Do you know me so well?"

She jerked a
dagger from her belt with her free hand and held it close to her.
"I won't let you."

"Ah. Now
that's just going to earn you a few slaps. Put it away."

"No, I won't
allow you to torture me. I'll fight."

"Brave girl,
but it won't do you any good. Haven't you figured it out yet? I'm
at least four times stronger than a normal man, and my reflexes are
measured in milliseconds. A normal man's are about point two of a
second. Even a trained fighter is in the hundredths of a second
range."

Tisha
shuddered. "What are you? That's what Diarda wanted to know. How
you came to be able to beat our commander, despite your lack of
stature."

"What
else?"

"Nothing, I
swear."

"Why did she
want to know that?"

Tisha shook
her head. "She didn't say, but probably so we could train warriors
like you."

Sabre released
her hand and sat back. "Impossible."

"Why?"

"Would you be
prepared to inject your sons with muscle enhancers and growth
hormones from early childhood, put them through a twelve-year
training regimen that will kill forty per cent of them, use
electric shocks to speed up their reactions, and splice their genes
with alien DNA?"

"No, that's
barbaric." Her mouth twisted.

"That's the
short version of what was done to me."

"Who did it to
you?"

"Barbarians,"
Tassin muttered.

Tisha glanced
at her. "Did you help him to escape these people? Is this the debt
he owes you?"

"Well, that
got around quickly," Sabre murmured. "Yes, she freed me."

"With the help
of the two men?"

"No. They
helped later."

Tisha studied
Tassin. "I understand now why she's so important to you."

Tassin moved
closer to Sabre and took his injured hand, unwrapping it to examine
the cuts. "If I'd known you were going to hurt yourself, I'd never
have let you crush that crystal."

He shrugged.
"It worked."

"The
information wasn't important enough."

"We didn't
know that."

Tisha looked
puzzled. "Why couldn't you escape these barbarians without her
help? With your abilities, how could they keep you prisoner?"

"The brow band
contains a micro-supercomputer that used to control me. I was a
slave."

"You were a
cyber host," Tassin corrected.

"Same
thing."

"How vile,"
Tisha murmured.

"Right, well,
now you can run along and tell Diarda what you found out."

"You don't
want me to stay?"

"No. I don't
want you as my spouse. I only did it to humiliate Diarda and strip
her of her rank."

"And to
humiliate me with your lack of interest."

"That
too."

Tisha rose and
left, looking subdued, and Tassin fetched the medical kit. After
she had sprayed antiseptic on his cuts and bandaged his hand, she
moved closer and ran her fingers down his cheek. Sabre turned his
head and smiled, but was a little forced.

"Are you all
right now?" she asked.

"Yeah,
fine."

"No, you're
not."

He sighed. "If
you know, why ask?"

"I was hoping
for the truth, and perhaps a reason why."

"I'd rather
not discuss it, especially with you."

"Why?"

"I don't think
you'd understand."

She cocked her
head. "It has something to do with me, doesn't it?"

"Just leave it
alone." Sabre jumped up and strode towards the door, but she got
there before him and blocked it.

"If you would
just propose, we could get married now. We don't have to wait until
we're back on Omega."

He closed his
eyes for a moment, then frowned at her. "Is that what you
want?"

"You know it
is."

He drew her
into his arms. "Then you're a fool."

"I don't care.
Why am I a fool to want to marry the man I love?"

"You're a fool
to love me."

"Why?"

"Because I'm a
damned cyborg, you bloody little idiot."

She drew back
to look up at him, but he avoided her eyes. "What has that got to
do with it?"

"Everything.
I'm not normal. I'm so far from normal it even scares me."

Tassin shook
her head. "There’s no such thing as ‘normal’. Everyone is unique,
and you were born human -"

"I wasn't
born. I was incubated in an artificial womb. They opened it and
took me out when I was ready, like a loaf of bread. That's not
being born."

"It is, in a
way."

"A normal baby
listens to its mother's heartbeat while it's growing in her womb,
and she holds it when it's born..." He raised his head and stared
across the room. "But this is beside the point."

"Then tell me
what the problem is. Or would you rather talk to Tarl about it?
Maybe he knows the answer."

"Hell no."
Sabre swung away and went back to the couch. "He always has a
bloody answer. I think he makes them up as he goes along. I’ll
figure out, so leave it alone, okay?”

“No. I’m going to ask Tarl, if you won’t.”

“Tassin… He doesn’t know everything.”

“He knows more than I do, and I want to know what he knows.”
She headed for the door.


 


 


 Chapter Twelve

 


Tarl frowned
at her. "He's damaged. When are you going to get that through your
brain?"

"Explain it to
me."

"I just did. Let me do it again. He's
damaged."

Tassin glared
at the ex-cyber tech, who lay on his bunk, propped up with pillows,
his legs crossed. He had been reading a vidbook when she came in,
and had listened to her question with patent annoyance.

"He’s
confused, that's all."

He put down
the vidbook. "Yeah, that's the understatement of the century."

"Explain it to
me."

"It won't do
any good."

"He's human.
There must be a way to help him," she said.

"Actually,
that's where you're wrong."

“What do you mean?”

Tarl glanced
at the vidbook and switched it off. "You won't understand."

"Please."

He sighed.
"Okay, listen carefully, because this is going to confuse the hell
out of you. The supercomputer we call the cyber is the most
advanced thinking machine ever designed. It learns at an
astonishing rate, and has a computing ability that only increases
as it learns. Once it learns something, it never forgets, and the
information is stored in the host brain, which is essentially
biological random access memory. It's a cold, unemotional, logical
thinking machine. You with me so far?"

Tassin nodded,
trying to keep the confusion off her face.

He looked
thoughtful, tapping his chin. "How to explain this in simple
terms... He can function very well as a free man. He can cope with
almost any situation, but he doesn’t think like a man, because he’s
programmed. Now he’s discovering such weird and wonderful things as
emotions, and sensations like pleasure. Such things are not only
totally alien to him, they're scary, and some are scarier than
others. He's done well so far, but the hurdle he's faced with now
is huge. That's why I advise you not to try to get him over it. Who
knows what's on the other side?"

"What do you
mean?"

Tarl picked up
a food bar from the bedside table and tore off the wrapper. "I'm
talking about psychosis. Look, he's got some normal instincts, and
then he's got a huge computer-induced brain block when it comes to
human relationships. Sorry, I hate to rain on your parade." He tore
off a mouthful of chewy fruit-flavoured paste and masticated
noisily.

"You could
help him. You could explain this to him. If he understood it -"

"No. He's
shoved me around quite enough, thank you. He's getting a bloated
head, and he's becoming a bully. You explain it to him; maybe he'll
try to shove you through a wall."

"He's never
hurt you. He wouldn't. He just finds you annoying, and he hates
what you are."

"Yeah, I know
all about him. That's what he really doesn't like."

"All right,
tell me how to help him."

Tarl waved the
food bar. "How the hell should I know? There haven't exactly been
any cybers who've got free and become normal."

"You must have
some idea."

"As far as I
know, it can't be done. Look, he thinks like a machine. You figure
it out. He's got feelings, yeah, and you've labelled them, so now
he knows what they are, but he’s like a child in many ways. Don't
get me wrong, I love the guy; he's great. Just leave it alone. Love
him; be affectionate, fine. Don't try to take it further, or you're
going to get hurt."

"I don't
believe you."

He snorted.
"Oh, yeah, what the hell do I know? I only studied cybers for seven
years and spent fifteen repairing them. What do you know?"

"I know he's
human."

"For god's
sake, I don't want to see you get hurt, but at some point he's
going to realise he can never be truly normal, and then he's going
to leave. That's if he doesn't flip out. He's already on the road
to a mental breakdown, so don't push him over the edge with foolish
expectations he can never fulfil."

"I think
you're wrong."

"Of course you
do. You're living in a delusion, and I'm sorry for you." Tarl threw
the wrapper in the direction of the waste chute, and it bounced off
the wall beside it.

"Isn't there
anything you think might help?"

"Look, from
the sounds of it, he's trying to avoid the whole issue. Let him. He
can't deal with it, and he wants it to go away."

She sighed.
"Thanks for explaining it."

"Any time. Oh,
and I advise you not to tell him what I said. He won’t like it any
more than you do."

 


 


When Tassin
returned to Sabre’s cabin, he was lying on the bed, his eyes
closed. He opened them when she came in and sat up, eyeing her.

"What’s
wrong?"

"Nothing." She
sat beside him, avoiding his gaze.

"You obviously
didn’t like what he said."

"It's too
complicated for me."

Sabre cupped
her chin and raised her face to study it. "He upset you. I'll shove
his head down the toilet."

"No, leave him
alone. It's not his fault."

“He’s full of shit. What did he say?”

"He said I
shouldn't tell you." Tassin shook her head, disconsolate.

"He should
have been drowned at birth."

She giggled.
"That's mean."

"He said I’ll
never be normal, didn’t he?"

"He's
wrong."

"He's a cyber
tech. He should be right."

Tassin looked
up at him. "What does he know about free cybers?"

"He knows how
I was designed."

"It has
nothing to do with your design."

His eyes
roamed over her face, and his brows drew together. "The cyber
damaged my mind. That's the problem, isn't it?"

"That's just
what he thinks, but he's wrong."

Sabre jumped
up, his hands clenching. "No, that makes perfect sense. That's what
Myon Two did to me. I don't think like a human, do I?"

"Yes, you do.
You're completely different from the cyber. You have emotions
-"

"That I don't
understand!" He gripped the brow band, his face twisting. "I'll
kill him!"

"No! It's not
his fault!" Tassin leapt up as he headed for the door, but he was
already through it, and she raced down the corridor after him.

Tarl looked up
when Sabre strode into his room, dropped the vidbook and tried to
scramble out of the way as the cyber bore down on him.

"Whoa!
Shit!"

Sabre was on
him in a flash, and dragged him upright by his shirt front. "Tell
me what you told her."

"Okay,
okay!"

"Start
talking."

"You're
choking me."

"No I'm
not."

"Okay, calm
down, bud." Tarl made soothing motions.

"I'm not your
bud."

"Right. Okay.
What did she tell you?"

"Not enough."
Sabre thrust his face closer. "What did you bastards do to me?"

"Hey, I wasn't
a designer, okay?"

"You know what
they did."

"Yeah, I do.
And I'll tell you, just put me down."

Sabre eased
his grip, and Tarl made a futile bid to tug his shirt straight, but
it was still bunched in Sabre's fist. Tarl shot Tassin an accusing
look. "Why did you have to tell him?"

"She didn't. I
guessed," Sabre said.

"Right, no
flies on you. Look man, this will be very bad for you. Rather give
it a miss, okay?"

"No."

"Right. Okay.
Um... Here's the thing you need to understand. This is you, right."
Tarl patted Sabre's shoulder.

"Am I an idiot
now?"

"No. Okay,
you’re flesh right, and bone... with a few additions."

"Get to the
point."

“Err… how do I explain something you were never meant to
understand?” Tarl shook his head and rubbed his brow. "Okay, let's
try this. Access active response subroutine four hundred and
ninety-two, close proximity reaction; section twelve. Got
it?"

Sabre cocked
his head. "You want me to access a subroutine?"

"Yes. Have you
got the data?"

"Yes."

Tassin stepped
forward, alarmed. "What are you doing, Tarl?"

"Trust me; I
know what I'm doing, okay?"

"This is going
to help?"

He nodded. "It
will help him to understand."

"All
right."

Tarl faced
Sabre again, looking nervous. "Tell me what the data says."

"You know what
it says."

"Read it."

Sabre looked
vague. "Section twelve: response to close approach of person not
owner or person with command privilege. Threat assessment one:
unaltered male armed with edged weapon. Look up. Section five.
Response one: maintenance of optimal distance for retaliatory
response. Sub one: hostile approach detail one: exposure of weapon.
Response to sub one: combat mode. Armed defence strategy fifteen
C…" His eyes regained their focus, and he glared at Tarl. "There
are over five hundred responses. So I’m supposed to keep possible
threats away, why is that a problem?"

Tarl sighed.
"The fact that you don’t know it’s a problem is a problem. You were
designed purely as a fighting machine. All your reactions are
geared to that."

Tassin shook
her head, confused. "But his reactions are all normal. He doesn’t
react to me like that, or you, even when we’re carrying
weapons."

"No, he
wouldn’t, because you owned the cyber, and now you have command
privilege, and I’m a Myon Two technician. Besides which, that
programming is for the cyber, but those responses still influence
him. His reactions only appear to be normal, up to a point. That’s
exactly how he’d respond to a man who approached him with a
knife.”

“Isn’t that how anyone would react?” she asked.

“Would you? Wouldn’t you be scared? Or wonder why the man had a
knife and what he intended to do with it? Wouldn’t you have some
concerns about how to deal with the situation, maybe ask the man
what he wanted?”

She frowned.
“I suppose so…”

“Sabre doesn’t. He immediately assumes a hostile intent. He’s
been conditioned, and his brain is wired wrong.”

"So he’s
quicker to react to a threat, that’s all. His first reaction is to
stay away from the man, and there’s no harm in that."

"That’s not
the point. You still don’t get it, do you? He bases his decisions
on his programming. His brain wasn't allowed to develop normally.
It was totally controlled by a machine intelligence that has no
concept of human relationships, except how many ways there are to
beat a man's brains out."

"Only one,"
Sabre said, raising a hand as if to demonstrate on Tarl. "You just
smack the side of the skull hard enough to smash it, and the brains
spurt out like jelly."

"Thank you for
that." Tarl noticed the bandage. "What did you do to your
hand?"

"I stuck it in
a meat grinder to find out what it felt like."

"Yeah? Maybe
you should try a few more experiments; you might find the results
interesting." He grimaced and shook his head. "No, don't. I don't
think you'll like it."

"So I haven’t
learnt everything about being human yet, but I will. I just have to
figure it out. You, on the other hand, are full of shit, and you
can keep your bullshit theories to yourself. "

"I don’t think
you’re going to succeed, bud, although I really hope you do,” Tarl
said. “Under all the mental scarring and trauma the cyber
inflicted, your intellect developed, but not normally. That you
aren't a raving psychotic, or a psychopath, is amazing. Emotionally
you're pretty well shut down, and you're suffering from
post-traumatic stress. The reason it's so mild is because you don’t
have normal emotional responses. You've got a lot of problems,
which don't affect you while you’re engaged in the kinds of
activities you were trained to perform. But now you're moving into
uncharted territory, and you don't have a map. Worse, you're
wearing a blindfold and a ball and chain."

"I can get
past this."

Tarl threw up
his hands and turned away. "Don't say I didn't warn you."


 


 


 Chapter Thirteen

 


Sabre sat in the command seat on Nemesis’ bridge and stared
out of the screens, where bolts of green and blue fire strafed the
blackness of space as the Trykon battle raged on, apparently
endless and rather boring at times, with its traditional manoeuvres
and strategies with predictable outcomes. During the day that had
passed since his confrontation with Tarl, he had tried to forget
what the cyber tech had said, without success. He kept recalling
the encounter with Tisha, and his mixed reactions to it. He wanted
to be a normal human, not a semi-human or part human or even almost
human. He also wanted to silence forever the inner voice that
mocked him whenever he tried to become more human, or thought about
it; even hoped for it. The slightest wish was enough to goad it
from its dark corner to shout its vitriol at him.
Cyborg!

A violent
shudder rattled the ship, dragging him from his reverie. He glanced
around the bridge, becoming aware of the unusual level of activity
in it.

"...Knocked
out the entire port side bank of manoeuvring thrusters," a crewman
shouted, scowling at his instruments. "We're crippled, First
Lieutenant."

"Invincible is
closing with us. They intend to board," another man yelled.

"Prepare to
repel boarders," Atrel commanded. "We're going to have some fun,
boys!"

An officer
pushed a red button, and an alarm whooped as he shouted into the
intercom, "All hands to battle stations! Prepare to repel
boarders!"

Sabre frowned
at Atrel. "How were we hit?"

"A sneak
attack. Dirty tricks. A corvette came past us at high speed, and
fired a volley before we could target her."

"Is there a
clan ship close enough to help us?"

Atrel stared
at him as if he had taken leave of his senses. "We don't need
help."

Sabre glanced
at the approaching ship. "Is it my imagination, or is that ship a
couple of sizes bigger than ours?"

"It is, but we
can take her."

"If they
thought that, they wouldn't be boarding us, would they?"

"They're
fools."

Sabre inclined
his head. "I see. Isn't it possible that they have a few more men
than we do?"

"They do."

"But we're
better warriors than they are, I assume."

Atrel nodded.
"Do you doubt it?"

"I just wonder
what the odds are. I don't want to lose this battle. It's
important."

"We
won't."

"Right."

Sabre gazed at
the approaching warship and the web of bright fire that spanned the
gap between them. Nemesis' lasers left glowing spots on the enemy's
hull, which vanished rapidly in the icy cold of space. Nemesis
shuddered almost constantly under the barrage, and sparks flew from
consoles, making the officers who manned them curse.

Atrel turned
away to give orders. "Target their manoeuvring thrusters as they
come alongside, and the grappling arms."

"Don't forget
the boarding tubes," Sabre said.

"They're out
of range of our lasers."

The enemy ship
loomed in the forward screens, then moved off them as she came
alongside, the fierce barrage intensifying. Atrel adjusted his
armour, tightening a couple of straps, and then turned to
Sabre.

"Time to do
battle."


"Wonderful."

"You might
consider putting on some armour."

"I doubt you
have any that fits me."

Atrel smiled.
"That was true five days ago, but not anymore. I had some made for
you."

Sabre glanced
up at the huge man who stood beside him. "Right. Of course you
did."

"It's my duty
to ensure that you're protected in battle."

"Does that
mean you intend to fight at my side?"

"All the
officers will be beside you. It's their duty."

Sabre nodded.
"Naturally."

Atrel headed
for the exit, and Sabre followed, aware of several grim-faced
officers at his heels. Loud clangs reverberated through the ship as
the enemy vessel fired magnetic grapples onto Nemesis' hull,
anchoring the ships together. Atrel led them along the corridors to
the port side, where a crowd of warriors waited to do battle,
hefting their weapons. Now Sabre understood why the outer corridors
of Trykon warships were so wide in the area in front of the hull
doors. It was designed to be a battleground, giving Trykons the
opportunity to indulge in their favourite sport: hand-to-hand
combat.

A crewman
approached him, laden with an armload of gleaming armour. He dumped
it at Sabre's feet and proceeded to pick up the pieces and strap
them on, starting with a polished silver breastplate picked out
with gold designs. It fitted perfectly, and Atrel helped the
crewman to attach it to the armour they placed on Sabre's back.
They added shoulder pieces and arm guards, and Atrel buckled a
small square shield to Sabre's left forearm. The armour was not as
heavy as it looked, and more comfortable than Sabre expected. When
the Trykons were satisfied, the crewman pulled a sword from his
back and held it out to Sabre hilt first.

Atrel cocked
his head. "I trust you know how to use that?"

Sabre took the
weapon. "With this, I'll kill people."

"We try to
take as many prisoners as possible, and wound more than we
kill."

"I'll bear
that in mind." Sabre glanced at the warriors. "That's why so many
of the men are maimed, isn't it?"

Atrel nodded.
"We don't think of it as maiming. All warriors are returned to
combat status within a few months of losing a limb."



"What about
those who are taken prisoner?"

"They're
traded. So are the ships that fall into enemy hands."

Sabre glanced
at Atrel's metal hand. "You were taken prisoner?"

"No, our clan
won the battle in which I was wounded."

Sabre
consulted the scanners, assuring himself that Tassin was in the
cabin with Tarl and Kernan. A dull thud drew his attention back to
the doors as the boarding tube locked into place, filling with air.
Atrel cast him an expectant glance, and he became aware that
everyone seemed to be waiting for him. He raised his brows at
Atrel, who indicated the doors with a gesture.

Realising what
he had to do, he ordered, "Open the doors."

A warrior
pressed a button, and the doors' locking mechanisms rotated. They
slid upwards in unison, disgorging a torrent of shouting,
sword-waving men. The Eagle Clan warriors met them in the middle of
the corridor, and sparks flew as blades glanced off armour with
sharp clangs. Sabre wondered if he was supposed to rush into the
fray or hang back, and decided upon the latter. Atrel glanced at
him again, looking a little surprised.

For several
minutes, the battle raged without either side giving a centimetre,
until the sheer numbers that poured from the boarding tube forced
the Eagle Clan warriors back. Atrel stepped forward, looking
concerned, then returned to Sabre's side, frowning. Sabre hefted
the sword to test its balance and found it good. The only way of
distinguishing between the two clans was the fact that the Eagle
Clan all wore feathers somewhere about their person, while the
enemy, the Wolf Clan, all wore a bit of grey fur. The warriors
fought as individuals, and the result was a chaotic melee. Sabre
lowered his sword and rested the tip on the floor, leaning on it.
Pre-combat adrenalin made his hands shake, and warmth coursed
through him in a soft tide, filling him with energy. He found
himself profoundly reluctant to enter yet another battle, however.
He was weary of it.

"I'm so sick
of this," he muttered.

Atrel glanced
at him. "Do you intend to fight?"

"Do I have a
choice?"

"The men need
to see you fight, Commander. It’s expected."

Sabre sighed.
"Why do I always get into these situations?"

"If we lose,
non-coms become slaves, and sometimes they’re put to death, but
they're never traded."

"Right." Sabre
raised his sword. "Time to unleash the killing machine. Take some
advice, and stay the hell out of my way."

Atrel nodded,
looking bemused as Sabre strode forward. The first Wolf Clan
warrior he encountered lost his head in a single sword slash, and
the next he almost cut in half. The third lost an arm at the
shoulder, the blade slicing clean through his armour. The cyber
unit was in full combat mode, its strategies adjusted for
sharp-edged weaponry. Sabre allowed it to guide him with the
perfect timing and fluid efficiency of a machine. His mind was cold
and dispassionate, unmoved by spraying blood, the stench of gore,
the red pools that made the footing treacherous or the screams of
dying men.

A sword
glanced off his armour while his weapon was wedged in a man's
ribcage, preventing him from deflecting it, and the enemy warrior
died with Atrel's sword in his throat. Sabre jerked his blade free
and used it to hack into a man's leg, severed the artery and
released a little fountain of blood. Bodies impeded him, and he
moved forward, hacking down any man who confronted him. Warriors
rushed at him, slashing and hacking, attracted by the golden torc
around his neck, Sabre surmised. A skilful blade evaded his guard
and found a chink in his armour. It sliced into his flank, but the
barrinium mesh deflected it.

An Eagle Clan
officer went down, his throat severed. Rodar reeled back, his hand
sliced off at the wrist. Warm blood sprayed over Sabre as he
slashed and lunged at the wall of armoured, sword-wielding brawn,
deflected blades and sliced into muscular bodies. A sword glanced
off his shoulder armour, and another bounced off the side of his
neck, staggering him. He used his full strength, noting his
bio-status dropping from eighty to seventy-eight per cent. Blood
ran down his chest and ribs, mingling with the blood of those he
killed and the sweat that poured off him. Absently he noted that
his heart rate was two hundred and thirty and his temperature was a
hundred and four. His sword moved in a blur as it disembowelled one
man and lopped off the arm of another.

Sabre
approached the doors, forced back the wall of warriors and cut down
any who did not retreat fast enough. A man died with a gargling
scream as Sabre's blade sliced through his throat, and he jerked it
up to deflect a descending spiked club. The sword shattered, and he
dropped it, drove his foot into the club-wielder's shin and smashed
the bone with a dull crack. The club glanced off Sabre's shoulder
when the man fell, and the cyber scooped up a fallen sword without
pausing and drove it into the enemy warrior's chest. Jerking it
free, he stepped forward, only to find that the wall of brawn had
moved away, and no weapons threatened him. The Wolf Clan warriors
retreated into the boarding tube, and a roar of triumph went up
from the Eagle Clan as it rushed after them.

Aboard the
enemy ship, another brief, fierce battle ended after only a few
minutes as the enemy dead piled up around Sabre. The Wolf Clan
warriors backed away and lowered their swords, their faces grim.
Sabre jumped when a hand clasped his shoulder, swinging around with
his sword raised. Atrel stepped back, looking wary, and Sabre
lowered the weapon, frowning.

"I told you to
stay out of my way."

"We've won,
Commander. It's over. They've surrendered."

Sabre glanced
around. "Good."

Dropping the
sword with a clang, he turned and marched back into the boarding
tube, shoving aside any who did not get out of his way fast
enough.

 


****

 


Atrel gazed
after him, then glanced at Viorn as the third lieutenant came to
his side.

"He's a
strange one, that's for sure. I've never seen anyone fight as well
as him."

Atrel nodded.
"I suspect, Viorn, that you never will again."

"I will never
call him small again." Viorn paused, looking pensive. "He could be
the one our legends speak of. The one who will unite the clans and
end the wars forever. He could be the Supreme Warrior."

"He
could."

"He must have
killed fifty men here today."

"More."

A grizzled,
badly scarred blond man wearing a gold torc approached them, his
pale green eyes filled with impotent rage. He stopped in front of
Atrel and eyed him, noting his silver torc.

"Where's your
commander?"

Atrel
shrugged. "He left."

"Why does he
not accept the honour of my surrender? Does he insult me?"

"I think he's
a bit pissed off right now, but I'm sure he'll accept it
later."

"You were
outnumbered three to one. How did you win?"

"Our
commander... did a lot of damage."

The enemy
commander drew himself up. "I will not surrender my sword to you.
Fetch your commander at once."

"I don't think
he wants to be fetched, so you can keep it until he's ready to
accept it."

Atrel gestured
to his men, and they collected the defeated warriors' weapons.
Enemy non-coms cleared away the corpses, loading them into the
nearest disposal chute. The Wolf Clan commander glared at Atrel,
caressing the hilt of his sword as if he longed to draw it and
slice off Atrel's head. He had the look of a veteran of many
battles, a big man even by Trykon standards. Atrel wondered what he
would think of Sabre, and smiled at the prospect of their meeting.
Although some things about his new commander still mystified him,
he had grown to respect the smaller man deeply.

 


****

 


Sabre marched
along the corridor to his cabin, ignoring the men who stepped from
his path. He wiped away the blood that ran down his face with a
shaking hand. Unbuckling his armour, he dropped it. He wanted to
wash off the gore more than anything. The cabin door opened, and he
headed for the washroom. Tassin and Tarl sat on the couch, where
they had evidently been waiting for him to return from the battle.
Tassin jumped up with a cry of horror, running to him.

"Are you all
right? Sabre?"

He stopped
when she grabbed his arm, but stared ahead. "I'm fine. It's not my
blood."

"What
happened?"

"The ship was
boarded. There was a battle. We won. I need a shower."

"You're not
hurt?"

"Not much."
Sabre pried her hand off his arm. "Let me go."

 


 


Tassin opened
her mouth to protest his rudeness, but Tarl, who had risen from the
sofa and followed her, took her arm and drew her away.

"Leave him
now. Let him wash."

Tassin turned
to him as the washroom door slid shut behind Sabre. "What's wrong
with him?"

"He's a bit
hyped up. He'll be fine, just let him wash off the blood and calm
down."

"What do you
mean, 'hyped up'?"

Tarl drew her
over to a chair and persuaded her to sit. "He's just been in a
battle. He's full of adrenalin, his nerves are on edge, and he's
not in a very good mood."

"What can I
do?"

"For now,
leave him alone."

Tassin
fidgeted, chewing her lip. Since the boarding alarm had gone off,
what seemed like hours ago, she had been in a state of high
tension, her concern for Sabre gnawing at her gut. Only Tarl's
rather forceful insistence had made her remain in the cabin,
otherwise she would have gone to make sure Sabre was all right. The
brief glimpse of him had not satisfied her hunger for his presence,
and after a few minutes she could bear the waiting no more. Jumping
up, she headed for the washroom.

"I need to see
him."

"Hey, you
can't go in there."

Tassin slipped
through the door and shut it in Tarl's face. Steam filled the room,
and water ran in the tortured glass cubical. She made out a shape
on the floor.

"Sabre?"

His silence
concerned her, and she slid open the door. Sabre sat staring across
the cubicle with empty eyes. Blood ran from a cut in his neck and
another across his ribs. Several smaller ones oozed red trickles
down his chest and back. Switching off the water, she took a towel
from the rack and climbed in with him, mopping the water and blood
from his face.

"You're
bleeding."

He closed his
eyes, his expressionless mien worrying her. "You shouldn't be in
here."

"We're going
to be married one day." She wiped his cheeks. "What's wrong?"

"I just killed
sixty-one men."

"You saved
us."

"I didn't want
to do it."

"You had no
choice. You were protecting us."

He shook his
head, covering his face. "I don't want to do this anymore. I don't
want to be a bloody killing machine!"

"You're not.
You're a brave man who fights to protect those who are weaker."

"I don't want
it. I hate it."

"You can stop
as soon as we get to Omega Five. Then you'll never have to hurt
anyone again, I promise."

His shoulders
hunched. "It was so easy... Tarl's right. This is all I'm good at,
and all I'm good for."

She longed to
embrace him; his anguish tore her heart. "No, he's wrong. You can
be much more. Anything you want. You have many skills. You know a
lot of things, and you're clever and gentle."

"I'm a
killer."

"Hey..." She
tried to tug his hands away from his face. "Look at me." He shook
his head, and she put her arms around him. "Don't do this to
yourself. Don't think like that. A killer has no conscience... Why
are you shaking?"

"Leave me
alone, please."

"No." She
moved closer and hugged him until his brow band hurt her shoulder,
stroking his wet hair. "I love you."

Shudders
racked him, and she looked down at him with growing concern. She
tried to pry away his hands again and growled in frustration when
her efforts proved futile.

"Move your
damned hands."

He let her
pull his hands away, and she studied his face. Moisture streaked
his cheeks, and for a moment she thought it was water, but it
overflowed his eyes. He had the look of a little boy lost and alone
in a dark forest. She wiped away his tears, her eyes stinging, and
kissed his cheek.

"It's all
right. I'm here. I'll never leave you."

His arms slid
around her, and he wept against her neck while she held him and
stroked his hair, murmuring meaningless words of comfort. The
cubicle cooled and the steam dispersed. Her jeans grew wet from the
water on floor, and still she held him while he wept. Thirty years
of pent-up anguish flooded out in a tide of misery so intense that
it shocked and dismayed her. She had not realised how much grief
and pain was dammed behind the wall of conditioning within him.
Emotional scars so deep that they cut to the core of his being
fuelled the tears that ran down his cheeks and the shuddering sobs
that racked him. She hoped that this outpouring would bring some
measure of healing to his wounded soul.

It seemed like
hours later when he raised his head.

She studied
his face. "Are you all right?"

He nodded,
rubbing one eye. "I feel numb."

"That's
good."

"It doesn't
feel so good."

"It is,
believe me." Tassin discovered that her sleeve was glued to the
side of his neck with drying blood and eased it free. "You should
let Tarl stitch your wounds."

"It can wait."
He leant his head against the wall and dragged the towel across his
lap.

"Then you
should rest. You must be exhausted."

He nodded.
"Drained. But I couldn't sleep now."

Tassin shifted
into a more comfortable position. "It's battle fatigue, I
think."

"Yeah. I'm
coming down from a chemical high."

"A what?"

"Never mind. I
keep seeing all those men..."

She took his
hand and held it. "If you hadn't killed them, they'd have killed
us, wouldn't they?"


"Probably."

"So what makes
you so much worse than them?"

"It's so easy
for me." He looked down at the hand she held. "Too easy."

"Just because
you're a great warrior doesn't mean you're any less human."

"So many men
died, and for what? Some stupid war that rages on forever."

"That's not
your fault. They chose to be like this."

He nodded.
"That doesn't make what I did any better."

"You protected
us, and for that I'm grateful. I'm proud of your abilities, and you
should be, too."

"Proud to be a
killer?"

"A warrior who
protects the weak."

"So now you're
weak? I thought -"

"I was talking
about Tarl and Kernan."

He smiled.
"Oh, right. You could have defeated them, I suppose."

"I would have
fought them, and if I had defeated them I would have been
proud."

A knock came
from the door, and Tarl called, "Are you two all right in
there?"

"We're fine,"
Tassin yelled. "Go away."

"I should get
dressed," Sabre said.

Tarl said, "If
Sabre has any wounds, they need to be stitched now."

She studied
Sabre's cuts. "He's right."

"Yeah, I
know."

Tassin rose
and let herself out. Tarl had a selection of antiseptic dressings
and medical equipment laid out on the table. A few moments later,
Sabre emerged, wearing his shorts.

Tarl studied
him. "Sit on the table."

The cyber
obeyed, and Tarl examined the wound in his neck first, clicking his
tongue. "The mesh armour saved you from a severed head."

"Just stitch
it up," Sabre said. "We don't need a running commentary."

Tarl picked up
a needle and thread as the door opened and Atrel entered. His gaze
raked Sabre, and he failed to hide his amazement. Apart from the
shallow cuts in his neck and side, and a few red marks that would
turn into bruises, the cyber was unscathed. Tarl glanced at him,
then reached for the wound in Sabre's neck. Tassin grabbed his
wrist, and he raised his brows at her in surprise.

"Use an
anaesthetic," she said.

"Oh,
right."

Shooting Sabre
an apologetic look, he picked up a bottle and sprayed the
wound.

Sabre cast
Tassin an amused glance. "I was going to let him stick that needle
in, then smack him."

"I wish I
hadn't stopped him, then."

Atrel came
closer, studying the wound in Sabre's flank, which revealed a glint
of gold. Rough bandages swaddled the first lieutenant’s right arm,
chest and thigh, and he limped. "I'm glad to see that you're not
badly hurt, Commander."

"Me too. What
do you want?"

"A feast has
been arranged to celebrate our victory. It's in the combat room in
four hours’ time."

Sabre shook
his head. "I'm not coming."

"The commander
of Invincible wishes to surrender his sword to you."

"Let him
surrender it to you."

"He's refused,
as is his right. It's traditional that he surrenders it to
you."

Sabre glared
at him. "Fine, I'll come and get it."

Atrel nodded,
casting a last incredulous glance at Sabre's wounds, and departed.
Tarl finished the neck wound and picked up a fresh needle, sprayed
the wound in Sabre's flank and started to sew.

Tarl glanced
at Tassin. "So what were you two doing in there for so long?"

"None of your
business."

"Hey, I'm only
concerned for Sabre's well-being."

"Ask him
then."

Tarl
hesitated, shooting the cyber a wary look. "Well?"

"None of your
business."

"Right." Tarl
sighed. "Has it not yet occurred to either of you that I'm the best
qualified person here to deal with Sabre's issues?"

"Has it not
yet occurred to you that you shouldn't stick your nose into my
business unless I ask you?" Sabre retorted.

Tarl pulled a
stitch tight with a jerk. "Why do you resent me so much?"

Sabre glared
at him. "You're annoying, you're a cyber tech, and if you do that
again you're going to be missing a few teeth."

"You don't
scare me; I know you're bluffing. Oh sure, you bully me, but you'd
never do me any serious harm."

"I don't
consider knocking out a few teeth serious harm."

Tarl smiled
and shook his head. "You know, I'm the one who's going to have to
pick up the pieces when you fall apart."

"Why the hell
should I fall apart?"

Tarl tied the
last stitch and sprayed the wounds with antiseptic. "Do I really
have to explain it to you again?"

"You've
explained it before?"

"Yeah, you
know, the whole bit about your past, what you went through and all
that."

"You have no
idea what I went through."

"Not from your
point of view, no."

Sabre looked
mollified. "I still don't see why I should fall apart."

Tarl packed
away the medical supplies. "That's already a problem. You're way
too normal. You're burying your problems under something;
self-loathing would be my best guess. Maybe disassociation, or
both. You're also very defensive."

"I thought you
were a cyber tech, not a psychiatrist."

"When I tried
to free that young cyber, I studied psychology. I knew if he got
free he'd have a lot of problems."

"What would
you have done to help him?" Tassin asked.

"Counselling,
mostly, but there are some drugs that could help."

"What would
you counsel?"

"That would
depend on his symptoms."

"I don't have
any problems," Sabre said.

"How many men
did you kill today?"

"A few."

"And how does
that make you feel?"

"Like I should
add you to the tally."

Tarl snorted.
"Rubbish. You're being defensive, and your macho bullshit doesn't
fool me."

"He feels
guilty," Tassin said, avoiding Sabre's hard glance. "He feels like
a killing machine."

Tarl nodded,
closing the lid of the medical kit, and a short silence fell. Sabre
watched him, clearly interested in the answer despite himself. Tarl
looked up. "Then it's time you accepted that that's what you are,
bud."

"No!" Tassin
said, scowling. "He's not -"

"Tassin,
you're not helping by trying to persuade him that he's not a combat
cyborg. He'll be better off if he just accepts it." He turned to
Sabre. "I don't mean you should enjoy it. I don't even mean you
should want to be one; all I'm saying is accept it. It's what you
were designed to do. You can't run away from it. Whenever there's a
dangerous situation, you're going to be the one who kills people,
for all the right reasons, I hope. It's what you're best at, and
there's no reason to feel guilty about it. You're the one who's
keeping the rest of us alive, and that's something to be proud
of."

"That's what I
told him," Tassin said.

"And you're
right. Look, most people don't like to kill, and can't, and those
who do enjoy it are psychopaths, so at least you're not one of
those." He picked up a dressing and stuck it over the wound in
Sabre's neck. "You enjoy your abilities, I know you do, and there's
nothing wrong with that, but at the same time you hate them, don't
you?"

"Mostly I
resent the fact that even though I'm capable of it, I can't snap
your neck."

"Ah, here we
go with the macho bullshit again. So why can't you do it, bud?
Hmmm?"

Sabre glared
at him for several seconds with eyes as hard as polished silver.
Tarl thrust his face closer, tapping the side of his neck. Tassin
held her breath, unnerved by the fury in Sabre's eyes, but to her
relief the cyber lowered his gaze to the floor.

"Because I
hate killing."

Tarl leant on
the table and bowed his head. "You have no idea how happy you just
made me."

"Why should
that make you happy? You knew it before."

"But you
admitted it. I suspected it, yeah. I can see you're not a violent
man." Tarl gave a bark of laughter and straightened, running a hand
through his hair. "What the hell am I saying? Look at you. You're a
warrior born and bred, but you're not a killer. There's a
difference, and I want you to see it. I've seen it in your eyes,
but you can't. You're too close to the action."

"I'm a killing
machine, but I'm not a killer."

"That's right.
What you're capable of and what you want to do are two entirely
different things. You see?"

"And that
makes killing people okay?"

Tarl nodded.
"Yeah, when they’re trying to kill us."

"I killed
sixty-one men today, to keep you safe. How is that a fair thing?
When do the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few, in
this case?"

"They don't.
Everyone wants to live, bud, it's just a question of who can do it.
Survival of the fittest, I believe it's called."

"Pitting a
cyber against normal men isn't fair."

"No, of course
it's not." Tarl picked up the second dressing and stuck it over the
wound in Sabre's flank. "But that's the reason cybers were created,
to protect those who can't protect themselves, and anyone who's
stupid enough to take on a cyber is going to die."

"What makes
your lives more valuable than theirs?"

"We have you,
so ours will cost anyone who tries to take them dearly."

"So you're
saying that I shouldn't feel bad about killing people to protect
you, because without me, you'd be dead?"

Tassin
giggled, and Tarl shot her a hard look. "Since time immemorial, men
have fought and died to protect their families, their loved ones,
their clan, tribe or village. They didn't feel bad about it, and do
you know why?"

Sabre
shrugged. "It was a fair fight?"

"Because they
survived. Their families and children survived, thanks to them.
They didn't care if it was a fair fight or not. They only wanted to
live, and that was their reward. They were proud."

"Two hours ago
I killed sixty-one idiots who were expecting a fair fight, and if
not for me they would have won."

"And we'd be
dead."

"That's not
the point. They didn't know they couldn't kill me. They rushed at
me like I was just another warrior. They didn't know what they were
up against."

Tarl nodded.
"Lambs to the slaughter."

"Precisely. I
don't feel bad about keeping you alive... well maybe I feel a bit
bad about saving your sorry arse, but not Tassin. I'm glad I could
keep her safe, but you weren't there, you didn't see..."

"Don't think
about that. Be glad they weren't your equals. If they had been,
you'd be dead. So you have an advantage, that’s all."

Sabre stared
at him for several seconds, then slid off the table and stood up,
winced and fingered the dressing on his ribs. "You chose to be a
cyber tech. Kernan chose to be a mercenary. Even Tassin could give
up her throne if she wished, but I was never given a choice. As you
said, whenever there's danger, I'm the one who has to kill people,
whether I like it or not."

"Yeah, that
sucks."

"So don't
expect me to be proud of it."

"Okay, but
don't hate yourself. Hate the people who made you a cyber. It's
their fault."

"I hate them
too." Sabre went over to the bunk and flopped down on it. "I need
to rest."

"Right. What's
your -?"

"Seventy-two
per cent, okay? Now piss off."

Tarl let
himself out, and Tassin retreated to her adjoining room, since
Sabre seemed to want to be alone. She stripped off her jeans and
boots and lay down on her bed in her top and undergarments. A few
minutes later, she sensed a presence close by and opened her eyes,
surprised to find Sabre standing there, looking shy and a trifle
embarrassed.

"Mind if I
join you?"

Tassin smiled
and moved aside so he could lie beside her, and he did so, turning
to face her. Her heart pounded with a mixture of excitement and
wonder at his unexpected presence in her bed. His eyes avoided hers
as he stroked her arm, then he slid his arms around her waist and
drew her close, laying his cheek on her shoulder, his brow pressed
to the side of her neck. She hugged his neck and held him close,
amazed and delighted that he had sought her out and clearly had a
strong wish to be near her.

Sabre sighed,
and his arms tightened, his fingers caressing her back. She stroked
his hair, cherishing the closeness she had dreamt of sharing with
him for so long. That he was developing a wish for human contact,
particularly hers, elated her, and she hoped this was the beginning
a new chapter in their relationship. She had no qualms about his
intentions, she knew all he wanted was to hold her, and it was easy
to relax in his arms, where she felt so safe. Her heart ached with
love for this gentle, sweet-natured man, and, while she longed for
more, she was certain that would come in time. For now, all she
wanted was more moments like this, when she could hold him. She
sensed that he had no wish to talk, and within a few minutes his
hands grew still and his breaths deepened as he fell asleep. She
lay awake, glad that he had somehow overcome the cyber’s alarms and
his conditioning, and all the other horrible things that had been
done to him, so he could fall asleep holding her.


 


 


 Chapter Fourteen

 


The cyber's
flashing warning light woke Sabre, and he glanced at the scanner
information. A human life form approached the door of the adjoining
cabin, where he was supposed to be. Only he was in Tassin’s bed,
where he had fallen asleep earlier. He had been far too hyped up to
sleep after the battle, and he had found her closeness immensely
comforting during his traumatic episode in the shower. He was glad,
now, that she had invaded his privacy, and he had been too sunk in
battle withdrawal to be embarrassed. He could not explain his wish
to be close to her when he had come to her earlier, still thrumming
with fatigue and aching from his injuries, but she had started
something in the shower that he could not shake. As he had hoped,
holding her had had the same effect, and just a couple of minutes
of closeness had relaxed him sufficiently for him to fall asleep.
Evidently being close to her, particularly when she held him,
comforted him immensely. So much so that even the cyber’s
irritating warnings could not put him off now.

The chime of
his cabin door’s entry-call came, and he cursed. His arms tightened
around the sleeping girl, wishing he could stay. It appeared that
neither of them had moved in the four hours they had slept,
although she had shifted closer, and her legs were tangled with
his. He smiled as he recalled that she did tend to become bolder in
her sleep. She sighed and squirmed closer, her arms tightening
around his neck, and he drew back to gaze at her, lifting a hand to
stroke her cheek. He ignored the instant analysis that appeared in
his mind, cursing the monster in the brow band that constantly
reminded him that everything he did was supposed to be
combat-related. She was so trusting, he reflected, although she had
nothing to fear from him. That she seemed to know it was important
to him, and he did not know what he would do if she ever stopped
trusting him. He would never give her a reason to, no matter
what.

The entry-call
chimed again, and he eased free of her arms without waking her,
rose and padded into the adjoining cabin, where he touched the
button that opened the door. A balding non-com man stood outside,
looking nervous and holding a bundle of clothes, which he
proffered.

"From First
Lieutenant Atrel. The feast starts in half an hour."

Sabre took the
clothes, and the non-com hurried off. As the door closed, he
examined the tasteful, if somewhat overly dramatic garments. The
outfit comprised a black waistcoat with gold embroidery on the
overshot shoulders, matching trousers and dark grey shirt. A sword
with a silver-studded shoulder strap and ornate scabbard completed
the ensemble. Tassin came in as he finished dressing, and studied
him.

"That looks
impressive."

"You think so?
The effect will be spoilt by the fact that everyone else will be a
lot taller than me, I suspect."

"Size isn't
important."

"They seem to
think it is."

"The bigger
they are, the harder they fall."

He smiled.
"And the harder they are to knock down, generally."

"As if you'd
ever have a problem with that."

"Trying to
boost my ego?"

"Is it
working?"

His smile
widened, and he held out his hand, drawing her close when she took
it. She leant against him and slipped her arm around his waist,
looking up at him. He raised her hand and kissed it, then held it
against his cheek.

"At least
you're shorter than me."

"You like
that, don't you?"

"Yeah. I don't
like looking up at people. It gives me a crick in my neck."

Tassin gripped
the brow band and pulled his head down to kiss him, and he smiled
again when she released him.

"That's not a
handle, you know."

"It comes in
mighty handy as one, though."

He cupped her
cheek. "I should go."

"I want to
come with you."

"I don't think
that would be a good idea. I won't be long."

"Please let me
come. You might need some moral support."

He eyed her.
"The women will the there too, I suspect."

"I promise to
behave myself."

"I'm just
going to go and get that commander's sword, then I'll come straight
back."

"Good, I'll
enjoy the walk. I need to stretch my legs."

He threw up
his hands. "Fine, come then."

Tassin grinned
and headed for the washroom. "I'll just freshen up a bit."

"Hurry
up."

Sabre fidgeted
as minutes ticked past, glancing at the chronometer on the wall.
"Come on, Tassin."

"You want me
to look my best, don't you?"

"I don't care
what you look like."

She emerged
from the washroom, her hair arranged in shining swathes, her skin
glowing. "That's not a nice thing to say."

"Why? Would
you like it better if I did?"

"I want you to
be proud of me."

"I'm always
proud of you."

She patted her
hair. "Don't you think this looks better?"

"No."

"You don't
like it like this?"

"I like it
fine. Let's go."

Tassin folded
her arms. "How do you prefer it then?"

"I don't know.
It looks fine like that, or loose, or in a plait. Does this really
matter?"

"Yes. I want
to look my best."

"If you think
you look better, what does it matter what I think?"

Her brows
rose. "Of course it matters. I want to be the most beautiful woman
there, and there will be a lot of competition."

He smiled.
"Tassin, even when you were covered in mud after we escaped from
Olgara, you were still more beautiful than any of the Trykon women
could ever hope to be."

Her eyes
sparkled. "You know, for a man who's unversed in the fine art of
flattery, you have a way with words."

"Let's go.
We're late."

"Let them
wait. You're the commander."

He went to the
door. "I want to get this over with, so I can get some more
rest."

Tassin caught
up with him in the corridor and took his arm. "Only the Trykon
women?"

He snorted and
shook his head, casting her an amused glance. "Give it a rest,
okay? And you can't hold onto me when we get to the combat room.
You're a non-com ward; you have to walk behind me."

"I'll be glad
when we leave these barbaric people."

"They're not
as bad as some."

They rounded a
corner and almost bumped into Tarl, who looked surprised and fell
into step beside them. "Where are we going?"

"To the
celebratory feast," Sabre said.

"Oh good, that
should be fun."

"No one
invited you."

Tarl shrugged.
"That's okay, I'm not easily offended."

The two
warriors outside the combat room door nodded when Sabre walked
past, which was as close to a salute as Trykons came. Sabre stopped
just inside the door, took in the scene and noted the flashing red
light deep in his mind. One situation the cyber disliked intensely
was a confined space filled with a lot of large, armed potential
opponents.

Every officer
was there, including group leaders, plus a number of warriors who
had probably acquitted themselves well in the battle, Sabre
surmised. All of them sported missing parts, numerous bandages and
triumphant smiles. The officers' spouses and those of the warriors
stood in murmuring groups, their eyes weighing the competition that
the spouses of the enemy officers offered, their expressions
spiteful and gloating. The defeated officers carried no weapons,
unlike Sabre's men, and their disgruntled demeanour matched the
sour looks of their spouses. A section of wall had been opened up
to incorporate a counter covered with platters of roasted pseudo
meat and spiced vegetables that Trykons loved and Sabre loathed.
Bottles of wine and flagons of ale were lined up in rows behind a
wall of glasses.

Sabre's entry
went unnoticed, and he chose a gap that led to the counter, Tassin
and Tarl at his heels. The non-com who stood behind the counter
stiffened when he spotted Sabre, his eyes darting. Sabre leant on
the counter and perused the food, his stomach reminding him of its
emptiness. Tassin helped herself to some choice titbits, and Tarl
joined her. Sabre piled a plate, ignoring the alcohol.

A murmur of
deep voices filled the room, and the rather overpowering smell of
inadequately washed male bodies mingled with the musky scent the
women wore. The atmosphere was close and thick with an
overabundance of testosterone that made Sabre's scalp prickle with
unease. Several nearby officers noticed him and inclined their
heads. Sabre had just filled his mouth when a looming bulk arrived
beside him, and he glanced up at Atrel, who smiled.

"Welcome,
Commander."

Sabre nodded
and turned back to his plate.

"The Wolf Clan
commander, Trival, is waiting for you."

Sabre
shrugged. "Let him wait."

"He grows
angry. He thinks you're insulting him."

"I don't
care."

"It's not
polite."

"I'm
eating."

Atrel leant
closer. "Please, Commander."

"Fine." Sabre
put down his fork. "This had better not take long."

"It's a mere
formality."

"It's a pain
in the butt."

Atrel led
Sabre to the group of enemy officers, stepping aside when he
reached them. "Commander Trival," he said, "this is the commander
of Nemesis, Sabre."

Sabre looked
up at a blond giant with side-mounted scanners attached to polished
silver plates on either side of his head, a squashed nose and a
scar that pulled his left eyelid down. Trival's brows drew
together.

"Is this your
idea of a sick joke, First Lieutenant?"

"No. Do you
see anyone laughing?"

Trival glanced
around, and Sabre noticed a few officers who were struggling to
keep a straight face, but not for the reason that Trival
thought.

"As a matter
of fact, I do," Trival said.

Atrel eyed the
crowd. "They're only amused by your reaction, which is much as we
expected it to be."

"You dare to
put your commander's torc on a weakling non-com and present him to
me? Where is your commander?"

"Right in
front of you."

"This isn't
funny."

"I'm not
laughing."

Trival looked
around again as several officers chuckled. "You appear to be the
only one who isn't."

"Are you
refusing to surrender your sword?"

"To a non-com
wearing your commander's torc, yes."

"Sabre is our
commander."

Trival raked
Sabre with a scathing glance. "When the Wolf Clan hears about this
insult, Eagle Clan prisoners will experience similar insults."

Sabre turned
and marched away. "Let me know when he's ready to hand over that
damned sword, Atrel, my food's getting cold."

"Stay where
you are!" Trival barked.

Sabre faced
him again, about three metres away. "Are you speaking to me?"

"Yes, non-com
scum. Remove that torc. You insult its rank."

Sabre
contemplated him, then turned to Atrel. "Shouldn't he be in
chains?"

"It's not
customary. He's bound by etiquette."

"Etiquette
evidently doesn't bind his tongue."

"Normally he
would not dare to insult a victorious commander."

Sabre nodded.
"So what happens now?"

"That's up to
you, Commander."

"Well, if he
won't surrender his sword to me, then you'd better take it off
him."

Atrel looked
uneasy. "I have no authority to do that."

"I'm ordering
you to."

"It would be
better if you did it."

"But he
can't," Trival jeered. "If he was truly your commander, he would be
able to do it."

Sabre eyed
him. "Killing sixty-one of your men has tired me out a little, and,
since the battle is won, I'm not in the mood."

"Brave lies,
for a dwarf. Bring out your commander before I put an end to this
farce myself."

"And how do
you propose to do that?"

"Like this."
Trival yanked a dagger from his belt and hurled it at Sabre, who
caught it in a lightning-fast reflex. A dozen swords hissed from
their scabbards and surrounded Trival's throat in a ring of steel.
Trival's eyes narrowed when Sabre tossed the dagger into the air
and caught it. He waved the officers back, and they sheathed their
weapons. Sabre hefted the dagger, and then hurled it back at
Trival, who flung up his right arm in time to deflect the weapon
off his metal wrist guard. The dagger hit the floor with a clatter.
A grey-haired woman thrust past the warriors around Trival, her
face flushed with rage.

"How dare you
allow a non-com to attack a Wolf Clan commander!" she shouted. "Has
the Eagle Clan lost all its honour?"

Sabre's eyes
flicked over her. "Who's this, your mother?"

"My spouse,"
Trival said.

"You need a
new one."

Trival turned
to Atrel. "This has gone far enough. Bring out your commander
before I kill this little idiot."

"Threatening
the commander who triumphed over you is a grave breach of
etiquette, Trival. I would advise caution, lest Wolf Clan
commanders be similarly insulted by Eagle Clan prisoners."

"Wolf Clan
commanders would never trot out a non-com in a gold torc and expect
a defeated Eagle Clan commander to surrender his sword to him."

"Eagle Clan
commanders would not accuse their captors of lying."

"How much
longer are you going to drag this idiocy out, Atrel?"

Sabre sighed.
"Yeah, Atrel, why don't you just take this..." He pulled off the
torc and tossed it to the first lieutenant. "Put it on, get his
damned sword, then give it back to me. End of argument."

Atrel fielded
the torc, frowning. "That would be dishonest, Commander."

"Well hell,
we're being accused of dishonesty anyway. What does it matter?"

"It matters."
Atrel stepped closer to Sabre and handed the torc back.

Sabre replaced
it around his neck. "I'm not in the mood to beat some sense into
him, so let him keep his damned sword for all I care. My food's
getting cold, and I'm hungry."

Sabre spun on
his heel and almost fell over Tassin, who stood right behind him,
absorbing the drama. Gripping her elbow, he steered her from his
path and marched towards the food counter, the men parting before
him. Several tried unsuccessfully to hide their mirth, and he
halted next to a grinning group leader.

"What the hell
are you laughing at?"

The big man's
grin vanished. "At the enemy commander, Commander."

"You find his
difficulty to believe that I command this ship amusing?"

"Yes - no,
Commander."

"Which is
it?"

"No,
Commander."

Sabre tilted
his head. "Then what's so damned funny?"

"His spouse
looks old enough to be his mother."

"Quick
thinking, Group Leader." Sabre nodded. "If you were me, what would
you do?"

"Smash his
face in, Commander."

"Harsh
punishment for being a fool."

"He insulted
you."

A rustle
behind Sabre made him glance around. Trival approached, and several
officers moved closer to impede his progress. Tassin sidled past
and headed for the counter a few metres away.

"This farce is
being taken to extremes," Trival said. "If you're the commander of
this ship, prove it."

Sabre shook
his head. "I'm not fighting you. I don't have to prove
anything."

"Of course, a
non-com would be too cowardly to fight a warrior. A test of
strength will satisfy me."

"I wouldn't
advise it. I'm a bit pissed off right now."

"As I
expected, you won't accept my challenge because you know you'll
lose."

Sabre
shrugged. "Fine, don't say I didn't warn you. What do you
propose?"

Trival thrust
out his hand. "A simple test."

"Ah, one of
those. But I will hurt you."

A gasp from
Tisha distracted him. She raised a hand to her mouth, then turned
and pushed through the men. He turned back to Trival, who waited,
his hand extended, a nasty smirk on his face. Sabre clasped his
hand and waited for the expected crushing grip. Instead, Trival
yanked him closer. A dagger flashed in his left hand as he stabbed
it into Sabre's belly. The barrinium mesh just under Sabre's skin
deflected the weapon, which cut a long gash. Sabre grunted and
doubled over as several Eagle Clan officers grabbed Trival and
dragged him away.

Atrel gripped
Sabre's arm. "Are you all right, Commander?"

Sabre clasped
the wound, then opened his bloody hand and glared up at Atrel.
"I've just been stabbed in the gut, Atrel. What do you think?"

"Call the
medics!" Atrel yelled.

"It's not that
bad." Sabre straightened and unfastened his tunic to examine the
wound. "I just need more stitches now."

"Let me
through!" Tassin's angry voice commanded, and Sabre turned to find
her struggling in the grip of a burly officer.

"Let her go,"
he ordered.

The officer
released her, and she hurried to his side. "How bad is it?"

"Just a
scratch." Sabre faced Trival, who stood in the grip of two
lieutenants, watching him with narrowed eyes.

"You should be
dead."

"Well, as you
can see, I'm not." Sabre stepped closer. "Proof enough, or do you
still want that test of strength?"

"Internal body
armour. So, you're not a non-com, but neither could a warrior your
size be a commander."

Atrel said,
"You've dishonoured the Wolf Clan, Trival."

"I stabbed a
warrior: a minor breach of etiquette."

"No, you
attacked an Eagle Clan commander."

"When are you
going to tire of this idiotic charade?"

Sabre said,
"Right, I've had enough of this. Let him go."

The officers
released Trival, who tugged his tunic straight and glared at Sabre.
"Good, I've had more than enough of it."

"After I crush
your hand, you will surrender your sword to me."

Trival glanced
at Sabre's bandaged right hand. "Agreed."

Sabre held out
his hand again, and Trival clasped it, this time in a crushing
grip. Sabre winced as the wounds in his palm flamed with pain, then
gripped Trival's hand. The enemy commander grimaced, trying to
exert more pressure, but his hand was locked in Sabre's grip. His
scowl deepened, then his eyes widened when Sabre continued to
increase the strength of his grip. Sweat popped out on Trival's
brow, and his face creased with pain. Sabre squeezed harder, and
Trival groaned.

"Enough!"

"You
yield?"

"Yes!"

Sabre released
Trival's hand, and he rubbed it, his expression furious and
disbelieving. He drew his sword and held it out hilt first. Sabre
took it and passed it to Atrel. With a last glare at Trival, Sabre
went back to the counter and his plate of cold food. He pushed it
aside and filled another with a fresh selection from the heated
platters.

Tarl frowned
at Sabre's wound. "More stitching for me, I see."

"Your
scientists should have engineered me to heal in a few minutes."

"They tried.
Your rate of healing is five times faster -"

"Shut up."
Sabre glanced up as Tisha came to his side, looking relieved and a
little puzzled.

"I thought you
would surely crush his hand to jelly," she said.

"I may be a
lot of things, but a sadist isn't one of them."

"You could
have humiliated him for his insults."

"What I can
do, and what I will do are two entirely different things," Sabre
said.

"Many would
consider mercy a weakness."

"Many are
fools."

She nodded. "I
agree. A truly strong man does not have to prove it."

"I'm glad we
agree on something."

Tisha smiled,
looking coquettish, then moved aside as Atrel approached. The first
lieutenant took her place beside Sabre, watching him eat.

"There is
another small matter, Commander."

"After I've
eaten."

"Of
course."

"What is
it?"

Atrel leant
closer. "It’s customary to reward the men who fought well, and were
injured."

"Medals?"

"No. A mere
handshake and a few words of praise from you is all they
require."

"Really."
Sabre glanced at him. "Are you sure they would want to be
congratulated by someone they have to look down on?"

Atrel smiled.
"The tale of your fighting prowess during the battle has reached
every ear on the ship, and probably a few on other ships by now.
They will be honoured." He paused, looking thoughtful. "Another
rumour circulates, that you were seen to crush a shard of power
crystal with one hand. Is this true?"

Sabre held up
his bandaged right hand. "A stupid exhibition."

"But an
impressive one. Such deeds are highly thought of amongst Trykons.
Your name has been inscribed beside the power tester as the one who
destroyed it, and it will not be repaired. A new one will be
installed, but that one will remain as proof of your strength."

"I'm
flattered."

"You shouldn't
be. Such feats are rare, and highly prized. Our ship will gain much
status from you. Doubtless you will be offered the command of a
larger vessel, probably a battleship." Atrel hesitated. "Many of
the men have asked if you would consider giving another
demonstration."

Sabre frowned
at the food on his fork. "I'm not an entertainer."

"Perish the
thought, Commander. No one would ever think such a thing. We're
proud to have a commander with your abilities, and the men long to
see what you can do."

Sabre shook
his head. "The trouble with giving those kinds of demonstrations is
they tend to hurt. Smashing your tester injured my hand, so did
crushing that crystal. It's not fun."

"Is there
nothing you could do that wouldn't cause you injury?"

Sabre put down
his fork and pushed away his plate. "Not at the moment. I already
have injuries."

"Of course.
When you're fully recovered, perhaps."

"I'll consider
it. Right now, I should have this seen to." Sabre indicated his
wound.

"The medics
are waiting."

"Send them
over."

Tarl glowered
at the two warrior medics who tended to Sabre's wound, clearly put
out that Sabre had not asked him to do it. The Trykon medics used a
simple strip of adhesive tape to glue the gash together, a more
effective and advanced method. Trykon trauma medicine was highly
evolved, Sabre reflected, because there was so much call for it in
a society that was constantly at war. The Eagle Clan officers
around him continued to talk and quaff their ale and wine. The
enemy officers stayed in a tight group, muttered and glanced often
at Sabre. The medics finished their chore and left, and he buttoned
up his torn waistcoat. He asked the non-com behind the counter for
a glass of water, causing many of the Trykons to look at him
askance.

For a short
time he was left in peace to sip his water, then Atrel brought
forward a young warrior with a missing hand and a bandaged
chest.

"This is
Emrend, who slew ten men and paid a heavy price."

Sabre looked
up at a young, brown-haired giant who sported a side-mounted
scanner on a silver skull plate. The warrior drew himself up and
smiled, looking proud. Sabre studied him, then held out his
hand.

"Well done,
soldier. Good job."

Thank you,
Commander. Your words of praise honour me."

Sabre shook
Emrend's left hand, and the warrior stepped back as Atrel presented
the next hero, a strapping, shaven-pated veteran with a bionic eye,
two scanners and a robotic right leg. His left arm was in a sling
and his left thigh bandaged.

"This is
Trovan, who slew nine men and sustained severe injuries, including
a broken arm."

Sabre repeated
his curt commendation and received the same reply. The next in line
was Second Lieutenant Rodar, who had lost a hand, but only had
seven kills on his tally. Atrel presented nineteen men in order of
the number of kills they had made and the severity of their
injuries, the last with only five kills, four broken ribs and a
crushed foot. When he left, Atrel leant against the counter beside
Sabre, who rubbed his aching right hand.

Atrel said,
"Now that we've captured an enemy ship and taken prisoners, we must
return to the resupply vessels to hand them over as soon as our
port side thrusters are repaired. Already a skeleton crew has taken
control of Invincible, but she will return with us, as our
prize."

"Good. How
long till the thrusters are fixed?"

"Only a matter
of hours."

"And when we
drop off the prisoners, we'll refuel, right?"

"Yes,
Commander. A high commander will be there to commend you for the
victory as well."

"Wonderful."
Sabre put down his glass and straightened. "I'm going back to my
cabin."

"But the
celebration..."

"Carry on
without me. I'm tired."

Sabre left
before Atrel could protest further, and Tassin and Tarl caught up
with him in the corridor.


 


 


 Chapter Fifteen

 


Sabre gazed at
the approaching bulk of a massive super tanker and resupply ship
that made Nemesis look like a toy. The tension on the bridge
increased as they approached an empty docking bay. The crewmen were
intent on their instruments, and Atrel gave instructions and
received information in return. Invincible followed like a prisoner
in chains, the flashing lights on her hull signalling her status as
a captured ship, according to Atrel. This was to prevent enemy
ships from sneaking up on the resupply ships in the guise of
captured vessels, since only Eagle Clan officers knew the correct
sequence of lights.

When docking
was complete, the injured soldiers were taken to hospital to
receive additional treatment and bionic limbs. Fresh warriors came
aboard to replace them and those who had been killed. Next, a high
commander came to inspect the prisoners and oversee their
disembarkation, coming aboard afterwards to commend Sabre. The
short ceremony took place on the bridge, but the high commander had
a much longer and more flowery speech than Sabre had given to the
nineteen heroic soldiers. The huge, muscular man, whose almost
shaven scalp was decorated with a complex swirling pattern of
completely shaven lines, also sported two scanners, a bionic eye,
robotic arms and a bionic leg, as well as numerous scars. He hid
his incredulity at Sabre's size and lack of serious injuries quite
well, but not his surprise at the cyber's kill tally.

Atrel made a
complete report, and the high commander examined the destroyed
power tester panel, then left to inspect Invincible.

Seven hours
later, Nemesis was refuelled and resupplied, and they undocked.
Atrel ordered the ship to return to the battle, and Sabre glanced
around from his perusal of the screens.

"No. Set
course for the interstellar corridor 378-924."

Atrel turned
to him. "This is what you need the ship for?"

"Yes."

"As soon as we
leave Trykon space we will be a target for every warship out
there."

"I'm aware of
that."

"You have a
home amongst the Eagle Clan, Commander. You're one of us now.
You've earned the respect of every man on this ship."

Sabre nodded,
gazing at the stars. "There's somewhere I have to go."

"This is
desertion."

"The blame
will be mine. You're just following orders."

"A commander
who gives a traitorous order is supposed to be arrested and taken
before a high commander for judgement."

"Are you going
to follow my order, or not?" Sabre asked.

Atrel turned
to the pilot. "Lay in the course."

Sabre faced
Atrel. "You puzzle me. I would have thought you would resent me for
taking your command. I'm an outsider, and small by your standards,
yet you don't. Why is that?"

"You don't
understand Trykons as well as I thought. Your skills have earned
our respect, and you are no longer an outsider; you're a member of
our clan. Your lack of stature pales to insignificance when
compared to your abilities. To the Eagle Clan, you're a great
asset. I have no reason to resent you, and we were not raised to
envy those who have greater skill than us, but to revere them."

"So I can
expect the co-operation of the entire crew?"

Atrel
shrugged. "If there is any opposition to your plans, it will be
from the women."

"What about
other Eagle Clan ships?"

"Soon someone
will notice our heading and ask where we're going. What do you want
us to tell them?"

"Nothing.
Don't answer."

Atrel nodded.
"They'll send a ship after us, but they won't leave Trykon
territory, nor will they fire on us."

"Good. Two
hours to the end of Trykon space at sub light." Sabre stared out of
the screens again. "Then we'll be on our way at last."

 


****

 


Tassin glanced
up from her vidbook as Sabre walked past.

"Where are you
going?"

He stopped and
turned to her. "To do some exercise."

Her brows
rose. In all the time she had known Sabre, she had not seen him
expend energy for any other reason than to get them out of perilous
situations. When he was not doing that, he was recovering from the
resulting wounds and exhaustion. They had been travelling along a
super light corridor for five days now, and he was fully rested.
His wounds were healed and the stitches removed, and his bio-status
was at a hundred per cent, thanks, in part, to Tarl's unwelcome
supervision.

In addition,
on a warship with a crew of several hundred, there was little for
him to do, and she had sensed his boredom for the last couple of
days. Her attempts at conversation had been met with gentle smiles
and single-syllable, noncommittal answers, from which she had
deduced that he was not in a mood for talking. His mood had been
hard to fathom, but he was certainly withdrawn. Since the precious
episode after the battle, which she had feared would be a once-off
aberration, he had joined her in her bed every night and fallen
asleep holding her. She wondered if she had become a comforter for
him, since he was always asleep within minutes of lying beside her
and drawing her into his arms. She did not care, as long as he
wanted to be close to her. She would be whatever he needed, for as
long as he needed it.

She switched
off the vidbook and stood up. "I'll come with you."

"I don't need
company."

"That's not
why I'm coming."

Sabre shrugged
and headed for the door.

In the combat
room, several young warriors stopped sparring and lowered their
weapons when he walked in.

Sabre jerked
his head at the door. "Out."

They started
to file out, then paused in the doorway, where one said, "If you'd
like a sparring partner, we'd be honoured, Commander."

"No."

The door slid
shut behind them, and Tassin leant against the wall beside it and
watched Sabre strip off his vest. He was clad once more in his
cyber-issue clothes, which were a little ragged in places now. She
often wondered why he insisted on wearing them, since he hated
being a cyber so much and they were a constant reminder. Their
stretchiness was probably part of the reason, for he needed that,
and perhaps also their camouflage quality, but that did not seem
sufficient reason when weighed against the terrible memories that
must come with them. The scars from his most recent wounds were
still red and angry-looking, and Tassin let her eyes roam over his
perfectly formed physique, every muscle defined and
symmetrical.

Sabre walked
to the centre of the room and took up a spread-legged stance,
beginning a series of slow, flowing movements, his hands relaxed.
At first he worked only his upper body, muscles writhing under his
skin. Tassin's mouth fell open when he bent slowly over backwards
until he could place his palms flat on the floor, his spine bent at
what seemed to her to be an impossibly sharp curve. With the same
slow, controlled grace, he kicked off with his feet and lifted his
legs into a perfect handstand, his balance impeccable.

After a pause,
he folded his legs and lowered them in front of him, straightening
them at the halfway point and continuing downwards until they
passed his shoulders and were parallel to the floor. He held the
pose for several minutes, then spread his legs wide and lowered
himself to the floor in a split, making it look easy. Bending, he
reached out to touch first one foot, then the other, showing
remarkable suppleness as he touched his brow to each knee.

 


****

 


Atrel swung
around as a young warrior hurried onto the bridge, panting a
little, his eyes excited.

"What is
it?"

"Switch to the
combat room cameras, First Lieutenant."

"Is there a
fight?"

"No. The
commander's in there."

Atrel stopped
with his hand poised over the control panel. "So why must we spy on
him? Is he alone?"

"No, the
female ward is with him."

Atrel frowned.
"How dare you -?"

"No, it's not
like that. We've been watching him. He's doing training
exercises."

Atrel pressed
a key and studied the picture that formed on the screen. The young
warrior watched over his shoulder, and other officers gathered
around. Noticing the audience, Atrel routed the image to the main
screen, and everyone turned to watch.

Atrel folded
his arms. "This is not training. It's just a fitness routine."

An officer
winced as Sabre did the splits. "A painful one, by the looks of it.
How does that enhance his fighting abilities?"

Atrel
shrugged. "You'd have to ask him that."

 


****

 


Sabre sat up
and crossed his legs, then glanced around at Tassin. "Come
here."

She wandered
over to him. "What is it?"

"There are no
weights here. I could use your help."

"What should I
do?"

Sabre
stretched forward and straightened his legs until his entire body
was supported on his hands and toes. "Sit on my back."

After a
momentary hesitation, Tassin seated herself in a ladylike
manner.

"Lift up your
legs too," he said.

She tucked her
legs up beside her, wobbled a bit and clung to his shoulders.

"That's it,"
he murmured. "Now don't fall off."

"What are you
going to do?"

"Nothing
dramatic, just hold on."

Tassin leant
forward and wound her arms around his neck, glad of a reason to be
close to him, and unable to resist planting a kiss on the side of
his brow. He smiled, shifted his weight and lifted one hand off the
floor, holding it at his side. Tassin giggled with amazement as he
slowly lowered himself until his nose almost touched the floor,
then raised himself again. He did it ten times, then ten more using
the other arm, his skin growing warm. Switching arms again, he
continued at a faster speed.

"You're not
heavy enough," he remarked.

"How much can
you lift like this?"

"About four
times what you weight."

"And how many
times can you do it?"

He grunted.
"Too many. It would get very boring."

"Perhaps you
should ask Atrel to send a few strapping warriors to stand on your
back for you."

"Nah, I don't
really want them to know too much."

Tassin tapped
her fingers on his shoulder. "Can you still do it if I tickle
you?"

"Tickle?"

"You don't
know what tickling is?"

"No, never
heard of it."

"Then you
don't know if you're ticklish."

"Nope."

Tassin waited
until he lowered himself again, and then tickled his ribs. Sabre's
chest hit the floor with a thud, and she fell off, giggling. He
rolled onto his back, held his ribs and chuckled.

"That was...
interesting."

"So, you're
ticklish." She sat up and grinned.

"So it would
seem."

"I'll remember
that."

"Fiendish
woman."

Tassin brushed
back her hair. "Show me what you can really do."

He rolled onto
his side and supported himself on one elbow. "What do you
mean?"

"Amaze
me."

"Amaze you.
How can I do that?"

"Impress me,
then."

His brows
rose. "Ah."

"Wouldn't you
like to impress your bride-to-be? Show off a little?"

He smiled. "I
haven't asked you yet."

"A mere
formality. We both know you will."

"Do we?"

"Stop teasing,
or I'll tickle you to death."

"Okay. What
would you like me to do?"

She pondered.
"How high can you jump?"

"About four
metres."

"Show me."

He glanced up.
"The ceiling's only about three and a half metres high."

"All right,
show me something else."

"Like
what?"

"I don't know,
anything. What about those acrobatic moves you do when you're
fighting?"

"Okay." He
rose and held out his hand, helping her to her feet. "Go stand by
the wall."

Tassin obeyed,
and he took up a stance on one side of the room, legs together this
time. Raising his arms above his head, he took a few running steps
and performed a series of handsprings, each one higher than the
last, twisting at the apex of the last two somersaults, his legs
and arms held straight. Tassin's mouth fell open as he reached the
wall and ran up it almost to the ceiling. He kicked himself away,
performed a backward somersault and landed on his feet. He
continued with a series of backward handsprings, then bounced back
into a forward handspring. Tassin closed her mouth when he stopped
and straightened, resisting the urge to applaud.

"How was
that?"

She nodded.
"Impressive."

"Really?" He
grinned, looking as pleased as a schoolboy who had just scored a
goal in a game of knee-ball.

"Do some
more."

Sabre spread
his arms and dropped sideways into a cartwheel, stopped in a
handstand and brought his legs together. Lowering himself until his
head brushed the floor, he pushed himself up with his arms,
performed a jack-knife and landed on his feet, then dropped into a
forward roll. Landing on his back and catching himself with his
feet, he raised his legs and flung them forward, performing the
peculiar twist that brought him upright with an ease that defied
gravity.

Tassin could
not resist clapping this time, and his delighted grin filled her
with happiness and pride to see him so pleased with her
appreciation of the abilities the torturers on Myon Two had so
painfully bestowed upon him.

He performed a
sweeping bow. "You're easily amused, My Lady."

"Not in the
least, My Lord, you are truly a wonder to behold."

Sabre raised
his arms and dived into a forward handspring, landing on his feet
mere centimetres from her. His breathing was normal, and as yet he
had not even broken a sweat. Taking her hand, he raised it to his
lips and kissed the back of it.

"I am yours to
command, My Queen."

"Spar with
me."

His brows
almost vanished under the brow band. "With you? You're
kidding."

"No. I'm a
trained sword fighter, remember?"

"I don't doubt
it, but -"

"Are you
afraid you'll hurt me?" she asked.

"No, I'm
afraid you'll hurt yourself."

She pulled her
hand from his and folded her arms. "I'm insulted. Didn’t you just
say you were mine to command?"

"Yeah, but..."
He glanced at the weapons on the walls. "Those things are sharp,
you know."

"I know."

He tilted his
head, smiling. "Unarmed combat?"

She snorted,
raising her chin. "You're stronger than me. That wouldn't be
fair."

"And you think
it would be fair if we had swords?"

"Fairer."

His smile
widened. "No, it wouldn't. I'll teach you how to defend yourself.
Would you like that?"

"I know how to
defend myself."

"Okay. Show
me."

"You'll have
to attack me."

Sabre pulled a
wry face and held out his hand. "Okay, come." He led her into the
centre of the room and released her, looking amused. "Right, so
you're the Queen of Arlin, walking home from the pub after a night
on the town, and I'm a villain."

"The queens of
Arlin don't go to pubs."

"Okay, you're
a scullery maid walking home from a pub after a night on the
town."

She folded her
arms. "I'm not a scullery maid."

"What are you
then?"

"A rich lord,
with a heavy purse."

"You're a
woman. How can you be a lord?"

"This is
make-believe, isn't it?"

He smiled
again. "All right, a rich lord you are. Walk."

Tassin turned
and wandered across the combat room, her stomach tight with
anticipation, her palms damp and her heart pounding. The prospect
of pitting her puny skills against a cyber exhilarated her, and
even though she knew she had no chance of winning, she wanted to
show him that she could defend herself, at least against a normal
man.

A light touch
on her right arm made her swing around, fists raised. An arm swept
around her waist from the other side, then she was on her back, her
head cushioned by Sabre's hand. He straddled her, and his hands
flashed across to grab her wrists and pin them to the floor beside
her head before she could recover from her surprise.

He smiled down
at her. "Your purse is forfeit, My Lord."

"That wasn't
fair!"

"You expected
it to be?"

"You tricked
me!"

He cocked his
head, chuckling. "Okay. Let's do it again, and this time I won't
distract you."

Sabre stood
up, pulling her to her feet. She tossed back her hair and walked
away. This time there was no warning at all, but the end result was
identical.

She glared up
at him. "Perhaps this isn't the best scenario."

"What do you
have in mind?"

"It's no good
if you sneak up on me from behind like that. Come at me from the
front."

"Ah.
Okay."

Sabre got up
and pulled her to her feet again, and she brushed imaginary dust
from her sleeve. He tilted his head, his eyes sparkling with
gentleness that made her heart ache.

"Ready?"

She nodded,
raising her hands, then found herself on her back again with Sabre
straddling her, pinning her wrists beside her head.

"How was
that?"

"Very funny.
You moved too fast."

He laughed.
"So you want me to move slow enough so you can hit me?"

"I thought you
were teaching me how to defend myself?"

"No, you were
showing me you can."

"Okay, maybe
not against you."

Sabre jumped
up and pulled her to her feet. "Maybe not, my little warrior
queen."

"You have a
slight advantage."

"Just a little
one." He held up two fingers, about a centimetre apart.

"You didn't
give me a chance!"

"Okay, I'll
give you a chance. Hit me."

"No. I don't
want to hurt you."

He chuckled.
"You won't, I promise."

"Of course I
will, if I hit you."

He took her
hand. "Your hand is too fragile to even give me a bruise. You would
break your bones before you did."

"So I can't
hurt you at all?"

"No, you
could, if you hit me in the right place, but do you know where
those places are?"

"I know of
one, on a man."

He nodded. "I
think every woman knows that one. But there are a few others. Men
tend to protect themselves well in that area, unless taken by
surprise."

"What are the
others?"

"Eyes, ears,
nose and throat. Poke out a man's eyes, and it'll certainly stop
him. Slap his ears and you'll burst his ear drums. Hit him upwards
on the point of his nose, and you might kill him. Punch him in the
throat hard enough and he'll die too."

"Do any of
those work on you?"

"Not really,”
he said. “Eyes and ears will work now, but it won't kill me. They
don't work on a cyber because it doesn't use the host's eyes and
ears."

"What about
the other one?"

"That would
work on me now, if you could get past my defences, but it wouldn't
work on a cyber."

"A dagger in
the eye would kill a cyber, wouldn't it?" He nodded, and she asked,
"So why did the people on Myon Two allow such vulnerabilities in
otherwise almost impenetrable armour?"

"Consumer
demand. It seems people disliked eyeless cybers. They were
aesthetically displeasing."

"So they did
make some like that."

"Yes, the X
series. Their eyes and ears were covered with armour. Myon Two
produced ten of them, but sold only two. The others are still in
cold sleep. No one wanted them."

Tassin
shuddered. "Let's not talk about that. My arms' master taught me a
trick with bending fingers. Is that a good ploy?"

"It causes a
lot of pain, so yes, it would work on a normal man, until he
punched you with his other hand."

"But it
wouldn't work on you, I suppose?" she asked.

"No. I'm too
strong. Do you want very badly to find something that will work on
me, or do you just want to ensure that nothing will?"

"The
latter."

"Then you have
no cause for concern. Only another A-grade cyber would stand a
chance against me in unarmed combat. But with weapons, I can be
killed, you know that."

"I'm glad
you're on my side." She hesitated. "Why did you decide to exercise
today? Are you just bored, or is there another reason?"

"Mostly bored.
I'm genetically programmed to stay fit. I can't get fat, and even
if I did nothing for many years, I'll retain my strength."

The door slid
open, and Tarl entered, frowning. "Do you know that every Trykon on
this ship is glued to a monitor, watching you bouncing off the
walls?"

Sabre's brows
drew together. "No, I didn't."

"Well, they
are."

Sabre
shrugged. "Ah well, the damage is done, I suppose. They wanted to
see some tricks, so I guess they've been entertained today. I
haven't done much."

"But you
should stop now."

"Actually, I'm
in the mood to do more now. Come spar with me."

Tarl shook his
head. "No way. Do I have 'idiot' tattooed across my forehead?"

"No, actually
it says 'pain in the butt'."

"I'm not
letting you use me as a punching bag."

"I won't hit
you."

"You don't
have to. I'm not stupid enough to spar with a bloody cyber."

Sabre bounced,
raising his fists in a mocking parody of an old-fashioned
pugilist’s stance. "Come on, don't be a sissy. Don’t you want to be
my friend?"

The ex-cyber
tech eyed Sabre. "I never thought I'd see a cyber showing off."

Sabre bounced
closer and made a few playful jabs at Tarl, who stepped back,
looking wary.

"Come on, hit
me," Sabre urged.

"Don't be
daft. You know I couldn't."

"Try."

Tassin went
over to the wall and selected a short staff, handing it to Tarl.
"Try using this."

Sabre stopped
and raised his brows at her. "Whose side are you on?"

Tarl shook his
head. "I'm not sparring with him."

"Why not?"

"Because one
of us will get hurt."

Sabre snorted.
"Don't you trust me? I didn't hurt Tassin."

Tarl handed
the staff back to Tassin. "You spar with him, then."

"Okay." Tassin
hefted the staff, grinning.

"No." Sabre
shook his head. "Tarl, don't be bloody ridiculous. I'm not sparring
with her."

Tassin raised
her chin. "Why not?"

"Because
you'll hurt yourself with that thing." He held out his hand. "Give
it to me."

"No." Tassin
lifted the staff and twirled it. "I've been trained in staff
fighting. I'm quite capable of using this."

Sabre stepped
towards her. "Give it to me."

She assumed a
fighting stance and brandished the staff, jabbing the end towards
Sabre's gut. He stopped out of range and shook his head. "Tarl,
take it away from her."

"You take it
away from her."

Tassin stepped
forward and swung the staff at Sabre's head just as the door slid
open. Instead of avoiding it, as she expected him to, he looked
around, and it hit him on the back of the skull with a sharp crack.
Tassin gave a gasp of dismay and dropped the weapon with a clatter,
raising her hands to her mouth. Sabre shot her a rueful glance and
rubbed the back of his head, turning to the door again, which Atrel
and several warriors filled. Atrel cast Tassin a shocked look, then
faced Sabre.

"We would be
honoured to spar with you, Commander."

"So you've
been listening as well. Is there no privacy on this ship?"

"Usually there
is. I apologise. But perhaps it was fortunate, since your ward
lacks the courage to spar with you. He is but a non-com,
anyway."

"Yeah, and the
worst kind, too." Sabre put his hands on his hips and considered
the group. "Okay. You, go to the centre of the room."

A bald warrior
grinned and strode forward, his cronies thumping him on the back as
he pushed past them. Sabre picked up the staff and followed,
tossing it to the big man when he stopped.

"Use this.
When you've had enough, just say so." The warrior looked uncertain,
glancing at Sabre's empty hands, and the cyber smiled. "Don't
worry; you won't have it for long. What's your name?"

"Diarmad."

"Right,
Diarmad, let's see what you can do."

Diarmad
twirled the staff and jumped at Sabre, swinging the weapon in a
stroke that seemed impossible to avoid. Sabre's right hand flashed
up, and the wood hit his palm with a crack. He wrenched it from
Diarmad's hands with a quick twisting yank. Diarmad looked
surprised, flexing his empty hands, which no doubt burnt from
having a length of wood jerked through them. Sabre twirled the
staff deftly, tossed and caught it a few times while Diarmad stood
waiting, his eyes following the weapon. Tiring of the sport, Sabre
tossed the weapon to Atrel and faced Diarmad again, the brow band
sparkling. Tassin noticed that Sabre had chosen one of the least
enhanced of the warriors. Diarmad had only a partly silver-plated
skull.

Sabre
beckoned, inviting him to land a blow. The big warrior obliged with
a round-house swing. Sabre ducked under it and landed a light blow
on Diarmad's ribs.

Tarl muttered,
"One."

Tassin glanced
at him. "One what?"

"I'm counting
the number of times Sabre could have killed him."

"Surely that
would only have broken his ribs, even at full strength?"

Tarl smiled.
"Still you know so little about him. As he is now, in peak
condition, he can punch right through a man's ribcage and rip out
his heart."

Tassin
shuddered, returning her attention to the sparring match. Diarmad
tried to punch Sabre, but missed again as the cyber swayed aside,
then slapped the Trykon warrior’s cheek.

"Two," Tarl
murmured.

Diarmad lashed
out with a foot, but Sabre stepped back, grabbed the warrior's
ankle and yanked it up, sending Diarmad crashing to the floor with
a grunt. The Trykon rolled to his feet and faced his opponent
again, raising his fists. This time he waited for Sabre to take the
initiative. The cyber feinted to one side and struck from the
other, landing another light blow on Diarmad's shoulder.

"That should
have been a neck blow," Tarl commented.

Diarmad lunged
at Sabre, and Tassin's heart fluttered as the big man's hands
closed on the cyber's neck. Sabre dropped backwards, pulling
Diarmad with him, planted his feet in Diarmad's midriff and kicked
the Trykon onto his back. Diarmad jumped up and tried to punch
Sabre. The cyber grabbed his arm, turned his back and threw Diarmad
over his shoulder, sending him crashing to the floor again.

For a further
ten minutes, Sabre humiliated Diarmad with infuriating ease, and
Tarl's count reached twenty-four. The cyber had a counter move for
everything Diarmad tried, making the Trykon warrior look like a
bumbling fool. The Trykons watched with deadpan faces, and Tassin
wondered what they were thinking. When a trickle of blood emerged
from one of Diarmad's nostrils after a collision with the wall,
Sabre raised his hand.

"Stop. You've
had enough."

Diarmad looked
reluctant, but nodded and walked over to his cronies, who patted
his back in a consoling manner when he entered their midst. A thin
film of sweat sheened Sabre's skin, but he breathed normally when
he stopped in front of Atrel.

"Return to
your posts, and stop watching me."

The first
lieutenant turned and led the men out.

Sabre jerked
his head at Tarl. "You too."

When they were
alone again, Sabre sat down cross-legged and sighed, rubbing his
brow.

Tassin sat in
front of him. "You made him look like a fool."

"He was a
fool, to want to spar with me. Tarl has more sense, but he'd be a
better sparring partner. I'm sure he knows a few good tricks."

"Did you enjoy
it?"

He shrugged.
"I'm pretty sick of fighting, but yeah, it was invigorating, I
guess."

Tassin moved
closer and wound her arms around his neck, gazing deep into his
eyes when he looked up at her. She smiled and kissed his cheek,
then leant against him until he lay down, gripped his wrists and
pinned them to the floor beside his head.

"I win."

He smiled.
"Yeah, you win."

"Promise me
something."

"What?"

"That you'll
always let me win."

He chuckled.
"That goes without saying."

"Really?
Why?"

"Because I
would never fight you."

"So I could do
whatever I like to you?"

He gave a
husky laugh. "What did you have in mind?"

"Perhaps...
ravishment."

His brows
rose. "Aren't you supposed to be a good girl?"

"Not that
good."

"Then aren't
you supposed to wait until we're married?"

"Oh, so you do
intend to propose."

"Maybe."

She thumped
his chest. "I'm getting tired of waiting."

"Ow." He
sighed. "I thought you wanted a big wedding in Arlin?"

She released
his wrists and ran her fingers over his chest. "I do, but sometimes
I think we’re never going to make it back there."

"We will."

"I hope you’re
right. I don’t want to wait forever."

He raised a
hand and brushed a lock of hair from her cheek, his touch gentle,
and his eyes filled with sadness. “I love you. I want you to know
that. Never doubt it, okay?”

Her happiness
drained away. “What’s wrong?”

He shook his
head, watching his fingers caress her skin. “Nothing.”

“Don’t lie to me. Tell me.”

He met her
eyes. “I can’t go back to Arlin with you, or marry you.”

He blood
turned cold. “Why not?”

“I’m a wanted man… cyborg… whatever. Myon Two will never stop
hunting me, and if I stay with you, I’ll just put you in danger
too, and that, I won’t do.”

“You’re wrong….” Her throat closed.

“No. I’m right. Kole said it, long ago on Rashid Four. I didn’t
want to believe it then, either, but he was right. They’ll hunt me
down no matter where I go.”

“No!”

“I thought we had a chance, but I’ve realised I’m just making
you unhappy.”

“You’re not! I’m only happy when I’m with you. Don’t do this to
me again, Sabre. You can’t give up on me now. We’re going to make
it. We’ve got Fairen on our side!”

“He isn’t going to keep rushing to my aid, and he shouldn’t
have to, just like you shouldn’t have to spend your life running
and hiding because of me. I’m –”

“If you call yourself a broken killing machine one more time, I
swear, I’ll put your lights out.”

He smiled. “I
wasn’t going to. I think you know that by now. I thought I could be
what you want, but Tarl’s right, I’m never going to be normal.”

“Bugger Tarl, and Kole! They’re wrong.” Her eyes filled with
tears. “You’re everything to me, Sabre. I don’t care if you’re
never normal or if we have to run and hide forever, I won’t let you
go. I love you too much.”

The sorrow in
his eyes made her throat tighten, and she swallowed a sob. He
clasped her face and drew her closer, raising himself to plant a
soft kiss on her mouth. A fresh wave of choking sorrow clogged her
throat, and she slipped her arms around his neck. He lay back and
pulled her close, holding her on his chest, her cheek against the
side of his neck.

“Who wants normal, anyway?” she asked. “Normal is boring.
You’re all I ever wanted.”

“Hush.” He stroked her hair.

“No, I won’t hush. You’ve got a nerve, you know that? How dare
you just give up after everything we’ve been through?” She pushed
herself away to frown down at him. “I never thought you were a
quitter.”

“I’m not. I’ll give Cybercorp a run for their money, and
Ramadaus, too, but I’m not dragging you with me. I’m afraid I won’t
be able to protect you, and I don’t want to hurt you.”

“If you leave me, you’ll be hurting me. You couldn’t hurt me
more, in fact. I’d rather die with you than live without
you.”

He shook his
head. “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of. I want you to be safe in
Arlin. You don’t know what you’ve got yourself into, Tassin. This
is a dangerous game, and I’m going to lose it eventually. I’m up
against a super-corporation that doesn’t ever give up, that won’t
even listen to two Overlords, and an Overlord.”

“I don’t care! I want you to fight for us, so we can be happy
together.”

“I will fight them, but that will only delay the inevitable,
and I won’t let you throw away your life.”

“It’s my life, and I’ll do what I damn well please with
it.”

He smiled and
pulled her close again. “My little warrior queen.”

“You’d better not forget it.”

“How could I?”

“So don’t do this. Stay with me in Arlin when we get there. You
don’t have a beacon anymore, so they can’t track you
down.”

“They have cybers with scanners, who can spot me at two
kilometres,” he said.

“I don’t care. We’re going to fight them together.”

“You’re fighting for a lost cause.”

“No I’m not. I’m fighting for the man I love, and I’m never
going to stop.”

Sabre closed
his eyes and hugged her. She laid her cheek against his with a
sigh, revelling in the rare and exquisite opportunity to lie in his
arms. A short silence fell, and she tried to pull away so she could
see his face, but he held her close and murmured, “I’m not going to
argue about it, okay? I know how stubborn you are."

"I have our
future already planned, and you’re not going to change it now."

He stroked her
hair, and some of the tension leaked out of him. "You're trying to
turn a fighter into a lover. I don't even know if that's
possible."

She raised her
head to gaze down at him. "You don't have to change for me. I love
you just the way you are."

He looked
away. "I'm already failing."

"No you're
not. Don't say that. Don't even think it." She gripped his face and
made him look at her. "Don't you dare leave me, either. I’ll just
track you down again."

He gazed at
her with a mixture of tenderness and sorrow that made her heart
ache, reaching up to brush a stray lock of hair from her brow.
"Okay. Let’s see what happens when we get back to Omega. If, by
some miracle, Cybercorp and Ramadaus don’t come looking for me,
I'll stay with you for as long as you want me."

"No. Don't do
it because it's what I want. What I meant was, don't leave me
because you think you'll disappoint me. Promise me that."

"Okay. If you
promise that if you get sick of me, you'll tell me."

She smiled,
relief washing through her. "I promise."

"Good. Now I
think I should go and have a shower."

"No, I haven't
finished with you yet." She ran her fingers down his cheek. "I like
having you at my mercy."

"So what did
you have in mind?"

"There's still
the question of ravishment."

He chuckled.
"I think not, fair maiden. Not today."

She pulled a
face. "Go and shower then."


 


 


 Chapter Sixteen

 


Sabre jerked back as blood sprayed across his face. His sword
cut through bodies like they were butter. Entrails spilt out over
the bloody floor, and a man died with a gurgling scream. Blood
dripped from Sabre's hands and reddened his arms to the elbows. It
splattered the walls and slimed the floor. It rose in a mighty tide
to engulf him, filled with twisted, screaming faces and flashing
weapons. He cried out, lashed out with fists and sword, kicked
unseen enemies that hacked at his legs. The scythe-like spike on a
long alien tail sliced into his chest, spilling his blood into the
melee. Shards of crystal flayed his skin, and his raw flesh pulsed
fountains of blood. He lashed out as weapons hacked into him, and a
distant voice called his name. Something
touched his shoulder, making him shudder and gasp, then he was
sitting up on his bed, panting.

Sweat ran off
him, and his muscles thrummed with adrenalin. His eyes swept the
room, searching for the enemies and blood that had been there a
moment before. Tassin stood nearby, looking distraught.

"What the hell
happened? Where did they go?" he demanded.

"Who?"

"The men who
were fighting me... and the alien."

"There's no
one here but us. You were dreaming."

He raised a
shaking hand, searching for signs of blood. "Dreaming?"

Tassin nodded,
glancing at the deep dent in the wall beside his bed, and he stared
at in surprise. The door burst open and Tarl galloped in, pulling
on his shirt and glancing around in alarm.

"What's all
the ruckus about?"

"It's all
right, Sabre just had a bad dream," Tassin explained.

Tarl turned to
Sabre, his eyes lingering on the dent. "A dream?"

"Yes."

Sabre shook
his head in confusion. "A dream is a pleasant vision of the future.
That's not what I had. It was horrible, and I was asleep."

Tassin asked,
"You've never had a dream while you were asleep before?"

"No."

Tarl rubbed
his face. "Oh, boy."

Tassin frowned
at him. "What is it?"

"This is
bad."

"Why?"

"Cybers don't
dream."

"Why not?"

Tarl sank down
on the edge of the bed. "The control unit prevents it... prevented
it. Seems like it's losing more control over his mind."

"Then that's
good."

"Not in this
case. Look what he did to the wall." He shook his head, running a
hand through his rumpled hair. "There's a reason why cybers don't
dream."

"Why is
that?"

He turned to
Sabre. "What was the dream about?"

"A
battle."

"That's why.
Dreams are caused by the subconscious working through problems
while we sleep. Cyber designers decided to suppress them so hosts
would always get restful sleep. It was probably the only favour
they did them. What Sabre had wasn't a dream, it was a nightmare,
and after what he's been through, he's going to have a lot of
them."

"Oh." Tassin
frowned at Sabre. "But maybe it will also help him to work through
his problems. Perhaps it's a good thing. Maybe he needs to
dream."

"Maybe. But it
would be dangerous for anyone to be close to him while he's asleep
now. What if your head had been where that dent is?"

She
shuddered.

"It's also
going to deprive him of a lot of sleep," Tarl said.

Sabre rubbed
his face. "This is going to keep happening?"

"Possibly.
Unless it was a temporary glitch."

"It was
unpleasant."

"Maybe you'll
have some nice ones too," Tassin tried to console him. "Dreams can
be wonderful."

"If people
have them, then I should have them, too."

Tarl grunted
and headed for the door. "Good luck with that."

Tassin took
his place on the edge of the bed, and Sabre glanced at the dent in
the wall. "Perhaps it’s not such a good idea for you to sleep here
now. Lucky I didn’t hurt you."

"I was in the
bathroom, but I'll wake you up before it gets bad."

He sighed and
lay back. "Do you have them often?"

"Not too
often."

"Are they ever
terrible?"

She lay down
beside him. "Occasionally."

"I try not to
think about my past, now it's going to come back to haunt me while
I sleep."

"Is your
memory completely restored?"

"There are
still a few gaps, I think."

"Maybe things
will get better when we're back on Omega. The peace and quiet there
will soothe your mind."

Sabre drew her
close and closed his eyes. "I hope so."

 


****

 


Fairen's
commander stopped before the dais and bowed. "A report just in, My
Lord. A Trykon warship has been sighted outside Trykon space,
heading towards the Varga Sector in a super-light corridor.
Complaints from commercial shipping have been lodged with several
world leaders along their route."

Fairen
shrugged. "If they haven't attacked anyone, I'm not concerned. Let
someone else attend. I want to know what progress you've made
finding the cyber."

Shrain
shifted, frowning at his feet. "There has been no word as to his
whereabouts, My Lord. No sightings on any of the planets where you
have spies, and no rumours. He's vanished."

"People don't
vanish, Commander. Find him."

"Yes, My
Lord." He glanced down as his com-link beeped, and read the screen.
"Overlord Ramadaus is attending to the Trykon warship."

"Good."

 


****

 


Atrel turned
to Sabre, who sat in the command seat on Nemesis’ bridge, gazing
out at the stars. "We've exited the corridor. Starting deceleration
burn."

"Set course
for corridor TWU306-795-54 as soon as we're sub light."

"Speed
dropping to one hundred times light, inertia dampeners in full
force, ship's attitude optimal."

Sabre nodded.
"Your crew shows skill, Atrel. How is it that a race that's banned
from leaving its space has photon ships?"

"A legacy from
our space-faring days."

"A fortunate
one, for me."

"May I ask
where we're going?"

Sabre shook
his head. "Not yet."

A mild
vibration rattled the ship, and some of the officers touched their
controls, correcting the imbalance. It abated, and Sabre leant back
as the ship continued to slow under full deceleration. Tongues of
flame swept past the forward screens from the massive engines. The
inertia would have crushed all aboard if not for the inertia
dampeners, which counteracted the vast force of the engines,
filling the ship with a stasis field and making it hard to
move.

"Slowing to
sub light," an officer announced.

"Lay in a new
course..." Atrel's eyes widened, and his mouth fell open.

Sabre followed
his gaze, and his stomach knotted. A vast, moth-shaped ship filled
the screens dead ahead. "Hard to port! Evasive action, full power
burn! Get us back into the corridor!"

A couple of
officers turned to gape at him, the rest did their best to obey,
and Atrel shot him a disbelieving look. The starboard thrusters
fired, and the ship started to swing away, then slowed so abruptly
that Atrel staggered as the inertia dampeners failed to
compensate.

"We're
caught," an officer said, and another man touched his console,
cancelling the now useless thruster burn. Nemesis drifted towards
the massive Moth Ship.

Sabre rose to
his feet and turned to Atrel. "That's Overlord Ramadaus, and he
wants me dead. You must hide me, and my wards. Agree to do whatever
he demands, which will probably be to return to Trykon space. Just
do it." He pulled off the gold torc. "Here, put this on. You're
commander until he's gone."

"You know
him?" Atrel looked thunderstruck.

"Yeah, we've
met. Here." Sabre thrust the torc into Atrel's lax hand.

"Why does he
want you dead?"

"Long story.
I'll tell you when we're safe. Just do it."

Atrel looked
down at the golden torc. "It's dishonest -"

"My life
depends on it. You do want me to live, don't you?"

"Yes,
Commander. But Overlords can tell when people lie."

"Only if
you're close to them, and Ramadaus is a particularly bad empath.
Put it on." Sabre glanced at the screens, where the Moth Ship
blocked out the stars. "There's not much time."

Atrel pulled
off his silver torc and handed it to Tronan, the new second
lieutenant, then slipped the gold torc on.

Sabre gripped
his shoulder. "Good man. I'm relying on you."

"What should I
tell him when he asks what we're doing out here?"


"Exploring."

"But -"

"If you can
think of a better explanation, use it. I must go; soon he's going
to scan us."

Sabre cast a
last glance at the Overlord ship and left the bridge, breaking into
a lope in the corridor. He needed to find something that would
shield him from Ramadaus' scanners, like trinium, a form of stone
sometimes used in engine shielding. His scanners showed blank areas
in the engine room that indicated the presence of an impervious
material. Otherwise, the barrinium on his bones would proclaim him
a cyber, and Trykons did not own cybers, so it might make Ramadaus
suspicious enough to investigate. There was also a chance Ramadaus
would not scan Nemesis, if Atrel was convincing.

 


****

 


Atrel stared
at the Moth Ship, his mouth dry. The second lieutenant donned the
silver torc, looking uneasy.

"The penalty
for lying to an Overlord is death, First Lieutenant."

"I'm aware of
that, Tronan. What would you rather do, betray our commander?"

"If an
Overlord has sentenced him to death, he must have done something
terrible."

"He's still
our commander. Our loyalty lies with our clan."

"He's already
ordered us to commit treason."

Atrel frowned
at him. "And betraying him would be a greater crime."

"By rights, he
should have been imprisoned and taken before a high commander."

"And who would
have imprisoned him, you? There's a reason why we choose the most
powerful men to rule us, and when one is so powerful that no one
can stand against him, his word is law. Sabre could become our
warlord if he chose to challenge Arzam. You joined the ship after
the battle. You haven't had the privilege of seeing him fight."

Several
officers glanced around, nodding, and Tronan inclined his head. The
Moth Ship now filled the screens, starlight glinting on its
filigree wings. A red laser beam shot across the gap, aimed at the
bridge.

"You have
broken the law, Trykons." The deep, distorted voice emanated from
the com-station's speakers. "The penalty for breaking an Overlord's
decree is death. Do you wish to speak on your own behalf?"

"Yes,” Atrel
said. “It was an engine malfunction, My Lord. We were on a training
flight, and the solar wings would not deactivate. We were about to
turn back."

After a brief
silence, the voice said, "You will come before me."

"I swear it's
the truth."

Atrel's bones
tingled, and he tensed. Nemesis' bridge vanished, and
blood-chilling cold engulfed him for an instant. His feet hit solid
ground, and he reeled as a wave of dizziness swept over him.
Regaining his balance, he glanced around at a vast silver and gold
chamber that floating globes and recessed lighting filled with warm
radiance. Two stern-faced soldiers in silver uniforms stepped up to
disarm him. Thin gold lines ran down their chests and sleeves and
encircled their cuffs, and tiny silver projectile weapons were
holstered on their belts. Atrel sensed a presence to his right and
turned to face a hooded, veiled figure clad in flowing black robes.
The Overlord stood on a dais a few metres away, his hands hidden in
his sleeves.


"Approach."

Atrel drew
himself up and walked closer, reminding himself of his clan's proud
heritage. Even an Overlord could not intimidate a Trykon.

"In the
decades since the decree, no Trykon has broken it," Ramadaus said.
"Now you would have me believe that an engine malfunction brought
you two hundred light years from Tryandia?"

"Yes, My
Lord."

Ramadaus
withdrew gloved hands from his sleeves and stepped down from the
dais. "Curious. Bind him."

The soldiers
beside Atrel gripped his arms and twisted them behind his back,
then clamped a pair of handcuffs onto his wrists. Another pair took
up position behind him, their weapons aimed at his back.

Ramadaus
removed a glove and laid his hand on Atrel's brow. "You're hiding
something. You lied. You're filled with guilt. What are you
hiding?"

"Nothing."

"You cannot
lie to me. Tell me the truth, or I shall destroy your ship."
Ramadaus withdrew his hand and replaced his glove, then tucked it
away in his sleeve again, stepping back.

Atrel searched
his mind for some way to tell the truth, or an acceptable version
of it, without betraying Sabre. "We were exploring. We've harmed no
one."

"Really. More
believable, but still a lie. Your hesitation betrays you." He
turned away. "Target the Trykon ship."

"No!" Atrel
stepped forward, but the guards grabbed him and held him back.
"Wait!"

Ramadaus
turned to face him again. "I'm waiting."

Atrel bowed
his head. If he lied again, everyone would die, including Sabre.
There was no choice. "Our commander ordered us to take him to an
unknown destination."

"Where is
he?"

"Hiding. He
claims you want to kill him."

The Overlord
stepped closer. "Indeed? What is his name?"

Atrel
grimaced. "Sabre."

"He is not a
Trykon."

"He joined our
clan two weeks ago."

"And became
your commander in a few hours?"

Atrel
nodded.

Ramadaus
walked back to the dais and mounted it. "So, fate has delivered the
abomination to me. Trent, scan the ship and transport him here to
me."

Ramadaus’
senior officer and aide, Commander Trent, a stocky, balding
middle-aged man with sharp brown eyes and a strong chin, spoke into
a com-link, and the men released Atrel.

"Why do you
want him dead?" he demanded.

"That is not
your concern."

"Will you
release the rest of us?"

"Yes. You will
return at once to Tryandia. Release him."

The guards
removed the handcuffs, and Atrel slumped.

"We've located
him, My Lord," Trent said. "Transporting in thirty seconds."

The tension
grew as the seconds ticked past, and Atrel wished he could leave
before Sabre arrived. The translocation beam appeared as a flash of
shimmering light and intense cold, and Sabre materialised a few
metres away, staggering a little, as Atrel had done. He recovered
more swiftly and turned to Atrel first, then glanced at Ramadaus.
Dozens of soldiers aimed their weapons at the unarmed cyber.

Atrel turned
to him, pulling off the golden torc. "He didn't believe me,
Commander."

Sabre nodded.
"I guess it was too much to hope for."

"He threatened
to destroy Nemesis."

"I
understand."

"I did not
want to betray you." Atrel held out the torc.

"I know. Keep
it; you're commander of Nemesis now."

"No,
Commander. This is yours. If we must return without a commander, we
will. You can't give back what you won. Your loss will be
mourned."

"I'm a
traitor, remember?" Sabre glanced at Ramadaus, then back at Atrel.
"It doesn't matter. Do what you will, but do one last thing for me.
Do as Tassin says."

"Your
ward?"

"Yes. Obey
her. She might be able to help me."

"She's a
non-com."

"Just do
it!"

"Enough of
this," Ramadaus said. "No one can help you. The Trykon will remain
to witness your execution."

Atrel tossed
the torc to Sabre. It hit the floor with a metallic chime and slid
to a stop at his feet. Sabre ignored it. "Not keen on facing
Fairen, Ramadaus?"

"Fairen will
not interfere."

"Why don't we
find out? Tell him you have me; see what he does."

"I would not
waste his time, or mine."

"You know
he'll come for me. You're afraid."

Ramadaus
snorted. "Fairen won't help you."

"He will, and
you know it. That's why you won't release Atrel. You're afraid of
what will happen when Fairen finds out."

"I merely wish
to spare him from being bothered with such a petty matter."

"I'm under his
protection."

Ramadaus shook
his head. "Not at the moment."

 


****

 


Tassin ran
along the corridor to the bridge, Tarl at her heels. Warriors
growled and buffeted her as she brushed past them, but their curses
fell on deaf ears. Her heart ached with anguish. Sabre had stopped
in on his way to the engine room to explain what was going on, and
she had insisted on going with him. Tarl had tagged along, too.
Before they had reached a shielded area, Sabre had vanished in a
burst of cold light, and now only one thought hammered in her
brain. She had to contact Fairen. He was Sabre's only hope. She
burst into the bridge, her breath coming in sobbing gasps. Looming
warriors turned to glare at her with flinty eyes.

"No non-coms
allowed on the bridge," the second lieutenant said.

"I need a
communication device, now!" Tassin said.

"Go back to
your cabin."

"Ramadaus will
execute Sabre. I have to summon help!"

"The Overlord
has the commander?"

"Yes!"

Tronan shook
his head. "Then no one can help him."

Tarl brushed
past her to get to a console, his eyes scanning it. "This is the
communications console."

"Do you
remember the frequency?"

"Yes, I -"

An officer
gripped the back of Tarl's jacket and hurled him against the wall,
forcing a grunt of surprise and pain from him. Tassin drew out the
laser she held behind her back and pointed it at the second
lieutenant.

"Let him use
the communications console," she ordered.

Tronan eyed
her, his lip curling. "A weakling weapon. How dare you threaten a
Trykon officer?"

"I'll do
whatever it takes to save Sabre, including blowing off your
head."

"You're a
non-com. The penalty for threatening a warrior is death."

"Sabre is your
commander. You have to help me save him."

"If he dies,
he'll no longer be our commander, and you'll no longer enjoy his
protection, little girl,” Tronan said. “Beware that you don't incur
our wrath."

"I don't
bloody care about your wrath! If he dies, so will I."

"Damn right
you will, and it won't be an easy death."

"Stand aside,
or I start blowing holes in you." Tassin aimed the laser at
Tronan's groin, and he looked uneasy.

Tarl climbed
to his feet and headed for the console again. The officer who had
thrown him against the wall stepped into his path, and Tassin
pointed her weapon at him.

"Stay
back!"

The officer
glanced at Tronan and retreated, and Tassin switched her aim back
to Tronan's groin. Tarl reached the console and pushed some
buttons, turning a dial.

"Okay, it's
set on the Overlord's frequency. Call him."

She sidled
closer to the console, not taking her eyes off Tronan. Waving the
laser at the rest of the crew, she herded them away from the
console. "Anyone tries anything, they die."

"Call him,"
Tarl said.

"Overlord
Fairen, this is Tassin Alrade. Overlord Ramadaus has taken Sabre.
He needs your help urgently. Please answer. Help us."

A faint hiss
issued from the console, and Tronan sneered, "Stupid non-com. No
one can summon an Overlord, least of all you."

"He'll come.
He might not reply, but he'll come." Tassin waved the laser at him.
"Stay back."


 


 


 Chapter Seventeen

 


Sabre bent and
picked up the torc, slipping it onto his neck. "So, how do you plan
to execute me, Ramadaus? Suffocation? Poison? Drowning? Your
options are a limited. No quick, clean death available."

"I had
something a little more entertaining in mind. I have wondered how
you would measure up to a real cyber, and now I think I'll find
out."

Sabre
grimaced. "Didn’t you already try that?”

“Then you were under cyber control, and this time it will be
against one, unarmed.”

“How unpleasant."

"Indeed. But
then, executions are never nice."

"And if I win,
do I get to live?" Sabre asked.

"No."

"Might have
guessed."

Commander
Trent looked up from his com-link. "My Lord, we've intercepted a
communication on the Overlord frequency, from the Trykon ship. It's
from Tassin Alrade, and she's asked Overlord Fairen for help."

"So, your
sweetheart seeks to aid you,” Ramadaus said. “Fairen won't
come."

Sabre closed
his eyes and bowed his head as a wave of relief washed over
him.

Ramadaus
turned to Trent. "Send for my cybers."

Sabre raised
his head. "Why the rush? Afraid Fairen will get here before I'm
dead?"

"Even if he
does, there's nothing he can do."

"What if
Ravian comes, too?"

"The Spider
Lord is of no more concern to me than Fairen."

Sabre glanced
around as Ramadaus' two cybers entered, clad in full body armour
and helmets with tinted visors. They moved with the lithe, cat-like
grace cybers had, and he guessed that they were younger than him.
They were also, he noticed, armed with lasers, unlike Ramadaus’
soldiers. Evidently he flouted Overlord tradition where his cybers
were concerned, since they were most formidable when armed with
lasers. The soldiers took Atrel over to the wall, where he would
have a good view of the proceedings, but be out of the way.

Ramadaus
turned to the cybers. "Cyber One. You will engage the cyber before
me in unarmed combat, to the death."

The cyber
stripped off his weapons' harness and dropped it, then walked
towards Sabre, stopping a metre away. Sabre turned to face him, a
red warning light flashing deep in his brain, telling him that he
faced an A-grade. He glanced at the scrolling data, which listed
the attributes of the field of combat, including dimensions,
obstacles, possible weapons, atmosphere and other potential
threats, as well as his bio-status, which was ninety-four per cent.
Adrenalin coursed through him as he went into combat mode, making
his hands tremble and bringing with it a rush of tension. The room
seemed to brighten as his pupils dilated, sounds became louder,
smells stronger, and his heart and breathing quickened, making him
slightly dizzy.

"Begin,"
Ramadaus ordered.

Cyber One
dropped into a forward handspring, and Sabre let the control unit
guide him. He followed its tactical direction with flawless
precision, almost allowing it to take control. He flung himself
backwards, his boots missing Cyber One's head by a hair as the
other cyber jerked back. Cyber One dived into a second handspring,
and Sabre leapt over him, spinning to land a double-fisted blow on
his opponent's kidneys. The cyber whipped around and punched Sabre
in the side of the head, staggering him. His ear rang, and he shook
his head as lights danced in his eyes. Had he been a normal man,
his brains would have been splattered on the floor. He kicked Cyber
One in the chest, sending him sprawling, but he rolled to his feet
the instant he hit the floor. He moved closer with gliding grace
and leapt into a spinning kick. Sabre ducked under it, straightened
and punched Cyber One in the side of his helmet with brutal force,
making him reel.

Cyber One
moved closer and aimed a series of lightning-fast punches at Sabre,
who countered with equally swift blocking moves, adding a few
attacking blows that his opponent countered with ease. Their arms
moved in a blur, only the thud of fists on flesh telling of the
contact they made. Pain flared in Sabre's forearms from the blows
that would have broken a normal man's arms. The two control units
were becoming synchronised, and the speed of the exchange grew
faster as a result, but no real damage occurred. Cyber One lashed
out with a foot, which Sabre countered, taking the blow on his
shin.

Pain flashed
up his leg, and his arms were on fire. Cyber One spun, kicking
again, but Sabre was already performing an identical move, and
neither blow landed. Sabre leapt high and aimed a kick at his
opponent's head. Cyber One ducked and jumped forward as Sabre
landed, aiming a spinning kick at Sabre's head. Sabre flung himself
into a backward handspring, and his boots' reinforced toes hit
Cyber One under the chin and lifted him off the floor. The cyber
performed a graceful backward somersault and landed on his feet.
Diving into a forward roll, he leaped up beside Sabre, spun and
drove his fists into Sabre's ribs.

Sabre whipped
away, making the blow a glancing one, and punched the side of Cyber
One's head, knocking him down. He rolled to his feet and dived into
another forward handspring. Sabre leapt over him, performed a
backward twisting somersault and landed on his feet facing his
opponent. Cyber One leapt into a high spinning kick, his boot
missing Sabre's head by a hair as Sabre flung himself into a
backward handspring.

The two
control units were fully synchronised now, and the fight became a
ballet of lightning-fast moves resulting in glancing blows. Sabre
let the cyber guide him. His heart was cruising at two hundred and
forty beats per minute and his temperature had peaked at one
hundred and two. Sweat poured off him, and his breathing came in
deep gasps. His bio-status was down to ninety-two per cent.

 


 


Atrel’s eyes
were riveted to the spectacular battle, the speed and skill of
which he could hardly believe. The two men moved like panthers,
flew through the air as if they had wings and leapt like they had
springs for legs. Neither hesitated, slipped or stumbled; their
movements flowed with supreme precision, and they seemed to be
reading each other's minds. Almost every blow was countered, and
those that did land appeared to have little effect.

They made no
sound apart from their quick breaths and the occasional thud of
fist or foot on flesh. If they had not been flesh and blood, he
would have mistaken them for machines. They appeared to be
following a routine, and he began to see patterns forming in it.
The agility and stamina they exhibited was unbelievable, and he
glanced around to ensure that he was not seeing things, but the
soldiers were equally entranced. The fight had been going on for
almost half an hour, yet neither warrior showed any sign of
fatigue. Sabre's face, neck and arms gleamed with sweat. His
opponent was clad in full armour, which was cracked now on the
helmet and chest.

In the middle
of an established pattern, Sabre's hands flashed out, breaking the
flow, and gripped his opponent's helmet, twisting his head with a
violent jerk that should have broken his neck. Instead, he spun
around, and Sabre smashed his brow band into the back of his
opponent's helmet with a resounding crack. Cyber One staggered, and
Sabre brought his fists down on the nape of his neck, hammering him
to the ground. His face smacked into the floor, smashing his
helmet, which split and fell off.

Atrel's eyes
widened at the sight of the stranger's face. Cyber One rolled onto
his back and jerked up his legs, planted them in Sabre's chest and
hurled him away with a powerful kick. Sabre landed on his feet,
staggered back a little, then leapt forward again as Cyber One
jumped up, smashing his feet into his opponent's face. Cyber One
fell back, cracking his skull on the floor again. In Atrel's
opinion, both men should have been dead.

 


****

 


Someone shook
Fairen’s shoulder, rousing him from a deep slumber, and his
commander's voice called his title urgently. Fairen shrugged him
off and burrowed deeper into the voluminous bed, pulling the duvet
over his head.

"My Lord, I
have urgent news," Commander Shrain insisted.

"Go away."

"My Lord, you
told me to inform you as soon as -"

"I said go
away, Shrain, I'm asleep."

"We've located
the cyber, My Lord."


"Excellent."

"He's in
danger. Overlord Ramadaus has him."

Fairen flung
off the bedcovers and stared owlishly up at Commander Shrain.
"What?"

"Overlord
Ramadaus has him, My Lord."

Fairen sat up
and reached for his trousers. "How do you know this?"

"We received a
message from Tassin Alrade. She asks for your aid."

"When did you
receive the message?"

"Just five
minutes ago, My Lord. I came to tell you immediately."

Fairen groped
on the floor for his shoes. "Good. Prepare for translocation at
once."

"The ship is
assuming translocation configuration even as we speak."

Fairen pulled
on his shirt. "Make it an emergency translocation."

"Yes, My
Lord."

Fairen
fastened his shirt and tucked it into his trousers. The distant
metallic groans and clangs of the ship's transformation came
faintly through the walls as the giant legs retracted to lie beside
the hull. A faint vibration shivered the floor as the translocation
generators powered up. Fairen stood up, straightened his shirt and
ran a hand through his hair.

"Are we ready
yet?"

"There is a
delay, My Lord. They're still tracing the signal."

"Tell them to
hurry up!"

"They're
working at top speed, and the ship isn't in translocation
configuration yet."

"I don't care;
locate the origin of that signal."

"Yes, My
Lord." Shrain typed on his com-link again while Fairen fumed with
impatience. Echoing metallic bangs and sharp reports punctuated the
faint, dull groans of the ship's torpid movement. Fairen headed for
the door, the commander at his heels.

"They've
located the origin of the signal, My Lord."


"Translocate."

"The ship is
thirty seconds from reconfiguration completion."

"Do it
now!"

"There will be
damage to -"

"Now!"

Commander
Shrain tapped his com-link, and an alarm whooped, then everything
seemed to freeze for an instant and icy tingles shot through
Fairen. He closed his eyes as the blinding flash of light filled
the ship, then movement returned, and he stumbled forward.

Shrain reeled
after him, consulting his com-link. "Some damage has occurred to
the main legs, My Lord, we've lost several metres of -"

"Where's
Ramadaus?" Fairen strode into his control room, glancing up at the
empty screens. "Visuals!"

The screens
filled with stars, and the sleek, glittering moth shape of
Ramadaus' ship only a couple of kilometres away. "We're close,
good. Request communications."

"At once, My
Lord." Shrain tapped his com-link.

 


****

 


Atrel's
attention was jerked from the battle as a mammoth crimson ship
appeared in the screens behind Ramadaus. It had the shape of a
scorpion, its six legs folded against its sleek hull, except for
the two foremost and longest, which appeared truncated, and debris
floated around their ends.

Commander
Trent pointed at it. "Look, My Lord!"

Ramadaus swung
to face the screens, but seemed unperturbed. "So, he came."

Trent
consulted his com-link. "He's requesting communications."

"Denied."

 


****

 


Tassin's heart
leapt when Fairen's ship appeared on Nemesis' screens in a blinding
white flash, and the Trykons frowned at it, looking uneasy. Nemesis
rolled and shuddered in the shockwaves of gravitational distortion
the Scorpion Ship's abrupt appearance caused, due to artificial
wormhole it created to translocate. It folded space and then
punched a hole through it, Sabre had explained. Tarl came to her
side and stared at the ship, whose proximity and sudden arrival
enhanced its sinister appearance.

"The only
question now is, can he stop Ramadaus?" he muttered.

"He's our only
hope."

Tronan shot
her a look that was part disbelieving, part resentful, and she
raised the laser that had drooped in her grip.

 


****

 


Fairen scowled
at Shrain. "Put the ship into attack formation."

The
commander's brows vanished into his hair. "My lord?"

"You heard me.
Attack formation, and ready the forward guns."

Shrain tapped
keys on his com-link. "My lord, the main guns would utterly destroy
Ramadaus' ship and all aboard her."

"The main
lasers then."

"They won't
damage Ramadaus' ship."

Fairen's frown
deepened as vast, hollow groans and clangs echoed through the ship.
"Request communications again."

 


****

 


Atrel winced
as Sabre smashed his opponent face first into the floor, the
cyber's head bouncing as it struck the ground. Cyber One jerked his
head back, cracking the back of his skull into Sabre's face, and
blood spurted from Sabre's nose. The younger fighter twisted like
an eel, lashing out with a fist that missed Sabre's head by a hair
as he recoiled.

Blood oozed
from Cyber One's nose and ears now. Red marks covered Sabre's arms
and chest, and sweat dripped from them. Neither had broken off the
combat for a moment. The flowing, deadly ballet had not slowed or
faltered, and neither had yet made a single error. All the blows
that had landed had been due to the finesse and skill of their
delivery, but, despite their bone-crushing power and accuracy, had
caused remarkably little damage. The fighters looked like they
could continue the battle for several more hours.

"My lord,
Overlord Fairen's ship is assuming an attack configuration,"
Commander Trent stated.

Ramadaus
turned to face the screens again. "He's bluffing."

"He's
requesting communications again."

"Denied."

Atrel stared
at the crimson ship, whose long, sweeping arms moved away from its
hull, spreading out as if to capture prey.

 


****

 



"Communications denied," Shrain said, looking nervous.

Fairen glared
at him. "Translocate me to Ramadaus' ship."

"His shields
are up, My Lord."

"Damn him!
Bastard!" His nostrils flared and his brows knotted further. His
face went cold as the blood drained from it, fury making his heart
thud. "Ramming speed."

"What?"

"You heard me!
Ramming speed. Ram him!"

"Sir, you
cannot attack a fellow Overlord."

Fairen's hands
curled into fists. "You will do as I order, or I'll do it
myself!"

"My lord,
surely one man's life is not worth endangering two Overlords and
their crews?"

"Do it!"

Shrain tapped
his com-link with shaking fingers. After a brief, pregnant pause,
the stars started to move across the screens as the Scorpion Ship's
thrusters fired. Fairen sank down in his huge chair, staring at the
screens as the Moth Ship grew larger in them.

"Configure the
main arms to take the brunt of the impact."

"Yes, My
Lord."

 


****

 


Tassin's mouth
fell open as she stared at the vast crimson ship. Tongues of fire
sprouted from thrusters along its stern, and the long forward arms
began to stretch out ahead of it.

Tarl gave a
hiss of amazement. "What the hell is he doing?"

"He's
attacking Ramadaus." Tears of gratitude and joy stung her eyes, and
a lump blocked her throat. "He's going to save Sabre."

"Why the hell
would an Overlord attack one of his own to save an ex-cyber?"

"Sabre saved
his life."

"Even so..."
Tarl shook his head. "I thought he would persuade Ramadaus, not
attack him."

 


****

 


"My lord!"
Commander Trent pointed at the screens. "Look!"

Ramadaus swung
around. "What the hell is that idiot doing?"

"He's ramming
us! We can't translocate, he's too close!"

"Evasive
action!"

Trent typed on
his com-link, and a moment later the ship started to move. "He's
going too fast, My Lord, we can't avoid him."

"Brace for
impact."

The commander
keyed his com-link, and an alarm whooped through the ship. Atrel
tore his gaze from the approaching ship to glance at the battling
warriors, whose deadly dance continued without pause. Cyber One's
armour was smashed, and only broken pieces remained over a
skin-tight black suit. He looked back at the screens, where the
Scorpion Ship now blocked out all the stars. Hundreds of thousands
of tiny lights shimmered over it like diamonds, each one a portal,
giving an idea of its size. Never had he seen a ship so huge, and
the prospect of it crashing into Ramadaus' vessel dried the last of
his spit.

The leading
edge of the Scorpion Ship's main arms struck Ramadaus' ship just
below the screens with a rending, hollow boom. They buckled, and
Atrel was flung across the floor despite the powerful stasis field
that sprang into being to counteract the brutal inertia. The
soldiers fell too, and the fighters slid across the smooth floor,
regained their feet and continued their battle as if nothing had
happened. Ramadaus clung to the arms of a jewelled chair that had
risen from the floor, his veiled head raised to stare at the
screens. The Scorpion Ship's forward arms continued to buckle as if
in slow motion, and a growling metallic groan shuddered through the
ship.

Commander
Trent picked himself up off the floor, consulting his com-link.
"Main forward hull breached; decks two hundred through two hundred
and seven losing pressure. Evacuating decks."

"Request
communications with Fairen."

 


****

 


“Ramadaus requests contact, My Lord,” Commander Shrain informed
Fairen.

"No," Fairen
snarled. "Too late. Now I want to confront him face to face. Are
his shields still up?"

"Yes, My
Lord."

"Reverse
thrust; prepare to ram him again."

"There is
extensive damage to the main arms -"

"Did I ask for
a damage report?"

"No, My Lord.
But another impact like that will seriously damage this ship. It's
not designed for this."

"When I want
your opinion, I'll ask for it, now do as I say!"

"Yes, My
Lord." Shrain tapped his com-link.

A moment
later, tongues of fire sprouted from the bow of the ship, and it
began to move back with majestic torpor, shuddering as its deeply
embedded arms tore free of Ramadaus' ship.

"My lord,
Ramadaus' ship has suffered severe damage to her forward
compartments, she's venting atmosphere. Her crew is at risk."

Fairen
frowned. "Bring the tail gun to bear, aim at the Moth Ship's
wings."

"The tail gun
is a planet killer, My -"

"That's why I
want it aimed at the wings, Shrain!"

"Yes, My
Lord."

 


****

 


Commander
Trent gaped at the screen, shooting an incredulous glance at his
Overlord, who straightened in his chair.

"He's bringing
his tail gun to bear, My Lord."

"I'm not
blind, Trent. He's bluffing."

Trent
consulted his com-link. "No, My Lord, scanners show that the weapon
is powering up."

"Has he lost
his mind? He won't talk to me, so how does he know I won't release
the damned cyber?"

"He's tried
twice to lock a translocator onto us, but our shields are up."

"So, he wants
to come over himself. The boy is mad. Power up the main forward
guns."

"But My
Lord..."

"I'm calling
his bluff. Let's see what he does."

"Yes, My
Lord."

The crimson
ship moved away, dragging with it the mangled remains of its
forward arms. The long tail had started to curl up over it, the
needle-sharp point turning to aim at Ramadaus' ship. Glancing at
the fighters, Atrel winced as Sabre performed a backflip and kicked
his opponent in the face, sending him reeling back. Ramadaus turned
his head to watch them, then raised an arm and pointed at
Sabre.

"Cyber Two,
kill him."

For a moment
Atrel was frozen with horror, then he surged forward, taking his
guards by surprise. "No!"

Cyber Two drew
his laser and fired at Sabre, missing by a hair as Sabre leapt
sideways to evade the bolt, which struck a soldier on the far side
of the room. Atrel wrenched free of his guards and charged Cyber
Two, laser bolts flashing past him. The soldiers chased him, but he
reached the cyber before they could catch him and aimed a
roundhouse blow at his head.

The warrior
ducked under it and punched Atrel in the side of his chest with a
dull crunch of breaking ribs. Atrel was sent sprawling, sliding to
a halt at the feet of his pursuers. They grabbed his arms and
dragged him to the comparative safety of the wall. Those who were
in Cyber Two's line of fire had already moved out of the way,
leaving two dead and one wounded. Atrel clutched his ribs and
gasped with pain, watching Sabre.

Sabre now
fought his opponent and evaded the laser bolts at the same time,
but the odds were stacked against him. A blow from Cyber One made
him reel, and a laser bolt clipped his arm. Bright blood flowed
from the wound as he spun and leapt. He knocked Cyber One down with
a kick and ducked under a bolt simultaneously. Cyber One regained
his feet with a peculiar twisting movement and dived into a forward
roll, bounced to his feet in front of Sabre and leapt into a high
spinning kick. Sabre ducked and rolled sideways, but another laser
bolt hit him in the chest.

Atrel glanced
up at the screens, where the Scorpion Ship's tail was now curled
all the way over its back, and the tip had taken on a green glow. A
beam of light spat from it, followed by a burst of brightly glowing
crimson energy, which Atrel thought could only be super-heated
plasma, and Ramadaus' ship shuddered.

Ramadaus
cursed. "That bloody idiot!"

"One of our
secondary wings has been hit. The damage is extensive, My
Lord."

"Drop the
translocation shields. Let him come here and I'll deal with him
myself!"

"Yes, My
Lord." Trent keyed his communications box. "Shields down."

Sabre
staggered sideways as Cyber One landed a kick on his ribs, and
another laser bolt hit him in the thigh. His leg buckled and he
went sprawling, yet he lashed out with his good leg as Cyber One
tried to kick him again, sweeping his legs out from under him.
Sabre leapt up and raced towards the wall, soldiers scattering from
his path, Cyber One in hot pursuit. Laser fire crackled around him
with vicious, hissing reports, one shot hitting him in the calf.
Reaching the wall, he ran up it and kicked himself away, performed
a backward somersault and landed on his feet behind his opponent.
Cyber One performed the identical move, only Sabre was waiting for
him when he came down. Cyber One rolled sideways, evading Sabre's
kick, and another laser bolt hit Sabre in the shoulder even as he
spun away to avoid it.

A flash of
light jerked Atrel's gaze away from the fight, and a wave of cold
followed it. A young boy stood a few metres away, looking a little
dazed. He glanced around.

Ramadaus stood
up. "Fairen!"

The boy strode
towards the fighters, his face set in grim lines.

"Fairen, no!"
Ramadaus shouted, stepping down from his dais.

Fairen reached
the fighters just as a number of Ramadaus' soldiers rushed towards
him. Cyber One whipped around and swung his fist at the young
Overlord's head. Sabre kicked the cyber's arm, deflecting the blow,
and gave him a shove that sent him staggering back. Cyber One
brushed against Fairen, and the boy’s face went slack. A laser bolt
hit Sabre in the back, and he stumbled, falling to his knees. Two
more shots hit him in the back, then Fairen's face came alive
again, and he flung himself at the cyber and embraced him.

"Cybers,
stop!" Ramadaus bellowed.

Cyber One
froze with his leg poised to kick Sabre, lowered it and stepped
back. Cyber Two holstered his laser. The soldiers retreated as
Ramadaus strode up to Fairen. Blood ran from the wounds in Sabre's
back, shoulder and thigh. He closed his eyes, his breath coming in
harsh gasps. The brow band blazed with flashing red lights, and he
slumped, sliding to the floor while Fairen struggled to hold him
up. Blood soaked the boy's shirt when he released Sabre and turned
to glare up at Ramadaus.

"Call your
medics."

"No. Let him
die."

"No!" Fairen
pulled off his gloves and clamped his hand over the wound in
Sabre's thigh, slowing the bleeding. "Call your medics, or I'll
order my ship to fire again. Your primary wings are now targeted,
and my tail gun is recharged."

"What is this
lunacy?" Ramadaus gestured. "You don't touch people."

"Only him. I
can touch him. He's not filled with corruption and deceit. His
heart and mind are pure. Get your medics, now!"

Ramadaus
signalled, and Trent keyed his com-link. "All right, they're
coming. Do you know how much trouble you're in?"

"I don't care.
I swore to protect him, and I keep my word. Let them strip me of my
title and powers, I hate them anyway."

"All this for
a broken killing machine. The repairs to my ship alone are going to
cost millions and take months. You endangered all of us, for
him."

"He's my
friend, and I owe him my life. Twice now, since he stopped your
cyber from killing me."

"Only a fool
walks into the middle of a cyber fight. You risked your life. You
can't do that."

"I do as I
please." Fairen turned to gaze down at Sabre. "I told you to leave
him alone. I warned you, and you tried to kill him anyway. You're
responsible for this."

"Get up. An
Overlord does not kneel in the blood of a cyber."

Four
white-clad men entered and ran to kneel beside Sabre and open boxes
of equipment. Fairen removed his hand, and a medic clamped his over
Sabre's thigh wound as the young Overlord stood up. His youth
amazed Atrel, for he was no more than a boy. He stared at his
bloody hand, then raised his head to glare at Ramadaus.

"You've made
an enemy of me. Those are the abominations." He pointed at the
cybers. "Have you ever bothered to read them? It's like being
sucked into a bottomless screaming pit. They're suffering. I touch
Sabre and I get peace. I touched one of them, and I got unspeakable
pain. Take off that bloody hood and show me your face!" Fairen's
eyes glinted, and his pale skin was flushed with fury.

Ramadaus
hesitated, then pushed back his hood, revealing a thin, intense
face with a beaky nose and dark eyes.

Fairen
glowered at him. "You're a pitiful excuse for an Overlord. You
barely have any power, and you pursue petty issues as if they were
important. How did you find him?"

"Purely by
chance. He was aboard the Trykon warship that strayed from their
space."

"The Trykon
warship," Fairen repeated, shaking his head and glancing around. "I
should have answered that call. He's just trying to get home. Where
are his companions?"

"I have no
idea."

Fairen turned
to look down at Sabre, whose eyes were open now, his breath still
coming in quick gasps. The medics applied pressure dressings to his
wounds. Fairen knelt beside him again, making Ramadaus grimace and
rub his brow.

"Are you all
right?" Fairen asked.

The cyber's
eyes flicked to him. "Peachy. I just love having the crap beaten
out of me."

Fairen smiled
and placed a hand on Sabre's shoulder. "You're going to be
okay."

The boy
started to rise, but Sabre's hand flashed up and gripped his wrist.
"Fairen."

The young
Overlord sank down again, looking concerned. "Yes?"

"Thank
you."

Fairen nodded,
apparently at a loss for words. Sabre released him, letting him
stand up and turn to Ramadaus again. "One of your cybers tried to
kill me. He must be destroyed."

"It was a
defensive reaction. You should not have interfered."

"There is no
excuse for attempting to kill an Overlord. Must I call for a vote
on the matter?"

"How can you
blame a machine for doing what it was designed to do?"

"If it cannot
differentiate between an Overlord and a foe, it's dangerous. In
that case, they should both be destroyed."

"You can't
force me to do that."

"No, but if
the others agree with me, you'll have to, and they will."

Ramadaus'
scowl deepened. "What about your attack on me? What do you suppose
the others will say about that?"

"I don't care,
I told you, but I believe they will agree with me on that matter,
too. I was saving an innocent."

"You call him
an innocent?"

"You should
read a man before you condemn him."

"He's not a
man!" Ramadaus threw up his hands. "Why am I arguing with you? You
won't see reason. You always do as you please, and the others let
you. They call you the Wild Child, but none will stand up to
you."

The medics
finished bandaging Sabre's wounds and called for a stretcher, but
he thrust them aside and stood up, swaying a little. His skin was
ashen and he looked thinner, as if he had burnt up a portion of his
mass during the gruelling fight. Blood stained his trousers below
the bandage on his right leg and reddened his back, arm and
shoulder. His nose and one side of his face were swollen, and one
eye was half-closed by swellings above and below it. Red marks
mottled his chest and arms.

He faced
Ramadaus. "All I want is to be left alone. Is that so much to
ask?"

Ramadaus' eyes
narrowed. "How long will it be before you lash out in anger? How
long before someone dies because you lose control of your
emotions?"

"You're more
dangerous than I am. You could wipe out entire civilisations on a
whim."

"But I
wouldn't."

"Neither would
I."

Ramadaus' lip
curled. "You were bred to kill. That's all you know."

Sabre shook
his head. "I hate killing."

A pregnant
silence fell, then Ramadaus gave a growl of anger and frustration
and swung away, striding back to his dais. "Get off my ship.
Fairen, you were not invited, and you're not welcome."

The boy pulled
a com-link from his pocket and started to tap on it, but Sabre
said, "Wait. Atrel, come here."

Atrel shrugged
off the soldiers who held his arms and strode over to Sabre,
averting his eyes when the young Overlord turned his piercing gaze
upon him. Fairen typed on the com-link, and the intense cold of
translocation gripped him. He staggered as solid ground hit his
feet, a crimson and black chamber spinning around him. When he
recovered, he found that Sabre had sunk to his knees.

Fairen bent
over him, looking concerned. "What is it?"

Sabre shook
his head. "I'm okay. Could you send me back to the Trykon ship, or
bring Tassin and Tarl here?"

"I'll bring
them here. You should be in hospital." Fairen signalled to a man
who stood in the shadows. "Commander, have our guests taken to the
hospital."

"Yes, My
Lord."


 


 


 Chapter Eighteen

 


Tassin looked
up as the cabin door opened to reveal Tronan, wearing a thunderous
scowl. Several men in sleek crimson and black armour waited behind
him, their faces deadpan.

After she left
the bridge, she and Tarl had not got far before several warriors
waylaid them and disarmed her, then locked them in Sabre's cabin.
Tronan stepped aside, and the foremost of the strange warriors
moved forward.

"Tassin
Alrade?"

"Yes?"

"Overlord
Fairen requests your presence, and that of Cyber Technician
Tarl."

Tassin glanced
at Tarl, who sat on the couch beside her. They rose and followed
the soldiers to a docking port, where they entered a luxurious
shuttle. The trip to the Scorpion Ship was mercifully brief, but
worry gnawed at her. When they arrived aboard Fairen's ship, they
were guided to his chambers. Fairen sat on a white sofa, his face
hidden behind the hooded veil, his immaculately cut black suit
stark against it. Floating globes lighted the sumptuous black and
grey room, and screens gave a view of Ramadaus' ship against the
backdrop of stars, Nemesis a speck beside it.

Tassin
approached the young Overlord and bowed her head. "Overlord
Fairen."

He spoke in a
deep, sexless voice. "Queen Tassin. Welcome."

"Thank you for
your intervention."

He inclined
his head. "I am grateful for your message."

"Is Sabre all
right?"

"He's
recovering in my hospital, but his injuries are not too serious."
He gestured to the sofa beside him with a gloved hand. "Sit. Will
you take some refreshment?"

Tassin sank
down, her knees weak with relief. "No, thank you. I'd like to see
Sabre."

"Of course."
Fairen glanced up at Tarl. "You are Tarl, the cyber technician. We
have not met."

Tarl bowed.
"Yes, My Lord. It's an honour."

"You know a
great deal about cybers."

"Yes, My
Lord."

"Good. Then
you should be in charge of Sabre's care." Fairen stood up. "We will
visit him now."

They followed
him through a maze of corridors to a quiet hospital, where Sabre
slept on a bed. Tassin gave a gasp of horror at the sight of his
swollen face and the bruises on his arms and chest that were
starting to turn purple. He was pale and gaunt, bandages swaddled
his shoulder and thigh, and a drip was attached to his left
wrist

"What happened
to him?" she asked.

"Cyber fight,"
Tarl said.

Fairen nodded.
"How did you know that?"

"The bruises
on his arms and chest. Only another cyber could inflict those."

"Ramadaus
sought to execute him using one of his cybers. Plus for
entertainment, I suspect."

"How long did
the fight go on for?"

"I don't
know."

"I do," a
voice said from beyond the partition around Sabre's bed. Tarl drew
it aside, revealing Atrel lying on the next bed, his chest
strapped.

Tarl frowned
at him. "How long?"

"Over an
hour."

"And those
wounds?"

Atrel glanced
at Sabre. "When Overlord Fairen rammed Ramadaus' ship, he ordered
his other warrior to kill Commander Sabre. He used his weapon."

"Laser burns."
Tarl turned back to Sabre, studying the brow band. "Is he asleep,
or unconscious?"

"I was asleep
until you woke me up," Sabre said, opening his eyes.

"Sabre."
Tassin went to his side and took his left hand, raising it to her
cheek. He smiled at her, and she kissed his palm. "You look
terrible."

"I've felt
better, too."

"You've lost
weight."

Tarl nodded.
"Fighting a cyber for an hour will burn up a lot of energy."

"Don't start,
Tarl. If you ask me for my bio-status, I'll kick you." Sabre's eyes
flicked past him. "Fairen."

The young
Overlord stepped closer. "How do you fare?"

"Only a couple
of cracked ribs and a cracked collar bone."

"Good."

Sabre regarded
him. "There's no need to hide your face. Your secret will be safe
with these three."

"It's not so
much a secret, more like a means of intimidation."

"Ah, yes, the
mysterious Overlords, steeped in myth and legend, possibly
monsters. Ravian, the Black Widow, Ramadaus Ice Hand, Fairen, the
Red Death." He smiled.

"Are you
mocking me?"

"I believe I
am."

Tassin held
her breath, wondering if Sabre was wise to poke fun at an Overlord,
even one whom she knew to be a youth.

Sabre frowned
at Fairen. "You don't need to wear a hood. You're far more
intimidating in person than as a faceless figure."

"Really?"
Despite the deep distorted voice, he sounded intrigued.

"Really."

"How so?"

"Hard to
explain. Charisma, I suppose. A powerful presence, and probably
something to do with that pale skin and those piercing blue eyes of
yours."

"Don't..."
Fairen shook his head. "Describe me."

"Trust me, you
don't need it."

"And now it's
redundant." Fairen pushed back the hood and unclipped an instrument
that covered his mouth.

Tassin stared
at him, even though she had seen him before. Tarl stepped back,
looking disconcerted.

Sabre smiled.
"It's good to see you again, my friend."

A faint blush
coloured Fairen's pale cheeks under Tassin and Tarl's scrutiny. He
turned to Tarl, who lowered his gaze.

"What
treatment do you advise for Sabre?"

"A gag might
help."

Fairen smiled,
then burst out laughing. Sabre made a rude gesture at Tarl, who
grinned.

Fairen said,
"A little late for that, but seriously..."

Tarl studied
Sabre. "He needs to eat. I'm guessing that's an energy drip in his
arm, but it's not enough. Cybers have a metabolism that's in
overdrive. They need special food, and he's burnt up all his
reserves. Do you have cyber rations?"

Sabre groaned.
"You're not shovelling that shit into me."

Fairen shook
his head. "No, but if you describe it, I will have some made. Is
that all?"

"Assuming that
his wounds have been properly dressed, the only other thing he
needs is rest. Enforced, if necessary."

"That can be
arranged."

Sabre snorted.
"All I want to do is sleep."

"Then we'll
leave you to it," Fairen said, turning away.

Tassin kissed
Sabre's cheek, and he squeezed her hand. She and Tarl followed
Fairen back to his private chambers, where they accepted
refreshments. Fairen turned to Tarl when they were settled on the
sofa.

"How long
could a cyber fight for?"

"In tests on
Myon Two, the longest recorded fight was six hours, thirty-two
minutes and fifty-four seconds. At the end of it both were too weak
and exhausted to continue, and their control units shut down. That
was unarmed combat, though, Sabre's wounded as well."

"I wish I had
seen it."

"Yeah, me too,
although it would be hard to stand by and do nothing if it was
Sabre who was fighting."

"Yes."

"Will you take
us to Omega Five?" Tassin blurted, then bowed her head in shame
when Fairen raised his brows at her. "Sorry, My Lord, that was
impertinent and ill thought out."

He nodded.
"But I understand your desperation. You've had nothing but hardship
in your quest to return to your home. The Trykon warship, however,
is well armed and fast. I don't see why it cannot convey you safely
to Omega Five. I shall give you a beacon that will inform those
along the way that you have my permission to travel to Omega Five.
Ramadaus won't bother you again."

"Thank you, My
Lord."

"Sabre will
remain here until I am called away, and you may remain also, if you
wish."

"I do."

Fairen smiled
and sipped his drink. "I thought you might."

"What will
happen to you now?"

"Me?" He
looked startled.

"For attacking
Ramadaus."

He smiled
again. "Nothing. I doubt Ramadaus will tell the others about this.
His part in it is more likely to provoke their disapproval than
mine. Not only did he try to execute a man who has committed no
crime, he also knew that Sabre was under my protection, and he had
been warned not to harm him. In addition, he refused to communicate
with me when I arrived, thereby provoking my attack. He committed
three breaches of protocol. I committed one."

"Is there a
senior Overlord?"

"No, we're
equals, except... some have more abilities than others."

"And who is
the most powerful in that respect?"

"I am." Fairen
sipped his drink. "And Ramadaus is the least of us."

 


****

 


Sabre looked
up as Fairen entered his room, putting aside the vidbook he had
been reading. His right arm was still strapped to his chest and his
bruises were black now, his right eye completely closed.

Fairen sat in
the chair opposite and studied him. "You look horrible."

Sabre
shrugged. "I think the other guy looks worse."

"Most likely."
Fairen considered him. "You're troubled. What is it?"

"Nothing you
should be concerned about."

"I decide what
I should be concerned about."

Sabre looked
down at his hand, spreading it to study the faint scars on the back
of it. "Did you ever want to be normal? Just another average human
being living an average life?"

"All the time.
But we have to play the hand we're dealt. It's no good wishing for
another."

"Even when you
know you're going to lose?"

"In the game
of life, the only ones who lose are those who give up. Even if you
never achieve your goals, trying makes it worth it. I would say you
have a better hand than most; you should make the best of it."

Sabre sighed.
"Sometimes being a killing machine has its disadvantages."

"Nobody is
perfect."

"I just want
to be normal."

"Wanting
something impossible is futile. What is it that troubles you
so?"

"You wouldn’t
understand."

Fairen
hesitated, then pulled off one of his gloves and placed his palm on
Sabre's brow, closing his eyes. Sabre watched his face, surprised
by the peaceful expression that came over it. Several minutes
passed before Fairen removed his hand and opened his eyes, looking
puzzled.

"There's a
wall in your mind. Part of you is locked away. I cannot reach it.
And you're afraid of it. But you shouldn't be; it's part of your
humanity."

"How do you
know that?"

"Because the
wall was built by the computer, not you. You must break it
down."

"What if I
don't like what's behind it?"

"If you fear
that, you're not ready to face it. Give it time; one day you'll be
ready to find out what it is." Fairen pulled his glove back on. "I
must go. I came to tell you that I have to go and settle a squabble
between a world and its colony, which seeks to be independent. War
is imminent there. Ramadaus will leave soon to seek a world where
his ship can be repaired, which I'll have to do as well. I'll stay
until your ship has entered the next corridor. I don't trust
him."

Fairen stood
up, and Sabre rose to face him. "Thank you. You saved my life."

The young
Overlord dug in his pocket and took out a silver band, clipping it
onto Sabre's left wrist. "I consider you my friend, and the only
one I have. If you need my help again, use this. Try not to break
it this time."

Sabre nodded
and held out his hand. "Thanks."

Fairen clasped
it and pulled Sabre into a brief embrace, then stepped back and
swung away to stride out.

 


****

 


Tassin ran
into Sabre's room, pulling on her robe. He thrashed on his bed, his
face twisted, groaning in a soft, husky tone that tore her
heart.

"Sabre! Wake
up!"

He jerked at
the sound of her voice, gripped the sheet and ripped it like it was
paper. She hesitated, afraid to go closer in case he lashed
out.

"Sabre!"

Still he
continued to writhe, and she ran into the washroom to fetch a cup
of water, which she flung in his face. He sat up with a gasp, his
eyes opened wide and flicked around the room, coming to rest upon
her. His expression changed to one of intense relief, and he slid
off the bed and drew her into a one-armed embrace, since his right
arm was still strapped to his chest. Since his injury, the painful
bruises and strapped arm had forced him to sleep in his own bed,
and she had missed him terribly.

"You're safe,"
he whispered.

"It was just a
dream." She hugged him.

"You were in
terrible danger, and I couldn't help you. I was chained... I
couldn't break them."

"It was just a
dream."

Sabre nodded,
and she wiped the water from his face, surprised when he pulled her
close again and buried his face in her hair. His rare shows of
affection were usually brief and a little awkward, made with a
great deal of shyness and some reluctance, as if he expected
rejection. She got the impression that this time he would not have
let her go even if she had wanted him to, which was odd. Several
minutes passed before he raised his head and released her, took her
hand and drew her over to the bed, where he sat and looked up at
her.

"That felt
bad. It hurt, here." He touched his chest.

She nodded, a
lump blocking her throat. "I feel that pain every time you're in
danger." He looked away, and she sat beside him. "Would you like me
to stay with you?"

He inclined
his head, then bowed it, closing his eyes.

Concerned, she
put a hand on his chest and found that his heart raced and his skin
was hot. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing. It's
just a reaction to the dream."

"The cyber put
you into... what do you call it?"

"Combat mode.
No, the cyber doesn't seem to perceive my dreams. I did it myself."
He raised his left hand, which trembled, and frowned at it.
"Stupid."

"No it's not.
You can't help it. Dreams can seem very real."

Sabre looked
up as the door chimed, frowning. "Enter."

Vior, the
fourth lieutenant, came in, looking surprised to find Tassin there.
"Commander. We've received a distress signal. Do you want to
respond to it?"

"We're sub
light?"

"Yes, we left
the last corridor two hours ago. We're stationary, awaiting your
next instruction."

"Who sent the
distress signal?"

"A yacht
claiming to be unarmed, called Argent. They say they're being
attacked by three pirate ships."

Sabre looked
pensive. "I don't know if I want to get involved in someone else's
problems. Three pirate ships would be a threat to us as well. How
far away are they?"

"Half a light
hour."

"By the time
we get there, it'll probably be too late." He paused. "But why
would pirates attack a yacht? It has no cargo to steal. Unless its
passengers are worth ransom, but then it should be armed. Odd."

"Only one way
to find out," Tassin murmured.

"It will be
dangerous."

"Is this ship
a match for three pirates?"

"That depends
on the pirates." He glanced at her. "You think we should help
them."

"We've had a
lot of help. I think we should pay some back."

He turned back
to Vior. "Lay in a course, light speed."

The fourth
lieutenant looked eager. "Yes, Commander."

"Stop at a
safe distance. Let's see what we're up against before we rush
in."

Vior nodded
and left, and Tassin turned to Sabre. "Perhaps the pirates want to
steal the ship itself."

"Most of the
advanced worlds have AIs in their ships; they're impossible to
steal. They could be after parts, I suppose. Or fuel."

"Maybe it's
not an advanced ship."

"Then there
would be little point in stealing it."

"Surely even a
primitive ship is worth a lot?"

"Not as much
as you'd think." Sabre rose and picked up his trousers, frowning
down at his strapped arm.

Tassin stood
up. "I'll help you."

"I don't know
why Tarl insisted that my arm should remain immobilised for so
long. The injury isn't that serious."

She took his
trousers from him. "You should be glad that he cares so much about
you."

He snorted.
"He doesn't. I'm just his pet project; his little experiment. He
probably did it so I can't shove him around the next time he annoys
me."

"You should
stop shoving him around. He does care, and you know it. You just
don't want to admit that an ex-cyber technician is capable of being
a good person."

"If anything,
he's just trying to salve his conscience."

Tassin
fastened his trousers and picked up his tunic, helping him to put
his free arm in the sleeve and drape it over his shoulder,
fastening the clips. "This may come as a shock to you, but you're
wrong. Tarl cares a lot for you."

Sabre grunted
and bent to pull on his boots, then headed for the door, Tassin
following. On the bridge, Vior shot her a resentful look, but with
Sabre at her side she was safe from censure. Atrel arrived a few
minutes later, his eyes bloodshot.

"Slowing to
sub light," Vior stated. "Target ships dead ahead, fifteen light
minutes away."

A soft female
voice spoke calmly in an alien language, and Sabre cocked his head,
listening to it. "Vernaxian." The voice spoke again, in a different
language, and Sabre looked intrigued. "Spraytaal." The dulcet tones
used a third tongue, and Sabre's brows rose. "Amendialect...
Loxarn... Avondese..." The voice spoke in Anglo, and finally Tassin
could understand it.

"This is the
yacht Argent. Please help us. We are being attacked by three pirate
vessels. We are unarmed."

"It repeats
the message in twenty-four languages," Vior supplied, studying
Sabre. "How many can you understand, Commander?"

Sabre smiled.
"Pretty much all of them."

"All
twenty-four?" Vior looked amazed.

"No, all the
known languages."

Vior's brows
shot up, and several officers glanced around. "That's got to be
over a thousand, Commander."

"Actually,
it's three thousand seven hundred and fifty-two, counting all the
dialects, which, although they're variations of a language, are
impossible to understand if you can only speak the mother tongue.
That's also counting the forty-four alien languages we know of."
Sabre paused, listening to the message again. "And that one, I
don't know."

The voice
spoke in a lilting, melodic tongue that sounded like poetry. Sabre
turned to gaze at the forward screens as a distant cluster of
specks became visible.

"Should we
reply to the message, tell them we're here to help them?" Vior
asked.

"No. Let's see
what we're up against first, and I don't want to alert the pirates.
With any luck they're too busy with their target to notice us, and
I don't want them to know our intentions even if they do see
us."


 


 


 Chapter Nineteen

 


Ramela opened
her eyes and turned to Kyllia. "Another ship is approaching,
dearest."

"Friend or
foe?"

"It does not
speak. It came at light speed, but now it seems to be
stopping."

"How does it
look?"

"Another
primitive, but larger than the first three and more sophisticated.
It is heavily armed. A warship, I think. It is silver, with red
markings."

"Silver is
good, a pure colour. Red is bad, a sign of anger."

"Another
foe?"

Kyllia
inclined her head. "Here in the below realm, most are foes. I had
hoped to summon one of the great ones."

"Perhaps one
will still come."

Kyllia stroked
the column of light at her side. "Our brave Argent still hurts. Her
power wanes to ward off the weapons of the three. Her injury
festers."

"The new ship
has stopped. Still it is silent. Should Argent speak to it?"

"No, leave it
be."

 


****

 


Sabre frowned
at the scene in the screens. The ship the pirates attacked was hard
to make out. Its outline shimmered, and it gave off so much light
that looking directly at it was painful.

He looked
away, blinking. "Those pirates seem to have cornered an injured
mobile bloody star."

"We can take
them, Commander," Vior said. "The largest is a mere frigate, the
other two barely more than fighters. Nemesis is a destroyer."

"You just want
to fight someone, Vior."

"As any
warrior would."

Sabre sighed.
"Okay, go to battle stations."

A siren
whooped, and distant clanks and whines signalled the deployment of
the huge lasers.

"All guns
warmed up and functional, targets in range." Vior announced.

"Main forward
lasers, target the two nearest ships. Port side auxiliary lasers
target the third pirate. Fire at will."

Twin beams of
red light shot from under the screens, and a third lanced from the
left side of the ship. A burst of fire blossomed on the nearest
pirate ship, which broke off its attack and turned to confront
Nemesis. The second pirate was hit, and swung away from its target,
but the auxiliary laser missed the third ship. Beams of orange
light spat from the bows of the first pirate, strafing space close
to Nemesis' starboard side.

"Evasive
manoeuvres," Sabre ordered.

Nemesis moved
sideways as the starboard thrusters fired, and the beams of red
light missed their target while the lasers turned to keep the enemy
ship in their sights. The lasers re-acquired the target, and
glowing spots appeared on the pirate's flank. The other two moved
to engage Nemesis, which shuddered as a laser bolt struck it.

 


****

 


Ramela smiled,
bowing her head. "The new ship has attacked the three."

"That does not
make it a friend, sweetness. It may wish to capture us itself."

"But now
Argent can use her power to heal herself."

Kyllia stroked
the column of light. "Argent's wound is deep."

"The new one
is powerful, dearest. Already it has wounded one of the three
badly. It flees."

"And we may be
in even greater danger if the new ship is also a foe."

Ramela closed
her eyes, raising her face to the soft fall of golden light that
engulfed her. "The new ship is now also wounded, but it has wounded
another of..." Her eyes opened wide, and she gave a soft gasp. "It
is destroyed... they perish." Ramela stepped out of the column of
light, folding her hands before her. Tears ran down her cheeks.
"May they fly to the light."

"Dearest,
though it pains you, I must know what is happening," Kyllia
murmured.

Ramela bowed
her head again and stepped back into the golden light. "The last of
the three is fleeing. The new ship appears to be badly wounded. It
leaks something..."

"The primitive
ships are metal shells that hold in air for their inhabitants, and
fuel to power their flight."

"They may also
die."

"Yes."

"They saved
us."

Kyllia looked
away. "They chose to fight. We cannot help them."

"That seems
cruel, sweetness."

"Look at them,
and see what is in their hearts."

Ramela raised
her face to the light once more, closing her eyes. "They are great
warriors... they live to fight. They came to save us... and..."

Kyllia glanced
around. "And?"

"There is
one... who is not like the rest... he is strange. He has..."

"What?"

"Light."

 


****

 


"Damage
report," Sabre ordered.

"Our starboard
neosin bank has been breached. The thrusters are preventing us from
rolling, but we're losing power fast. Transferring the remainder
into our empty crystals. Some minor damage to one of the port
thrusters, and our forward hull plating has been weakened."

"How much
power have we lost?"

"Thirty per
cent."

Sabre cursed.
"We're not going to make it to Omega Five. The nearest planet where
we can refuel and have repairs made is Avarice Two, a nasty place,
and probably where those pirates are based. It's also in the
opposite direction, and the only one we can reach with our
remaining neosin."

Vior looked up
from the star chart he was perusing. "You're right. How do you know
that, Commander?"

Sabre
shrugged. "I know a lot of things."

"Even a pirate
world would not take on a Trykon warship, surely?" Atrel asked.
"They know we will fight to the death, destroying many of them
before we were also destroyed. It would be pointless."

"All they have
to do is refuse to sell us the neosin."

"What about
them?" Atrel jerked his chin at the shining ship in the screens.
The venting neosin had pushed them closer to it, and now they
drifted nearer still.

Sabre glanced
at the star ship and squinted, looking away with lights dancing in
his eyes. "I doubt that ship uses the same fuel as we do. And
judging by the fact that they're adrift, they may have even more
problems than us. Ask them if they need any more help."

 


****

 


"It speaks."
Ramela's eyes opened. "Not the pure one... another. They ask if we
need more help."

"Tell them we
do not." Kyllia stroked the column of light. "Argent heals herself
now. Tell them we are grateful."

"Their ship is
badly wounded, sweetness. If we leave them here, they may die."

"What can we
do, dearest?"

"I think we
should speak to the pure one, in person."

Kyllia turned
large, colourless eyes upon her companion. "Bring him into
Argent?"

"Yes, dearest.
Let us see him more clearly."

"For what
purpose?"


"Curiosity?"

Kyllia smiled.
"Do you really think this is wise?"

Ramela closed
her eyes. "Never have I encountered such purity in the below
realms... he is born of the light."

"You speak out
of turn, sweetness. That is not possible."

"He is
light... and sorrow. We can help him."

Kyllia bowed
her head. "Many hours remain before Argent is healed. Speak to him
then, if it pleases you."

 


****

 


The atmosphere
was expectant on Nemesis’ bridge as they waited for a reply. One of
the officers had activated the light screens, which dulled the star
ship’s brilliance and revealed a vaguely ovoid shape with curving
streams of radiance arcing out from it, like solar flares. Tassin
jumped when the communications console came to life, and the soft,
dulcet voice spoke in Anglo.

"Greetings,
good ship. We are grateful for your aid, and mourn your wounding in
our defence. We wish to speak to the pure one amongst you, and will
convey him hither. Be not alarmed, he will not be harmed."

"Pure one?"
Sabre glanced at Tassin, looking puzzled.

She shook her
head, then her eyes widened in alarm. "They must mean you."

"Why me? I'm
not -"

A tunnel of
blinding light shot from the star ship in the blink of an eye,
making Tassin close her eyes and throw up her hands to ward off its
brilliance. When she opened them again, blinking away the dancing
spots, Sabre was gone. She gaped at the space where he had been
standing.

"No!"

Atrel scowled.
"Target that ship! Prepare to fire."

"No!" Tassin
shouted again, swinging to face him. "Sabre's aboard it, you could
injure him!"

"Be silent,
non-com," Vior said.

"They said
they wouldn't harm him," she said.

"I said be
silent!" Vior stepped towards her.

"Leave her,"
Atrel commanded. "She's right on both counts. Tell them to return
the commander, or we attack."

Vior sent the
message, and tense moments passed before the dulcet voice spoke
again. "The pure one is safe with us. We will return him soon."

A pregnant
silence fell as Atrel digested this, then he nodded. "Very well. We
wait."

 


****

 


Blinding white
light stabbed Sabre's eyes, and he clamped a hand over them with a
grunt of pain. A soft floor cushioned his feet, and warm, perfumed
air surrounded him. The cyber's scanners were blank. Crouching, he
ran his fingers over the floor's satin surface, keeping his eyes
closed.

"Our light is
too bright for you," a soft female voice said beside him. "We will
dim it. There."

Sabre opened
his eyes a slit, and found that the brilliance was now bearable,
though still a little painful. A feminine being stood close beside
him, her face an epitome of the ideals of beauty. She had refined
features, enormous silvery eyes fringed by impossibly long lashes,
a rosebud mouth and shining skeins of white hair, all of it hard to
see through the glow she emanated. A shapeless, shining white gown
hung from her shoulders to the floor, giving no hint of the form
within it, and long sleeves hid her hands. The being held out an
arm, and the sleeve slid back to reveal a slender, long-fingered
hand.

"Welcome, pure
one."

Sabre gazed at
her hand, unsure. "What are you? Why have you brought me here?"

"We are from
the upper realms, where creatures of pure energy reside, like us.
We wish to speak to you."

"Why?"

"You are
different from your companions. You are a higher form of being, and
we sense... a light within you. Of all the below realm races we
have studied, we have not seen one like you before."

Sabre glanced
around, but the surroundings were still too bright to see much.
"There are plenty like me."

"No. You are
unique."

"What do you
want with me?"

"To speak,
that is all." The being lowered her hand. "Do not fear us."

"Speak about
what?"

"How you came
to be."

"That's a long
and unpleasant story."

She bowed her
head and folded her hands. "We sense in you a part of us. Will you
allow me to touch you?"

Sabre remained
in a crouch, his hand on the floor, ready to spring away. She made
him uneasy. "What for?"

"I can learn
much from it."

"If you're so
advanced, why couldn't you defend yourself from three pirates?"

"Argent is
injured, and we have no weapons. We were trying to heal a star when
it died. The shockwave was powerful, and it sent us into the below
realm."

"A
supernova?"

She inclined
her head. "That is what you call it."

"Argent is
your ship."

"And our
sister." She held out her hand again. "I am Ramela. Please take my
hand."

Sabre
hesitated, studying her glowing appendage, his instincts rebelling.
A red light flashed deep in his mind, the cyber's usual reaction to
anything it did not understand. Straightening, he raised his left
hand and stretched it out, his fingertips brushing hers for an
instant. He snatched it back with an oath as a tingling shock ran
up his arm.

Ramela stepped
back, closing her eyes. "You have Gwaran in you."

"Gwaran?"

"A servant
race of the Asteria. How can this be?"

Sabre shook
his head. "How the hell should I know?"

"It is
impossible."

He frowned,
pondering. "What do Gwaran look like?"

"Much as you
do, only they are a higher order of being."


"Archetype."

"Meaning?"

"My race found
a corpse floating in space, a long time ago. Its DNA was spliced
with mine, and all the others like me."

"The lost
one." She opened her eyes. "Why was this done?"

"To improve
us. To give us better immunity to alien diseases, amongst other
things."

"And why was
this done to you, while others of your race remain as they
were?"

"There are
many like me, and it was done because we're... cyborgs. We're
designed to be weapons, not people."

"Weapons?"
Ramela glanced into the brilliance, were another ghostly, shining
form stood. "That is a poor use of the powers of a higher being,
indeed."

"Archetype was
not a being of pure energy; he was flesh and blood."

"Yes, the
Gwaran are the lowest of the beings of light, but when they are
alive, they are filled with it. They do have mortal bodies,
however."

"Why did you
call me the pure one?"

Ramela's tiny
mouth curved into a sweet smile. "Your thoughts are of a higher
order than those around you. A Gwaran legacy, no doubt. You are
mostly human, but touched by light. You are also filled with
sorrow, and I would like to help you."

"How?"

She gestured
with a delicate hand. "That instrument on your brow."

"Can you
remove it?"

"No. But I can
undo some of what it has done to you."

Sabre eyed
her, rising to his feet. "Like what?"

"I can break
the walls that it has raised in your mind, and make you its
master."

"And what will
happen when these walls break?"

Ramela drifted
to one side, and he noticed that she floated several centimetres
above the floor. "You cannot break the walls in your mind. They
will remain until you die, and all that is locked behind them will
be a mystery to you. Even if I help you, they will not break
immediately. They will crumble slowly over time. You fear what is
behind them, but you should not. You strive to become human, but
you cannot while those walls remain. Do you want my help?"

"If I'm not
human, what am I?"

She smiled,
continuing to drift around him so he had to turn to face her. "I
phrased that badly; your tongue is alien to me. You are human, but
disfigured. Your blending with Gwaran was clumsily done. I can
change that, make you better, and heal you."

"Why should I
trust you?"

"You do not
have to. I can return you to your ship as you are. I merely offer a
reward for your aid."

The second
figure moved closer. "Argent is well enough to return to the above
realm, sweetness. We must leave."

Ramela turned
to face Sabre. "Decide."

"My ship was
damaged during the battle, can you help?"

"Alas, we
cannot."

"What fuel
does your ship use?"

"Argent is a
living being, and she lives on light."

He nodded. "I
see."

"Your
decision?"

Sabre
hesitated, gazing at her. Surely something so beautiful would not
harm him, especially after he had helped them? Still, the prospect
of changes being made to his mind, after he had just started to get
used to the ones that had already happened, made him uneasy. He
wished he had more time to consider it, but if it would undo the
damage the cyber had caused, how could it be bad?

He inclined
his head. "Heal me."

Ramela smiled
and raised a fragile hand, making a graceful gesture. A filament of
light shot from her fingers and struck his brow like a
sledgehammer. He sensed a tearing deep within his mind, then
darkness slammed down.

 


****

 


Tassin jumped
aside with a gasp as a blinding flash beside her forced her to
close her eyes. A moment later she opened them a slit, spots
dancing in them. The bridge had returned to its usual subtle
lighting, and Sabre lay on the floor where the flash had occurred,
his eyes closed and his skin glowing golden, as if a residue of
light suffused it. She gave a cry of joy and concern and fell to
her knees beside him, placing a hand on his shoulder.

"Sabre!"

The brow band
blazed with red lights, which dimmed and started to flash again. He
breathed, to her intense relief, and appeared unharmed, but
unconscious.

Atrel shoved
her aside and took her place, pressing his fingers to Sabre's
throat. "He lives. Call the medics."

"Sir, the
ship!" Vior said, pointing at the screens.

Tassin looked
up as the star ship's brilliance dimmed, and it faded away.
Everyone stared at the empty, star-filled space for several
minutes, then the medics arrived, breaking the spell. They examined
Sabre and took him to the medical centre for observation. Tassin
went with them, and Tarl arrived five minutes later and hurried to
the bed, frowning as he examined Sabre.

"What
happened?"

Tassin
explained while he pried open one of Sabre's eyes and studied it,
checked his pulse and spent several minutes examining the brow
band.

"Bloody hell,"
he commented when Tassin finished. "Everyone wants a piece of him,
poor sod."

"What did they
do to him?"

"I don't know,
exactly, but that's wrong." He pointed at a green light on the brow
band. "That was red before, with good reason."

"What does it
mean?"

"It's the
seventh control light. It can't be green while the others are red.
Not possible." He shook his head. "These new red ones are also
strange. They were off before, indicating a lack of access to these
areas. If they're red, it means there's a fault. Everything's
haywire."

"But he's all
right?"

"Yeah, he's
fine. He's just in a coma."

"What does
that mean?"

"He's had some
sort of trauma to the brain. A shock maybe."

Tassin
frowned. "They said they wouldn't hurt him."

"Maybe they
didn't." Tarl peered at Sabre's hand, then pushed back the sleeve
of his tunic and pulled one of the bright lights closer, shining it
on his skin. "Look at this."

Tassin leant
over to study the brightly lighted area, noticing that it had an
odd golden glow, as if the light was somehow invading his skin and
being amplified. "What is it?"

"Buggered if I
know. Pretty weird, though."

"So now he's
going to glow in the light?"

"Looks like
it."

"I wish he'd
wake up."

Tarl nodded,
studying Sabre with a puzzled expression. "There's something else,
too... His bruises are gone." He unstrapped Sabre’s right arm and
took off his tunic, then removed the bandages and stared in
disbelief at the area of perfect skin where the laser wounds had
been. An examination of his thigh and side revealed no injuries at
all, and no scars to show he had ever been hurt.

Tarl sank down
on a stool. "That's bloody incredible."

"So they did
help him. But why is he unconscious?"

"I'd guess
they did more to him than heal the laser wounds. They've done
something to his brain, too."

Tassin stroked
Sabre's brow, gazing down at him. "And the cyber."

"Yeah, looks
like it. I just hope they knew what they were doing."


 


 


 Chapter Twenty

 


Two days
later, Nemesis limped towards Avarice Two, her solar wings deployed
in a weak corridor. Sabre's sharply indrawn breath jerked Tassin
from her doze on the chair beside his bed in the ship’s hospital.
Jumping up, she reached him as he opened his eyes and sat up.

"You're
awake!” she said, smiling. “How do you feel?"

He stared at
his hands, flexing them with a baffled look. "Great. Is the cyber
off?"

"No."

"It's gone.
All its information is gone."

"The lights
have changed. Tarl says it's haywire."

"I've got
nothing, no scanners, no... wait, the scanners have just come on
again. Bio analysis... on again. They did it." He looked stunned.
"I control it now."

"What did they
do to you?"

"It was
amazing. They're beings of pure energy; pure light. She offered to
heal me. She said she could give me control of the cyber, and she
did. No more bargains, no more asking for its help in order to help
you, no more takeover attempts when I fall unconscious... I'm in
charge." He studied his hands again, holding one closer to the
light. "Wow. Look at that."

"We noticed.
What does it mean?"

"Archetype,
the alien whose DNA was spliced with mine, was one of them, from
the upper realm, as they called it. A Gwaran. They did something to
that as well; I'm not sure what."

"All your
bruises and wounds are gone."

"Yeah, I
noticed."

"Is that all
they did?" she asked.

"No, she said
she would heal my mind as well, but I don't feel any different
yet."

"The main
thing is that you're all right."

He swung his
legs off the bed. "I feel great. Bio-status is one hundred per
cent."

She stepped
closer and hugged him. "Tarl will be overjoyed."

He held her.
"What's happening with the ship?"

"We're heading
for Avarice Two. Maintenance crews have repaired as much damage as
they can."

"Good."

"You're sure
you're all right?"

"Never
better." He slid off the bed and found his clothes folded on the
bedside table. He donned them and headed for the door.

Tassin
followed. "We should tell Tarl; he'll want to talk to you."

"I really
don't want a third degree from him right now."

"Where are you
going?"

"For a shower.
Which means you can't come."

Tassin stopped
and watched him stride away. His briskness hurt after she had sat
vigil at his bedside for three days. Was she expecting too much of
him now, or was he showing her less affection than usual? Perhaps
it was just the excitement of what had happened to him, but that
did not make it hurt any less. Sabre almost reached the corner
before he realised he was alone and stopped, turned and walked back
to her.

"What's
wrong?"

She shrugged,
avoiding his gaze. "You said I couldn't come with you."

"I meant into
the shower."

"I've done it
before."

He smiled.
"That doesn't mean you can make a habit of it. I do have a right to
some privacy, you know."

She raised her
eyes to his. "I've just spent three days sitting by your bedside,
worried sick, and you... barely even gave me a hug."

"Ah. Sorry."
He looked away. "I didn't mean to hurt your feelings."

"Well, you
did. Do you know how scared I was when you vanished like that? And
when you came back, unconscious, I didn't know if you were alive or
dead. And you're still standing there like a dimwit."

"We're in a
public corridor. And when I woke up, we were in a hospital." He
glanced around as a Trykon warrior rounded the corner and marched
past, nodding.

Tassin rubbed
her brow and cursed her stupidity.

"Come on."
Sabre led the way down the corridor to their cabin, where he pulled
her into a warm embrace as soon as the door closed. She clung to
him, happy to be back in the security of his arms, where she felt
so safe. He stroked her hair and laid his cheek on the top of her
head in his odd tender way that she craved so much. After a minute
she pulled away and led him over to the sofa, pushed him down on it
and climbed onto his lap, slipping an arm around his neck.

Sabre smiled
and brushed aside the hair that fell over her face. She studied the
new lights in the brow band.

“So no more flashing red lights in your head?”

“Nope.”

“That’s good.” She kissed him, and he lay back, holding her on
his chest. Her hands found their way inside his tunic and explored
his flanks, sliding over his skin. She raised her head to study
him. “I thought I'd lost you, and I've realised that it could
happen at any time." She swallowed a lump. "I’m
afraid..."

He raised his
brows. "You, afraid? I thought you were a fearless warrior
queen?"

“There’s only one thing I’m afraid of, and that’s losing
you.”

His smile
faded, and he lifted a hand to cup her face. “Maybe we’ll get
through it. We’ve made some pretty amazing friends along the way,
so it’s getting harder for Cybercorp to hunt me. And we’re almost
home.”

"I hope so.”
She sighed. “Tell me more about what happened on the star ship."
She traced the contours of his chest while he related the tale, and
when he finished, she asked, "So you don't know anything about
these Gwaran?"

"No. Just that
they’re full of light when they’re alive."

"And now your
skin glows in the light. So they made you more like a Gwaran?"

He shrugged,
idly stroking her arm. "I guess so. She also said she would break
the walls in my mind, and that I couldn't do it on my own."

"Do you feel
any different?"

"No, she said
it would take time." His hand slid up to her shoulder and traced
the line of her collar bone.

"How
long?"

"She didn't
say." His fingers reached the base of her throat and found the
little hollow there, a slight frown tugging at his brows. He
snatched his hand away, and Tassin found herself alone on the sofa,
which surprised her, since she had been lying on top of him.

He headed for
the bathroom. "Time for that shower."

When Sabre
emerged half an hour later, she had poured a soft drink and ordered
a hot meal from the auto-chef machine. His camouflage trousers and
vest were clean and pressed, evidently laundered by the automated
clothes cleaner in the washroom while he showered. After the meal,
Sabre announced that he was going to the bridge to check on the
ship's progress. As he turned to leave, an alarm whooped, and he
hesitated, turning to Tassin as she jumped up.

An explosion
ripped through the wall beside her, lifted her off her feet and
slammed her into the opposite wall with stunning force. Fire swept
across the room, igniting the sofa. Sabre had been flung out of the
door, and ran back in. She struggled to breathe, her chest aching.
Thick black smoke poured from the sofa, making her cough. The fire
leapt high between her and Sabre, making her cower from its
heat.

Sabre raised
his arms to shield his face. "Tassin!"

Tassin tried
to answer, but the smoke choked her and she curled up, coughing.
Sabre leapt through the flames and reached her in two strides,
falling to his knees. The skin of his arms glowed, and the brow
band flashed as it scanned her.

"Are you
okay?"

When she
nodded, he scooped her up and turned to the wall of fire, which now
reached the ceiling. Tassin wound her arms around his neck and
buried her face in the side of it while she struggled to breathe.
Sabre hesitated, then his arms tightened and he ran at the flames,
leaping through them in an instant of searing heat. Tassin cried
out as her skin burnt and fire danced in her hair.

Sabre sprinted
through the door and lowered her to the floor, patting out the
flames in her hair while she writhed and yelped. He crouched over
her, blocking the heat that emanated from the burning cabin, and
examined her red, painful arms. Picking her up again, he kicked
down the door of the nearest cabin and strode through it to the
washroom, placed her in the shower and switched it on. Tassin
gasped when the cold water hit her burnt skin, but it soothed the
pain. Sabre crouched beside her again, channelling water onto the
worst burns.

"You're okay.
It's not too bad. First and second degree only."

She nodded,
gazing at him. "What about you?"

"I seem to be
okay."

"You jumped
through the fire twice."

"I'm all
right."

"What
happened?" she asked.

"We're being
attacked."

"By whom?"

He shook his
head. "I don't know. Have your arms stopped burning?"

"Yes,
almost."

"Okay, a
little longer, then." As he channelled more water over her reddened
skin, another explosion shook the ship. Switching off the shower,
he swept her up and sprinted for the bridge, shoving aside anyone
foolish enough to get in his way. Atrel swung around when Sabre
entered the bridge, his expression grim.

"The pirates
have returned with some friends."

Sabre
deposited Tassin on a chair and straightened to study the five
ships in the screens. Two were as large as Nemesis, the other three
a little smaller.

"Attack the
nearest destroyer. Hit her with everything we've got."

"But the
others -"

"Do it. Any
guns that can’t be brought to bear on that destroyer, you can use
on the others."

Atrel relayed
the order, and all of Nemesis' lasers targeted one of the
destroyers, causing plumes of weird fire to burst from her hull.
The other ships stepped up their attacks, and Nemesis shuddered as
explosions tore through her, making Tassin's stomach knot with
dread. The pirate destroyer tried to evade Nemesis' weapons, debris
drifting from her. Beams of orange light spat from the second
destroyer, strafing Nemesis' flank.

"We can't win
this battle," Sabre muttered. "We're outnumbered and outgunned. Why
did we drop below light speed?"

"We had to
make a course change."

"Get us back
into a corridor, or we're doomed."

"Flee,
Commander?"

"Yes, Atrel. I
want to live, even if you don't, and if we stay here, we all die.
These guys aren't fighting for honour or pride. They just want to
kill us. Get us into a corridor. I don't care which one."

Atrel nodded
and relayed the order, which brought unhappy looks from the
officers. Then the main engines fired, and the stars moved more
rapidly across the screens. Nemesis' lasers continued to pound the
enemy destroyer, which was partly on fire now, the atmosphere that
leaked from her hull sustaining the flames. Tassin had no doubt
that Nemesis was also badly damaged, and, if not for Sabre's
rescue, she would be dead.

"Approaching
corridor," an officer stated.

"Damage
report," Sabre said.

"Decks twelve
to fourteen badly damaged. Atmosphere vented. Fires on deck ten and
fifteen. One main engine damaged, five thrusters non-functional,
one laser destroyed."

"How many
dead?"

"Estimated
seventy-four."

"Entering
corridor," another officer announced. "Deploying solar wings."

"Enemy ships
are breaking off their attack," Vior said. "Commander, we only have
fuel for fifteen hours of flight, then we're adrift."

"What corridor
are we in?"


"UFG746-289-48"

Sabre nodded.
"There's an E-class planet ten hours ahead, half a light hour from
the corridor. There's an outpost on it. We'll land there for
repairs and fuel."

Atrel swung
around. "That's Ragel Nine. It's a hellhole."

"It's
inhabited, and the only one we can reach."

"Inhabited by
Spraylanders."

"Better than
being adrift."

"The ship
might be too damaged to land."

"Send crews
out to inspect the damage and make what repairs they can. I want
the ship able to land by the time we get there. And keep us on the
edge of the corridor. I don't want us to pick up too much speed, or
we won't have enough fuel for the deceleration." Sabre turned to
Tassin. "Let's get you to the medics."

Scooping her
up once more, he headed down the corridor. She clung to him,
shivering. "I think I can walk."

"No need, you
weigh nothing."

"Thank you for
saving me."

He glanced at
her with a slight smile. "Any time."

In the
hospital, non-com medics rushed around tending to wounded warriors
who littered the blood-smeared floor and sprawled on the beds.
Sabre placed Tassin on a vacant chair and dug in a medicine
cabinet, returning with a tube of salve and bandages.

"The medics
are all busy, so you'll have to settle for me. Hold out your
arms."

"I'd rather
you did it, anyway."

"This might
hurt. Do you want a painkiller?"

Tassin nodded,
chewing her lip while he found an ampoule and a syringe and gave
her the injection. Then he smeared the ointment on her burns and
bandaged them.

"I hope Tarl
and Kernan are all right," she said.

He looked
vague as he consulted the scanners. "I can't find Kernan, but
Tarl's alive. He seems to be in trouble, though."

"How can you
tell them apart from the others?"

"I've flagged
their life signs." He stood up. "I should go and help Tarl, I
guess. Stay here."

"Be
careful."

 


 


Sabre loped
down the corridor in the direction of Tarl's cabin, which was close
to his. When he reached it, he found a crowd of warriors and
non-coms fighting a blaze that roared through a hole in the floor.
Going to the edge, he glanced down into a gaping chasm five decks
deep. The explosion had vaporised the floors and a portion of the
walls, but pressure doors had sealed the area off, keeping the
atmosphere intact. An inferno raged at the bottom of the pit, and
the fire-fighters poured foam onto it with little effect. On the
far side of the chasm, Tarl clung to a tiny section of floor, his
back pressed to a bulkhead that, Sabre knew from the schematics
that appeared in his mind, lined the ship’s hull. The heat and
smoke rising from the conflagration made the technician cower,
covering his nose and mouth.

Sabre measured
the distance between them, then glanced around for other possible
routes. The ceiling had been vaporised, and only two beams remained
intact. The walls were gone, leaving beams running across the
chasm, but too far away to be of any use. Blood ran down the side
of Tarl's face from his hair, and his clothes were shredded and
charred. The fumes and heat were taking their toll, and he looked
ready to pass out. Sabre swung away, shoving men from his path.

"Stand aside!
Clear a path!"

They moved
aside, looking puzzled as he strode down the corridor for about two
metres, which the cyber estimated to be a sufficient distance. As
soon as the scrolling figures in his mind turned green he pivoted,
steeling himself for what was to come. He sprinted towards the
chasm, the warriors shouting in dismay when they realised his
intent. Sabre kicked off from the edge of the gap and sailed across
it, the heat engulfing him like a blast furnace from below. His
feet hit the floor beside Tarl, and he threw out his hands to
prevent himself from crashing into the wall. The floor creaked, but
held.

Tarl looked up
with watering eyes, soot streaking his sweaty face. "Are you bloody
mad?" The fire's roar forced him to shout.

Sabre crouched
beside him. "Possibly. Are you hurt?"

"Just burns
and scrapes. What the hell are you going to do?"

"Get you out
of here."

"You can't,
the jump's too far, even for you."

Sabre glanced
at the far side, and a red light flashed in his mind. Without a run
up, and carrying Tarl, it was too far in the cyber's estimation.
The cyber had been wrong before, however, and Sabre had exceeded
the standards a few times.

"We're going
to make it," he yelled.

"You don't
have a hope in hell if you intend to try to take me with you. Maybe
on your own you could do it. Get out of here. Don't be a bloody
idiot."

"I didn't come
here to leave without you, now climb on my back."

"No." Tarl
coughed. "That'll kill us both."

"Don't force
me to knock you out first. You'll just make it harder."

"Why are you
doing this? You hate me."

"Because I
can."

Tarl shook his
head. "You can't, so don't kill yourself trying."

"I don't
intend to kill myself."

"You can't
make that jump!"

Sabre gripped
the front of Tarl's jacket and yanked him closer, glaring into his
eyes. "You'll do as I damn well say! Now!"

Tarl spread
his hands. "Okay, okay. But think about this. If you don't make
that jump, Tassin will be left alone amongst the Trykons. How long
do you think she'll last?"

"I have no
intention of letting that happen."

"You can't -"
Tarl broke off as Sabre's grip tightened, choking him. "Okay!"

Sabre released
him and turned away, balancing precariously on the edge of the
ledge. Tarl wound his arms around the cyber's neck, and Sabre
lifted him off the floor, pulling his legs around so they clasped
his waist.

"Hold on."
Sabre stepped back until Tarl's back was pressed against the wall,
his eyes on the far side of the chasm. The red light in his mind
flashed more insistently, but he bent his knees like a crouching
cat. He kicked off with all his strength, and as he did the
fragment of floor gave way. He sailed across the gap, his arms
outstretched. His hands hit the edge of the floor, his fingers
clamped onto the metal, and he swung from it. Warriors reached down
to grasp his arms and pull him up, but the heat forced them back
with foul oaths. It burnt Sabre's skin, and the edge of the floor
was hot enough to scorch his hands.

Tarl shouted,
"You can make it on your own. Thanks for trying."

"No!"

Tarl loosened
his hold, preparing to let go of Sabre's neck. The cyber released
his grip, and they fell into the inferno.

"Hold on!"
Sabre yelled, waving his arms to keep his legs under him, and
Tarl's grip tightened again. Flames swept over them, making Tarl
grunt with pain. Sabre closed his eyes as the heat seared him. A
legion of red lights flashed in his mind, and the scanners showed
the remains of the floor far below. A beam flashed past, and
another rose towards him. He grabbed it, but the speed of his fall
and Tarl's weight combined to make it impossible to hold on.
Hanging from a beam in the middle of an inferno was not a terribly
good idea, anyway, but the momentary hold slowed his fall
considerably. Another beam provided a slowing hold as they
plummeted towards the fires below.

Sabre's boots
hit the floor with brutal force and a crunch of breaking bones. His
knees bent to absorb the impact, and he rolled sideways over Tarl,
who grunted as the air was punched from his lungs. Sabre held his
breath in the searing heat and smoke, the scanners and the cyber's
optical relay providing him with sight. Tarl released him,
coughing. Sabre picked him up and threw him over his shoulder.

"Leave me, you
bloody idiot!" Tarl shouted.

Sabre ignored
the pain that lanced from his ankles and raced through the flames
towards the nearest wall. As it loomed out of the smoke, he
released Tarl's legs and raised his fists, punching through it as
he hit it. His fists tore holes in the thin metal plates, and he
bent his head so the brow band took the brunt of the impact, hardly
slowing. The metal tore as he hit it, and he broke through,
staggering into a corridor filled with smoke. He ran down it, his
ankles sending agony shooting up his legs. Another wall loomed
ahead, and he smashed through it, reeling into a room clear of
smoke. Several Trykon warriors tended wounded comrades, and looked
up in surprise when Sabre burst through the wall with a screech of
metal, their mouths dropping open. Sabre fell to his knees, dumping
Tarl on the floor as two warriors hurried over to him.

Opening his
eyes, Sabre raised his head. "Get him to the hospital, and bring a
stretcher for me."

"Commander?"
The warriors gaped at him.

"I'd rather
not walk there on two broken ankles, so just do it!" Sabre bowed
his head, leaning forward on his hands with a grimace of pain.

Tarl coughed,
glaring at him. "You're a fucking idiot."

"You're alive,
aren't you? Is that the thanks I get?"

Tarl shook his
head, wiping his watering eyes. "I said you wouldn't make that
jump."

"I swear, when
you get out of hospital, I'm going to beat the crap out of
you."

"I'm looking
forward to it," Tarl said as two warriors gripped his arms and
lifted him to his feet, helping him to stagger from the room.
Another two ran in with a stretcher, and Sabre climbed onto it.

 


****

 


Tassin looked
up as a commotion started at the hospital door, alarmed by the
shouts of Sabre's title. Medics dashed past her, and she rose and
followed them, her heart twisting in dismay as she glimpsed Sabre
being carried in on a stretcher. Tarl tottered in between two
warriors, who dumped him on an unoccupied bed and hurried after
Sabre. The crowd around Sabre's stretcher thickened into a wall of
broad, muscular backs, and she stopped beside Tarl.

"What
happened? How badly is he hurt?"

Tarl's face,
neck and arms were reddened, and ugly blisters formed on them.
"He's okay, don't worry. He saved my life."

"What's wrong
with him?"

Tarl shook his
head. "If I hadn't been there, I wouldn't believe it."

Tassin gripped
his jacket and shook him. "Tell me!"

"I was trapped
on a ledge after the explosion -"

"Tell me
what's wrong with him! Is he burnt?"

"No, no he
didn't look burnt." Tarl frowned. "Which is odd, considering he was
in front of me on the way down. He has two broken ankles, that's
all. We fell five decks."

Shock closed
her throat, and she gulped. "How did you survive?"

"He broke my
fall."

She glanced at
the impenetrable wall of backs. "You should be taking care of him,
not them."

"I don't think
they'd let me, and anyway, I'm sure they can manage to put on a
couple of ankle casts." Tarl coughed, wheezing.

She studied
him with a frown. "What's wrong with you?"

"Smoke
inhalation. I'll be okay."

"Tell me what
happened."

By the time
Tarl finished the tale, Tassin was wide eyed and shaking her head
in disbelief. "That's incredible."

"Yeah."

The number of
medics and warriors around Sabre thinned, and she pushed her way to
his side, taking his hand. He opened his eyes and smiled at
her.

"Hi."

"How do you
feel?"

"Woozy. They
gave me something for the pain." He looked down at his feet, which
were encased in plaster to the knees. "It didn't go as
planned."

"You're lucky
to be alive."

"Not luck. I'm
hard to kill."

A warrior
gripped Tassin's arm and pulled her away. "The commander needs to
rest."

Sabre said,
"Leave her alone."

Tassin pulled
up a stool beside Sabre's bed and studied him, unable to find any
sign of burns. He closed his eyes, and she held his hand.

"Why aren't
you burnt like Tarl?"

"Don't
know."

Sensing that
he was slipping into sleep, she settled down to wait, thinking
about how much time she spent at his bedside while he was injured.
He had barely recovered from the last trauma, and now he was hurt
again. He was constantly putting himself in harm’s way, she
reflected, usually to save someone, and she had lost count of how
many times he had saved her life, or how many others he had
rescued. The unfairness of it saddened her, and she blinked away
the tears that stung her eyes. One day, hopefully soon, they would
be safe on Omega Five.

 


****

 


Atrel frowned
at the group leader who had just related an unbelievable tale. "So
he has two broken ankles, after falling five decks?"

"Many warriors
witnessed him fall, and we saw him smash through the wall on deck
four."

Atrel shook
his head. "That sounds like pure fiction. And yet I believe you.
That man never ceases to amaze me." He turned to Vior. "When we
reach Ragel Nine, put us into orbit and continue to make repairs.
We'll land when the commander has recovered."


 


 


 Chapter Twenty One

 


Tassin put the
plate of food on Sabre's bedside table and sat on the chair,
watching him sleep. Four days had passed since the battle, and he
had been moved to his cabin, which was more comfortable, plus the
hospital beds were needed for badly wounded men and women. Tarl
recovered from his burns next door, and hers were healing well. A
medic came twice a day to administer painkillers, which kept Sabre
in a groggy state, so he slept most of the time. The last dose was
due to wear off soon, and when it did he would need to eat. Tarl
had recommended certain foods that were better for a cyber than
most, and she had piled the plate with synthetic eggs, meat and
beans. She took hold of his hand.

Sabre sighed
and opened his eyes. The medics had stripped him to his shorts, and
the sheet had slipped down to his waist. He pulled it up, and she
smiled.

"I've seen it
before, you know."

He eyed her.
"What?"

"Your
chest."

"Ah. That.
Right, well, I don't want you getting any ideas of taking advantage
of me in my helpless state."

"Helpless?
You?" She snorted.

"Against you I
am. All I can do is run, and that's a little hard with two concrete
boots."

"To say
nothing of the broken ankles inside them."

"Them
too."

She leant
forward and tugged on the sheet. "Such modesty, My Lord. It's so
seductive."

His brows
rose. "Really? You mean if I was brazen it would be less
appealing?"

"No."

"So either way
I'm in trouble."


"Definitely."

"I should ban
you from my room."

She smiled.
"You wouldn't do that."

"No, you'd
make too much trouble."

"I came to
feed you, not seduce you." She picked up the plate.

"Oh, good."
Sabre sat up.

Tassin loaded
a spoon and held it in front of his mouth. "Open wide."

"My feet are
in plaster, not my hands."

Tassin grinned
and handed him the spoon and plate.

"How's Tarl?"
he enquired.

"Recovering
well." She hesitated. "Kernan's dead."

"Yeah, I
thought so. He wasn't doing very well on that synthetic food
anyway. I don't think he'd have survived for too much longer."

She nodded.
"He was very unhappy."

"Yeah."

"The repairs
are almost finished. Atrel says as soon as you're back on your
feet, we can land."

"Good."

The door
chimed, and a warrior medic entered.

Sabre waved
his spoon at him. "I don't need any more of that stuff."

"Yes,
Commander."

The medic
left, and Tassin pondered the peculiar traditions of the Trykons.
There were plenty of non-com medics, but only a warrior medic was
allowed to tend to Sabre, usually a group leader. Non-com medics
were not good enough, apparently. When Sabre finished his food, she
put the plate on the table, sat beside him and leant on his chest,
idly stroking his shoulder.

"I scare you,
don't I?" she murmured.

"You've only
just figured that out?"

"It's a bit
hard to believe."

"You terrify
me."

"Why?"

He rolled his
eyes. "Well, my experience with the opposite sex in precisely zero,
and if that's not bad enough, I can't even defend myself."

She giggled.
"A cyber, afraid of a girl."

"Yeah. And I
don't scare that easy."

"You'll leap
across a burning chasm to save a man you don't even consider a
friend, yet I frighten you."

"Don't make it
sound any more ridiculous than it already is," he said.

"Maybe you
should use some of that bravery to defeat your fear."

"It's not that
easy. I was trained to deal with life-threatening situations, not
girls."

She lowered
her gaze to his chest, her fingers tracing patterns on it. "You
could have been killed trying to save Tarl."

"This is
blackmail, isn't it?"

"No. I just
don’t want to lose you."

Sabre drew her
close and stroked her hair, and Tassin nestled up to him.

 


****

 


Two days
later, the medics removed Sabre's casts after x-rays revealed that
the bones were almost knitted, and the barrinium reinforcing was
now sufficient support on its own. His cyber issue camouflage
clothes were burnt beyond repair, and the Trykons provided a pair
of well-fitting dark grey trousers made from stretch material, a
matching jacket and black shirt. Gold embroidery decorated the
shoulders and sleeves of the waist-length jacket, and a spray of
golden feathers was embroidered on the right side of the chest. He
limped to the bridge, where Atrel greeted him with a smile.

"Commander.
It's good to see you on your feet again."

"It's good to
be walking again. How go the repairs?"

"We've done
all we can. The ship is able to land."

"Good." Sabre
studied the ugly brown planet in the screens. "Let's do it then. I
want us within weapons' range of that outpost, and able to target
it with the main lasers."

"You're going
to threaten them?"

"Spraylanders
are a tough, unforgiving bunch of guys who believe in kicking a man
when he's down, preferably until he's dead. They give no quarter
and only respect force. They also have no honour. They've colonised
some of the nastiest, barely habitable worlds that no one else
wants, and hate everyone in general. They're descended from a penal
colony that revolted and gained its freedom, and their bitterness
runs deep. They won't help us unless we make them."

Atrel nodded
and relayed the orders. Thrusters fired, and the ship broke orbit
and sank towards the planet. Landing a spaceship the size of a
destroyer was a tricky procedure fraught with danger, which was why
they rarely did. Within minutes the screens filled with fire, and
the ship shuddered as it fell through the atmosphere.

Fortunately,
Nemesis was designed to land, but she was one of the largest to
attempt it, and her entry into an atmosphere would cause a certain
amount of unavoidable damage. To those on the ground, she would
look like a meteorite burning up in the atmosphere. Vast tracts of
strip mining operations became visible as the ship neared the
surface, square wounds surrounded by rocky scabs, massive automated
mining machines kicking up clouds of dust. The collection of
ramshackle buildings that was the Spraylanders' outpost passed
below, and the antigravity kicked in, the generators' hum rising to
a howl as the ship descended. As it neared the ground, it turned to
face the outpost, just visible in the distance. The antigravity
generators' howl deepened as the ship settled on its belly, four
stabilising legs whining out. The ship was too large for the legs
to support; they were merely to keep it upright.

As the sound
of the generators died away, Sabre turned to Atrel. "I want every
warrior who can be spared to come with me. A skeleton crew will
remain on the ship. If a Spraylander comes within a hundred metres
of it, shoot him dead. Send my armour to my cabin. I'm going to
prepare."

Sabre found
Tarl waiting with Tassin in his cabin, seated beside her on the
couch, the burns on his face half healed. The technician wore an
odd collection of new clothes, although only a little less peculiar
than his original outfit had been, which comprised one of the loose
off-white shirts Trykon non-coms wore, a tough brown cloth jacket
and matching trousers. Tassin’s black leather jacket had been lost
in the explosion, but she still wore her grey blouse and black
jeans, which had only suffered a little damage. Tarl rose when
Sabre entered, looking nervous and concerned.

"You really
shouldn't be walking around on those ankles yet," he
admonished.

Sabre glared
at him. "No kidding? Oh, and don't bother to thank me for saving
your life."

"I was about
to..." Tarl shook his head. "You always have to make it difficult
for me, don't you?"

"That should
have been the first thing out of your mouth, not complaints."

"I wasn't...
I'm just concerned."

"I still have
to get us out of this mess,” Sabre said, “and I can't do that
sitting around."

"A few more
days wouldn't make any difference, except to your ankles."

"Leave my
ankles out of it, okay?"

Tarl sighed.
"Fine. I don't want to fight with you."

"I aim to keep
my word. Count on it."

"Why the hell
do you hate me so much?"

"If you don't
know that, you're stupider than I thought."

"All I've ever
done is try to help you."

Sabre sank
down on the sofa. "No, mostly you've carped about my bio-status,
shovelled that cyber ration crap into me and generally treated me
like a bloody cyber."

"Okay, I
admit, I've found it hard to ignore the fact that you are still a
bloody cyber, no matter how much you hate it."

Sabre jumped
up and grabbed the front of Tarl's jacket, almost lifting him off
his feet. "That's the best way to piss me off."

"What are you
then? A human being with a few additions? An ex-cyborg who still
has all his enhancements? No matter what you call it, you can't
change what you are. You require specialised care, special
nutrients, and someone who understands you. That's what you hate
about me, isn't it?"

Sabre dragged
him closer. "No, I just don't like having my nose rubbed in it all
the time. I managed fine without a damned technician looking after
me before you came along."

"No, you
didn't. On Omega Five you were so run down and undernourished you
lost a fight with a normal man."

"He had help
from a magician."

"The guy who
owned your cyber back then was an idiot," Tarl said. "You don't
send a cyber to a primitive world on a prolonged mission. Okay, you
survived, as a cyber will, but he put you in a lot of unnecessary
danger. Perhaps he didn't care if you survived, but I do. When
someone buys a cyber, they're taught the basics of looking after
one, what to feed him, where to take him when he's injured, what
he's capable of, and so on. Tassin doesn't know any of that."

"You have no
idea about the ill treatment cybers suffer, do you? I was fed
bloody dog food by one of my supposedly educated owners."

"The universe
is full of idiots, okay? The point is, while I'm around, I'll see
to it that you get the correct treatment."

"To keep me in
peak fighting condition."

Tarl nodded.
"Yeah. If I hadn't done it, Ramadaus' cyber might have killed
you."

"I know how to
look after myself. I don't need a bloody technician."

"Oh really?
And who would have helped you to overcome the Corsair poisoning?
Huh? Who would have overridden Cybercorp’s reprogramming of your
control unit?" Tarl demanded. "I was glad to do it. I want to help
you."

"To assuage
your guilt? So you can study me?"

"At least I
have guilt. And yeah, you're a fascinating anomaly." Tarl's eyes
flicked to the brow band. "And I'd like to know what the hell is
wrong with your control unit now."

Sabre shoved
him away, making him stagger back. "I have control of it, that's
what."

"That's
impossible. The control circuits only work one way."

"Well now they
work the other way. If you want to know how, you'll have to ask the
being who healed me."

"Or I could
study you."

"You just
don't stop, do you? I should have chucked you in that fire."

Tarl smiled,
tugging his jacket straight. "But you didn't, because you couldn't.
You're too damned human now for that."

"Humans do
shit like that all the time."

"But not you.
You're a good guy. That's why you don't scare me with your threats.
I know you're bluffing."

 


 


Sabre rubbed
his brow. His fingers encountered the brow band and gripped it,
tugging at it as if trying to rip it from his head. He growled in
frustration and swung away to smash it into the wall, leaving an
oblong dent in the metal and making Tassin jump.

Tarl shook his
head. "You're also still a cyber. You always will be. And I, for
one, am very grateful that you are. If you weren't I'd be
dead."

"If I was a
cyber, I wouldn't have rescued you unless Tassin ordered me
to."

"Okay." Tarl
held up his hands in a placating gesture. "You're free. I don't
know if Tassin would have risked your life to save me, and I
wouldn't blame her if she hadn't. It's a privilege having you as a
friend."

"I'm not your
friend."

"Then why did
you save me?"

Sabre stepped
closer and gripped Tarl’s throat. "Ask me that question again, and
I'll break your neck."

"No you won't.
Why did you save me?"

Sabre released
Tarl and punched him in the solar plexus, making him double over
with a grunt. "So I could do that."

"Sabre, stop
it," Tassin said.

Tarl
straightened, clutching his chest. "That was just a tap. You can do
better than that."

"Tarl, stop
goading him," she admonished, frowning.

"Stay out of
it," Tarl said.

Sabre scowled.
"Don't tell her what to do."

"Come on,
Sabre," Tarl said. "You said you were going to beat the crap out of
me. What are you waiting for?"

Sabre gripped
Tarl's arms, lifted him off his feet and slammed him against the
wall. Tarl chuckled and grimaced. "That didn't hurt much. Try
harder. Are you angry yet?"

Sabre released
him and smashed his fist into the wall beside his head, making him
flinch.

"You missed,”
Tarl jeered. “My head's over here, dummy."

"A little
while ago, you were too scared to spar with me, now you're trying
to make me hurt you?"

"I'm proving a
point. Cyborg."

Sabre's fist
skimmed Tarl's cheek and hit the wall beside his head with a bang
that made him wince.

"Come on! Do
it!" Tarl goaded.

Sabre drew
back his fist, gripping Tarl's throat with his other hand.

"Go on," Tarl
squeaked.

Sabre's fist
quivered, then he lowered it, releasing ex-cyber tech. "No."

"Why not?"

Sabre shook
his head, his nostrils flared.

"Come on,”
Tarl said. “What happened to beating the crap out of me?"

"I don't want
to."

"Why not? You
don't mind doing it to the odd Trykon who's stupid enough to
challenge you, do you?" Tarl's fist shot out and hit Sabre on the
cheek hard enough to jerk his head to the side.

Sabre
retreated, rubbing his face. "Piss off."

Tarl advanced,
punching Sabre in the ribs. "What are you, a wimp?"

Sabre turned
and walked away. To Tassin's amazement and horror, Tarl grabbed him
around the throat from behind, pulling him into a choke hold.
Instead of hurling Tarl to the ground, as she expected, Sabre
merely snorted.

"You of all
people should know you can't choke a cyber," he said.

"Oh, so you
are a cyber!"

Sabre reached
up and gripped one of Tarl's fingers, twisting it. Tarl released
him with a yelp, nursing his finger.

Sabre turned
to him. "Count yourself lucky I choose not to beat the crap out of
you, and quit trying to provoke me, it won't work."

"But why?
That's what I'm trying to make you see. Why won't you do it to me?
Think about it."

Sabre
shrugged. "I don't want to."

"Why?"

"I don't
know."

"But I do,"
Tarl said. "It's the same reason you wouldn't hurt Tassin, isn't
it? Not exactly the same, of course. You don't mind hurting me a
bit, whereas you’d never dream of intentionally hurting her,
right?"

"No."

"Do you want
to know why you don't want to beat me up, no matter how much I
provoke you?"

"Another of
your bullshit theories?"

Tarl shook his
head, nursing his finger. "No. Pure fact. Something you feel, but
don't understand."

"So what is
it?"

"I'm your
friend."

Sabre snorted
again. "You wish."

"No, I just
proved it. If you really hated me, you wouldn't have hesitated to
punch out my lights as soon as I started irritating you. If I'd
been a stranger, what would you have done?"

Sabre frowned.
"Thumped you."

"Right. But
you didn't. And that's why you saved me, because I'm your
friend."

Tassin said,
"I recall a little while ago you telling me that Sabre didn't even
like you."

"He
doesn't."

"I don't,"
Sabre agreed.

"So how can
you be his friend?"

Tarl
hesitated, then asked, "Ever heard of a love-hate
relationship?"

Tassin raised
her brows. "Now you're really going to confuse him."

"That's why I
wasn't going to bring it up."

"Now you'll
have to explain it."

"Yeah.
Thanks." Tarl sat on the sofa.

"If Tassin
hadn't brought it up, I would have," Sabre said.

"Okay, it's
like this. We've been together for a while, been through a few
scrapes, helped each other out, and generally bonded. You don't
like me because I'm a cyber technician, and I bug you about taking
care of yourself. But deep down, you've come to trust me, and rely
on me to a certain extent. In fact, I don't think you dislike me
all that much anymore, do you?"

Sabre looked
noncommittal. "I guess."

Tarl smiled.
"I had hoped so. I can't tell you how glad I was when you came to
my rescue, bud. Thank you."

"So if you
knew this when Sabre saved you, why did you goad him now?" Tassin
asked.

"To prove to
him that he didn't want to beat the crap out of me, and why. It's
important that he understands his feelings."

They looked
around as the door chimed, and a warrior entered, carrying Sabre's
armour. Ignoring the non-coms, he approached his commander.

"Would you
like me to help you put this on, Commander?"

"No."

The soldier
placed the armour on the table and left.

Tassin eyed
it. "What are you going to do?"

"I have to
convince a bunch of really unpleasant guys to sell me some
fuel."

"You're in no
condition to fight," Tarl said.

"I wasn't
planning to. That's why I'm taking most of the Trykons with
me."

Sabre stripped
off his jacket and shirt, picked up the chest armour and tried to
strap it on, discovering that it was impossible to do it alone.

Tarl rose and
helped him, glancing at the brow band. "Do you now control every
aspect of the cyber's functions?"

"Yeah."

"That seventh
control light must indicate some sort of feedback. It's the only
implant that goes directly into the cerebral cortex. Maybe they
reversed the polarity of the implants, but I still don't see how
your brain could be controlling the cyber."

"Well it
does." Sabre bent to strap on a shin guard.

"Can you
activate the cybernetic interface?"

Sabre
straightened, and the brow band filled with electric blue light,
its hum thrumming the air.

Tarl nodded,
looking perplexed. "That shouldn't be possible."

The light died
and the hum faded. Sabre bent to strap on the other shin guard.
"Well it is."

"Any side
effects? Headache, nausea, dizziness?"

"Nope."

"Just a
three-day coma."

Tarl sat on
the sofa again and watched Sabre adjust the armour, tightening the
arm guards until he was satisfied. As he slung the huge sword
across his back, Tassin rose and approached him.

"Let me come
with you."

"Not a
chance."

"Then promise
me you'll be careful."

"I will."

She hugged
him, and Sabre kissed her brow, then strode to the door, where he
found Tarl waiting and eyed him.

"What, you
want a hug too?"

Tarl smiled.
"Your ankles are still weak. You should avoid putting any stress on
them, which means no jumping or running."

"Wasn't
planning to, but thanks for the tip, bud." Sabre thumped Tarl on
the back, making him stagger, flashed Tassin a smile and vanished
through the door.

Tarl
straightened with a groan, clasping his back. "Shit, that
hurt."

She shook her
head. "You've opened a whole new can of worms. You know how
childish he can be. He's going to make you pay now."

"What did I
do?"

"You made him
realise that he's friends with a cyber technician. What did you
expect?"

"So he's
pissed off with me now?"

"I would say
so, yes."

"Bastard."
Tarl eased himself onto the sofa. "He almost broke my bloody
back."


 


 


 Chapter Twenty Two

 


Sabre eyed the
group of disreputable individuals that faced him, searching for a
leader. The Spraylanders all seemed to favour grey clothes, as if
it was some sort of uniform, and the only variation was the shade.
Their tough, weather-beaten faces bore similar sullen expressions,
and their eyes glinted with hostility. Most were tall and
well-built, though spare, some were scrawny and shifty-looking, and
a few appeared to be more affluent, possessing a better-fed
appearance.

A drab brown
landscape of dead grass and bare, sandy earth stretched away in an
undulating plain to distant snow-capped mountains. Massive
boulders, numerous smaller rocks and a few twisted, stunted
succulent trees punctuated it, hardly denting the overall air of
barren dullness. A gorge that presumably had a river at the bottom
of it ran past on the left and continued through the ramshackle
city. The gravity was higher than normal, and the thin, chilly air
stagnant. The white dwarf sun shone like a spotlight behind pale
puce clouds, which hung over the land in a lumpy shroud. The only
good thing about this planet, Sabre mused, other than its barely
breathable atmosphere, was the vast deposits of gold to be found
just under its rocky surface. Although gold was not as valuable as
barrinium, it was used in neosin circuitry and spaceship IAs, so
there was a demand for it.

Two hundred
grim-faced Trykon warriors stood behind him, most of them over two
metres tall and made more menacing by their cybernetic
enhancements. The two kilometre walk from the ship had made his
ankles ache, although he enjoyed being out in the open air again.
When they had approached the city, the Spraylanders had come out to
meet them, otherwise, he was sure they would have ignored the
Trykon warship. Failing to find a man who appeared to be in charge,
Sabre addressed the nearest individual in perfect Spraytaal.

"I wish to
speak to your leader."

"We have no
leader. You deal with all of us," he replied.

"I need neosin
for my ship."

A hawk-faced
man said, "The one with its lasers aimed at our city."


"Precisely."

A grizzled,
bearded man spat. "Why should we help you when you threaten
us?"

"For that very
reason. I'm prepared to pay for the fuel, or destroy your city,
your choice."

A wave of
muttering ran through the group, then an elderly man asked, "Pay
with what?"

“I have currency.”

A few men
chuckled and several grinned, but a pock-marked man said, "That’s
useless here. We don't deal with outsiders."

"What do you
sell your gold for?"

"Goods. Cloth,
metal, weapons."

Sabre turned
to Atrel. "What do we have to trade with?"

"Food, spare
clothes, armour and swords."

Sabre relayed
the information to the Spraylanders, who sniggered.

"Not good
enough. We have plenty of food, and we don't use armour or swords,"
a tall man said. His eyes raked several women warriors and took on
a calculating glint. "We'll trade for women."

"Absolutely
not."

"Then you have
nothing we want. Be off with you."

"There's still
the matter of the continued existence of your city."

The men
muttered amongst themselves again, and Atrel leant closer to Sabre.
"What did they say?"

"They'll trade
for women."

"We have ten
non-com women."

Sabre raised
his brows. "You'd sell them your women?"

"They're
slaves. They have no value to us."

"What kind of
life would you be condemning them to?"

Atrel
shrugged. "Probably no worse than the one they've already got."

"They're
ill-treated?"

"Not
especially, but who's to say they'll be ill-treated here? If
there's a shortage of women here, they might be treated
better."

"They can't
even speak the same language."

"Since when
was that a problem?"

Sabre shook
his head. "I wouldn't know. But I won't force them to live amongst
these men. They'd have to agree to it."

"I think some
would be willing."

A short, plump
Spraylander man said, "If you destroy our city you'll hit the fuel
depot as well, and without our co-operation how will you transport
it to your ship?"

Sabre turned
to him. "Perhaps we can trade for women, provided you don't
ill-treat them."

"We
won't."

"Will they be
slaves?"

"No. They'll
be wives," a handsome middle-aged man stated.

"How many do
you want?"

"How many have
you got?"

Sabre turned
to Atrel. "Call the ship and find out how many of the slave women
will be willing to become Spraylander wives."

Atrel spoke
into his com-link, and then they waited. Sabre sat on a rock and
rubbed his aching ankles. Almost half an hour later, Atrel's
com-link beeped, and he read the message on it.

"Seven women
have volunteered."

Sabre nodded
and stood up to face the Spraylanders. "We have seven."

A wave of
muttering went through them, and they looked excited. The plump man
turned to Sabre. "How much neosin do you want for them?"

"Fourteen
crystals." It was barely enough to get them to Omega Five.

"Done."

Sabre was
surprised by the swiftness of the agreement, and wondered if he
should have asked for more. He turned to Atrel. "Have the women
sent here."

Atrel spoke
into the com-link, and once more they waited. Sabre returned to his
perch on the rock with a sigh. He could only postulate that the
ladies were packing, and wondered how long it would take. Almost an
hour later, the women arrived, escorted by a solitary warrior. They
wore plain, coarse grey clothes, and each carried a bundle of
possessions. They looked wary, eyeing the Spraylanders with
suspicion and misgiving.

To Sabre's
amazement, the Spraylanders who wore caps removed them, and they
all looked rather sheepish. Several attempted to tidy their
appearance, smoothed their hair or slapped dust from their clothes.
They jostled for position, casting the women warm, and in Sabre's
opinion, rather pathetic smiles. One woman, who looked wearier than
the rest, dumped her bundle on the ground, and three men hurried
forward as if to help her. Several Trykon warriors drew their
swords and stepped forward to block their way.

"Stay back,"
Sabre ordered. "When we have the fuel, you get the women."

Shouts went up
from the Spraylanders, and half of them sprinted back to their
ramshackle city. Atrel moved closer to Sabre.

"These are
your harsh, bitter men? They're like schoolboys at a spring
festival gathering."

"I think
there's a shortage of women here."

Atrel's brows
rose. "You jest, Commander."

Sabre smiled.
"Cut out the sarcasm, Atrel."

The first
lieutenant grinned, and Sabre wandered over to the women, who eyed
him with as much suspicion and wariness as they had accorded the
Spraylanders.

"You
understand what's going to happen to you?" he enquired.

They nodded,
and one spat.

Sabre went on,
"These men don't speak your language, but they've promised to treat
you well."

"We were told
that we're to be wives," a pretty blonde girl said.

"That's
correct."

"Then that's a
damn sight better than being whores."

"So why did
only seven of you volunteer?"

She looked him
up and down. "The other three weren't allowed. Their warriors are
on the ship, and prevented them."

"They wanted
to come?"

"Yeah, who
wouldn't?"

Sabre turned
to Atrel, who had followed him. "Contact the ship. I want the other
three women."

The first
lieutenant nodded and spoke into the com-link again. Sabre faced
the Spraylanders, who gazed at the women with puppy dog eyes.

"There are
three more women coming," Sabre told them. "We want twenty crystals
of fuel."

A pair of men
ran off, and a few minutes later two carriers came into view on the
winding road, surrounded by running men. The carriers stopped
nearby, and a bearded man approached Sabre, darting a glance at the
women.

"Twenty
crystals of neosin for ten women."

"Three more
are on their way."

"They
shouldn't be made to walk, carrying stuff. Let us go and fetch
them."

"No."

The man
muttered a curse and stomped off to rejoin his cohorts. Sabre
settled on his rock again, and the women sat on their bundles.
Another hour passed before the last three women trudged up,
escorted by a scowling warrior.

Sabre stood
up. "Let's move out."

Atrel shouted
orders, and two men ran to the carriers. The Spraylanders
approached the Trykon women, their attitude ingratiating, and took
their bundles with grave chivalry, murmuring words of admiration
and assurance. Sabre decided that the Trykon women would be far
better off with the Spraylanders, even if the planet was dull and
unpleasant.

 


****

 


Tassin leant
forward to top up her glass from the bottle of wine on the table.
"More wine?"

She sat beside
Sabre on the sofa in her cabin, and he turned to her and smiled.
"Are you trying to get me drunk?"

“We're just celebrating our proximity to Omega
Five."

Sabre’s eyes
drooped. "This stuff has an amazing affect."

"It's supposed
to."

"There are two
of you."

"You've only
had three glasses."

"Well,
apparently that's two glasses too many." He stood up, swayed and
tripped over the table, sprawling with a crash. "Shit."

She giggled.
"Are you all right?"

"Can't
walk."

Tassin went
over to crouch beside him. "Come on, let's get you to bed. This
wasn't such a good idea, it seems."

He rolled onto
his back, rubbing his face. "What have you done to me?"

The door's
entry-call buzzed, and she called, "Enter."

Tarl came in,
his brows drawing together as he hurried over to kneel at Sabre's
side. "What's happened? What's wrong with him?"

Tassin
snorted. "He's drunk."

"Drunk?" He
stared at her. "Are you nuts? You can't do that to a cyber."

"Why not?"

Sabre reached
up and gripped the front of Tarl's jacket, yanking him down to
inspect him at close range. "Tarl. It's you."

"That's why,"
Tarl said, trying to pry Sabre's fingers loose. "He's never had
alcohol before, no cyber ever has."

She giggled.
"Actually he has, on Omega Five."

"And how many
people did he kill?"

"None." She
frowned at him.

Sabre
tightened his grip on Tarl's jacket, twisting it until the
technician coughed. "I'm nodakilling machine."

"Yeah, you
are, bud. Let go."

"Nope." Sabre
chuckled. "Make me."

"Please."

"Nope. Gotcha
now."

Tarl coughed
again. "Tassin, do something."

"Sabre, let
him go."

Sabre sighed
and released Tarl, who sat back rubbing his neck, then moved out of
range. "Cybers are hyper-sensitive to alcohol, something to do with
the alien DNA, apparently."

"He only had
three glasses of wine."

"And he's dead
drunk."

"Cheap date."
Sabre chuckled.

"Help me to
get him to bed," Tassin said.

"No way, I'm
not letting him get hold of me again, and I recommend that you stay
away from him as well. Why did you give him wine?"

"A little
celebration, that's all."

Tarl's eyes
narrowed. "You're treading on dangerous ground. This could have
blown up in your face. Lucky I came."

"He's just
drunk," she said.

"Which has
lowered his mental age to that of a six-year-old, or worse. A
six-year-old with the strength of ten men, who, fortunately, seems
to be falling asleep."

"Why shouldn’t
he have a bit of fun? All he ever does is fight and save people. I
didn't think it would be a problem, and it's not. He's fine. He'll
sleep it off."

Tarl shook his
head. "Don't give him alcohol again, please. I can't imagine
anything worse than a drunken cyber."

She gazed down
at Sabre, who snored softly. "He's asleep now. Help me with
him."

Tarl carried
the cyber into the bedroom and dumped him on the bed. As he came
out, he cast Tassin a hard glance. "Stop playing with fire."

"I only want
him to learn what it is to be human."

"And you think
getting him drunk is going to help?”

"Why not? It
relaxes him. It’s something people do for fun, and he’s never had
any fun – or at least, not much. Maybe it will make him think less
like a machine.”

“He also has computer-induced blocks in his brain.”

“He told me that the beings of light healed his mind, and in
time the barriers the cyber erected will disappear."

Tarl looked
thoughtful. "That may give you more hope, but there's still the
possibility that he won't be able to deal with what's behind those
barriers."

"What's behind
them?"

"The rest of
his humanity. The part that deals with those things he's never
experienced, and was never meant to." Tarl shook his head. "Right
now his mind is as pure as driven snow. He's in for a tough
time."

"So... that's
why they called him the pure one."

"Partly. It
must be hard for you to understand. Hell, it's hard for me, and I
know what was done to him. You know a hell of a lot more about life
than he does."

Tassin eyed
him. "What do you mean, partly? How else is he pure?"

Tarl scratched
his head. "How do I explain it so you’ll understand? He seems like
this super soft guy with a loving nature who likes to play and
enjoys new experiences. The sort whose dating profile would say
things like ‘loves fluffy pets and long walks on the beach at
sunset’. The reality is, he has a mind like a steel trap. Machine
trained."

Tassin
shivered, rubbing her arms. "You make him sound like a freak."

"He is a
freak. He has a soft side, which he's wary of exposing, although he
has with you. He trusts you now, and me, a little. You helped him
when he got free on Omega Five, and he fell in love with you. Not
only did you not betray him, you found him and freed him again,
thereby reinforcing his love and trust. I have no doubt Sabre would
kill anyone or anything that hurt you.

"You're his
world. He would do anything to please you; cut off his own arm if
you needed him to, and the fact that he may not be able be what you
want could kill him. Right now it's upsetting him, but he still has
hope, and your promise that it's not important to you. Don't change
that. Please, don't rush in with hobnail boots where angels fear to
tread."

She nodded,
sinking down on the sofa. "I was being selfish, only thinking of
what I wanted from him, and not what he needs from me. I didn't
mean to hurt him."

"You haven't,
yet. But I think you're putting him under a bit of stress. He wants
to please you so much, but he's just not designed for that." Tarl
sat beside her. "Sorry."

"It's not your
fault."

"I was part of
the world that created him. I feel partly responsible."

"That's why
you're trying so hard to help him now."

"Yeah, he was
right about that. I'm trying to make up for what I did back then. I
do feel guilty. And all I have to offer is my expertise in his
cyber abilities, which he detests. I'm a constant reminder of what
he is, and he'd rather try to forget it. It's like he's the rope in
a tug of war between us. You're trying to speed up his conversion
into a true human; I'm trying to slow it down, for his sake. Only
trouble is, he wants to be human more than anything, and one reason
is because he knows it's what you want.

"That's why he
was so happy when you admired his acrobatic prowess in the combat
room. He found something you admire, at which he excels. But you've
got to face facts. He'll never be normal. The sooner you accept
that, the better." He held up a hand when she opened her mouth to
protest. "He'll come close. He's already doing well, but there will
always be little differences, not least of all his abilities."

Tassin
frowned, shaking her head. "But he is a human."

"No. He's a
cyborg. He's not even entirely human genetically, but his genetic
enhancements don't affect his thinking. That's affected by the way
he was designed and trained. His sole purpose, until he got free of
his control unit, was to be a killing machine.

"That's all he
knows. Even now, his limited experience of human emotions hasn't
changed him all that much. You've seen it. You can't be that blind.
Put him in a dangerous situation and he takes charge. He pits his
wits, skill and brawn against the enemy, and wins at all costs, or
he'd die trying. Put him in a room alone with a girl, and he's
totally clueless and more than a little uncomfortable."

She nodded,
bowing her head to gaze at her hands. "Why does he look at his
hands so much?"

"It's not his
hands he's looking at; it's the scars on them."

She grimaced,
rubbing her brow. "Of course. I feel like such a fool. And I wish
you'd talk to him. I think you could help him."

"No.
Absolutely not."

"Why?"

"He resents me
enough already, partly because I'm a technician, partly because I'm
what he wants so much to be. If I start giving him lectures on how
to be human, I'd probably get my head stuffed down a toilet. If he
asks me something, I'll tell him, but I'm not going to sit him down
and try to explain the facts of life to him."

Tassin nodded,
sighing.

Tarl stood up.
"Well, I'll leave you to think about it." He headed for the
door.

"Thank
you."

"Sure thing.
I'm always happy to answer your questions."

Tassin stared
into space for a while, considering what she had learnt. Although
the information was helpful in her dealings with Sabre, and
undoubtedly correct, it was also depressing. She began to
understand why Sabre disliked Tarl, despite their friendship. As a
font of information on cybers, he was excellent; it was the
information itself that was so disheartening. Nevertheless, she
resolved to do as he advised. The last thing she wanted to do was
hurt Sabre.


 


 


 Chapter Twenty Three

 


Sabre opened
his eyes to find a silken roof mere centimetres from his nose. A
searing chill pervaded him and froze his gut. Objects, some sharp,
pressed in around him, and he was paralysed. Terror crawled up his
spine like a claw-footed snake, its tail curling in his gut and its
head spitting venom into his silently screaming brain. He strived
to move with all his might. His desperate yearning to get out of
the casket grew with every passing moment, and a howling madness
nibbled at his sanity. He broke free of the paralysis and punched
through the top of the casket, ripping silk and scattering weapons.
A savage cry of triumph burst from him.

Sabre kicked and punched the casket, tearing out the silk
lining in an orgy of destruction. An irrational, but powerful urge
to utterly destroy the instrument of his torture pounded at his
brain. Something touched him, and one of his automatic reactions
kicked in. He grabbed it, a niggling doubt as to its identity and a
flashing red light in his brain preventing him from crushing
it. A piercing shriek cut through the fog
of savagery that clouded his mind, then pain flashed in his skull
and he opened his eyes. He was crouched over Tassin, his hands
around her throat.

"Shit!"

Sabre released
her and sprang away, tumbled backwards off the bed and sprawled on
the floor. Swathes of torn bedclothes hung from the bed, and the
bulkhead beside it was buckled and dented. For a moment he lay
still, gasped and rubbed his head. The full horror of what he had
almost done slammed him in the gut like a sledgehammer. Desperate
to make certain that he had not hurt her, he jumped up, switched on
the lights and gazed down at her.

"Are you
okay?"

Tassin stared
at the ceiling, panting, her hands clasped around her throat. Sabre
eased himself onto the bed and reached out to touch her hands.

"Let me
see."

She gulped.
"I'm all right."

"Let me
see!"

Sabre tugged
her hands away and leant closer to examine her throat, somewhat
surprised to find no marks on it. Relief made him dizzy, and he
bowed his head, rubbing his face. A touch on his knee made him
lower his hands.

Tassin gazed
at him with deep sorrow and concern. "You didn't hurt me."

"But I could
have. I could have killed you."

"No." She sat
up and reached for him, but he jumped up and moved away. "You
barely touched me," she said. "I woke up when you yelled and
started destroying the bed. I grabbed you and tried to shake you
awake. It was my fault. You grabbed me, and I slapped you, then you
woke up. I just got a fright, that's all."

He stood with
his back to her. "You should be frightened."

"Come
back."

Sabre shook his head, and Tassin slid from the bed and came
over to slip her arms around his waist and press her cheek to his
chest. She wore the simple thigh-length silk shirt she always slept
in. A lump clogged his throat and pain shot through his heart as he
held her, sorrow and dread weighing on him. The venomous voice
awoke to shout its poison in the back of his mind.
Cyborg! Killer! Apparently he was at it again, trying to become human, the
ambition it scorned so much.

"I'm sorry."
He bowed his head and held her tighter.

"It's
okay."

"No it's not.
Next time I might kill you. You've got to sleep somewhere
else."

"No." She
leant back to gaze up at him. "You don't usually have nightmares
when I'm with you. This time you didn't know I was here. I joined
you after Tarl put you to bed, but you were too drunk to know. It
was my fault. It won't happen again. Besides, you didn't hurt me.
You woke up when I hit you."

He avoided her
gaze. "I didn't feel that. The cyber woke me. It can still inflict
pain, it seems. I did the unthinkable. I attacked a person with
command privilege."

"Then you
can't harm me. The cyber won't let you."

"Any one of
those blows that dented the bulkhead could have killed you, and the
cyber wouldn't have been able to stop me in time."

"This isn't
going to keep us apart. I'm prepared to take the risk."

"I'm not," he
said.

"Don't make me
sneak into your bed after you're asleep, because I will if I have
to."

"I'll wake
up."

"I feel safe
with you," she said. "What if something happens to me while we're
apart? What if you hadn't been there when that explosion happened?
How would you feel then?"

"The chances
of something happening to you are a lot less than the risk of me
smashing your skull in my sleep."

"I don't think
so. I want to be close to you, where you can protect me."

"Then we'll
bring in another mattress and share the room."

She considered
that, clearly unhappy. "All right. You can stop shaking now, it's
over."

Sabre realised
that his hands trembled from the rush of adrenalin his dream had
released, and grimaced. "It'll stop in a little while."

"What did you
dream about?"

"It doesn't
matter."

"I want to
know. Tell me," she said.

"I was in a
casket. Frozen. Paralysed. Trapped."

"That must
have been horrible."

"But it makes
no sense,” he said. “Cybers aren't awake in a casket. It's never
happened to me."

"It must be a
secret fear you have."

"It is. I used
to wonder what it would be like to wake up when the lid was closed,
usually just before I was put into one."

"How do cybers
get into a casket then? Are they put there after the cyber is...
what do you call it?"

"Shut down.
No, they climb into it themselves." He rubbed his eyes. "We do. We
get in, and as soon as we lie down the cyber puts the host into
cold sleep. We're injected with chemicals that paralyse and prepare
us."

"How do you
breathe in there?"

"Re-breathers
and scrubbers. The caskets are airtight, but there's an oxygen
supply in the base, and the carbon dioxide is scrubbed from the
air."

"What happens
if the oxygen runs out?"

"An alarm
sounds and lights flash. It's very loud. If the oxygen still isn't
replaced, the casket automatically opens."

She nodded.
"That's good. So a cyber can never suffocate in his casket."

"Not unless it
malfunctions."

"Why are they
sealed? Why not just let outside air in?"

"It's a safety
feature, in case there's a hostile atmosphere outside. Gas is
sometimes used in chemical warfare. Otherwise it would be easy to
wipe out an army of cybers with gas while they were still in their
caskets. There's a couple we can't be immunised against, which
combine with oxygen and make the air unbreathable, like the fire
extinguishers on Triumphant."

"How long can
a cyber be kept in a casket?" she asked.

"It's
recommended that he be taken out every ten years and given food,
water and exercise, if the owner wants to keep him in good
condition. But a cyber has been known to survive for twenty-two
years. He was in pretty poor condition when he came out,
though."

She hesitated,
as if reluctant to make him talk about things that might upset him.
"So you're not frozen?"

"No. Our body
temperature is lowered, and our metabolism slowed to the point
where it's almost non-existent. It's a bit like hibernation."

Tassin glanced
at the shredded bed. "And that's what you'd have done to a casket
if you'd ever woken up in one?"

"I wouldn't
have been able to move, so no. That's what I'd like to have done,
though. In my dream I could move after a while, and I smashed my
way out."

"Did that make
you feel better?"

"Yeah, I guess
so. Kind of like wish fulfilment. Until I woke up."

She placed a
hand on his cheek. "I'm fine, stop feeling guilty."

Sabre pulled
her into his arms again and stroked her hair. "I don’t know what
I’d do if anything happened to you," he said.

"What do you
mean?"

"If I don't
die trying to save you, I'll end it myself. The cyber can't stop me
anymore."

Her arms
tightened. "No. Don't do that. I don't want you to. I didn't go to
all the trouble of finding you and freeing you just to have you
throw it all away if I die. I want you to live, and enjoy your
freedom."

"How could I
enjoy it if you're not there?"

She looked up
at him. "Find ways. Explore the universe, become Ravian's agent, or
Fairen's. Destroy Myon Two. Do something useful with your life. You
have so much to offer. Perhaps you'll meet another girl and find
love again."

"Would you do
that if I died?"

"Yes."

Sabre almost
checked the scanners to see if she was lying, but stopped himself.
Tassin would not lie to him. The image of his hands around her
throat flashed through his mind, and he looked down at them, hating
them. How could he ever live with the guilt if he was the one who
killed her, even by accident? He could not risk it. She must sleep
apart from him, even though he enjoyed having her close, especially
now that he no longer had the warning lights in his mind. He spread
his hands, frowning at them, and Tassin took hold of them.

"You have nice
hands."

He fought the
urge to tug them free and hide them. "How can you say that?"

"It's
true."

"They're
ugly."

"I disagree.
They're nice... the hands of an artist." She looked up and
smiled.

He frowned at
his hands again, a little embarrassed by her praise. "They're
mutilated."

"No, they're
not. The scars are barely visible. I didn't notice them for several
days after I met you. I had to look closely to see them. They're
beautiful, just like the rest of you."

This time he
did check the scanners, and cursed himself. She was telling the
truth, even though it was hard to believe, but then, there had to
be something about him that she found attractive. Still, her words
rankled. "I guess you like scars, then."

"Not
particularly, but yours aren't ugly. The ones from when the
scientists put the metal on your bones are so faint, and there's no
sign of stitches. How did they do that?"

"They glued
them together."

She looked
puzzled. "Glued?"

"Yeah. They
use sticky tape, stick it to one side of the incision, then pull it
across so it holds the wound closed. No stitches."

She leant
forward and touched his chest, probing for the mesh under his skin.
"I can't feel the armour, can you?"

"Sometimes it
twinges. You can feel it here." He guided her hand to his flank,
where the mesh could be felt over his ribs.

Tassin
explored the area, looking enthralled, then raised her eyes to his
face. "At least they made the brow band attractive."

He fought
another urge to check the scanners. "Attractive."

"Yes. It's
quite ornamental, with the gold metal and black crystals. And the
flashing lights are pretty."

Sabre snorted,
finally amused. "You think it's pretty?"

"It looks a
bit like a crown. Perhaps I should put some flashing lights on mine
when we get home. My consort can't have a better crown than
mine."

Sabre smiled
and shook his head. "You're kidding, right?"

"Not at all.
My crown gives me a headache if I wear it for too long. At least
you don't have that problem."

"Your crown is
a symbol of rank. This is a badge of slavery."

"Not anymore.
It's your slave now."

He inclined
his head, wondering what had brought on this sudden spate of
admiration. "I know I've asked you this before, but do you really
think you could tell me apart from one of my clones?"

She made a
disparaging noise. "How do you think I found you? I knew you
straight away."

"The scars
from my battle with the Core."

"No. They only
confirmed what I knew the moment I saw you."

"How did you
know it was me?"

"I don't know,
exactly. I just did. I looked at quite a few cybers before I found
you." She glanced away. "I was afraid I wouldn't know you, so I was
checking for the crack in the brow band, but I didn't need to check
it when I saw you. There's something different about you, something
unique."

"I'm glad you
think so. But don't you wish I didn't have this?" He tapped the
brow band.

"Not really. I
hated what it did to you, but now that it's just a tool, no, I'm
glad you have it. It's useful and pretty."

Sabre studied
her, wondering if she was trying to boost his ego. It was working,
at any rate. He did feel better about himself. "Do you really mean
all that?"

She shrugged.
"Why don't you check your scanners and find out?"

"Why don't you
just tell me?"

"If you think
I'm lying, it could just be another one."

He nodded.
"I'm trying to believe you; it's just a bit hard to."

"Do you really
think I have such bad taste in men?"

"It could just
be my character you like."

She smiled. "I
do, but I like the rest of you as well. I consider myself lucky.
Some girls fall in love with ugly men with great characters, or
handsome men with bad characters. But I got the best of both, a
handsome man with a wonderful character."

"Handsome." He
nodded, eyeing her. "Now I know you're kidding."

"No I'm not.
I'm pretty fussy in that department."

"What did you
think of me when I first stepped out of the casket?"

"I thought you
were a handsome dolt, but that was because I hadn't met the real
you, only that stupid machine."

"And when you
met the real me, you didn't like me much, did you?"

"I thought you
were rude, but I liked you."

Sabre looked
down, wondering if he should ask the question that was burning in
his mind, afraid of the answer, yet longing to hear the right one.
"What about my ability to fight? How much do you like that?"

"That's a
bonus. It's great, but it's not why I love you."

"So it doesn't
impress you."

"Of course it
does, but if you were ugly and a bastard, or handsome and a
bastard, I wouldn't love you no matter how well you could
fight."

"And if I was
ugly but likeable, and couldn't fight?"

"That would be
okay."

Sabre studied
her again, puzzled. "I'm surprised. I thought my abilities were a
large part of the attraction."

"Why would
they be? How much less would you love me if I wasn't a queen?"

"None. But...
my abilities are surely the most impressive thing about me."

She leant
forward and took his hands. "Your abilities are very impressive,
but I love you because you're a wonderful, gentle person who also
happens to be very handsome. I do also love the fact that you can
beat anyone who dares to challenge you, but if you were crippled
tomorrow I wouldn't love you any less."

He gazed down
at his hands, not hating them for the first time. He was almost
glad he owned them, especially when she was holding them. "And I
wouldn't care if you were a pauper, or ugly. I fell in love with
you first, you know."

"I wouldn't
count on that. I was too naive and stupid back then to know what I
was feeling, and I had this silly notion that it was impossible
because you weren't noble, but you're far nobler than any of the
primping lords on Omega Five."

He smiled,
absently caressing her hands. "Thank you."

"When I was
searching for you, I was so afraid you would be killed before I
found you. I don't know what I would have done if that had
happened. I had these terrible images of you being torn apart by
monstrous alien beasts or killed in some stupid battle. I never
imagined you wouldn't remember me. Were you aware that I was there,
before we freed you?"

"Not really.
After I was sent back to Myon Two I buried myself so far in the
darkness I was hardly aware of anything."

"Yet when I
called your name, you reacted."

He shrugged.
"Your voice did sound familiar. It did kind of wake me up a bit,
and then I heard you telling me to free myself, which I thought was
really dumb, since I had no memory of ever being free."

Her hands
tightened on his. "But you did try."

"Yeah."

"At least that
can never happen again."

He pulled a
wry face. "If Myon Two ever get hold of me, I reckon they'll figure
out a way, and if they can't, they'll kill me."

"They can't,
two Overlords have forbidden it."

"What the
Overlords don't know won't hurt Myon Two, and they have a lot of
power."

"Without that
tracking thing, they'll never find you."

"Unless I'm
betrayed."

She frowned.
"Who would do that? Not the Trykons. They don't even know who you
are."

"No, not them,
but possibly Ramadaus, or, more likely, Manutim."

Her eyes took
on a distant look. "And he knows about Omega Five."

"Yeah."

"We could be
heading for a trap."

"We could, but
now I have Fairen's distress beacon, and they don't know about
that."

"Would they
dare?"

He nodded. "Oh
yeah; Myon Two don't like the Overlords. They could never stand up
to one of them, but they'd definitely sneak around behind their
backs."

Tassin yawned
and knuckled her eyes. "I think we should get some more sleep."

He rose. "I'll
get another mattress. You can have the bed. I'll sleep on the
floor."

"You're not
going to have another dream tonight."

"We can't be
sure of that. Go to sleep. I'll be right back."

 


 


Tassin climbed
into the bed, shooting him a mournful look. His unusual show of
affection had surprised and delighted her, and she wished he would
do it more often. It was worth almost being strangled, although she
had to admit that his hands had barely tightened on her throat.
Still, it had been frightening, especially after Tarl's lecture on
killing machines. That fact did come to bear when the killing
machine in question had his hands around her throat.

The
conversation seemed to have calmed him, as she had intended,
although the earlier event had clearly rattled him. It had driven
yet another wedge into their fragile relationship, making his
struggle to become normal even more difficult, and she cursed the
torturers who had crippled him so badly while making him into a
weapon. She would have happily traded all his fighting abilities
for a chance at a life without the fetters of his conditioning and
training, and the trauma of his monstrous past. Their arrival at
Omega Five seemed certain at last, and, although the wild
roller-coaster ride of Sabre's development had taken a bad turn,
she hoped things would improve with time. He was undergoing a lot
of difficult adjustments to his new life, but they deserved to find
happiness at the end of this long and torturous journey after all
they had been through. Closing her eyes, she allowed the gentle
tide of sleep to rise and wash her away into its dark ocean of
slumber.

 


****

 


The Cyber Chronicles
saga continues in Book VII, Sabre, Book VIII, Scorpion Lord, Book IX,
Precipice, and many more
as yet unwritten.
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