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 Chapter One

 


Tarl looked up
as the cell door opened to reveal two scruffy men armed with
lasers. He rose to his feet, helping Tassin up. The three Olgaran
girls cowered in the corner, whimpering. He estimated that at least
twelve hours had passed since the slavers had kidnapped them from
Omega Five, but in the constant lighting the only ways to measure
time were fatigue, thirst and hunger. If he was right, it meant
they were, in all likelihood, a long way from home. Even that was
not a certainty, however, since he had no idea if the ship had
entered one or more photon corridors or how long it had spent in
them.

"Come on, out,"
the taller slaver said.

Tarl put an arm
around Tassin's shoulders as they exited the cell, and the girls
followed, trying to hide behind them. One guard walked away along
the corridor, the second man waved his weapon at them. "Follow
him."

"Where are we
going?" Tassin demanded.

"To be
sold."

"You can't, I
am a queen, I -"

"Shut it."

Tarl tightened
his grip on her shoulders. "Don't antagonise them. Remember what I
said."

The Queen
raised her chin and glared at the back of the man in front of them,
and Tarl hoped she would continue to heed his advice. They squeezed
into the lift and travelled down, then stepped out onto a docking
port entry, which stood open. A dark corridor yawned beyond the
ship's bright doorway, its dull metal walls pimpled with rivets.
Tassin shook off Tarl's arm and marched along it, her head
high.

The repair tech
leant closer to murmur, "This is either a space station, or a
bigger ship."

"What makes you
say that?"

"Because we're
docked with it, and the ship we came in isn't capable of
landing."

"So what does
it mean?"

Tarl shrugged.
"Just that there's no escape here."

A murmur of
deep voices grew louder as they walked along the dim corridor that
weak lights illuminated at irregular intervals. The new
surroundings were more in keeping with a smugglers' environment,
unlike the smart new ship they had arrived in, and the two guards
looked right at home. They passed other unkempt men, who greeted
the guards in a strange dialect Tarl did not understand. At the end
of the corridor, they entered an immense chamber lined with
catwalks against dull, pitted metal walls, the floor crowded with a
motley collection of people, mostly men.

Some were well
dressed; others sported an overabundance of jewellery, but the
majority looked like more smugglers and slavers. On a platform at
one end of the room, a fat man stood behind a plinth, holding a
gavel. Beyond him, three women waited with bowed heads. Tangled,
matted hair covered their faces and torn clothes hung on them. The
fat man called out numbers, and shouts came from the crowd over the
background murmur as bidders made their offers. Tassin wrinkled her
nose at the musky stench of unwashed bodies, casting Tarl a haughty
look that made him wonder what was going on in her head.

Their guards
herded them past the crowd to a clearing beside the platform. The
fat man banged his gavel and the women were led away. One of the
slavers dragged the three Olgaran girls onto the stage, and the fat
man demanded bids from the crowd. Tassin waited with folded arms,
tapping her foot as if impatient to be sold. The Olgaran girls,
younger and prettier than the last trio of women, were sold quickly
and led off. A guard turned to Tassin and jerked his weapon at the
platform. She shot him a scathing look and ascended the steps, but
when Tarl tried to follow, the other slaver blocked his path,
shaking his head.

"Only her."

Tassin stopped
and turned. "He comes with me, or I don't go."

"You'll go,
whether you want to or not."

"No one will
want to buy a shouting, fighting woman. He stays with me. He's my
servant."

The second
guard went over and muttered to the first, who shrugged and jerked
his laser at Tarl. "Go."

Tarl followed
the Queen onto the platform, marvelling that her regal authority
even swayed slavers into letting her have her way. Tassin walked
around the stage and glared at the crowd, scanning it. The
auctioneer opened his mouth and drew a breath, but she raised an
imperious hand.

"Wait." She
turned to address the throng. "Only a man of noble blood may bid
for me. If a common man buys me, he will perish at my hand."

The crowd
laughed, and some men called raucous insults or snide comments.
Tassin studied the assembly, becoming intent on a man at the back.
She pointed at him.

"You may bid."
Her gaze wandered on and settled upon another individual. "And
you."

Tarl groaned
and shook his head, admiring her courage while he wondered what the
outcome of it would be. The auctioneer gaped at her as she selected
two more men, then nodded to him.

"Pray continue,
my good man."

The fat man
bowed with a mocking smile. "Thank you, Your Highness."

Tassin clasped
her hands before her and raised her head to gaze at the crowd as
the auctioneer demanded bids. Several common looking men raised
their hands, and she glared at them. One of the men she had chosen
made a bid, and she cast him a slight smile and gave a regal nod.
Tarl wanted to laugh, yet it was working. Less and less of the
scruffy men bid for her, and two of the men she had chosen entered
into a bidding war.

At last the
auctioneer banged his gavel, and Tassin was ushered from the
platform as two dirty, bruised men were led onto it. The slavers
took Tassin and Tarl to a chamber off the auction room, where they
waited for several minutes, while their new owner to paid for them,
he guessed. Tassin fidgeted, revealing how ragged her nerves really
were, and he resisted the urge to comfort her, since it would spoil
her regal air. The slavers who guarded them left when a tall man in
rich, but understated clothes arrived to take charge of them.
Tassin turned to him, and he bowed.

"Baron Ashmond,
at your service."

She held out
her hand, palm down. "Queen Tassin Alrade of Arlin, Omega
Five."

He smiled, took
her hand and kissed the back of it. "An honour indeed, Majesty. How
did a queen come to fall into such foul company, may I ask?"

"I was tricked,
My Lord."

His eyes slid
over her. "I am glad you came to no harm."

"Even commoners
find themselves respectful in the company of royalty, willing or
no."

"You certainly
appear to be well bred, Majesty, though your attire is a little...
plain. However, you have a knack for spotting noble blood, it would
seem. You selected myself, Duke Jerom, Prince Ferlar, Lord Varan
and Count Edriss, the only noblemen out there. Uncanny."

"To one raised
amongst noble blood, it is natural to be able to spot aristocrats.
A prince would have pleased me more, however."

"And I am just
a humble baron, alas."

She inclined
her head. "Nevertheless, you will suffice, Baron Ashmond. At least
you are a nobleman, unlike those filthy boors."

"Indeed, and I
paid a handsome price for you, My Lady."

"Which will be
reimbursed as soon as you return me to Omega Five, I assure you;
plus a reward and your costs to transport me there, naturally."

Tarl listened
with growing amazement, wondering if Tassin's bold tactic was
actually going to work.

The baron shook
his head. "Alas, My Lady, it is not I who purchased you. I am but a
proxy."

"Then to whom
must I speak in this regard?"

"Emperor
Endrovar."

Her brows rose.
"Indeed. Then take me to him at once, My Lord. I am impatient to
return to my kingdom."

"First I must
enquire as to the reason for your plain attire, Queen Tassin."

She glanced
down at her riding habit. "I was out riding when I was abducted, My
Lord. I do not indulge in horse riding in a court dress, nor bedeck
myself with jewels."

"Of course."
The baron gestured to the door. "Shall we? Emperor Endrovar will be
eager to meet you."

"And I
him."

Tassin headed
for the door, and Tarl hurried ahead to open it for her with a bow,
to enhance her claim of being royalty. The baron eyed him with a
smile, followed the Queen and guided her with soft-spoken
directions as they traversed several dim, shoddy passageways and
passed through two fair-sized rooms, one of which appeared to be a
foyer and the other a terminus. Tarl opened the doors for Tassin,
and she swept through them with her head held high, causing men to
step from her path in surprise. They arrived at a docking port and
passed through it into a ship’s plush corridor carpeted in burgundy
and hung with gossamer skeins of pale crimson silk.

Ashmond showed
them into a spacious room with carved, old-fashioned furniture,
deep burgundy carpets and a surfeit of dainty porcelain
brick-a-brack on numerous glass shelves and in several
glass-fronted cabinets. Coats of arms adorned the cream walls, and
Tarl glanced around with interest. By some lucky twist of fate,
they had come across one of the rare space-faring societies that
clung to a monarchical hierarchy. Several well-groomed ladies in
ornate court gowns watched them pass, sipping tea from porcelain
cups, their cheeks rouged and their hair piled in powdered
pompadours. A group of equally powdered and bewigged men in
britches and slit-sleeved jackets over ruffled silk shirts sipped
glasses of amber liquid he assumed was sherry or something similar.
His heart sank when he spotted the man who could only be the
emperor sprawled on a vast golden throne with burgundy cushions,
two near-naked girls feeding him bite-sized fruit.

Endrovar
overflowed his cream britches, royal blue smoking jacket and white
silk shirt, his enormous gut almost reaching his knees. Gold
tassels, buttons and medals ornamented his outfit, and gold chains
and bracelets were almost hidden by bulging flesh. His broad,
pugnacious face clearly had no trace of royal blood. A broken nose
and cauliflower ear told of past violence of the pugilistic sort.
Two cybers stood behind the throne, clad in smart burgundy and gold
uniforms. They were about Sabre's age, and Tassin stopped and
stared at them, clearly disconcerted. Recovering, she swept up to
the throne and inclined her head to the obese emperor, who eyed
her.

Tarl bowed low,
making himself inconspicuous. Endrovar chewed a fruit, spat a pip
onto the floor, and belched.

"So, Ashmond,
what did you buy me today? This looks like a fine little strumpet,
but she has a bad attitude by the looks of it."

The baron
bowed. "The best of a bad lot, Your Grace; she claims to be a
queen."

Endrovar
guffawed. "Does she indeed? How..." He frowned, searching for the
right word, then snapped his fingers. "Presumptuous!"

"Indeed, Your
Grace."

Tassin cast
Ashmond a frown and muttered, "This is a man of low blood, Baron.
Is this a jest?"

"Ah, well,
Emperor Endrovar was not born into royalty, but lays claim to his
title by dint of his vast wealth."

"That much is
obvious. Did he purchase his title, or make it up?"

"A bit of
both." Ashmond smiled. "And I'm afraid he has too much money to be
tempted by your offer of a reward for your return."

Tassin smiled
and addressed the massive man. "You must be a clever man indeed,
Your Grace, to amass such great wealth."

Endrovar
beamed. "Ah, I like her already, Ashmond. Indeed, little lady, I am
very clever. I was once a fighter, believe it or not. A good one,
too. I won many bouts, and then my luck got even better. My fortune
is thanks to these little guys here." He gestured to the cybers.
"You see, I was almost past my prime when I stumbled across one in
a smuggler's den."

Tarl sensed all
the people in the room sag with boredom, including Ashmond, and
gathered that this tale was one Endrovar told far too often.

"On my home
world, and several others in my quadrant, cybers were unknown,"
Endrovar went on, warming to his tale. "I had some money saved,
and, after seeing a demonstration, I bought one. I made a cunning
disguise to hide the head band, and entered him in fights with
normal men. Do you know anything about cyber-bio combat units?"

Tassin inclined
her head. "I am familiar with them, Your Grace."

"Ah, good. Well
then, you can imagine how well I did, with prize money and bets. I
was raking in the dough hand over fist. My little guy was
unbeatable, yet so small that all the big guys wanted a piece of
him. I won every fight, no one could beat him. Of course, neither
of these is him; he was retired and returned a few years ago. But I
still make an occasional fortune when someone is stupid enough to
challenge my fighters."

"A cunning plan
indeed, Your Grace. You are to be commended for such astute
thinking," Tassin murmured.

"Aren't I,
though? I only wish I had discovered them sooner. Ah well, soon
enough, I suppose." His brown eyes raked her. "Well, you are a
pretty little thing. Ashmond, get her some nice clothes, then
she'll have dinner with us."

Ashmond bowed.
"As you wish, Your Grace."

Tassin preceded
him to a side door at his gesture, and Tarl went ahead to open it
for her. They entered a smaller room furnished with a garish gold
and green lounge suite, a gaudy purple and green bedroom visible
through a door in the far wall.

Tassin turned
to the baron. "You did not convey my offer to him."

"He won't
accept it, My Lady. Whether or not you're a real queen, as you
claim, he's more interested in you than he is in more money."

She frowned.
"He is an uneducated lout."

"He owns
planets."

"What does he
want with me?"

Ashmond cast
her a puzzled look. "He likes pretty girls, what else?"

"Surely he has
a surfeit of them?"

"He gets bored
easily. He'll sell you in a few weeks, never fear."

"I am
betrothed, My Lord."

The baron
smiled. "Alas, you do not have a choice. He owns you."

"I will
purchase my freedom."

"You're not for
sale, at any price."

"I can offer...
a service, other than that which he wants of me."

Ashmond tilted
his head. "And what might that be?"

Tassin cast
Tarl a pleading look. "My servant. He is a cyber tech; he will care
for Endrovar’s cybers in return for my... being left alone."

Ashmond turned
to study Tarl, who straightened from his subservient pose and
nodded. The baron looked undecided, then shrugged. "I'll tell him,
but I can't predict what he'll decide. You may buy yourself some
time, but ultimately he owns you both, so your man will do as he's
told or pay the price. Endrovar will be pleased to own a cyber
tech, though. Of course, your man will have to prove his
worth."

"He will. But
if Endrovar lays a hand on me, he will die rather than serve
him."

Tarl's brows
rose as he opened his mouth and raised a finger, then thought
better of it and subsided. Ashmond smiled and gestured to the
room.

"Take your
ease, My Lady. There's a bathroom through there, and the wardrobes
are full of gowns. Endrovar will expect you to look your best for
dinner, which is in two hours. We've left the station and are
heading for Hades Eleven, where he has fights lined up
tomorrow."

She inclined
her head. "Thank you, Baron."

Ashmond left,
and Tassin turned to Tarl, her expression contrite. "I'm sorry,
Tarl, I didn't know what else to do."

"It's okay, you
did the right thing. You actually did great. You pulled our butts
out of the fire, I think. At least here we have a chance of being
well treated. If one of those smugglers had bought us, or you,
things would have gone badly."

"Obviously I
don't expect you to die rather than let me... be abused, but he
might believe it."

"If I don't
keep you safe, Sabre will kill me anyway."

"No he won't,
and you know it." She sank down on a couch. "God, those cybers look
just like him. I was shocked when I saw them."

"Yeah, well,
they're clones." Tarl sat on the sofa opposite. "I wonder how many
he has."

She grimaced,
rubbing her face. "He is vile."

"Yep, he's a
lowlife, and no mistake. That's what happens to a man who beefs
himself up for strength, then lets himself go to pot. Not a
pleasant prospect."

"Will it happen
to Sabre?"

Tarl glanced
up. "God, no. He's genetically engineered to remain super fit, even
if he never exercises and spends his life eating. His metabolism
will just speed up to burn off the extra... Agh, well, don't worry
about it, it's not going to happen to Sabre."

"Not that I
would..."

"I know."

"We have to
find a way to get a message out."

He nodded. "I
may have a better chance than we had hoped for, if I'm allowed
access to areas with hi-tech equipment. We'll have to be careful
around the cybers, though. They know when we're lying,
remember."

"I know." She
stood up. "I'd better get ready for dinner."

 


****

 


The control
unit's warning light jerked Sabre awake, and he sat up in the soft
king-sized bed to scan the dim bedroom. All seemed peaceful and
quiet. According to the cyber, he had been asleep for six hours. He
rubbed his eyes, rose and dressed, then padded through to the
lounge, wondering what had sparked the cyber's warning.

The ship's
husky voice said, "Translocation in one minute."

Sabre left the
suite at a run, heading for the bridge along a velvet-floor black
corridor with a glowing ceiling. Fairen stood in the centre of the
gigantic black room whose hellish ambience was due, in part, to the
swathes of backlighted floor to ceiling crimson curtains that hung
at even intervals around its walls. The young Overlord gazed out of
one of the four huge circular screens, a frown furrowing his brow,
and turned when Sabre ran in. The cyber slowed to a walk to
approach him, aware of the dozen soldiers stationed around the
walls, each armed with a lethal poison dart gun.

"What's
happened?" he asked.

"An Overlord
has been attacked at Permon Seven."

"Attacked by
whom?"

Fairen rubbed
his tousled hair. "It sounds like another Corsair station, and it's
Ramadaus who's been attacked. He's in trouble. I have to help
him."

"Of course you
do."

Commander
Shrain stepped out of the shadows. "My Lord, the Thaytan ships are
too close to us. Our translocation will damage them."

Fairen swung
around. "Why are they so close?"

"Apparently
they found the Scorpion Ship's continued presence interesting, and
many yachts and tourist vessels have approached us."

"Delay
translocation and send a pulse."

Sabre wondered
why there were no distant booms or groans, then remembered that the
ship had gone into translocation configuration right after the
battle, but had not left, because Fairen had gone to sleep. He
glanced up at the screens, where a plethora of silver ships hung in
space around them. If the Scorpion Ship had been going into
translocation configuration, doubtless its changing aspect would
have warned them, and they would have moved away, but now they
lingered, driven by curiosity. Shrain tapped his com-link, and a
green glow ran over Scorpio's skin. A shimmer swept out in a wave,
causing the silver ships to roll and veer, rocked by the fiery
shockwave. Flames sprouted from their tails and sides as they
turned away from the Scorpion Ship, retreating.

Shrain frowned
at his com-link. "They will be at a safe distance in fifteen
seconds... all except one, which appears to have engine
failure."

"The fools! I
have no wish to harm them. Get rid of it, Shrain."

"Yes, My
Lord."

A filament of
green light snaked from one of the main arms, latched on to the
crippled ship and thrust it away to a safe distance, then winked
out.

"All safe,"
Shrain muttered.

"Translocate.
And send a message to the Thaytan high commander, that if Thaytan
ships approach an Overlord vessel so close again, they will be
destroyed. They must not delay an Overlord with their
presence."

"Yes, My Lord."
He tapped the com-link. "Translocation in ten seconds."

Sabre braced
himself, imagining what the Thaytan observers would see as the
Scorpion Ship translocated. It would become incandescent for a
moment, like a star, then simply vanish, leaving a fairly powerful
gravity shockwave. What the ship did, in effect, was generate a
spacial distortion that caused a wormhole to form, folded space and
punched a hole through it, which it then side-slipped through. The
stasis field clamped down, immobilising him with its smothering
embrace for several seconds, indicating that this was another long
jump. The pressing force released him, and he staggered, raising
his head to look up at the screens. A yellow planet hung in space,
silvered by a blue giant's light, a huge dark moon orbiting it.

The silver and
gold Moth Ship was off the port bow, and Sabre stared at it in
surprise. Its giant filigree wings were spread like a glinting net,
and blue fire streamed from their leading edges, bathing a
sparkling lattice orb with a tiny silver core. There was a second
battle station behind the Moth Ship, whose rear laser cannons sent
burning light flashing through it, but neither orb was damaged.
Dull grey ships with glittering silver cobweb wings fired bolts of
yellow fire at the battle stations, and several boxy Corsairs
attacked the defenders.

Clearly
Ramadaus had been summoned here just as the Corsairs' attack had
summoned Fairen to Thayta Three, and with the same intent. In this
instance, the Overlord had become the target, and the residents of
Permon Seven strived to save him from the battle stations. Most of
the Corsair ships fled when the Scorpion Ship appeared, some of the
defenders chasing after them. One of the stations fired a net of
vermilion plasma, which the green web around Ramadaus' ship
shredded, but remnants got through, scoring glowing wounds in the
Moth Ship's glinting hull.

Fairen's
nostrils flared. "Scorpio, battle mode."

Shrain cast him
a martyred look and lowered the com-link as he stepped back into
the shadows. It seemed that as soon as Fairen spoke directly to the
ship, Shrain became superfluous. An aide approached Fairen and
whispered to him, and the boy cast Sabre an irritated glance, then
held out a hand to the aide, who gave him a veiled hood. Fairen
donned it and nodded to the aide, who beckoned to the guards by the
door. Kole and the two techs entered and bowed to Fairen, who
ignored them. Distant booms and groans echoed through the ship as
it went into attack mode, the vast main arms spreading.

Kole approached
Sabre, Estrelle and Martis following. "What's going on?"

Sabre
explained, and the trio stared at the Moth Ship as the battle
station behind it fired, hitting one of Overlord ship’s wings. The
delicate silver and gold web buckled, and Fairen swore.

"That fool is a
mule."

"Why doesn't he
leave?" Sabre asked.

Fairen glanced
back at him. "Like I said, he's a mule. He'll stay and fight."

"But he can't
harm them."

"Ramadaus will
never back down, even if it kills him."

Kole leant
closer to Sabre. "Doesn't he have plasma guns?"

"No."

"So how does he
blow up planets?"

Fairen turned.
"He has particle disintegrators. He doesn't blow them up, he turns
them into clouds of dust, but a particle disintegrator is useless
against something as small as those orbs. My main gun is also too
powerful to use safely against them, but it works."

"And how," Kole
muttered.

"Kindly be
quiet." Fairen turned back to the screens.

Faint
vibrations ran through the floor as the Red Death's main arms
spread and the tail gun curled over its back. One of the orbs
turned towards them, flames sprouting from its edges. The battle
station behind the Moth Ship fired again, and the Overlord ship
became radiant, then winked out of existence, reappearing on the
far side of the orb. Double gravity shockwaves rippled from its
exit and re-entry points, rocking the Corsair stations. The one
that turned to face Scorpio aligned its arms, preparing to
fire.

"Main gun,
ready," Scorpio said. "Targeting; preparing to fire."

A blue beam
shot from above the bridge, hit the central sphere and made it shed
beams of light. A moment later, the crimson plasma bolt followed.
It ate through the filigree orb and struck the tiny sphere, which
disintegrated into a cloud of debris. Scorpio turned to face the
second battle station, which also turned towards her, ignoring the
lasers of the Moth Ship beyond it.

Fairen cursed.
"He's in the way."

"He'll move,"
Sabre said.

The beam of
blue light targeted the second orb, making the sphere blaze. The
plasma bolt shot from above them, spreading into a net of
super-heated particles. It struck the battle station, flashing
through the web of silver struts to the sphere, which exploded.
Remnants of the plasma passed through it and flew towards the Moth
Ship, which vanished in a flash, reappearing closer to Scorpio.

"Enemy
destroyed," the ship said.

"Exit battle
mode."

Once more the
dull booms and clangs reverberated through the ship, and Shrain
stepped from the shadows to say, "Overlord Ramadaus requests
contact."

Fairen nodded.
"Allow him." He turned to Kole and the two techs. "Leave us. Sabre,
stay."

Guards showed
the trio out, and Fairen stepped onto one of the seven pale circles
on the floor. A minute later, a shaft of golden radiance
illuminated the circle beside it.

Ramadaus
appeared within it and turned to face his peer. "Greetings,
Fairen."

"And to you,
Ramadaus."

"A timely
intervention."

"So it would
seem. Foolish of you to stay, when you couldn't harm them."

Ramadaus
shrugged. "You have my gratitude. Why the veils?"

The young
Overlord removed his hood. "I had company. I have sent them
away."

Ramadaus
glanced at Sabre, his sallow, cadaverous face stiffening. "You
still have company."

"He's seen you
before."

"Unfortunately.
Why is he here?"

Fairen tilted
his head. "Could he not merely be visiting? He is, after all, my
friend."

"Perhaps. Is
he?"

"I think you
know why he's here."

The older
Overlord shook his head. "Not really."

"No, you don't.
But you should. Why did you give Myon Two a bracelet to study?"

Ramadaus
hesitated, then smiled. "Very clever. I told you I would not stand
for him to live free, that's why I gave them one."

"And by doing
so, endangered every friend we have, including your own."

"They have no
reason to harm my friends."

"And yet, now
that they know how to open a bracelet, what's to stop them, or some
over-ambitious Cybercorp tech, from selling that knowledge to our
enemies?"

Ramadaus
frowned. "The fear of reprisals."

"But I didn't
know Sabre had been abducted, because they left the bracelet on
Omega Five. How will you know, if your enemies do the same to one
of your friends now? They could have been abducted and killed
already, and you won't know about it. Or they could be kidnapped
and held to ransom, and you won't be able to find them and save
them."

"No one would
dare."

"Not while they
wore a bracelet, no, because they could summon us to their aid, but
now... your friends are in danger too, and every friend of every
Overlord. The others will be angry."

"Myon Two won't
betray us."

"Of course they
will,” Fairen said. “But I'm on my way there now, to exact some
vengeance and justice for my friend's abduction. This you brought
on them, by giving them a bracelet."

"He wasn't
supposed to escape."

"And yet, he
did. So the universe keeps the balance. Now there will be
consequences. And I warn you, if Sabre dies, so will one of your
friends, perhaps both."

"They weren't
going to kill him," Ramadaus said.

"No, they were
going damage his brain, so they could burn him for sport, or
demonstrations. Some such barbarism. Whatever happens to him in the
future will happen to one of your friends, like for like. You
betrayed me, now you know what happens if you do it again."

Ramadaus
scowled, but inclined his head. "The orbs?"

"Corsair battle
stations. Perhaps there are more. Only those of us with plasma
particle cannons can destroy them. I'll warn the others."

"This matter is
resolved."

At Fairen’s
nod, Ramadaus stepped out of the light, vanishing, and the columns
of brilliance faded. In the screens, the Moth Ship had transformed
to its dormant state, the huge wings folded into a sleek
wedge-shaped vessel. Fairen sighed, rubbed his brow and went into
his private lounge. Sabre watched the Moth Ship disappear in a
coruscating shimmer of white light, sending out a rippling photon
and gravity shockwave, then followed.

The boy sat on
one of the soft white couches, and glanced up at Sabre’s entry,
looking tired.

Sabre settled
opposite and poured a glass of fruit juice from the decanter on the
low coffee table between the sofas. "Will that stop him?"

"Probably not.
He'll just make sure no blame can be assigned to him, then threaten
to kill any future friend I might have if I kill or cripple his.
When you take on an Overlord, you must expect a grim battle of
wills, even if you're an Overlord yourself. The only way I can
ensure your safety is if you stay with me."

"I'm sorry it's
causing you so much... strife."

"It's not your
fault that he's such a stubborn, selfish bastard."

Sabre leant
back. "This has been quite a day. Is it always this busy?"

"Yes, pretty
much. Sometimes I have a few quiet days, but not often. There are
about fifteen million stars in this galaxy, with ten planets each,
on average, and one per cent of them are inhabited. That's a lot of
people for just seven Overlords to oversee."

"Why don't you
build more ships and have more Overlords?"

"It's not a
shortage of ships; it's a shortage of Overlords. Of the seven,
currently only two have apprentices, and that's nowhere near
enough. Empaths are rare, and finding them is hard."

"You have
people searching?"

Fairen nodded.
"All the time. Too often we find them when they're too old. They
must be children, or at least young adults."

Sabre consulted
the control unit's clock. "We still have an hour to make it to Myon
Two before the enforcers."

"Yes." Fairen
raised his head and addressed the air. "Translocate to Myon
Two."

"You're not too
tired?"

"If I don't do
this now, something else will come up. I'm fine." Fairen poured
himself a drink, this one a rich, lumpy brew, which looked like a
meal in a glass.

"Translocating
in one minute," Scorpio said, and the dull booms and distant groans
echoed through the ship once more.

 



 


 


 Chapter Two

 


President
Atrashka looked up from the multitude of vidrecords and data wands
strewn across his polished ebony desk as his assistant burst into
his office, flapping his hands.

"Sir! Sir,
there's a..." The gangly, balding man gulped, looking hunted.

"A what?"
Atrashka demanded. "Spit it out, man, I hate guessing games."

"A..." The
assistant tapped a keypad on the Myon Two president's desk. The
vidscreen on the far wall came to life, and an announcer spoke in a
rapid, alarmed tone. The image that appeared was of a colossal
blood-red ship going into orbit over Myon Two's pearly globe, other
ships darting away from it.

The assistant
waved at the screen. "An Overlord, Sir."

Atrashka stared
at it, his stomach clenched. "The Red Death. Oh, god, what has some
fool done to piss off Overlord Fairen now?"

"It's the
Scorpion Lord, sir, the same one who -"

"I know.
Dammit! Get my best suit, hurry!"

The man ran to
the walk-in vry wood wardrobe and rummaged in it as Atrashka
stripped off his shirt, listening to the announcer.

"...Just seven
months ago, the Scorpion Lord threatened to destroy Myon Two if his
friend was not found. Now he's back, and speculation is rife as to
his reasons this time. Most feel that the Cyber Centre is to blame,
and are calling for an investigation into the goings on there.
President Atrashka will be summoned to face Overlord Fairen
momentarily, we expect, and once more will have to endure the wrath
of the most feared Overlord of all, known as the Red Death..."

Atrashka
switched the screen off. His assistant hurried over, clutching a
clean white shirt, blue and gold-striped tie and dark blue suit,
which Atrashka snatched from him and pulled on.

 


****

 


Fairen gazed at
the pale planet, his brow furrowed. Ships fled from orbits nearby,
moving into space to wait. They were forbidden to leave the
vicinity while an Overlord was there, but clearly wished to put as
much distance between themselves and the Scorpion Ship as they
could. Any ship attempting to leave would be destroyed, and they
knew it.

"Fear," Fairen
murmured. "That's how we rule. Look at them, scuttling like rats
from a light, riddled with guilt. I despise them more and
more."

"Only the
guilty fear you. The Thaytans love you."

"True. Thaytans
are good people, contented and peaceful, artistic and gentle. But
if they transgressed and were punished, they would fear us
too."

"Then they
would have reason to, and good people don't commit crimes."

Fairen sighed,
nodding. "My visit to Thayta was the first time an Overlord has
gone there."

"Then you
shouldn't feel bad that Myon Two fears you. They brought it on
themselves."

"A few of
them."

"Then they must
police their people better."

Fairen pulled a
face and turned away. "People are devious. Shrain, summon President
Atrashka, Cyber Host Research Department Head Jorran, and Host
Researcher Rond."

Shrain nodded,
tapping his com-link. "At once, My Lord."

"Send for the
enforcer commanders, and Sabre's companions."

"Yes, My
Lord."

Fairen stepped
onto the shallow dais and pulled on his veiled hood. Adjusting the
voice distorter in front of his mouth, he sat on his
gold-ornamented onyx throne. Sabre went over to stand next to the
dais, glancing at Vorn, who stood in the shadows behind Fairen. The
four pedestal-mounted torches around the dais burst into flame and
the floating globes and curtain back lighting dimmed, increasing
the echoing chamber’s sinister air.

Atrashka
arrived first; the guards marched him in and made him stand on one
side of the room, where he fidgeted, tugged at his collar and
sweated. When the six enforcer commanders were brought in, Atrashka
stared at them with wide, horrified eyes. Kole and the two techs
entered next. They approached Sabre, eyeing the Myonars. Finally
Jorran and Rond arrived, looking dishevelled and scared. They were
brought to stand before Fairen, and bowed low, their eyes darting.
Jorran spotted Sabre and gaped at him.

Fairen sat
motionless for a full two minutes, giving everyone ample time to
absorb the enormity of their crimes and contemplate the possible
consequences. Jorran gulped and sweated, Rond cast pleading looks
at Estrelle and Martis. Atrashka looked sick and the enforcers
stood rigid, their eyes glazed.

Fairen raised
his head. "Judgement."

The voice
distorter made his tone low and menacing, and the word boomed
around the room, jerking everyone's attention to him. Atrashka
closed his eyes, looking ready to pass out. Jorran shifted as if he
wanted to bolt. Fairen waved a hand in a slow, graceful gesture,
and Sabre smiled, admiring the boy's poise and sense of the
theatrical.

"You are here
for judgement," Fairen said. "You have transgressed against me. The
penalty is death. The most senior enforcer commander may
approach."

A
silver-haired, distinguished-looking man stepped forward and bowed.
"My Lord."

"Who ordered
you to hunt the cyber you were told was stolen?"

"Department
Head Jorran, My Lord."

"The same man
who stands before me now?"

"Yes, My
Lord."

Fairen waved a
hand. "Step back." He turned his head. "President Atrashka,
approach."

Atrashka
tottered closer with jerky steps, his face stiff, and bowed. "My
Lord."

Fairen stood up
and wandered to the edge of the dais. "You fear me."

"Last time, you
threatened to destroy Myon Two."

"I did. I may
do so again, if it pleases me. You object?"

"No, My
Lord."

Fairen tilted
his head. "I am an Overlord, Atrashka. Has that fact escaped
you?"

"No, My
Lord."

"Yet it seems
to have eluded some of your minions. Did I, or did I not, forbid
you to hunt the former cyber known as Sabre?"

"You did, My
Lord, and I swear -"

Fairen raised a
hand. "Do not swear. Your minions disobeyed me. Sabre was captured
and taken to your laboratories, right here on Myon Two. Right under
your nose. You were unaware?"

"I was,
absolutely!"

"You are a
pathetic excuse for a president, Atrashka . You are a puppet. You
speak the truth because you are woefully ignorant, which is the way
those who engineered this betrayal want you. You will resign."

Atrashka
nodded, sagging. "Gladly, My Lord."

"Step
back."

Atrashka
retreated to his place beside the enforcers, mopped his brow and
shook with relief. Fairen turned to Rond, who stiffened as if
someone had stuck a red-hot poker up his backside, his eyes
wide.

"Host
Researcher Rond Delra," Fairen murmured. "What do you do in your
laboratory?"

"I - we study
cyber hosts. Try to improve them."

"What does this
entail?"

"Finding ways
to immunise them to all drugs, poisons and diseases, researching
new drugs to enhance their abilities -"

"Intriguing."
Fairen tilted his head. "Do you work for Jorran Parmal?"

"Yes, My
Lord."

"And did he
intend to use drugs to damage Sabre's brain?"

Rond nodded.
"Yes, My Lord."

"And how did
you feel about this?"

"I - I hated
it, My Lord. It-it was wrong."

Fairen stepped
closer, bowing his head, then nodded. "The truth. So, given the
chance, you would have helped Sabre to escape?"

"Yes My Lord! I
- They didn't ask for my help."

Fairen turned
away. "Release him."

The guards
ushered Rond, who almost wept with relief, out, and the doors shut
behind him. Fairen wandered past the throne and made a complete
circuit of the dais before he stopped in front of Jorran.

"Host Research
Department Head Jorran Parmal."

Jorran looked
up, blinking. "Yes, My Lord."

"Did you intend
to cause damage to Sabre's brain?"

Jorran glanced
at the cyber. "Yes, but I... He was dangerous, My Lord. He killed
two of my fellow scientists. One was the head of the department
before -"

"Is that
supposed to be an excuse, or a good reason?"

"A good reason,
I thought."

"You thought,”
Fairen said. “You knew he was fully aware, and free of cyber
control. That was why he was able to defend himself when you
tortured him, not so?"

"Yes, but he
was not supposed to be. His control unit is defective, so he
couldn't be returned to cyber control."

Fairen cocked
his head. "Spare me your reasoning. Did you know that Sabre is my
friend, and under my protection?"

"No, My
Lord."

"So, you care
nothing for the suffering of another human being."

"He's a cyber
host, My Lord."

"And what does
that make him, in your eyes?" Fairen asked.

"A clone. He's
not supposed to be able to think. He's a device."

"Yet he can
think, and feel. What is he?"

"A cyber
host."

"What is a
cyber host?"

Jorran gulped.
"A clone."

"Now we are
going around in circles. What is a clone, Jorran, and don't tell me
a cyber host."

"A copy of a
man who died a long time ago."

"A man."

"He's a clone
of a man."

Fairen said,
"The only difference between him and you is that you are the result
of the combination of two people's DNA, while he is a copy of one
person's DNA. But in your mind, he's inferior, merely a biological
tool to be used by a machine."

"Yes, My
Lord."

"Do you know
that all cyber hosts are aware?"

Jorran nodded.
"Yes, My Lord. But I just do my job. I didn't invent them."

"But you feel
no pity for them. No guilt for their suffering."

"I need my
job."

Fairen turned
away, shaking his head. "Give me the name of the man who ordered
you to experiment on Sabre."

"Department
Head Parvan Vorgid, on Bental Seven."

Fairen
addressed the air. "Bring me this man." He faced Jorran. "Give me
the names of the men who captured Sabre on Omega Five."

"I don't know.
Parvan would know, maybe."

"Who is
Parvan's superior?"

"Cybercorp Head
Prello Jardon."

Fairen
addressed the air again. "Bring me this man also, and find out the
names of the men who were sent to Omega Five. I want them too." The
young Overlord looked down at Jorran. "You will be judged."

"My Lord, what
have I done wrong? I only do as I'm told. I didn't know he was your
friend. He was dangerous! I wanted to ensure the safety of my
personnel, and he would have felt no more pain."

"So, it was
mercy that made you plan to cause him brain damage?"

"Yes, My
Lord."

Sabre snorted,
and Fairen swung around. "Sabre. What have you to say?"

The cyber
glared at Jorran. "He didn't care if I suffered. I was an
annoyance. He wanted to save himself the cost of the security
necessary to keep me subdued."

Fairen nodded.
"I know. While Jorran has been very careful so far to stick to the
truth, and he tried to hide it well, that last answer was a lie."
He faced Jorran again. "You cannot lie to an Overlord. You should
know that."

"I have been
made to feel nothing for them, My Lord. How can I do my job if I
pity them?"

"Then you
should have found a better job."

Fairen tugged
off his right glove and placed it on the throne as the tension rose
and Jorran gulped. Fairen walked to the edge of the dias and
stretched out his hand towards the Cybercorp department head, who
closed his eyes and screwed up his face. The young Overlord stood
motionless for only a moment before lowering his hand and rubbing
it on his robe.

"You have a
mind like a sewer; full of hatred, ambition and malevolence.
Touching it makes me feel unclean. I judge you to be guilty."

Jorran sagged,
bowed his head and snivelled.

Fairen turned
away. "Sabre will choose your punishment."

The cyber
looked up. "I choose death."

"Death is the
only choice, but how?"

"Let his crime
decide his punishment."

Fairen nodded,
looking down at Jorran again. "You will be taken from here and
burnt with a flamethrower for six minutes, then your mind will be
destroyed with drugs. Then you will be put to death."

Jorran sobbed
as guards dragged him away, shaking his head in desperate denial.
Everyone knew, however, that there was no hope of reprieve from an
Overlord’s condemnation. As the door shut behind them, Fairen
addressed the air.

"Where are
Parvan and Prello?"

"They will be
here in eight days, My Lord," Shrain's voice replied.

Fairen sighed,
making the veils that hid his face billow. "Very well. We will
reconvene in eight days. Accommodate our guests."

The Overlord
strode out through the door that led to his private rooms. When
Sabre followed, he found the boy leaning against the drinks
counter, rubbing his face.

"Are you okay?"
Sabre asked.

Fairen shook
his head. "His mind was like a foetid pit."

Sabre put his
arm around the boy’s shoulders, and Fairen sagged against him with
a sigh. After a minute he pulled away, and Sabre ruffled his
hair.

"Better?"

"Yes."

"Did you have
to judge him?"

"To condemn
him, yes."

Sabre poured a
thick drink and handed it to Fairen. "Who will carry out Jorran's
execution?"

"I have
executioners, unless you want to do it?"

"No."

"I didn't think
so." Fairen went to the couch and flopped into it. "Now we have to
wait. I hope no more emergencies come up."

"Me too. Kole's
leaving for Omega Five soon. Any reason why he shouldn't?"

"No, he can
go." Fairen sipped his drink. "Are you going to look after the two
techs?"

Sabre poured
himself a fruit juice and sat on the settee opposite. "I don't
know. I really could do without the aggravation, but they did save
me."

"Yes. A hard
choice. Send them away, and live with the guilt if they're killed,
or protect them and suffer the consequences."

"Yeah, I guess
I'll have to look after them. Tarl will be pissed off."

Fairen
chuckled. "He won't have you all to himself anymore, and you'll
have three cyber techs to look after you."

"Oh, I don't
think Martis and Estrelle will go out of their way to look after
me. They're good people, but... apart from getting me off Myon Two,
they haven't helped much since."

The young
Overlord looked thoughtful. "They're shallow people, spurred into
action by great suffering, but I suspect a large part of their
reason for saving you was that they were the ones who would have
had to torture you, and they didn't want to do that."

"You're the
empath, you should know."

"I'm guessing.
I haven't judged them," Fairen said.

"You could keep
them here; see if they can find a way to free Vorn."

"You're just
trying to fob them off, and it won't work. My people assure me that
they've thought of everything, and they're good at what they do.
No, they're your responsibility, not mine."

"Estrelle would
give her left arm to marry an Overlord."

Fairen
reddened. "I'm not looking for a wife, especially one who's ten
years older than me."

"She's pretty,
though, and you need company."

"Not hers."

"You don't even
know her."

Fairen shook
his head. "Nor do I want to."

 


****

 


Sabre gazed out
of the screens at the glowing, pearly orb of Myon Two. Kole had
left seven days ago for Omega Five, a journey that would take him
ten days. The cyber had spent the time mostly with Fairen, sparring
in the exercise room, talking, playing VR games and watching
vidimages. Fortunately, no other emergencies had arisen to force
Fairen to leave. Sabre had enjoyed the relaxation, and Fairen had
enjoyed the company, but worry about Tassin gnawed at Sabre. He
wished there was a quicker way to send her a message so she would
stop worrying about him.

Once again they
waited for more prisoners to arrive, everyone assembled in their
positions around the Scorpion Ship's command centre. Fairen
remained in his private rooms, and would join them when the
prisoners arrived. The transport ship had docked with Scorpio a few
minutes earlier, and footsteps came from the door. Fairen's guards
marched twelve men in and stopped them some distance from the dias.
A minute later, the four torches around the pedestal burst into
flame, the lighting dimmed, and Fairen entered and settled upon his
throne. He sat immobile for several long, tense minutes while the
silence stretched and Sabre swore he could hear the sweat trickling
down the Myonars. Fairen raised a hand and beckoned.

"Host Research
Department Head Parvan Vorgid, approach." His deep, distorted voice
reverberated around the room.

Parvan shuffled
forward and bowed. "My Lord."

Fairen pointed
at the ten tough looking enforcers who had accompanied Parvan and
Prello. "Are these the men you sent to Omega Five to abduct the
former cyber known as Sabre?"

"Yes, My
Lord."

"Who told you
to send them?"

"Cybercorp Head
Prello Gardan, My Lord."

Fairen beckoned
to the portly, middle-aged man. "Prello Gardan, approach."

Prello obeyed,
his florid face tense. "My Lord."

"Who told you
to capture the free cyber?"

"I don't know,
My Lord."

Fairen cocked
his head. "How can you not know?"

"I received a
message, coded as a Myon Two management order, but there was no
name on it. It was marked top secret."

"The order came
from Myon Two, then?"

"All orders
come from Myon Two, My Lord."

Fairen nodded.
"Of course they do. My patience grows thin, it really does. All
this cloak and dagger foolishness. I want to know who ordered the
capture of the free cyber."

"I don't know
My Lord, I swear."

The young
Overlord gazed at Prello, or at least faced him, since no one could
see his eyes, and tapped on the arm of his massive chair. "I tell
you what, Prello. I'm not going to judge you now. I'm tired of
touching filthy minds. You will find out who sent you that message
and bring me his name. You have two months. If you fail, you will
be judged. Step back."

Prello bowed
and retreated, looking relieved.

Fairen rose,
tugging off his left glove. "Parvan, I will judge you now."

"I was just
following orders, My Lord!"

"I don't care.
I'm tired of excuses, reasons and subterfuges. I will summarily
judge and execute all who were involved. If you have the name of
the one who gave Prello his order, I will delay judgement."

"I don't know,
My Lord, but I've done nothing wrong!"

"Did you know
Sabre was my friend?"

Parvan gulped,
shaking his head. "I... I heard rumours, but nothing definite, and
I couldn't disobey!"

"A lie. You
knew, and you disobeyed me, which carries the penalty of death. You
would have done far better to have resigned when you received that
order, but you carried it out, and, in so doing, condemned
yourself. But you thought you could get away with it, didn't you?
Someone told you how to remove an Overlord's bracelet. Who was
it?"

"Prello, My
Lord."

"And someone
told Prello, whose name Prello will discover, or share your fate.
Did you really think you could abduct and torture an Overlord's
friend, and get away with it? Just how arrogant has Myon Two
become?"

Parvan bowed
his head, wringing his hands. "We thought, without the bracelet
-"

"He could not
summon me to his aid, I know. You thought Jorran would destroy his
mind and silence him forever, or put him back under cyber control.
You all plotted against me!" Fairen's voice rose to a shout. He
stalked along the edge of the dias, and his voice dropped to a
soft, dangerous tone, taking on a rasping edge that made even
Sabre's hair bristle.

"I am the
Scorpion Lord. Your planet is at my mercy. No one defies an
Overlord. And you... are a fool."

Fairen stopped
in front of Parvan and stretched out his hand, snatching it back
quickly. "I judge you to be guilty. Execute him."

Sabre jumped as
a bolt of blue light shot from the ceiling, burnt through the top
of Parvan's head and emerged from his groin to vanish into the
floor. Parvan stood for moment, his eyes wide and mouth agape, then
crumpled. Four guards came forward, picked up the corpse and bore
it away. Fairen beckoned to the ten enforcers, who gaped at
him.

"One of you
approach, I care not which. I will judge you all."

The men surged
back as soldiers stepped from the shadows to seize one of them.
They brought him to the dias and forced him to his knees. He begged
for mercy, but Fairen spread his hand towards him, then lowered
it.

"I judge you to
be guilty. Execute him."

The laser beam
shot through the top of the man's head, and the soldiers carried
his corpse away as it slumped. Two more of Fairen’s men hauled
another enforcer from the group and forced him to his knees in
front of the dais. Fairen raised his hand, then lowered it.

"I judge you to
be guilty. Execute him."

A beam of hot
blue light ended the third man's life, and the soldiers removed his
corpse. Sabre looked away as six more men perished in an identical
fashion. The judgements and executions seemed too quick to be true
justice, and he wondered if Fairen was so angry that he was
condemning the men out of hand. The last man was brought forward, a
terrified youth who struggled and wailed as the others had done.
The guards made him kneel, and Fairen stretched out his hand. He
hesitated, stepped closer to the sobbing young man, and then
lowered his hand.

"Who are
you?"

The youth
looked up, tears running down his cheeks. "I wasn't even there! I'm
the cook's assistant on Bental Seven, I swear!"

Fairen nodded,
pulling his glove back on. "I judge you to be innocent. Release
him. Find me the real tenth man."

The weeping
youth collapsed as the guards let him go. Fairen strode to the side
door and vanished through it. Everyone stood frozen in stunned
silence that only the terrified assistant cook’s soft sobs
broke.

Sabre found
Fairen in his private sitting room, leaning on the drinks counter
with his hood gripped in one fist. The boy glanced around, looking
pale and shaken. Sabre approached and hugged him, patting his back.
Fairen clung to him, fighting to stifle the sobs that racked
him.

"Cry, Emrin,"
Sabre murmured. "There's no shame in it. On the first day I got
free of cyber control, and opened my eyes to see the world clearly
for the first time, I wept."

Fairen sobbed
against his chest while Sabre rubbed his back. He marvelled at the
sensitive nature of this youth who judged men and condemned them
with utter certainty of their guilt. Fairen released Sabre and
swung away, rubbing his face. Sabre poured drinks from the
omnipresent pitcher, discovering it to be a warm, milky concoction
this time. He took a cup to Fairen, who sat on the couch, his head
bowed.

Sabre held out
the cup. "Are you okay now?"

The young
Overlord raised his head and nodded, took the cup and gulped the
thick drink. "I've never judged so many men."

"That was
tough, I could tell."

"They were all
guilty, except the cook's assistant."

"It's enough
now. I don't care about the rest of them."

Fairen sighed,
clasping the cup. "The tenth man is the ringleader, I could tell.
They all knew it, and they tricked me. None of them knew his real
name, but I sensed it."

"It doesn't
matter."

"I thought the
last man would be the one I was looking for, but he was the only
innocent."

"But how did
they know he would be the last to be judged?"

Fairen
shrugged. "They didn't, but neither did I. I would still have
executed them all. They couldn't tell me his name."

"Well, I think
you scared the shit out of everyone, including me."

"You?" Fairen
chuckled. "How did I do that?"

"That voice you
used, the lasers, the things you said... terrifying."

"It's supposed
to be. The bodies of those men will be returned to their families,
with a written judgement attached. Everyone will know the Scorpion
Lord judged and executed them. I believe it is considered a
monumental disgrace."

Sabre nodded.
"I didn't realise they were executed right in front of you."

"Summary
executions always are. Scorpio does it. There's no pain, no blood,
no emotions… other than fear, of course."

"But it was
still tough on you."

"Yes." Fairen
looked down. "I'm angry too. I demanded the vidrecords of your
torture, and watched them just before I judged those men."

Sabre groaned,
rubbing his face. "Why did you do that?"

"I wanted to
see for myself. It made me ill, and angry. I don't understand why
you're not angry too."

"I am. I
just... I guess I'm so used to being angry about what was done to
me, but unable to do anything about it, I just learnt to keep it
inside."

"That must be
even worse, to be so angry, yet helpless."

The cyber
nodded. "I also lack the ability as yet to feel properly, I think.
Anger I've always known, but not the freedom to vent it, so I
suppressed it."

"Would it have
helped if I had let you kill them?"

"God, no. I
hate killing."

Fairen nodded.
"I sense that about you too. Strange, for a..."

"Killing
machine."

"Warrior."

Sabre snorted.
"I never wanted to be a warrior."

"And I never
wanted to be an Overlord."

"Yet here we
are."

Fairen nodded
again. "The enforcer commanders are blameless, but I'll judge them
if you want me to, otherwise I'll release them."

"If they're
blameless, there's no point in judging them. But there are other
ways in which to make Myon Two pay. There are not enough Overlords
to police this galaxy, as you said. What if you confiscate, or
appropriate some of their ships, and use them to help you? If you'd
sent battle cruisers to Thayta and Permon instead of going there
yourself, they could have dealt with the Corsairs."

The Overlord
smiled, shaking his head. "Normal ships would have taken many
hours, even days, to reach those planets on the Rim, and by that
time the Thaytans and the Permonites would have been wiped out. And
small ships cannot be fitted with translocation generators. One of
my generators is bigger than all six of those enforcer ships I
captured put together."

"Station ships
in trouble areas..."

"Those two
planets are a hundred and eighty-three light years apart."

Sabre said,
"You could build more Overlord ships, and give them to trustworthy
men, who could use them in conflicts like those. There was no need
for an Overlord, no one was judged."

"Those were
strange occurrences. Corsairs rarely attack human worlds. Usually
conflicts are between humans, and an Overlord is needed."

The cyber
sipped his drink, frowning. "Then perhaps a small fleet of battle
cruisers would be useful to an Overlord. You could easily carry
them in this ship."

"They would be
vulnerable, as this ship is not. If one of them was destroyed, it
would compromise an Overlord's power. People would know that an
Overlord could be hurt, some of his ships destroyed. No, we must be
swift, mysterious and invulnerable, our justice incontrovertible
and our ships omnipotent. While we settle many conflicts, the fear
of us prevents many more from ever starting. No one wants to draw
the attention of an Overlord, and we ensure that it remains like
that.

"As my friend,
you've become used to my company, and you know me for what I truly
am. But for those who have never met an Overlord, we're terrifying,
mysterious beings who rule with an iron fist, and for most of those
who have met one, we're even more frightening."

Sabre frowned
at his drink. "Yeah, you're right."

"I appreciate
your wish to ease my burden. The best way you could help us is to
find young empaths for us to train. Then perhaps we could build
more ships and make our lives easier."

"I'll keep that
in mind."

Fairen raised
his head and addressed the air. "Shrain, release the enforcer
commanders, and send Atrashka and Prello back to Myon Two."


 


 


 Chapter Three

 


Tassin entered
a massive dining room filled with powdered, overdressed people, all
of whom turned to stare at her, most with disdain, some with
curiosity, and several with overt hostility. An immense banquet
table, covered with a burgundy cloth, held a king's ransom of gold
cutlery, silver platters, crystal goblets and jewel-encrusted spice
containers. Vast crystal chandeliers hung above it, casting
multi-hued light in slowly moving patterns. Liveried flunkies stood
in the corners like statues while others moved amongst the crowd,
offering golden trays of exotic drinks.

Tarl wore a new
brown suit over a scarlet shirt. Judging by the way he scratched
and fidgeted, the clothes itched and pinched him under the arms,
but she suspected he had no choice but to wear them. He had
received his summons just half an hour before the allotted time,
presumably because Ashmond had told Endrovar about his cyber tech
skills. Tassin had chosen to wear a layered silk gown of deep
cobalt trimmed with gold embroidery, and a net of seed pearls
covered her elegantly coiled hair. More pearls clasped her throat
and dripped from her ears. A fortune in jewels had been available
in her room, but she had confined herself to a tasteful
minimum.

Ashmond came
forward to greet her, his eyes sweeping over her with a gleam of
appreciation. "Very nice, Your Majesty, you do indeed look
queenly."

Tassin raised
her chin. "Ashmond, I would look like a queen in sackcloth and
ashes, simply because I am one."

"Of course." He
bowed over her hand. "Endrovar is eager to speak to you."

The baron led
her through the throng, and Tarl followed. Soft music lilted from a
trio of harp, lute and flute players at the far end of the room.
The banquet hall’s walls were adorned with battle banners, stuffed
trophies, scarred weapons and coats of arms, with suits of armour
standing like steel sentinels between them. Ornately framed
portraits of dyspeptic looking individuals stared down with
aristocratic disdain, their rough surfaces yellowed with age.
Clearly Endrovar had striven to buy himself a history as well as
culture, but the man himself lacked any, Tassin mused as the
massive emperor came into view, sprawled in a cushioned chair and
surrounded by giggling courtiers. He was clad in a robe that
appeared to be made out of someone’s unwanted red and gold brocade
curtains, belted with a gaudy jewelled golden rope.

Ashmond stopped
in front of the emperor and bowed, then stepped aside. Endrovar
gestured, making the fawning fops retreat, and leered at
Tassin.

"Very nice; a
definite improvement. Now, I want to speak to this cyber technician
of mine."

Tarl said,
"That would be me, sir."

Endrovar
studied him. "Where did you learn to be a cyber tech?"

"On Myon Two. I
was a repair tech for fifteen years."

"Why did you
leave?"

Tarl frowned.
"Well, I realised that they feel pain, and I couldn't stomach
it."

Endrovar’s
brows rose. "They don't feel anything. They're computer
controlled."

"They feel
pain."

"What makes you
think that?"

"I was working
on one with a defunct brow band, and he spoke to me. He begged me
to kill him, because he was horribly burnt. He died a minute
later."

The emperor
turned his head. "Warrior One, come here."

Tassin drew a
sharp breath as a cyber emerged from behind a knot of people and
moved closer with a swift, gliding gait to stop beside the emperor.
His gentle, familiar face was impassive, and his eyes stared ahead.
Endrovar drew a jewelled dagger from somewhere in his opulent
clothing.

"Roll up your
sleeve and hold out your arm," he ordered.

"Sir, cutting
him won't prove anything," Tarl said. "The control unit won't allow
him to show any pain. The host is completely helpless. He can't so
much as focus his eyes."

Endrovar
gripped the cyber's arm and drew the dagger across his skin. Bright
blood to oozed from the wound, and he gestured to the clone’s
impassive face. "See? No pain."

"As I just
said, they can't show any emotions, but they do feel."

The emperor
snorted. "If they felt something, they'd show something."

"The brow band
controls them completely, but the host is fully aware. He can
think, feel, hear and see, to a certain extent, but he can't speak,
move or focus his eyes."

Endrovar tucked
the dagger away. "That's your theory, but impossible to prove, I'd
say. Anyway, let's see how good you are. What grade is Warrior
One?"

Tarl approached
the cyber, studying him. Tassin noticed that one of his cheek scars
was lower than the other, there was a tiny bald patch on the side
of his scalp, and, after several moments, his right eye
twitched.

"He's a
high-quality grade B," Tarl said.

"Rubbish! He's
a grade A!"

Tarl shook his
head. "His plating is imperfect. Looks like a Monday or Friday job.
He has scalp damage, and nerve damage in his face. I could probably
find more flaws if he was wearing less clothing."

Endrovar
scowled at Tarl, then the cyber. "Warrior One, strip down."

Tassin bit her
lip as the cyber removed his uniform jacket and folded it over the
back of a chair, revealing a torso covered with scars, then pulled
off his shiny boots and stepped out of his trousers. Under them he
wore only tight silk shorts.

Tarl walked
around him. "He has more imperfect plating on his legs, judging by
the misaligned scars, and on his back. Looks like they didn't plate
his left little finger, and the boots are giving him blisters, by
the way. I'd need an analyser to tell you more, but he's a B-grade,
no doubt about it."

Endrovar glared
at the cyber. "Get dressed, return to your station. Warrior Two,
come here."

The second
cyber left his post beside the cushioned chair and stopped in front
of it.

The emperor
glanced at him. "And this one?"

Tarl inspected
the second cyber, peering at his face, then walked around him.
"I'll need access to touch him."

"Warrior Two,
allow this individual to touch you."

The cyber
turned his head towards Tarl, his blank eyes staring through him,
and the brow band flashed. "Acknowledged."

Tarl prodded
the cyber's cheek and pried open his mouth to peer inside. He ran
his fingers over the clone's face and stared into his eyes, covered
them with his hand, then removed it.

"This one's not
so obvious, but is actually a lower-quality grade B. His plating's
okay, but he's blind, and he has missing teeth, which sometimes
happens during early combat training. He's also got a crushed
cheekbone, probably from combat training, which they've plated over
to try to hide. With this much damage from his training, I'd have
to say that he's got slower reflexes than normal, probably a birth
defect or brain damage. I take it you bought them as A-grades?"

Endrovar
nodded, looking angry. "Warrior Two, fetch the other two." The
cyber left, and the emperor raked Tarl with a measuring look. "You
sound like you know what you're talking about, but you could be
making it up."

"If I had
analyser I could show you the flaws. This sort of thing happens a
lot. There are suppliers who buy nothing but B-grades, then sell
them as A-grades. Customers who don't know about the flaws, or who
don't know that A-grades are supposed to be flawless, buy them as
A-grades. Even some A-grades have tiny flaws, but far less than
these have."

Endrovar
glanced around as Warrior Two returned, accompanied by two more
cybers, and they stopped beside his chair. "Tell me about these
two. Warrior Three, Warrior Four, allow this individual to touch
you."

The cybers
turned their heads towards Tarl and acknowledged the order, and
Tassin swallowed a lump. Tarl inspected them, snorted and shook his
head over one of them, peered closely at the other and placed a
hand on his brow, then felt for a pulse in his wrist.

"Well, Warrior
Three's a grade C. He has facial nerve damage, and his left hand
hasn't been plated at all, or his left foot. He's blind, and he
appears to have skipped the radiation treatments, judging by the
colour of his skin."

He turned to
the other cyber. "This one almost had me fooled. On the outside he
appears to be a grade A, until you check his temperature and heart
rate. He's either got a defective heart, or it was damaged when
they put the barrinium mesh around it, because his heartbeat is
about a hundred, and he's running hot. A cyber's normal resting
heart rate is thirty beats per minute, so his is way too high, and
will eventually lead to early failure, probably in his
mid-thirties, or it could fail during high exertion, and he's
running hot because of it."

Endrovar
glared, his mouth a grim line. "I'm going to have words with my
supplier. Warrior Three is supposed to be a grade B."

Tarl shook his
head. "Definitely a grade C."

"Well, you
could prove useful. Can you fix them?"

"No, these are
production flaws. Cybercorp would have fixed them if it was
possible."

Endrovar
nodded. "This equipment you spoke about, where would I get it?"

"You could ask
your supplier, but Myon Two only sends analysers to their repair
stations."

"I'll get it.
What else do you need?"

"I'll make a
list."

"Good."

Tarl glanced at
Tassin. "But I'll only do this work for you if you agree to give
Queen Tassin leave to work in a menial capacity, and not as a
pleasure partner."

Endrovar raked
the Queen with a scathing glance. "Fine. She's really not my type,
anyway. The cooks can use her in the kitchen. Ashmond, take her
away and show her her new duties."

The baron bowed
and gestured for Tassin to precede him, guiding her from the
banquet room and back to the cabin in which she had changed
earlier. He paused in the doorway.

"Take off the
finery and put your old clothes back on, and I'll take you to the
kitchens."

Ashmond waited
in the lounge while Tassin changed in the bedroom, then took her
down into the bowels of the huge ship, where she was given a
burgundy uniform and a mop and put to work cleaning the floor.

 


****

 


The cyber's
virtual warning light woke Sabre, and he opened his eyes and sat
up. Shrain stood in the doorway, a scowling Estrelle hovering
behind him.

"What is it?"
Sabre asked.

"I told him you
were sleeping," Estrelle said.

"It's okay. He
wouldn't be here if it wasn't important. Shrain? What's wrong?"

"Overlord
Fairen requires your presence at once, sir."

Sabre rubbed
his face and stretched, then swung his legs off the bed. When he
was dressed, the commander led him through the ship to the door to
Fairen's private rooms, where he stepped aside. The cyber entered,
and Fairen rose from a couch, turning to him.

"What is it,
Fairen?"

The boy looked
mournful. "I received a message from your friend, Kole. It's bad
news, I'm afraid. Tassin's not on Omega Five."

"Where is
she?"

"No one knows.
Kole spoke to a man there who said that she and Tarl left on a
ship, but he didn't know anything else. She was supposed to have
been away only for a short time, but it's been three days now."

Sabre went over
to the couch and sat down, staring ahead. "Who would take her?"

"I don't know.
You'll be able to find out more on Omega Five. I'll take you there,
then I must leave. I'm needed in the Presda Quadrant. I'm
sorry."

The cyber
nodded, wondering what the strange emotion was that clogged his
chest and made it hard to breathe. It seemed as if an immense
weight had just dropped onto his shoulders, and a dull ache filled
his heart.

"I must find
her."

"And you will.
But I can't help you, unless you get into trouble. You understand,
don't you?"

"Yes, of
course, you have too much to do already."

Fairen sat
beside him and clasped his shoulder. "I wish I could help, but...
I'll do what I can, give you whatever you need, but I can't
intervene personally."

"I know. You
have to save planets..." Sabre shook his head. "I just can't
believe this is happening."

"If she was my
friend, if I had given her a bracelet too, she could have sent a
distress signal, and I could help. But finding her... will take too
much time."

Sabre turned to
him. "It's okay. You've done more than enough already."

"What do you
need?"

"A ship.
Something with a lot of firepower."

Fairen nodded.
"I'll appropriate a battle cruiser from Myon Two, but you'll need a
crew. It will mean you'll have to command enforcers."

"I can do
that."

Fairen turned
his head and addressed the air. "Summon a Myon Two commander at
once."

Sabre looked
down at his hands. "We're still at Myon Two?"

"Yes. It was
quiet, so I got some sleep, then the two messages came in right
after each other."

"She must have
been trying to find me." Sabre rubbed his face.

The strange
emotions were growing, making it hard to think. His initial
reaction of determination and illogical optimism was fading, giving
way to a growing sensation for which he had no name, but which
robbed him of his motivation. The more he thought about the
problem, the larger it loomed, and it was growing to gargantuan
proportions as the ramifications of the immensity of space swamped
him.

"She's gone and
got herself into trouble," he muttered. "If anything happens to
her..."

"You'll find
her."

"She could be
anywhere."

Fairen patted
his shoulder. "She's resourceful. She'll be all right. And Tarl's
with her."

"I'll kill
him." The sudden irrational urge made Sabre's hands clench.

"No you
won't."

"If anything's
happened to her... Why didn't he stop her? He should have known
better."

Fairen shook
his head. "Tassin's too strong willed for him to have stopped her.
Don't blame him. I'm sure he's doing his best to keep her
safe."

Shrain's voice
spoke from the com-link by the door. "A Myon Two commander awaits
you, My Lord."

The young
Overlord stood up and donned his hood, arranging the veils over his
face. Sabre followed him into the command centre, where the
silver-haired commander waited. Fairen mounted the dias and sat
down on the black throne, Sabre wandered over to gaze out at the
pearly globe of Myon Two. The immensity of the task that faced him
had reached an incomprehensible magnitude, and the sheer
impossibility of it clogged his thought processes. His analysis of
the situation had expanded to encompass the myriad possibilities
that existed after three days of space travel. His mind seemed
numb, and the unidentified emotion kept intruding, making logical
thought all but impossible. The volume of data available to him in
the form of star charts that mapped a three-day travel radius of
the space around Omega Five, and the specifications of the dozens
of planets in it, overwhelmed him. His mind followed the train of
logical impossibilities down the black hole of illogical emotional
overload like a rabbit down a burrow.

 


 


Fairen beckoned
to the commander. "Approach."

The man walked
up to the dias and bowed. "My Lord."

"Your
name?"

"Commander
Thestan, My Lord."

"I am
appropriating your ship, Commander. I am placing it and its crew
under the command of my friend, Sabre. You will do exactly as he
orders at all times. If you feel that any of your crew is liable to
disobey him or show him disrespect in any way, you may dismiss them
now. You will dock in the Scorpion Ship for translocation. Is that
understood?"

Thestan nodded.
"It is, My Lord."

"You will be
given instructions when you have returned to your ship."

The commander
bowed and backed away, and Fairen's men escorted him out. The
Overlord pulled off his hood and went over to join Sabre, gazing
out of the screens.

"You're very
calm."

The cyber
frowned. "I don't know how I'm supposed to react. This is new to
me."

"How do you
feel?"

"Numb.
Detached. And it hurts, here." He tapped his chest.

"You're in
shock. It will pass."

"I'm not sure
it will. I... I feel like my reason for living just disappeared.
She could be dead."

"I doubt it,"
Fairen said.

"They might
hurt her."

"Possibly, but
you'll save her."

"I don't want
her to be hurt, but I can't prevent it. I don't know where she is.
I don't know how to find her. There is no way. There are a hundred
and eighty-seven planets within three days’ travel of Omega Five.
Forty-two of them are outlaw worlds. She could have been taken by
Myon Two, or slavers, or hitched a ride on a friendly yacht, or
paid for passage on a merchant vessel. The possibilities are
endless. She could have travelled as much as eighty-two light years
in any direction. There's no data to base a working theory on.
There's no way to find her."

Fairen frowned
and glanced at Shrain, who hovered nearby as usual. "Bring me the
tech, Martis."

"At once, My
Lord."

Fairen replaced
his hood before Martis was ushered in, looking nervous. Estrelle
followed him, and the Overlord beckoned them over. They stopped
beside Sabre, who continued to stare out of the screens.

"Cyber Tech
Martis," Fairen said. "Sabre has just received news that his
betrothed has been abducted, and he appears to be dealing with it
badly. What's wrong with him?"

Martis studied
Sabre with a frown, waving a hand in front of his eyes. The cyber
ignored him, not even blinking. "You have no information about
where she might be, My Lord?"

"No."

The host tech
looked worried. "I think his brain block just failed."

"What is that,
and what does it mean?"

"Most of his
emotions and human instincts were locked away behind a wall in his
mind, which has been gradually weakening. I think this shock has
caused it to fail, and he's gone into emotional overload."

"So he's in
shock?"

Martis nodded.
"Of a sort, My Lord. He has a machine-trained mind that has just
been swamped by a huge amount of illogical human feelings,
instincts and urges, and he can't handle it."

"Can you help
him?"

"If I can get
him to focus on something. Right now he seems to have gone into a
sort of illogical loop." Martis hesitated, then gripped the cyber's
arm and shook it. "Sabre. Snap out of it. Focus."

The cyber's
eyes flicked down to him. "What?"

"What are you
going to do to save her?"

"I don't
know."

"Is there a way
to find her?"

"I don't
know."

"She needs your
help, what can you do?"

Sabre's brows
drew together. "I don't bloody know!"

"What about
going to Omega Five and finding out what happened to her?"

"They won't
know anything, they're peasants."

"What about
tracking the ship that took her?"

The cyber shook
his head. "It's too late; the ion trails have faded by now."

"There must be
a way to find her."

Sabre's hands
flashed out and gripped Martis' shoulders, making him wince.
"Listen, you bloody little shit, she's gone! Get that through your
head! She could be anywhere in the damned galaxy, a hundred light
years away by now."

"Or she might
be close by, waiting for you to rescue her."

Sabre's face
twisted, and he released Martis, reaching up to grip the brow band.
"I can't think straight. I don't know what to do."

"Okay, calm
down. Everything's going to be all right. We're going to find
her."

The cyber swung
away, releasing the brow band, and stalked towards the screens,
shaking his head. "No one can find her."

Martis looked
at Estrelle, who chewed her lip, then at Fairen, who had turned his
head to watch Sabre. "My Lord, to be honest, I don't know if there
is a way to find her, and he knows it. I think he's experiencing a
whole host of emotions, the strongest of which, I would imagine, is
despair. He's experienced that before, but in a dumb, distant
capacity, for himself. Now it's full strength, mixed with anguish,
helplessness and grief, for someone he cares about. He can't handle
it, and I think he wants to shut down to escape it, but he can't do
that either."

Fairen glanced
around as Shrain said, "The enforcer ship is docked in berth five,
My Lord."

"Translocate to
Omega Five."

"Yes My
Lord."

As the distant
booms and groans echoed through the ship, Fairen turned to Martis.
"You must help him. You know what's wrong with him. An enforcer
battle cruiser is at his command; he just needs to decide how to
find Tassin."

"Right now I
think he wants to curl up in a dark hole to escape his emotional
turmoil. His logic has been destroyed by overpowering feelings of
anguish and sorrow."

"Then he needs
hope."

"Yes."

Fairen swung
away and went to the dais, stepping onto it. "Shrain."

"Translocation
in thirty seconds, My Lord."

"The beacons
around Omega Five record all traffic. Download the data from three
days ago."

"Yes, My Lord.
Connecting."

Fairen sat
down, gazing at Sabre, who stared out at Myon Two, his hands
clasped behind his back.

Shrain tapped
his com-link. "Translocation in ten seconds, My Lord."

The suffocating
stasis field gripped them in a momentary flash of white light, and
the two techs reeled as it released them. Sabre gazed at the blue
and white globe of Omega Five as if nothing had changed. Fairen
turned to Shrain, who tapped his com-link again.

"Downloading
data, My Lord. Three days ago, a ship was in orbit for seven hours.
It was a Gigantor, E-class luxury explorer, two years old. Its
tracking beacon was deactivated, so no other data is available, but
the satellite recorded some local voice traffic. I'll play it for
you."

A gruff voice
came from the com-link, speaking a strange dialect, then faded in a
hiss of static. Fairen glanced at Sabre, who turned to face him,
frowning.

"That's a
Frellan dialect, a sub-dialect of Nardrin, spoken on only two
planets, Farrelin Eight and Pragan Prime. He was issuing
instructions to a shuttle, guiding it somewhere."

"Does that
help?"

"A Frellan
dialect, spoken on a Gigantor ship, which was built on Endron Two,
can only mean they're smugglers or slavers, and it's a stolen
ship."

Fairen nodded.
"There's nothing worth smuggling on Omega, so it must be
slavers."

"It's worthless
information."

"Let's assume
they have all the slaves they can carry. What's the closest slaver
planet?"

"Darvel
Three."

"Then perhaps
that's where you should start your search?"

Sabre turned to
gaze out of the screens again. "Then there's the Dellan Station,
half a light year further away in the opposite direction, and
Mintar Four, two light years further away in a completely different
direction. And let's not forget Forge Prime, a mere five light
years further in yet another direction. Who wants to pick one?
Perhaps we should draw straws?"

"Which would be
the preferred haunt of Frellan slavers?"

"Probably the
Dellan Station, but who's to say they're all Frellans? Maybe only
the coms-op is."

Fairen sighed,
the voice distorter turning it into a hiss. "You have to start
somewhere."

"It's
hopeless."

"Only if you
give up. Tassin didn't give up, did she? She found you on Ferrinon
Four, against all odds."

Sabre nodded.
"Tassin is a... mule."

"And what are
you?"

"Right now I'm
not sure. I can't find a workable solution. There are too many
variables, too many unknowns, not enough facts. She's gone. In
three days, those slavers could have taken her to any of those
planets, or about seven others, and sold her, so she could be
anywhere."

Fairen leant
back, tapping the arms of his chair. "You are correct, of course,
but I want you to take the enforcer ship and search for her." Sabre
stared at Omega Five, and Fairen turned to Martis. "What is his
problem?"

The young tech
cleared his throat. "Well, basically, he's not entirely human, My
Lord. If you ordered a cyber to search for this person, with these
few facts, he would tell you pretty much what Sabre just did, that
there was insufficient data to formulate a workable strategy, and
no possibility of success. Sabre's been swamped by a whole host of
new, irrational emotions, but he's unable to deal with them yet, so
he lacks the ability to use them to base hope on faith, or luck. So
he has no hope. You're asking him to do the illogical. If he was a
cyber, the only way to order him to do this would be to give him
exact instructions, which planets to search, and in what
order."

"All right."
Fairen turned to Sabre once more. "Sabre, take the enforcer ship
and start your search on the closest slaver planet, then work your
way outward from there."

Sabre turned to
face him, a wry smile tugging at his lips. "I'm not a cyber,
Fairen. You shouldn't listen to that little twit."

"You have a
better plan?"

"She's just a
girl, lost amongst a dozen planets with over a hundred and
twenty-four billion people on them."

"So what will
you do?"

Sabre lowered
his gaze to the floor, his brow furrowing. "If I go to any of those
slaver planets in an enforcer ship, they'll attack it. There's no
way to find her. It's impossible. She's been swallowed up like a
drop of water in the sea. So I'm not going to look for her, it
would be a pointless exercise. I'm going to look for Tarl."

"Why Tarl?"

"Because he'll
be easy to find. He's a cyber tech, the only one who doesn't work
for Myon Two. That makes him a rarity, an oddity, and, while Tassin
is just a pretty girl who will vanish without a trace, he'll cause
ripples wherever he goes. He'll use his skills to keep himself
alive, otherwise he's a worthless middle-aged man, but his skills
make him extremely valuable to anyone who has cybers.

"Whoever has
him is going to use him. They'll want to buy cyber repair equipment
and drugs. They might even offer his services to others. Tarl will
either know where Tassin is, or he'll put me on her trail. I just
need to find where she was taken, and I can find who bought her,
then the trail's easy to follow."

Fairen inclined
his head. "Of course, a good plan."

"It's still a
long shot. I'll need the battle cruiser's emblems changed to
something suitable for an outlaw, and made to look like some other
kind of ship."

Fairen turned
his head. "Shrain, see to it."

Sabre clasped
his hands behind his back and paced in a circle, frowning at the
floor. "I'll need Kole to do the Net searches, and Martis and
Estrelle to do any repair work that comes our way."

"Err..." Martis
said. "Battle cruisers don't carry analysers or repair equipment,
only regeneration drugs. They don't have a repair tech on board.
Badly damaged - injured cybers are put into cold sleep and taken to
the nearest repair centre and swapped for functional units. Omega
Five is a Rim world; there are no repair centres out here."

Sabre shook his
head. "We'll deal with that if we have to, not now."

"Where do you
want to start your search?" Fairen asked.

"The Dellan
Station."

The young
Overlord addressed Shrain again. "Bring Kole Arvan aboard, then
translocate to the Dellan Station."

Sabre looked
up. "No, you can't go there. The presence of an Overlord will cause
a lot of suspicion. It's bad enough that we'll be newcomers. I'll
leave you here."

Fairen nodded,
glancing at Shrain. "Belay my last order, and have all the cyber
repair equipment in my hospital put aboard the enforcer ship at
once."

Sabre stopped
pacing and faced him. "Thank you. Kole can ship-clamp Striker to
the enforcer, it'll add to our disguise."

"Pass on the
order to Kole Arvan,” Fairen instructed Shrain. “Is the battle
cruiser ready yet?"

"No, My Lord,
you only issued the order five minutes ago."

"Tell them to
hurry up."

Sabre looked at
Martis and Estrelle. "Go and get aboard the battle cruiser... does
that damned thing have a name, Shrain?"

"She's Pathos,
sir."

“A fitting
name.”

As soon as the
door slid shut behind the two techs, Fairen pulled off his hood and
stepped down to join Sabre, looking concerned.

"Are you all
right now?"

"I'll be
fine."

"What
happened?"

The cyber
shrugged, rubbing his brow. "I don't really know. I couldn't think
straight. It was like my head was full of... I don't know what.
Ready to burst. I can't describe it."

"How did you
overcome it?"

"I haven't,
it's still there, I'm just... working around it, I guess."

"It's
understandable that you should find your first experience of
despair overwhelming; just don't give in to it again. You mustn't
give up hope. You'll find her if you try hard enough."

Sabre nodded,
lowering his eyes to the floor to hide the expression in them. "I
didn't give in to it, exactly. I tried to deal with it, but I
can't, not yet."

"I must
go."

"I know. So
must I." Sabre hugged the boy and ruffled his hair. "Don't go
blowing up too many planets."

Fairen smiled.
"Good luck."

 


 


The cyber
paused in the doorway to glance back, and Fairen raised a hand in
farewell. Once more he was struck by the sadness that surrounded
the lonely boy; a small, forlorn figure in the massive control
centre of the mightiest ship in the galaxy. The fate of worlds
rested on his thin shoulders, yet friendship and happiness were
denied him, leaving his life a joyless existence. Somehow, thinking
about Fairen's misfortune pushed aside his overwhelming concern for
Tassin. He could not think about her right now, the stress was too
intense and the accompanying emotions too strong.

As Sabre loped
along the corridor towards berth five, he resolved to return, when
he found Tassin, and spend more time with the young Overlord. Being
Fairen's only friend was a responsibility he would take seriously
now he knew the full extent of the rare privilege and all it
entailed. Fairen could have anything he wished with a flick of his
fingers, except the friendship he needed so much. First Sabre had
to find Tassin, which was impossible. He pushed the thought aside.
He would find Tarl, which was more feasible. The mocking voice
awoke deep in his mind to scorn his intent. How was he going to
even find Tarl, when he was just a broken killing machine? The task
was just too great. He tried to ignore the sneering voice's
insistent ridicule. Cyborg! It had not said that for some
time, and somehow that made it worse.

In berth five,
he found a group of enforcer officers watching the transformation
of their ship with bemused eyes. Red-uniformed workmen swarmed over
it, spraying on layers of ultra-hard brown and grey paint. Already
the battle cruiser had a dull, moth-eaten appearance. A snarling
wolf's head replaced the Myon Two emblems, and engineers were
welding ramming spears to the bow and cutting shears to the sides.
The battle cruiser was a massive ship, more than a kilometre long,
and barely fitted into the docking berth. It only looked small when
compared to the Scorpion Ship, and the workers were like ants on
it.

Sabre headed
for the open door, and the distinguished-looking commander trotted
after him, falling into step beside him.

"Sabre, isn't
it?"

The cyber
glanced at him. "It's 'sir', to you."

"Right. Can you
tell me what we're going to be doing?"

"We're going to
pretend to be outlaws, so have your men wear plain clothes, make
some if you have to. We're looking for the outlaw cyber tech Tarl
Averly, so we're going to offer to sell cyber repair services,
equipment and drugs. Have Fairen's men finished setting up the
repair equipment in your hospital?"

"Yes,
almost."

"Either they
have, or they haven't, which is it?" Sabre asked.

"Host
Researcher Martis is inspecting it."

"He's not a
host researcher anymore, so quit calling him one. No more Myon Two
jargon, got it? When we come into contact with outlaws, your men
had better keep their mouths shut. I'll do the talking. Get your
men on board; we're going to be leaving soon."

"Right,
okay."

Sabre bounded
up the steps, leaving Thestan at the bottom, and made his way to
the hospital, where Martis and Estrelle were checking the
equipment. They looked up with hesitant smiles, and Martis came
over to him.

"How are you
doing?"

"You mean apart
from the fact that my head's full of ridiculous, illogical rubbish
and I feel like an elephant's sitting on my chest? Just great."

"Is that how
you're dealing with it, by dismissing it as ridiculous
rubbish?"

"That's what it
is."

Martis shook
his head. "I suppose for now we should be glad you're still able to
function, but at some point you're going to have to deal with
it."

"Or what?"

"Or become
psychotic. Those emotions seem ridiculous to a machine, but humans
need them, so you're going to have to face them."

The cyber
tilted his head. "What do you need them for?"

"To be
human."

"I'm not a
machine, and I don't have time to deal with it now."

Martis said,
"That's debatable. You're at least forty per cent programmed, and
until now the rest was memories and a small amount of experience.
Now you've just had a shitload of humanity dumped on you. Sort
through it, don't just push it aside."

"I don't want
to sort through it right now, so piss off, okay?"

The tech raised
his hands. "Okay, don't blow a gasket."

"And no dumb
machine metaphors either."

"Okay, you're
pissed off, I get it."

"Good."

The husky tones
of Scorpio's voice came from outside, announcing a translocation in
thirty seconds. Sabre cursed, heading for the door. The
translocation stasis field gripped him before he made it back onto
the dock, and when he staggered free of its stifling embrace one of
Fairen's aides came into the dock and hurried over.

"Overlord
Fairen has translocated to within two hours of the Dellan Station,
saving you a nine-hour flight, sir. He must leave immediately on
urgent business."

Sabre nodded,
and the aide gestured to the workers' foreman, who spoke into a
tiny microphone on his cheek, which sprouted from an earpiece.
Workers streamed from the battle cruiser's hull, floated down on
antigravity platforms and gathered up their equipment before
vanishing out of the dock. Patches of Pathos' original shiny black
paint remained, but it added to her ratty appearance. Re-entering
the ship, Sabre went to the ultra-modern bridge. Pathos was no more
than three or four years old, he calculated, and had all the latest
hi-tech equipment. Data screens and consoles lined the bridge’s
smooth grey bulkheads, and the crew sat at smooth, contoured dark
grey workstations, each equipped with a monitor and keypad. Thestan
sat in the ergonomic black command chair, and his officers manned
their stations, powering up the drives.

Sabre stopped
beside the commander and watched the last of the workers file out
of the dock. The dock doors slid shut and a warning claxon brayed
outside. The battle cruiser floated up as the dock's space doors
rumbled open. Pathos drifted out and moved away from the blood-red
city ship, whose extremities were folded close to her hull, the
long, segmented tail stretched out behind. Starlight glinted on the
ancient, scarred ship, a veteran of many battles, judging by her
pitted flanks and gouged arms, some of them remnants of Fairen's
ramming the Moth Ship to save him.

When the
Scorpion Ship had shrunk to fit into the screens, a shimmer of
white light engulfed it and a gravity shockwave rippled outwards,
then it was gone. Sabre fingered the bracelet on his wrist and
turned to Thestan.

"Get the hell
out of my chair."

The commander
rose and moved away, and Sabre took his place. "You're demoted to
sub-commander, pass it on. Since Fairen brought us closer to the
Dellan Station and left Kole behind, I'm going to assume that he
told him to catch up. Set course for the Dellan Station."

Thestan relayed
the order to the cyber pilot, and Sabre frowned at the screens as
they headed for the closest corridor. He had grown accustomed to
the Scorpion Ship's method of instant travel, and disliked the idea
of spending two hours cooped up with a bunch of enforcers. The
tension on the bridge made Sabre's nerves jangle, adding to his
foul mood.

That, plus the
dark lump of emotional trauma that sat in the back of his mind like
a crouching beast, making his breath catch every so often in an
irrational emotional reaction, stretched his frayed nerves to
breaking point. Martis was right, he wanted to find a dark corner
and curl up in it to escape this hopeless quest and its inevitable
failure. After half an hour he stood up.

"Thestan, take
over, I'm going to have a rest. I hope you've cleared your shit out
of my cabin."

The
sub-commander stared over his head. "I'll have it done now."

Sabre glanced
around at the rest of the officers, most of whom looked away,
frowning. He stepped closer to Thestan, and a muscle jumped in the
sub-commander's jaw. Sabre glared up at the tall man.

"Oh, I get it,
Thestan, I really do. You're not used to taking orders from a
damned cyber, are you? And yeah, I say 'I' and 'me' and even 'my'."
He glanced around again. "You're all going to have a tough time
with it, I can tell. But you'd better bloody well get used to it,
and fast, understand? And you'd better start tacking a damned 'sir'
onto the end of those clipped sentences. I know what you're
thinking. You've got four cybers on this ship, and I'm only one.
Take me back to your cronies on Myon Two, and you're heroes,
right?"

A muscle
twitched in Thestan's cheek again. "We will obey Overlord
Fairen."

"You really
think I'm going to trust you? I want your cybers' overrides,
now."

Thestan nodded
to a crewman, and Sabre stalked around the bridge while he waited,
pausing beside each man to study him before moving on to the next.
The tension rose, becoming thick enough to hit with a hammer by the
time the crewman returned and handed over four overrides. Sabre
took them and went to the commander's cabin, where more crewmen
were carrying out the last of Thestan's belongings. He flopped down
on the bed and closed his eyes, turning his attention to the
confusion of emotional debris in his head.

It still
threatened to swamp him, ebbing and surging in waves of raw,
unbridled and unwelcome sensations, which he did not understand,
and he was not sure he wanted to plumb their illogical depths. It
had been so powerful when the wall had first failed it had
threatened to push him into catatonia. He had wanted to escape it,
but there was nowhere to run. It terrified him. His logical mind
rejected it as useless data, and he had spent those minutes on
Fairen's bridge stuffing most of it into as many dark recesses in
his mind as he could find.

A lot of it he
had shoved into the dark void where his mocking voice lived, and it
had silenced its cruel jibes. He was no longer just a cyborg, he
was more, he had feelings. Too many of them. His mind shied away
from them, and all thoughts of Tassin. Thinking of her brought a
rush of strange and alarming impulses, ranging from a strong wish
to open an airlock and step out into space, to a powerful urge to
crush the skull of whoever had taken her. Despair, Fairen had
called it. He tried to analyse it, but his mind ran in circles,
failing to find a logical explanation for it. He was a machine with
human emotions. He was a human with a machine mind. He was a
wreck.

Certainly he
was intensely angry, and the feeling would not abate. Whereas
before he had experienced occasional spurts of anger that quickly
faded to a dull background of simmering hatred for Myon Two, now he
could not shake off the fury that filled him. He tossed on the bed,
rubbing his brow. He tried switching the control unit off, but that
made it worse, and he considered letting the cyber take charge, so
he could slide into the peaceful, enervating darkness. Surges of
rage made his hands clench, followed by waves of a strange feeling
that clogged is throat and made it hard to breathe.

Cursing, he
jumped up and left the cabin, shoved aside two crewmen in the
corridor and marched down to the exercise room in the bowels of the
ship. A row of punching bags lined one wall, and he started on
them, his fists ripping through the tough outer skin and shredding
the dense foam inside. When he had demolished all of them, he went
over to the rack of weights and picked up the heaviest, which a
normal man could barely lift, and hurled it across the room,
denting the wall. A crewman stuck his head through the door and
goggled at him, retreating when a dumbbell smashed into the wall
beside his head.


 


 


 Chapter Four

 


Martis looked
up from adjusting an analyser when Thestan entered the hospital.
Boxes of half unpacked equipment littered the white, grey-floored
room, jostling for space with the standard medical equipment that
was used for injured crewmen. The enforcer ship had little in the
way of cyber host repair apparatus, and setting up the delicate
instruments was a tricky job. Especially since neither he nor
Estrelle were engineers. They knew how to use the stuff, but
setting it up was a whole different ballgame. Two crewmen helped,
but, although they were maintenance techs, they knew nothing about
control unit analysers or brain scanners either.

The sub
commander approached Martis, his expression grim. "Your, err,
friend is in the process of tearing up the exercise room, Host
Tech. Could you speak to him?"

Martis
swallowed, glancing at Estrelle. "I don't know about that,
Commander."

"Well someone's
got to do something about him. He's out of control, and when he's
finished in there, he might decide to start on the crew."

"And you think
I can stop him?"

Thestan's frown
deepened. "Isn't he your friend?"

"I think
Estrelle would have more success."

"Why's
that?"

Martis put down
the light reader. "Well, she's a woman, for one thing, and perhaps
a little more his friend than me."

"Why does her
sex have anything to do with it?"

"I think Sabre
is in the process of discovering the drawbacks of being human,
namely all the illogical emotional shit that comes with it. Right
now, he's bloody angry, and another male would only aggravate that.
Also, from his machine-mind point of view, she's not a threat, so
she'd be safer."

Estrelle stared
at him, shaking her head. "If he's tearing up the exercise room,
I'm not going to be target practice."

"He won't hurt
you."

"You don't know
that."

"Yeah, I do.
I'm the expert, remember? Personally, I'd rather leave him alone to
blow off steam, because that's what he's doing. But if you really
want him to stop, Commander, Estrelle's your best bet."

Estrelle
snorted. "You're just too cowardly to face him."

"No, I've got
more sense. He does need someone to talk to, though."

"Let's wait
till Kole catches up. He knows Sabre better."

Martis shook
his head. "He'd definitely get used for target practise. He's
annoying."

Thestan cast
Estrelle a pleading look. "I'd be most grateful, Cyber Tech.
According to the man who saw the exercise room, there's not much of
it left."

Martis picked
up the light reader again. "Yeah, well, he's a cyber, Commander,
what do you expect? He can punch right through two centimetres of
reinforced duronium alloy."

"He'd hurt his
fist," Estrelle pointed out.

"True. I don’t
think he’d care, right now, though."

She sighed and
put down her magnotester. "Fine, I'll see if he'll talk to me, but
if he throws anything at me, that's it."

Thestan nodded
and led the way to the exercise room. The sounds of its destruction
were audible from far down the corridor. A few nervous-looking men
listened to the ruckus, and hurried away when Estrelle came past.
Apparently they expected her to spark the simmering cyber into an
explosion. She paused outside the door, fighting a strong urge to
refuse to go in, then pressed the panel beside it, and it slid
open. A weight rack hit the wall beside the door, making her jump
and yelp. She longed to run, but her legs did not seem to work.

Sabre stood in
the middle of the room, a ten-kilogram dumbbell in each hand,
eyeing her. "Estrelle."

She gulped, her
mind blank. "Sabre."

"What brings
you to this den of destruction?"

"I want to talk
to you."

The cyber
hefted a dumbbell and hurled it at the wall. It bounced off with a
clang, leaving a dent. "What about?"

"Your penchant
for pandemonium?"

"I'm angry."
Sabre hurled the second dumbbell.

"I can
tell."

The cyber
turned and strode towards her, and she backed away, bumping into
the wall. Reaching her, he slammed his hands on the wall on either
side her head with a terrific double bang, making her ears ring,
and she gasped.

Sabre thrust
his face close to hers and bellowed, "I hate these feelings!"

"I know, of
course you do, you don't understand them," she gabbled, her heart
doing a fandango in her throat.

"I don't want
to understand them. I want them to go away!"

"Well, they
won't. You're going to have to learn to deal with them."

Sabre swung
away, walked a few paces and sank down in a heap, bowing his head.
Estrelle hesitated, then went over and knelt beside him. Sweat
sheened his skin and ran down his face, and his chest heaved. She
reached out to him, then snatched her hand back, recalling Martis'
warning. Sabre turned his head slightly, glaring at the floor.

"Don't touch
me."

He did not need
to look at her to see her, she knew. He was either using the
scanners or the optical inputs, and she wondered why. "Okay. But
you need human contact now more than ever. You need comfort."

"Not from
you."

"Then who?"

He shook his
head. "Tassin."

"We will find
her."

"The chances of
that are -"

"No, don't go
into machine mode on me now. I want to talk to the new Sabre, the
one who's just been unleashed from his cage."

"The
beast."

She nodded.
"Yes. The one with all those feelings, who doesn't know how to
cope."

"I can't...
cope."

"You can. We
all do it. I know what you're doing. You're venting, and on
inanimate objects, which is good, although if you carry on you'll
wreck the ship. Enough is enough."

He raised
silver eyes filled with anguish. "I can make myself calm, but it
doesn't stop the shit in my head. This helps."

"Yeah, it
would. Tell me what you're feeling."

"Anger. Lots of
that. Hatred, for those smug bastards out there, who look at me
like I'm a deformed toad they just found in their shorts. And
others. I might never get her back, never find her again."

"Despair."

He nodded. "And
what must she be going through now? Is someone hurting her? Is she
all right?"

"Anguish."

"And why did
this happen? Why her? Why now?"


"Bitterness."

"I want her
back, more than anything. I want to see her again, hold her..." He
shook his head, bowing it again.

"Love."

"That I know.
I've felt it before, but not this strong."

Estrelle edged
closer, shifting into a more comfortable position. His eyes
followed her movement, but he did not raise his head. Instinct told
her that if she touched him now, he would lash out, yet he did not
understand why.

"You're also
finding it difficult to control yourself, aren't you?" she
asked.

He nodded.
"You're not safe. You should leave."

"Do you want to
hurt me?"

"No."

"But you think
you might?"

He tilted his
head, looking away. "Say the wrong thing... or touch me, and I
think you'll be sorry."

"Yeah, I think
I understand. You're an alpha male, dominance is part of your
nature, and right now I'm encroaching on your private pity
party."

"You're playing
with fire."

"But if I shut
up and go away, no one will help you. You have a right to some
self-pity. It's natural, you've been through hell, and now you're
going through more hell. You've lost that pure, logical reason that
the control unit gave you. That's got to be really shitty."

"You have no
idea," he murmured.

"Yeah, probably
not. I grew up with my feelings, and children throw tantrums before
they learn to deal with them, even adults get hysterical sometimes.
It can be overwhelming, so you're not alone."

"I don't want
to be like this."

"No, much
easier to feel nothing, to be numb and logical, cold and
analytical, untouched by ugly, hard to control feelings. But at the
same time, when you see Tassin again, you'll feel happiness so much
more now, too."

He lunged
towards her, smashing his fists down on the floor beside her with a
terrific bang that made her gasp and jump. "Get out!"

Estrelle fought
the urge to flee, rubbing her ringing ears. "No. You will see her
again. You've got to believe that."

He drew back
like a coiling snake, shaking his head. "I thought I knew what
happiness was, but no... I know what sorrow is now, though, don't
I?"

"Yeah, you're
having a hard time of it. This should have happened to you when you
were happy. It would have been so much easier. You're learning
about feelings when the worst ones are at their strongest."

"Now you're
just stating the obvious."

"Okay, how
about this? You're a gentle man. You don't like violence, but now
you find yourself driven to it by all these pent-up emotions, and
you don't like it."

He inclined his
head. "Again, tell me something I don't know."

"Breaking
things is satisfying, in your current mood, and you're very good at
it, aren't you? Is there perhaps a little bit of arrogance in there
too? No one can tell you what to do, right? You'll just smash their
head in. How does that make you feel?"

"Like a
freak."

"Right. Well
you are a freak, I'm afraid. You were designed to be the best
fighting machine ever, and that's what you are. Except you're not a
machine anymore. This is what Myon Two always feared; a free cyber
with all your abilities, and the emotions of a man, ready to turn
your skills on others. But you haven't killed anyone yet, and I
don't think you will."

He raised his
head, his eyes piercing. "I'm touched by your faith in me."

She eyed him.
"Now you're being sarcastic. You're angry because I doubt your
ability to kill someone."

"Keep pushing,
see what happens."

"You're not a
killer, Sabre. I might get hurt if I touched you now, but you'd
never kill me, or anyone else, unless they tried to kill you first.
It's not part of your nature. Neither is cruelty. Shall I tell you
why?"

"Please
do."

"The very same
reason you're so angry right now. You have feelings. Psychopaths
are incapable of proper emotional responses, so are sociopaths.
They feel no remorse, no pity, but you do, don't you? If you hurt
me, even in a fit of rage, or a reflex action, you'd be sorry, like
you were one Eden Five. Although I'd say that your feelings of
remorse then weren't very strong. You're chained by your feelings,
unable to lash out because of them, but others, just as strong,
make you want to lash out. You're conflicted."

Sabre tilted
his head, lowering his eyes to the floor, then keeled over onto his
back and stared at the ceiling. "And this is what it's like to be
human?"

"Yeah."
Estrelle's eyes stung with tears of relief. "Does it help?"

"Not
really."

She giggled,
shaking her head. "You're not psychotic. You're a normal human
being, full of conflicts, but capable of coming to terms with
them."

He rubbed his
eyes and sighed. "It's still shitty."

Estrelle moved
closer, sensing that the danger was past. He sat up and turned to
her, holding out a hand. She placed hers in it, and he studied
it.

"I want to say
that you're brave, but you're not. You have all the bloody answers,
and if you hadn't been sure I wouldn't hurt you, you wouldn't have
come anywhere near me. You didn't risk touching me when I warned
you not to, either. But Tassin... she took some huge risks, not
knowing how I'd react, even though I would never have hurt her. But
she didn't know that. She's brave."

"She's in love
with you."

He nodded.
"Yeah."

"Do you feel
better now?"

"Calmer. I've
stuffed all that shit into as many dark corners as I can find. This
helped."

"What, the
talk, or the tantrum?"

He smiled.
"Both."

Releasing her
hand, he stood up in a smooth motion and strode out of the door,
leaving her staring after him.

At the
hospital, Thestan waited with Martis, who was bent over an
analyser, adjusting it. The commander raked her with an incredulous
glance when she walked in.

She spread her
arms. "Still in one piece. Not even a bruise."

Thestan shook
his head. "He's dangerous, though."

"No, not
really. If you piss him off, he might give you the odd bruise,
that's all. No more than any other angry man, and he’s got a lot to
be angry about."

"I need to know
how to treat him."

Martis looked
around. "Don't piss him off."

Estrelle
nodded. "Yeah, that about sums it up. Treat him like a man, with
respect. Do what he says, and you'll be fine."

"Why did he
wreck the exercise room?"

"He's really
really angry right now. His mind block has failed, and he's
learning what it is to have human emotions. He doesn't like
it."

Martis nodded.
"Can't say I blame him. Must be nice to have a purely logical
mind."

"Nice and numb,
yeah. I don't think I'd like to be that unable to feel; to go
through life with nothing but programmed reactions. Then again,
having all those emotions dumped into his mind in one fell swoop,
with no knowledge of how to deal with them, must be horrible."

"But you think
he's coping?"

She sat at a
bench. "Not yet. That's what caused the tantrum. He wants to lash
out, but there's nothing to focus his rage on right now. If he
catches whoever took Tassin before this phase wears off, however, I
pity them. There's something strangely endearing about him, though.
He's so confused... It's sad."

"Will he be
throwing any more tantrums?" Thestan asked.

"Probably. I
think it helped when I told him the fact that he has these feelings
means he's not psychotic. It's something he was afraid of. But you
and your men are safe. As long as you don't provoke him, he'll take
it out on inanimate objects."

"And how long
do you think this phase is going to last?"

She shrugged,
shaking her head. "Impossible to tell, but I reckon it will
definitely end when he finds Tassin."

"But he's
looking for Tarl Averly. Who's Tassin?"

Estrelle
explained, and Thestan looked thoughtful, picked up an instrument
and frowned at it. "Hard to imagine a cyber with those kinds of
feelings."

"Well, he has
them, trust me."

 


****

 


Tarl gazed out
of the small screen in his cramped, utilitarian servants' room. The
ugly brown planet that hung in space outside was Hades Eleven, a
former penal colony that had rebelled in a bloodbath seventy years
ago. The convicts had escaped and slaughtered all the staff and
support personnel, sparing only the women. They had timed their
escape to coincide with a visit from the regional governor, and
took him hostage to gain control of the four warships that had been
his escort. Once the prisoners had the ships, they had killed him
too, and his soldiers. Since then, several attempts to retake the
planet had failed, and it remained an outlaw haven far from other
worlds.

The residents
of Hades Eleven were distinguished by their scarred skin, a legacy
of the last attempt to bring the former penal colony back under
control by wiping out the residents with a weaponised virus.
Thousands had perished, but Hadeans had proven to be tough, and the
survivors had kept control of the world. The planet was
semi-hostile, owning a thin atmosphere that had been terra-formed
using an oxygen-producing alga to create breathable air. Being so
far from its yellow sun, the world remained cold at all times. The
temperature plummeted on the night side, and anyone caught outside
would freeze in a couple of hours. Massive heat exchangers kept the
buildings warm, and little construction had taken place since the
rebellion.

Now,
apparently, it was a meeting place for fight enthusiasts, and the
massive, half empty prisons served as arenas. The visitors brought
money to fuel the otherwise stagnant economy. The residents' only
other form of income was the money they made from storing slaves
and smuggled goods.

Tarl glanced
around as Ashmond came in, looking ridiculous in a silver-studded
black latex outfit that accentuated his pot belly and skinny legs.
It was supposed to make him look tough, Tarl assumed, but succeeded
only in making him look like an escapee from a bad bondage
vidimage. The baron nodded a greeting and came over to him.

"Good, you're
ready. We're leaving soon."

Tarl glanced
down at the badly fitting grey and black uniform he had been given
for the occasion. "How's Tassin?"

"Fine,
scrubbing floors and polishing silver, don't worry."

Tarl nodded.
"What are the cybers fighting?"

"Mostly
dangerous beasts, and the occasional idiot. The days when Endrovar
made his fortune pitting them against foolish men are over;
everyone got wise and bought their own cybers. Then they discovered
the futility of pitting the cybers against each other, it was no
fun. Even arming a B-grade and pitting him against an unarmed
A-grade was too predictable to bet on. So now it's the beasts."

"Has Endrovar
got the drugs and equipment yet?"

"No, he's
meeting his supplier at the games. He'll probably do some cyber
trading, too, now that he's got you to examine the goods first.
He's very pleased with you. He even gave me a bonus."

Tarl snorted.
"You didn't know."

Ashmond
shrugged. "He doesn't know that."

"I want to see
Tassin."

"Ask
Endrovar."

"You could
organise it."

The baron
glanced at his timepiece. "Time to go."

"Please. I must
speak to her, to see if she's okay."

"I told you
she's fine, but if you become too persistent, Endrovar will sell
her, so don't push it." He swung away. "Come on."

Tarl spent the
short shuttle trip to the planet's surface in the back compartment
with the cybers, away from Endrovar and his guests, who amused
themselves in the luxurious forward cabin. Tarl studied the four
clones with deep pity. Their resemblance to Sabre was
disconcerting, and he wondered what was going through their minds.
Did they know what lay ahead, and were they afraid, or did they
hope to die in a fight and end their suffering? Pitting cybers
against dangerous beasts, while entertaining for the sick
enthusiasts, was a cruel sport that often resulted in terrible
injuries, and he was not looking forward to fixing them.

When the
shuttle landed, he followed the cybers through the drab, functional
concrete buildings to the assigned arena, a vast area in the middle
of a cell block, formally used as an exercise yard. The beasts were
confined in the cells on the ground floor, ready to be unleashed,
while the spectators hung over the balconies and cat walks above.
Spotlights illuminated a concrete floor stained brown by the blood
of many battles, and the stench of the alien beasts made the
already dank air foetid. One drawback to the oxygen-producing alga
was the putrid stink it also produced, making it useless for any
world where the residents might object, although his nose adjusted
to it after a while.

A fight was in
progress, a cyber pitted against a horse-sized lizard-like creature
with a spiked head and venomous claws. Tarl leant on a railing and
watched it with dull eyes, turning away when the alien ripped the
cyber's leg open, his stomach knotting. In spite of his injury, the
cyber won, and attendants dragged the alien beast's corpse away.
They hosed the blood off and the next fight began, another cyber
pitted against a three-metre tall, hairy, ape-like creature. Tarl
found a comfortable spot to sit and wait, not interested in
watching more suffering. Of the seven bouts that took place while
he was there, only once did a cyber lose, and that was an old
C-grade.

Food was served
during an interval, and the wealthy spectators congregated in a
massive mess hall adjacent to the arena, where they sat at steel
tables and ate the three-course meal the Hadeans provided. Those
with less money remained in the arena and consumed the snacks and
portable portions vendors sold there. Tarl nibbled on a snack and
hung around the mess hall’s door, keeping an eye on Endrovar, who
spoke to a short, rat-faced man with darting black eyes. After the
dinner break the fights resumed, and Endrovar sent two of his
cybers in. Tarl was summoned to a back room to tend to the wounded
clones afterwards. The first to fight was Warrior Four, the one
with the bad heart, and Tarl grimaced when he examined the horrific
wounds on the clone's arms and chest. Whatever he had fought had
clearly had a lot of claws and spines, as well as venom. The
cyber's weak heart was still beating at almost two hundred and
fifty beats per minute, sweat poured off him, and he gasped in
stertorous, wheezing breaths.

Tarl gave him a
painkiller first, something he had forced Endrovar to supply,
refusing to work on the cybers otherwise. Then he had the onerous
chore of pulling out the many venomous spines that were embedded in
the clone's arms and hands. It took him over an hour to stitch up
all the wounds, by which time Warrior Two was brought in, his brow
band ablaze with red lights. His legs had been broken below the
knees, and one arm, which was also dislocated. A flap of scalp hung
down the side of his head, exposing the golden barrinium plating on
his skull, and his palms were shredded.

Endrovar was
quite drunk by the time they returned to the ship, and Tarl did not
see him again after he took the cybers to the hospital and put them
on drips.

The following
day, the party returned to the planet with the two remaining
cybers, and once again Tarl sat where he could not see the gory
fights, then took care of the injured clones afterwards. Warrior
Three, the C-grade, barely won his fight, and the extent of his
injuries and blood loss caused the control unit to shut down, but
Tarl gave him painkillers anyway. As he was putting the finishing
touches to the bandages on the clone's torso, Endrovar came in with
the rat-faced man Tarl had seen him talking to in the mess hall,
and four cybers. Endrovar indicated the ratty man with a
banana-fingered hand.

"Tarl, this is
Larus, my supplier. I want you to check out these cybers and give
me your opinion."

The cyber tech
went over and examined the clones, shaking his head. "They're all
B-grades, except this one, who's a well-disguised C-grade."

Larus swelled
with indignation. "Rubbish! They're all A-grades."

"Nope." Tarl
shook his head. "They're B-grades."

"You don't know
what you're talking about. You're a phony. The only cyber techs
work for Myon Two. This is just a ploy to get my cybers
cheaper."

"I used to work
for Myon Two," Tarl said. "I can prove it."

"How?"

"You know about
the tattoos?"

Larus snorted.
"Anyone can get a tattoo."

"These are
special. They have a registration number embedded in them, which
cybers can see. Order one of these cybers to kill me, and see what
happens."

Larus' eyes
darted, increasing his resemblance to a trapped rat, and he licked
his lips.

Endrovar looked
intrigued. "Do it, Larus. If he's not who he says he is, prove
it."

The supplier's
eyes narrowed, and he turned to the nearest cyber and pointed at
Tarl. "Cyber Seventeen, kill him."

The cyber
stepped towards Tarl, who turned to face him. The cyber stopped two
strides away, his brow band flashing.

"Unable to
comply. This man is a Myon Two technician."

Tarl glanced at
Larus. "Proof enough for you?"

Endrovar
grinned, clearly delighted. "I didn't know about this."

"Few people
do," Tarl said. "It's a safety feature, so cybers can't be used
against Cybercorp executives. All Myon Two technical personnel have
the tattoos."

"But where's
the tattoo? I don't see one."

Tarl pulled
open his coverall, exposing the red tattoo on his shoulder. "The
registration number gives off ultra violet light, which the control
units can see even through clothes."

"But what if
someone copied your tattoo? He'd be safe from cyber attack then,
right?"

"The tattoos
can't be duplicated. Only Myon Two has the technology to do
them."

"Fascinating."
Endrovar turned to Larus. "So, now you'll have to sell these cybers
to me at thirty per cent less than you were asking, or bring me
some real A-grades."

Larus shook his
head. "I have plenty of buyers, but where will you find another
supplier?"

Endrovar
scowled. "I'll find one."

"Good, then do
that. I won't miss your business. I have more demand than I can
handle."

"I'll also
spread the word that you're selling B-grades as A-grades,” Endrovar
said.

"Go ahead, even
those who believe you still have to buy from me, and I can sell
them for as much as I want." Larus walked out, the cybers
following.

The emperor
scowled at Tarl. "That didn't go as expected. Now I have to find a
new supplier."

"I could find
you one if I had access to the Net, sir," Tarl offered.

"As if I'm
going to let you go online and send a distress message," Endrovar
said, shaking his head. "I'm no fool."

Tarl shrugged.
"There's no one for me to send a message to, and I'm an outlaw,
condemned to death by Myon Two. I wouldn't risk them finding
me."

"But you'd risk
exposing yourself to look for a new supplier."

"No risk. I'd
be searching, not sending information, and I certainly wouldn't
identify myself."

Endrovar shook
his head. "Not going to happen." He glanced at Warrior Three.
"How's my little warrior doing?"

"He's shut down
from blood loss."

"Agh, well,
he's not going to last much longer. The next fight will be the end
of him, I reckon."

"I agree."

The emperor
smiled. "Then next time I'll bet on the beast, and make a
killing."

"I need the
drugs and equipment, sir."

"Yeah, yeah,
I'll get them."


 


 


 Chapter Five

 


Sabre looked up
as Kole entered the hospital, his brows drawing together. Ten hours
had passed since he had wrecked the exercise room, and Estrelle had
persuaded him to let her tend to the cuts on his hands. He sat on a
stool beside her workstation, and she used medical supplies from
the first aid kit she had found in one of the hospital’s cabinets.
She had sprayed his bloody knuckles with anaesthetic and then
antibiotics, although the latter was unnecessary for a cyber. His
destruction of the exercise room had restored some of his calm, but
none of his peace, even with all the emotional crap shoved into his
mind’s darkest corners. It still shouted its concern, anguish and
despair from the back of his skull. Estrelle raked Kole with a
quick glance, then resumed bandaging Sabre's right hand, which had
suffered the worst damage.

The hacker
flopped down in a chair, grinning. "Wow, Sabre, you sure know how
to get yourself from the pot into the fire, don't you?"

"What do you
mean?"

Kole gestured.
"You're on an enforcer ship, for god's sake!"

"In command of
it."

"Ah well, of
course, until they find a way to drug you in your sleep or knock
you out with gas or something. At which point, Estrelle and Martis,
and maybe even I'm going to be in a world of shit."

"They won't
disobey Fairen."

"Of course they
will; they're enforcers. They just have to make sure you can't send
him a message, and you'll vanish without a trace, I guarantee it.
This time they'll make sure no sympathetic techs can free you. How
did you do that, by the way?" he asked Estrelle.

"On a drone
ship."

"Oh, that must
have been fun."

"Yeah, it was a
barrel of laughs."

Sabre shook his
head. "They can't drug or gas me."

"There are how
many enforcers on this ship?"

"About a
hundred and fifty."

"And four
cybers."

"I have their
overrides."

Kole snorted.
"You'd better get command privileges too, just in case. Or give
them to me, in case they find a way to knock you out. Cybers can be
knocked out, can't they, Estrelle?"

"Very difficult
to do, but it's possible, yeah."

"You see?"

Sabre sighed,
flexing his hand as Estrelle finished bandaging it. "All right, if
it'll make you feel safer."

"It should make
you feel safer too."

"I don't feel
threatened."

Kole eyed him.
"Sure you do. You're as tense as an acrobat's high wire, old
chum."

"What did you
find out on Omega Five?"

"Not much. Just
what I already told Overlord Fairen. They're a bunch of peasants,
that lot. So what's the plan?"

"I need you to
hack into the local network and plant some information."

The hacker
smiled. "What sort?"

"There's a new
outfit in town, selling cybers, repair equipment, drugs and repair
services. We also buy and sell high-quality slaves."

"So you're
after Tarl. I wondered how you'd find Tassin. Good plan. It might
even work."

Sabre looked
away. "There's a chance it will."

Kole's gaze
dropped to the cyber's bandaged hands. "What happened to you?"

"I vented some
frustration."

"Wow, what does
the poor slob look like? A red smear on the floor?"

Estrelle shot
him a sharp look. "Sabre didn't hurt anyone."

"More's the
pity. These enforcers give me the willies. All scowls and glares.
You should rip off a few heads, get them in line."

"Sabre's tense
because his brain block has failed, so don't antagonise him, okay?"
she said.

Kole's eyes
flicked over the cyber. "And what does brain block failure do?"

"It means he's
got feelings now. A lot more than he's ever had before, and
stronger."

"Really?" Kole
leant forward. "So he's not a cool dude anymore, huh? He's what, a
hothead?"

"He's very
angry, yeah."

Sabre said,
"And he's getting angrier the longer you two discuss him like he's
part of the furniture."

"You seem calm
enough to me, old pal."

"It's an
illusion."

"Ah."

Sabre eyed the
hacker. "So how long is it going to take you to get off your
backside and get to work?"

"You know, a
little civility wouldn't go amiss here, old chum. I don't have to
be here, or help you. I already did you a big favour getting you
off Eden Five, and, while I admit it was fun for the most part, it
doesn't mean I work for you."

The cyber
nodded, ignoring Estrelle's anxious look. "You're right. If you
want to piss off, then do. If not, start hacking."

Kole glanced at
Estrelle. "He doesn't seem any different to me."

"Are you trying
to make him angry?"

"Just pushing
buttons."

"Well, I don't
advise it. He's got a lot of boom buttons now."

Kole's brows
rose. "Boom buttons?"

"Yeah, the kind
that you really shouldn't push."

Sabre bowed his
head and gazed at his hands. "He's right, Estrelle, he doesn't have
to help."

She shot him a
concerned look. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing.”

All the fight
had drained out of Sabre, taking with it his resolve to find
Tassin. The emotion Estrelle had named earlier had taken hold, and
he could not shake it off. Despair. He was not meant to be in
charge, and he was not good at it. As had happened on Triumphant
during the Corsair attack, he did not want to be in charge of such
a hopeless situation. He was plugging holes in a boat that had
already sunk. Despair, he discovered, was an oddly numbing emotion.
It took away his hope and gave him permission to give up. The
situation was hopeless, anyway. Who was he trying to kid? His
machine-trained mind had calculated the odds of finding Tassin and
returned a decimal so small he did not want to count the zeroes in
front of it. She was lost, and he would never find her.

After all they
had been through, fate had dealt a final, crushing blow. A small
voice nagged him that Tassin had not given up when Manutim had
taken him, but she had had the sword, which had found him and
brought her to him, while all he had were his wits, an enforcer
ship full of men who hated his guts and a bunch of annoying,
argumentative companions. He was just a broken killing machine, and
now he was a broken killing machine with a shitload of really
crappy emotions he did not know how to deal with. It was so unfair,
and he was tired of all the struggle and strife.

Estrelle turned
to Martis, who adjusted some instruments, and he looked up at the
same time. "Martis, get those command privileges, now."

He jumped up
and trotted out, and Estrelle faced Sabre again, her brow furrowed
with worry.

Kole
straightened, frowning. "What is it?"

"He's
withdrawing."

"What does that
mean?"

She shook her
head. "I'm not sure. I've never had to deal with a free cyber
before, have I? But he's not himself, that's for sure."

Sabre stared at
the floor, his mind blank. Kole rose and followed Martis. Estrelle
sat down and peered at Sabre's face.

"What are you
feeling?"

He sighed.
"Nothing much."

"Come and lie
down, please." She held out her hand.

Several moments
passed before he raised his gaze to her hand. He took it, allowing
her to tug him over to the padded examination table that would be
used to repair injured cybers. He lay down on it and stared at the
ceiling, then closed his eyes. Within the darkness of his mind, he
scanned the cyber’s scrolling data and found no answers in it. He
flinched from the emotional storm going on in the dark corners
where he had stuffed all the useless feelings, unable to deal with
them. He wanted out, just as he had done when Ravian had made him
step out of the airlock and Tisha had tried to seduce him. He was
not designed to deal with this shit. He let the peaceful darkness
in the centre of his being wash over him with soothing waves of
sorrow.

 


 


Estrelle
waited, chewing her nails, for several minutes until Kole and
Martis returned, looking cross but triumphant.

"We got them,"
Martis announced. "How is he?"

"Not good."

Martis
approached the cyber and gazed down at him, placing a hand on his
brow. "He's cold."

"Oh, god,"
Estrelle muttered.

"What?" Kole
demanded. "What the hell is going on?"

Martis frowned
and went to lock the door. "He's withdrawn from reality. He's
trying to shut down. It's almost as if he's going into cold
sleep."

"Why?"

"It's a way of
avoiding the situation, and his feelings. It's the stress."

Kole looked
alarmed. "But without him -"

"We could be in
danger, yeah. But the enforcers don't know, and we have to keep it
that way."

"For how
long?"

Martis shook
his head. "I don't know."

Estrelle glared
at Kole. "You did this. You pushed an off button."

"How the hell
did I do that?"

"By telling him
that you didn't have to help him. It was the last straw, I think.
Without you, his plan fails."

"I didn't say I
wouldn't do it!"

She nodded.
"But he was on a razor's edge, and a bit of reluctance on your part
was all it took to push him off."

"He could do
the hacking himself."

"That's not the
point. Right now he needs your support, even more than ours. He's
already deep in despair, now he's either given up, or he just can't
cope with the situation anymore."

Kole muttered,
"I thought he was a tough guy, not the sort to wimp out when the
shit hits the fan."

"Yeah, well
none of us really knows what he's going through, but try to imagine
this: he's lived his entire life controlled by a computer, unable
to make any decisions at all, not so much as when he can go to the
toilet. He gets free, and suddenly he can do what he wants, but
what does he do? He does what Tassin wants, maybe partly because he
likes her, maybe because he has no purpose of his own, and probably
partly because she was his owner and the control unit punished him
if he didn't. So he was still taking orders, just not from the
control unit anymore.”

Estrelle
paused, shaking her head. "Then he gets to go back to Myon Two, and
is put under cyber control again. He gives up. He thinks it's all
over, but Tassin frees him again. Wonderful, right? Sure, but again
he does what she wants. He protects her, so he has a purpose. But
this whole time, he has very few emotions, some vague feelings of
love, some anger, a bit of hatred, nothing serious. He still has a
cool, analytical mind.

"Then he's
taken to Myon Two again and tortured, but we free him. Wonderful,
and he has a purpose, to return to Omega Five and be with Tassin.
Now she's been taken, and there's an excellent chance he'll never
find her. When he hears that, he suddenly gets a shitload of
full-strength emotions that he doesn't know how to deal with dumped
into his mind. He tries to vent it, and that helped a bit, then you
come along and tell him you don't have to help him. God, Kole,
wouldn't you want to cop out? His only purpose now is finding
Tassin, without that, he has no reason to live, and he's not used
to being in charge, either."

Martis nodded,
gazing at Sabre. "He's checked out. He can't cope."

"He said he
couldn't," Estrelle agreed. "I guess he's had enough of
trying."

Kole scowled at
the recumbent cyber. "I don't buy it. He's a take-charge kind of
guy. He revels in dangerous situations; that's when he starts
kicking butts, barking orders and taking over. This isn't like
him."

"That was
before he had to deal with all the feelings as well. If his block
hadn't failed, he'd be fine, but now... he can't cope with the
despair of losing Tassin, or the anguish of not knowing if she's
alive or dead."

"So isn't there
a way to make him snap out of it?"

"What do you
suggest?"

Kole threw up
his hands. "I don't know! Smack him around a bit, maybe he'll get
angry enough to defend himself."

"Are you
volunteering?"

"Then try
talking to him."

"And tell him
what?" she asked. "That we've found Tassin? That's the only thing
that would bring him out of it I think, but only if he could hear
it, which, right now, I doubt. And all your talk about the
enforcers drugging him or gassing him or knocking him out didn't
exactly help his stress levels either, did it?"

Kole swung
away, running a hand through his hair. "Without him, we're in big
shit."

Martis looked
up. "We've got to stop the enforcers from finding out what's
happened, and we can't move him. You need to get cracking on the
hacking, Kole, and send two cybers down here to guard the door. We
just tell the enforcers that Sabre's staying here so he doesn't
have to be around them because he doesn't trust himself not to
break a few heads. I reckon they'll be happy to leave him alone.
All orders will come through us."

"Right," Kole
said. "We need to find Tarl. He can fix him."

"How's he going
to do that?"

"You don't know
Tarl. He's a whizz with cybers. You're just researchers; he was a
repair tech for fifteen years. You two are fresh out of the
academy, aren't you?"

Martis raised
his chin. "I have two years’ experience."

"Big deal. Tarl
was the one who restored his memories."

"And I was the
one who reprogrammed him so he could deal with the brain block
failure."

"Well, you
didn't do a very good job, did you?" Kole retorted.

"If I hadn't
he'd be much worse than -"

"Okay!"
Estrelle raised her hands. "Cut out the pissing contest! Kole,
we're in a hurry, so please get to work."

The hacker
glared at her, then turned and strode to the door, letting himself
out. Martis pulled an analyser over to the table and plugged it
into the brow band's port. Estrelle sat beside the table, gazing
down at the cyber.

"At least he's
at peace now."

"I think that
was the idea. I thought Kole would make him angry, but this is even
worse."

She stroked
Sabre's hair. "I wonder how he did it?"

Martis
shrugged, studying the information that scrolled up his screen.
"Took a swan dive into the darkest pit in his mind he could
find."

"But that's not
normal. We can't do that."

"Stress can
make a person pass out."

"This isn't a
simple fainting spell. It's way more."

Martis typed on
his keypad. "I'm sure he found lots of ways to escape from reality
when he was cyber controlled, and who can blame him? He's almost in
a cold sleep now, brain function minimal, heart rate at ten beats
per minute. The control unit's fully functional, but useless, since
it's not in control."

"He must love
her very much."

"Yeah." Martis
turned to her. "I'll hook up a drip to keep him fed and
hydrated."

 


****

 


Tassin wielded
the scrubbing brush, slowing her efforts while no one was watching,
since she had discovered that the harder she worked, the more tasks
she was given. For a week her life had been one of endless drudgery
and vile food. Blisters had formed on her hands and burst, leaving
painful sores, her back ached and her head pounded. There seemed to
be no end to the work. Endrovar had parties almost every night, and
she had to clean up the mess.

The sound of
footsteps made her speed up her scrubbing, and she glanced up as a
shadow fell on her. Ashmond stood there, looking smug.

"Well, Your
Majesty, how low the mighty have fallen, hey?"

"I'd rather
scrub the bilges of this filthy tub than rut with that fat
pig."

"Good thing
spaceships don't have bilges, or doubtless you would be. Endrovar
was peeved to be forced to give up the pleasure of your company,
but Tarl is proving to be worth his weight in gold. Get up, you're
coming with me."

Tassin rose,
rubbing her knees. "Where are we going?"

"You'll find
out soon enough."

The Queen
followed him along the passage to her tiny cabin, where he
instructed her to change into her own clothes. When she was ready,
he led her to a plush room carpeted in purple shag and furnished
with white suede settees and a glass-topped coffee table. He
ordered her to wait, and she sat and fidgeted, disliking the
situation and wondering what the purpose of this was. After almost
an hour, the door slid open and Ashmond beckoned to her, taking her
elbow when she joined him in the corridor.

"Well, now I
can tell you where you're going. You see, Endrovar finds your
continued presence annoying, a constant reminder of what he can't
have, so he just sold you. Right now we're in orbit at Forge Prime,
and your new owner's sending a shuttle to collect you."

She jerked her
arm from his grip. "You can't do this! Tarl won't work if I'm
sold."

"He won't know.
He's been asking to see you, but I just say no, and he has to
accept it. And even if he finds out, it'll be too late. All he'll
do is earn himself punishment. Nobody blackmails Endrovar."

Tassin glared
at him. "I won't co-operate. Whoever just bought me will be
demanding a refund within the hour. I'll -"

"You'll do as
you’re told, and Endrovar explained your truculence to the buyers.
Your new owner is prepared to deal with you. Maybe he even enjoys
it. Some do, I've heard."

"Please, don't
let him do this. I thought you were a decent man, a noble, not a
pig like Endrovar."

He shrugged.
"Alas, I do as I'm told. I need this job to support a very large
and penniless family."

"Let me send a
message, please! Just a minute at a transmitter; Endrovar will
never know."

"Oh, he'll
know, especially if whoever you call comes looking for you."

She shook her
head. "You'll be safe, I swear."

"But I'll be
out of a job, won't I?"

"I can take
care of you and your family. You’ll never have to cow-tow to anyone
again."

Ashmond
regarded her with chilly eyes. "Easy to make promises, but how do I
know it's the truth? No, far safer to keep the income I've got than
take a gamble on your ability to make good on your promises."

"My betrothed
is the friend of an Overlord, Ashmond. If you help me, you'll win
his favour."

"You know, the
promise of boundless wealth was easier to swallow; now you just
sound ridiculous. Come on." The baron took hold of her arm again
and tugged her along the passage.

"I've met
Overlord Fairen. I've been aboard the Scorpion Ship."

"You'd make a
fine storyteller. Perhaps you should try it on your new
owners."

"I'm telling
the truth, ask a cyber."

"I don't have
command privileges, and I'm not going to tell Endrovar about your
ridiculous claims without proof. Do you have proof?"

"How could I?”
she asked. “Do you think Overlords hand out keepsakes or
something?"

"They do,
actually, to their friends."

"Yes, the
bracelet! Sabre has one, or he had, until Myon Two abducted him.
They took it off."

"An Overlord
bracelet can't be removed, so now you've just proved that you're
lying," he said.

"It's the
truth, I swear. Myon Two found a way to remove it."

"Impossible.
And why would Myon Two want to abduct your betrothed, anyway,
especially if he's an Overlord's friend? They'd be signing their
death warrants."

"I can't tell
you that,” Tassin said, “but you and Endrovar are signing your
death warrants right now, by handing me over to some brutish
pig."

"You're not an
Overlord's friend, so even if your betrothed is one, which I highly
doubt, we're not."

"Oh, Sabre
won't need Fairen's help to deal with you and Endrovar, trust
me."

Ashmond
snorted, pulling her through a door into a space dock, where four
men in smart azure uniforms waited. "Then it's a good thing we're
getting rid of you, isn't it?" He stopped and faced the men. "Here
she is, full of fire and brimstone, as promised."

The foremost
man eyed her, then gestured to the open airlock. "Come on, let's
go."

Tassin shot the
baron a last killing look and followed her new jailers into a
silver shuttle with deep crimson floors and pale cream bulkheads,
her head held high. The door clunked shut as one man strapped her
into a seat, and the craft undocked with a slight jerk. There were
no screens, and when the door opened at the end of the journey, a
dim corridor yawned ahead. Her gut clenched with trepidation. Gloom
was associated with dark minds and evil ways, in her estimation,
and the dark ship boded ill.

The men took
her to a spacious sitting room, where she waited for an hour, then
one returned to usher her into a significantly dimmer adjoining
room. Soft golden lights glowed from recesses in the walls, which
appeared to be hung with dark cloth. A slender man with a gaunt,
narrow face and short dark gold hair looked up from where he
reclined on a huge black sofa. His cobalt jacket and trousers were
unadorned, yet tasteful and expensive. Putting down a vidbook, he
raked her with golden eyes and gestured to the settee opposite.

"Have a seat.
Are you thirsty or hungry?"

Tassin sank
down on the couch, shaking her head. "Thank you, no."

"I am Tarvin.
Be at ease, you have nothing to fear."

"Why did you
buy me?"

"Ah, right to
the point, I like that." He studied her, tilting his head. "I
haven't decided yet. I heard that you claim to be royalty, and I
was intrigued."

She nodded,
hiding her blistered hands in her riding habit’s skirts. “I am
Queen Tassin Alrade of Arlin, Omega Five.”

He seemed
unimpressed, so either he did not believe her, or he did not care.
“I was also told that you're truculent, and a bit of a handful, is
that true?"

"Aren't all
slaves truculent?"

"Not so much.
I’m sure they are resentful, but usually they're too scared to
betray their resentment, lest they jeopardise their lives. Slave
owners seldom tolerate a rebellious slave, and they have ways of
ensuring obedience."

Tassin chewed
her lip, her tension increasing. "I’ll repay whatever you paid for
me if you'll let me go."

"That’s a
sizeable sum. I got into a bidding war with that uncouth primitive,
Daone. He should have known better than to bid against me, so he's
now licking his wounds, I would imagine."

"Was it just a
matter of proving that you have more money than him?"

"Not at first,”
he said, “but towards the end, I must admit I was growing annoyed
with his persistence."

"Endrovar
probably planted him to push up the price, then."

"Perhaps."

“So if you
weren’t looking for a slave, why were you even at the... What was
it, a Net auction?"

“Yes. I was
invited.”

"I just want to
go home," she said, wondering if it was possible to appeal to his
better nature, if he had one.

"Of course you
do."

Tarvin touched
a keypad on the arm of the sofa, and a few moments later the door
opened to admit a uniformed servant with a tray of assorted drinks.
Tarvin selected a beverage and gestured at Tassin.

"The lady will
have something, too."

The servant
offered her the tray, and she chose a glass at random. When the
door shut behind him, she tasted the concoction, finding it quite
pleasant.

"Will you
consider my offer?" she asked.

"I’m afraid
not. Tell me how you came to be in this unfortunate
predicament."

Tassin settled
back, relaxing somewhat, since he seemed friendly and sympathetic
despite his refusal to consider her offer. It seemed odd that a
slave owner would entertain a slave he had just purchased, and she
hoped he might be sufficiently moved by her plight to help her. She
related the entire tale, from the time she had been taken from
Omega Five, including Sabre’s disappearance as the reason she had
contacted the alien space vessel, although she did not mention what
he was, or her suspicions about who had taken him and why. Tarvin
listened intently, sipped his drink and interjected an occasional
question, clearly fascinated. She wondered if he bought slaves just
so he could listen to their woeful stories, and, if so, whether he
might return her to Omega Five when she had told hers. The
manservant brought fresh drinks when their glasses became empty,
and a plate of tasty finger food, which she nibbled. At the end of
the tale, Tarvin cocked his head and smiled.

“You have
indeed suffered a terrible mishap. Most unfortunate; I
sympathise.”

Tassin nodded,
wondering at Tarvin’s stillness. He had not moved since she had
come in, and his position on the sofa looked a trifle
uncomfortable. Silence fell, and stretched, becoming awkward, and
she tried to think of something to say to dispel it before he grew
bored and dismissed her. "So do you own planets, like
Endrovar?"

"Ah, well,
whether what he owns could be called planets is debateable. Most of
them are barely habitable, and only one is actually inhabited.
Large moons might better describe them."

She sipped her
drink, which was the same sort as the first one she had chosen,
since she had decided that it really was tasty. "Why is it so dark
in here?"

"I prefer
darkness."

"Why?"

"I find it
soothing."

Driven by a
nagging suspicion, Tassin rose and went over to his sofa, settling
on the end of it.

He watched her
with a frown. "Please return to your seat over there."

"Why?"

"I would prefer
you to sit over there."

Tassin leant
closer, studying him. "Is there something wrong with you?"

"What makes you
say that?"

"You sit too
still, and the darkness..."

"Please return
to the other sofa,” he said.

"Are you
paralysed?"

"If I answer
your question, will you return to your seat?"

"All
right."

Tarvin looked
down at his glass. "Yes, I'm paralysed."

"An
accident?"

"The other
sofa?"

Tassin returned
to her former seat. "So was it an accident?"

"Yes."

"And you don't
want to talk about it."

"Would you, if
you were me?"

"I suppose
not."

Tarvin sipped
his drink. "It was one of them." He pushed a button on his keypad,
and soft lights came on in floor to ceiling recesses all around the
walls. Standing under each one, his golden control unit glinting in
the light, was a cyber. Tassin’s nape hairs prickled as her eyes
swept around the room, counting them; fifteen, all clad in dark
blue trousers and short jackets.

"You were
attacked by a cyber?"

"I fought
one."

"Why?"

"I thought I
could win, obviously."

"You're lucky
to be alive."

He shook his
head. "Perhaps death would have been more merciful."

"Why do you
keep them?"

"A reminder,
perhaps, but also protection."

"What possessed
you to fight a cyber?"

“I didn’t know
what he was,” Tarvin said. "Ten years ago, cybers were unknown in
this quadrant. I was... a fighter, the best in these parts by far.
Unbeaten, and unbeatable, I thought. Not crass wrestling matches,
you understand, but highly skilled combat. I spent my youth in
training with the masters, and it was considered a sport for
heroes, kings and warriors. I was dedicated to it. It was my life.
One of them took it away."

The lights
above the cybers dimmed, consigning them to the darkness again.
"You can't blame them,” she said.

"No, I don't. I
blame the man who used cybers in the combat arenas, disguised as
normal men."

"Emperor
Endrovar."

He snorted.
"Emperor nothing, he's a thug."

"Oh, I know
that."

"He was a
mediocre fighter at best, and he couldn't beat me. I was the
champion."

"So do you use
your cybers to fight now?"

"No. I would
never do that,” he replied. “It would be an insult to them. They
are peerless fighting machines. I have nothing but respect for
them."

"And you must
be rich to own so many."

Tarvin inclined
his head. "I am heir to Tor'Sharlin, rulers of the Estron System,
masters of the combat creed of Sharlin, founder and master of high
combat." He gestured to the shadows. "Him."

She glanced
around in confusion. "Who?"

Tarvin touched
the keypad, bringing up the lights over the cybers again.
"Him."

"The
cybers?"

"They are his
clones."

"He's the man
Myon Two cloned?"

"Yes,” Tarvin
said. “He was the greatest fighter to ever live. The most perfect
physique ever born; a peerless balance of size, weight, strength
and speed, unrivalled agility and split second reflexes."

"So... you're
related to them?"

"He was my
ancestor. Sharlin vanished from this quadrant when he was only
thirty-seven. Fortunately, he already had five sons. Everyone
assumed he had gone in search of fresh challenges, and perhaps he
did. How Myon Two got his body I don't know. Perhaps they killed
him; perhaps he died some other way. After a cyber beat me, I
bought one and tested his DNA. That's how I found out he was
Sharlin."

"You don't look
like them."

"No, but I'm
told that my father did. He died when I was an infant, killed in a
combat match that went awry through treachery. I look like my
mother."

"Did you tell
Myon Two who you are?" she asked.

"Yes, I
travelled there after I found out. I demanded recompense for my
injury and their use of my ancestor's DNA. That's why I have so
many cybers. These are just the ones who are on duty in here. Myon
Two sends me one every year. The best, according to them."

Tassin frowned.
"But if this happened ten years ago..."

"Yes, well,
when I travelled there, they gave me thirty as my compensation, so
I now have forty-one."

"What happened
in the fight?"

Tarvin smiled.
"I hit him twice. I'm told that was unheard of. He moved like
lightning. After about four seconds in the arena with him, I knew I
was going to lose. But I had stubborn pride on my side. It was not
a fight to the death, he had been ordered to defeat me. He hit me
three times in the head, glancing blows, but I wouldn't stay down.
Then he broke my arm, and my wrist. Still, I wouldn't stay down.
Finally he broke my back. With one blow, like that." He snapped his
fingers. "Like snapping a twig. The fight lasted thirteen
minutes."

"You know
they're not entirely human."

He nodded. "The
people at Cybercorp told me. They cited it as a reason why they
shouldn't have to pay compensation, but ninety-nine per cent of the
DNA is human, and it's all Sharlin's."

"And do you
know that they're aware?"

"No, according
to Myon Two, they have no higher brain function. They're born like
that, some sort of genetic change they made."

"They
lied."

"Why do you say
that?"

Tassin
hesitated, toying with the idea of telling him the truth about
Sabre, but then discarded it. Not now. "The man who was abducted
with me, Tarl Averly, used to be a Myon Two repair tech until he
discovered the truth. Their brain function is intact, they just
have no control. They can hear, and think, and feel, and see a
little, but they can't move or speak, the brow band controls
that."

Tarvin stared
at her for several moments. "Can he prove it?"

Again she
hesitated. "I don't know."

"How does he
know this, then?"

"He told me
that once, when he was repairing a cyber who had been terribly
burnt, and whose brow band was defunct, something to do with an
electomagno... something..."


"Electromagnetic?"

"That's it.
Something to do with that. He was thrown through a solar wing or
something... Anyway, his brow band was off, and he – the host –
spoke to Tarl, asked him to kill him, then he died."

He stared at
her for what seemed like a full minute. "If that's true, it's
barbaric."

"Yes, and if
he's your ancestor, you can stop them."

Tarvin frowned
at his drink. "I gave them permission to continue using Sharlin's
DNA."

"Why?"

"Because my
bloodline continues in them forever, and they honour my heritage.
They are peerless fighters, respected all over the galaxy."

"And they
suffer indescribable pain,” she said. “They're used for horrific
purposes, torn apart by alien beasts -"

"I know. But
they’re not Sharlin. He lived and died, and he cannot be reborn.
This man Tarl, does Endrovar still have him?"

"Yes." She
leant forward, intent. "Could you buy him?"

"I doubt he
would be willing to sell him. A cyber tech would be extremely
valuable to him."

"Tarl could
tell you much more than I can."

"About what?"
he asked.

"Cybers."

"I know all I
need to, or want to."

"You seem
unconcerned about what's being done to your ancestor's clones.
Don't you care?"

He smiled.
"It's not like I ever met him."

"Would you like
to?"

"What do you
mean by that?"

She paused once
more, torn. "Wouldn't you like to meet a clone who wasn't
controlled by a brow band?"

"That's
impossible, I was told. And anyway, it wouldn't be Sharlin. His
spirit has passed, this is only his flesh."

Tassin put down
her empty glass, struck by a sudden thought. "Tarl might be able to
help you."

"Help me?
How?"

"Your injury.
He might be able to fix it."

Tarvin snorted.
"A nice thought, but impossible, I assure you. My spinal cord was
sheared off, no hope of restoring it. I went to the best surgeons
and specialists."

"But cybers
have all sorts of abilities; they heal faster than normal, perhaps
-"

"No." He put
down his glass. "I think you'll find that even cybers can't regrow
a spinal cord. I've heard of them breaking their backs, too."

"But Tarl
-"

"Enough,
please. I'm tired. Erron will show you to a room, where you can
rest and bathe." He tapped the control pad, and the door slid open
to admit the manservant, who bowed. "Show Tassin to a room and make
sure she's comfortable," Tarvin instructed.

"At once,
Sire."

Tassin froze in
the act of standing up, turning to Tarvin. "You're a king?"

He smiled, his
golden eyes gleaming in the light from the doorway. "Yes."

She stared at
him, stunned.

Erron murmured,
"This way, Miss."

She closed her
mouth and swallowed. "But then... he's..." She gestured to the
darkness where the cybers stood.

"He was High
King Sharlin Stargane, ruler of the Estron System and the Stargarde
Marches, fifteen solar systems on the Inner Rim. But that was a
long time ago."

"That's why you
can't..."

"He's a legend,
and he's dead. Dead legends need to stay dead. If High King Sharlin
returned, it would spark an interstellar war the likes of which has
never been seen, and I'd venture to say even the Overlords could
not stop."

She nodded,
trying to swallow the lump in her throat.

Erron gestured
to the door again. "Please, Miss?"

Tassin followed
him, her mind whirling, still struggling to grasp what she had
learnt. Erron led her to a luxuriously furnished jade and gold
suite with wardrobes full of clothes and an immense bathroom
equipped with scented soaps and a multitude of lotions, salts and
perfumes. Running a hot bath, she stripped off and soaked in it,
thinking about what she had learnt and wondering at it. What were
the chances, she mused, of meeting the man whose ancestor Myon Two
had cloned, and who was, to all intents and purposes, Sabre’s
descendant. Now she knew why she had always felt that he was noble.
One could not get any nobler than a high king.


 


 


 Chapter Six

 


Martis looked
up when the door slid open to admit Kole, who strolled over to the
padded table where Sabre lay and gazed down at him. The two cybers
who guarded the door remained immobile. They would only keep out
the enforcers if ordered to do so, since all of them had command
privileges.

Kole frowned at
Sabre. "No change?"

"As you can
see,” Martis said. “Trust me, if he woke up, I'd let you know, or
he would. Coming in here every few hours to ask that question isn't
going to wake him up any faster."

"I just thought
he might have farted or something, just to let us know he's still
alive."

"Nope. Any luck
with your Net contacts?"

Kole settled on
a stool beside the table. "No nibbles yet, but it's only been a few
days. The word has to spread."

"The longer we
wait, the further away Tassin is likely to get, if she was ever
here."

"Yeah, now you
know why Sabre was so pessimistic about finding her. It's like
looking for a grain of sand on a beach. How's your project coming
along then? Have you found a way to wake him up yet?"

Martis shook
his head. "I don't think there's a way to force him to wake up.
He'll do it when he's ready, or not at all."

"Bloody cop
out." Kole leant closer to Sabre. "You hear that, you damned wimp?
You're a cop out. When the going gets tough, you run away and hide
in your own private hellhole."

Martis typed on
his keypad. "He can't hear you, which might be a good thing if
you're fond of having your head attached to your neck."

Estrelle looked
up from her screen. "That's not true."

"Yeah, I know,"
the host tech said. "I hate this waiting. It's getting on my
nerves."

Kole nodded.
"The enforcers aren't enjoying it much either, judging by the
glares I get every time I go out there."

"They just
don't like you, and I don't blame them."

"Ah, there’s so
much friendship in this room. You know, I bet if I offered a Myon
Two host tech for sale, the lowlifes would come crawling out of the
woodwork pretty damned fast."

"And now you
know why nobody likes you," Martis said.

"That's
actually not a bad idea," Estrelle remarked. "We don't have to
actually sell you, but it might get us some leads."

"Great, let's
put you on the market then."

"Fine, if it'll
get us some action, but a control unit tech's not much good to
anyone, really. It's the hosts that get damaged."

"That's true,”
the hacker agreed. “So it'll have to be your bony arse on the
auction block, Martis."

"Very funny.
Put it out there if you think it'll help, but no one's being
auctioned."

Estrelle looked
pensive. "The only problem is, whoever's got Tarl already has a
host tech, so he's the only one who won't be interested, and he's
the one we want."

"Yeah,” Kole
said, “but someone's got to know who already has a cyber tech, and
that's our lead."

"It's a long
shot."

"They're all
long shots. Find me a short shot, and I'll take it." Kole glanced
at the door and pulled a face. "Now I have to run the gauntlet of
black stares out there to get back to Striker."

"Why not do it
from here?" Estrelle asked.

"I prefer my
own equipment." The com-link on Kole’s belt buzzed, and he unhooked
it and read the tiny screen. "Ah, a bite. Someone's enquiring about
getting a cyber repaired. You guys better get ready for some
action."

Martis swung
around, frowning. "He'll have to be brought in here, and we can't
let the enforcers see Sabre."

"Better put him
in a cupboard or something then."

Estrelle looked
at the two caskets stacked at the back of the room. "He'll have to
go in a casket."

"Good idea,”
Martis said. “Open one. Give me a hand, Kole."

The hacker
raised his brows. "He's just a little guy."

"Well he's
heavy, and I don't want a hernia." Martis pulled the drip needle
out of Sabre's arm. "Take his legs."

Martis hooked
his hands under Sabre's armpits, lifting his torso, and Kole
gripped the cyber's ankles. Between them, they carried Sabre over
to the casket Estrelle opened and placed him inside, folding his
hands on his chest. Martis gazed down at him for a moment, then
closed the lid.

"We can't leave
him in there for too long."

"I thought
cybers could stay in caskets for years?" Kole enquired.

"He's not in a
proper cold sleep; his metabolism is still too high. He'll be okay
for now, but we have to put him back on the drip as soon as we
can."

Kole headed for
the door. "I'll go and answer the message."

When the door
closed behind the hacker, Martis turned to Estrelle. "I hope this
unit's not too badly damaged. We don't have any spare parts."

"Yeah, but we
can still do more for him than anyone else in this quadrant."

Three hours
later, a shuttle docked with Pathos, and two shoddily dressed men
escorted a cyber into the hospital, eyeing the two cybers who
guarded the door. Thestan followed, glancing around. Martis went
over to examine the injured cyber, whose arms looked like they had
been pushed into a meat grinder up to the elbows.

"How did this
happen?"

One of the men
said, "None of yer business."

"Right. Get him
on the table and give me access."

The man turned
to the cyber. "Booter Four, lie on the table and let this man touch
you."

The cyber
obeyed, and Martis filled syringes from a selection of bottles.
Kole, who had been standing by the door, walked over to the
men.

"First you have
to pay. Fifty thousand, as agreed."

The man glared
at him, but dug in a pocket and pulled out a credit wafer, handing
it over. "This had better be worth it. We've seen too many damned
conmen pretending to be cyber techs around here."

Kole pocketed
the money. "Really? We're the real deal, I assure you. Have you
heard of any real cyber techs around recently?"

"Nah, just the
usual crooks. You lot are a new bunch, though."

"Yeah, we just
came to this quadrant, heard there was a lot of work here."

The man
sneered, "Yer in the wrong place. There's lots of work for you at
Hades Eleven right now."

"Oh? Why's
that?"

"The games,
dumbass. All the rich arseholes go there to enter their cybers
against the beasts."

Kole pursed his
lips and nodded. "Thanks for the tip. We'll head over there as soon
as your unit's fixed. How long, Martis?"

The host tech
looked up from his examination. "Two or three hours to stitch up
all this damage."

The man glared.
"Any fool can stitch 'im up. What about them drugs you use if yer
real techs?"

"He'll get the
drugs too, but the wounds still have to be stitched first. And if
it isn't done properly, he'll have permanent nerve damage."

"Better be a
good job for fifty thousand."

Kole gestured
to a couple of chairs by the wall. "You can wait there."

The men went
over and flopped down on the chairs, scowling, and Thestan stepped
closer to Kole.

"Where's
Sabre?"

The hacker
shrugged. "Around."

"I thought he
was in here?"

"He comes and
goes."

"No one's seen
him for four days."

Kole smiled.
"We didn't know you were looking for him. I can find him for you if
you want."

"No, no, I just
wondered where he was, that's all."

"Just be glad
he isn't tearing up your exercise room," Estrelle said, handing
Martis cotton swabs from the tray beside the table.

"I am," Thestan
averred. "I'll leave you to it, then."

The
sub-commander left, and Kole breathed a sigh of relief, wandering
over to watch the techs work. Martis hooked up a drip and
administered a painkiller. Estrelle studied the brow band, which
was full of red lights, many of which went off when the drug took
effect. Martis settled on a stool and got to work, examining the
cyber's arm with an analyser before starting to stitch it, to
assure himself that nothing was embedded in the wounds.

Two hours
later, he bandaged the cyber's arms, disconnected the drip and rose
to his feet. "That's it. Keep the bandages dry, and no combat for a
week."

The men stood
up, stretched and yawned, and the cyber followed them out. As soon
as the door shut behind them, Martis turned to Kole.

"Hades
Eleven?"

"Sounds like a
reasonable bet. If whoever has Tarl has cybers, he might be there,
and we have to assume he does, because Tarl's not much use to
anyone else." He headed for the door. "I'll tell Thestan."

 


****

 


Two days passed
before Tassin was invited to dine with Tarvin. She spent the time
trying to relax in her cabin or wandering around the ship in search
of a transmitter. Although she appeared to have been given the run
of the vessel, technical areas were sealed off by locked doors with
security keypads. Judging by the view from an observation room
screen, they had left Forge Prime, and she wondered where she was
being taken. Erron had shown her to a dining hall where she could
order food and drink, but remained taciturn. The ship seemed to be
large, as yet she had not even explored all the accessible parts of
it, and she was sure vast areas were sealed off behind the secure
doors.

When Erron
brought her the invitation with his usual glum stoicism, she
rummaged through the voluminous wardrobe and found a subdued,
spinsterish outfit of dark green velvet with a high collar and long
sleeves, its waistline too wide for her slender figure. While
tasteful and expensive, it was anything but alluring, which was the
look she wanted. She scraped back her hair into a severe bun and
donned a pair of flat shoes to complete the outfit. Erron escorted
her along several corridors to a tastefully furnished, dimly
lighted room, where Tarvin waited at a four-place table in a dining
alcove, reading a vidbook. Gossamer draperies of blue silk hung on
the walls, and golden lights shone from recesses near the ceiling.
He looked up when she entered and put down the book, gesturing to a
cushioned, high-backed dark blue velvet chair trimmed with gold on
one side of the table, close to where he sat.

He studied her
outfit. "Not what I was expecting you to wear, but nice."

"What were you
expecting?"

"Something a
little prettier, perhaps?"

"Why would I
want to be pretty?" she enquired.

"Most women
do."

"I'm not most
women."

"That's true."
He smiled, and Erron filled their glasses with ruby wine. "You're a
queen."

"Yes, I am. Do
you doubt it?"

"I am more and
more convinced of it."

"Good. Then
you'll show me the proper respect for my rank and return me to my
kingdom."

"Right. The one
on Omega Five." He nodded. "A backwater planet. Post holocaust,
isn't it?"

"Yes, but it's
my home."

"Of course, you
miss your family, I expect. Brothers and sisters?"

"No, I'm an
only child. I have an uncle and a cousin, and my fiancé, Sabre, of
course."

Tarvin leant
back, looking down at his glass. "You love him?"

"Yes.”


“Unfortunate.”

“He will find
me, and when he does..."

"I'll be
sorry?"

Tassin nodded.
"More than you could ever know."

"So he's a
powerful man?"

"He’s an
Overlord's friend."

Tarvin frowned
at his wine. "An easy claim to make; but even so, the chances of
his finding you are slim to none, and his Overlord friend won't
help him."

"He will find
me," she repeated, and wondered if that was true. Sabre might be a
prisoner of Myon Two, trapped and helpless, and he might never get
free. She had to find a transmitter.

"You don't look
very certain of that," Tarvin remarked. “Hardly surprising, since
he’s vanished and, for all you know, he could be dead.”

"He’s not dead,
and he’ll overcome whatever has befallen him and return to Omega,
then he’ll find out that I’m gone. I know it will be difficult, so
it may take a while, but he’ll come for me one day."

"I’m sure he
will search for you, but when he doesn’t find you he will
eventually give up."

She sipped her
wine. "I find it odd that a high king would choose to dine with a
slave. Is it because I’m a queen? Don't you have any friends or
courtiers? If I'm kept here against my will, I won't be good
company, you know."

"That will be a
shame. I have enjoyed your company thus far."

"Be assured,
that won’t continue, so you’d be well advised to let me go."

He shook his
head. "That's not going to happen."

"Will you buy
Tarl, then? I'd feel a lot better if he was here."

"We are on our
way to my home world, so I'm afraid not."

Tassin fingered
the selection of cutlery on the table, which included some fairly
blunt knives. "What would happen if I held one of these to your
throat? I think perhaps I would be taken home if I did, don't
you?"

"No, I wouldn't
recommend it. You would be hurt, perhaps even killed."

She glanced
around. "Cybers?"

"I am never
without them. For a man in my position, with my disability, I have
to ensure my security." He smiled. "Although I would be able to
cope with you on my own, even without the benefit of legs."

"On Omega Five,
royalty are trained in the art of combat, and war."

"Naturally, but
I somehow doubt you could overpower me."

Tassin raised
her chin. "I have sparred with a cyber."

Tarvin
chuckled, his eyes sparkling. "Did you win?"

"No more than
you did, of course, but I have skills. Perhaps more than you credit
me with. At least I didn’t end up with a broken back."

"No need to be
unpleasant. And it's not your skills I doubt. I'm sure they're
considerable. It's your strength. You are a little on the small
size to be threatening anyone, especially a trained fighter like
myself." He sipped his wine. "But how did you come to spar with a
cyber?"

Again she toyed
with the idea of telling him about Sabre, but discarded it. "I have
one, of course. Why do you think I had a cyber tech in my
employ?"

"Ah, and I
suppose he'll be searching for you now, but he won't find you, and
even if he does, he's a bit outnumbered. But if you have a cyber,
how were you abducted?"

"He wasn't
there, obviously."

"Of course,"
Tarvin said, smiling. "You are full of surprises." He touched a
keypad on the table beside his hand. "Now, let's eat, shall
we?"


 


 


 Chapter Seven

 


Kole banged his
glass down on the bar counter and gestured for the bald bartender
to refill it. Pathos had arrived at Hades Eleven four hours ago,
and, after scouting the gaming arenas for Tarl, he had found this
little bar tucked away around the corner from one. It appeared to
be a converted storeroom, but no one had bothered to update the
drab grey prison paint, although someone had added a few ornaments
in the form of stuffed alien beast heads on the walls. Some of
which were not too well cured, judging by the smell. Then again, it
might have been the surfeit of unwashed bodies that packed the
room. The patrons all appeared to be smugglers, pirates or slavers,
their garb dull and functional and their faces bearded, for the
most part.

Some might have
been employees of the rich playboys and moguls who visited the
games to rub shoulders with riffraff and indulge in some blood
sports, for there were a few men clad in fairly clean outfits.
Scuffed plastic tables and chairs provided places to sit and drink,
and the bar counter was made up of stacked crates all marked ‘high
explosives’. He hoped they were empty. More crates provided
shelving for bottles of liquor behind the counter, which two large,
sweaty men clad in filthy vests and ragged trousers tended.

Wandering
around searching for, or even asking about, a cyber tech had proven
fruitless and tiring, and this was probably the best place to make
enquiries. Asking about Tarl seemed unlikely to get any truthful
answers, however. Kole was a stranger, while Tarl's new owner was
probably a regular.

A drunken man,
however, could get away with a lot more, and would be likely to
make bold statements that could draw the attention of someone who
might have some information. It might cause trouble, though, so he
was glad he had brought a dozen enforcers with him, some of whom
were positioned around the room, with more outside. In order to
make the ploy believable, he had consumed a fair number of drinks,
and the alcohol was taking effect, so he had to make his move
soon.

Kole turned to
the stranger beside him. "Know any arseholes who go 'round
kidnapping cyber techs from fellow outlaws, huh?"

The man shook
his head and moved away, taking his drink with him. Kole turned to
glare around the room, swaying. "Anyone know any arseholes who go
'round kidnapping cyber techs from fellow outlaws?"

The murmur of
voices hushed, then resumed, and many men shot him scornful,
scathing looks.

"I'm lookin'
for the arseholes who kidnapped my friend, a cyber tech!" Kole
shouted. "An' when I find 'em, I'm gonna rip 'em a new one!"

Someone tapped
him on the shoulder, and he swung around. The bartender glared at
him. "Take it outside, or you'll get taken out, got it?"

"But there's no
one outside," Kole slurred.

"Then shut it,
or get booted."

"Fine, fine,
don't blow a gasket." Kole staggered over to the nearest table and
leant on it, scattering glasses. "Any of you fellows know anyone
who's got a cyber tech they kidnapped, huh?"

The men
recoiled with growls of anger and cries of, "Piss off!"

Kole pushed
himself away, spilling more drinks, and reeled over to another
table, repeating the question as he bumped into it, slopping
drinks. The patrons jumped up with shouts of anger, and Kole
stumbled off again, slugging back his drink. Sprawling across
another table, he stared owlishly at the men who sat around it.

"I'm lookin'
for the bastards who took my friend! 'Is name's Tarl! 'E was
kidnapped!"

Someone grabbed
him from behind and hauled him off the table. "Out you go,
buster."

Kole struggled
in the grip of a muscular man who trundled him towards the door.
"Hey! I'm lookin' for my friend! 'Is name's Tarl Averly! I'll give
five hundred thousand credits to anyone who knows who took him!
Half a mill! One million to anyone who tells me where he is! I
-"

The bouncer
slammed Kole into the wall beside the door. "Oops." He
sniggered.

Kole rubbed his
nose. "Oi, that wasn't nice, dumbass."

"Tough luck, ye
shoulda looked where yer was goin'."

"Piss on you,
arsehole!"

The bouncer
shoved Kole out of the door, sending him staggering into the wall
across the corridor, and dusted his hands. "If ye come back in,
you'll be sorry, so piss off."

Kole raised a
finger, then slid down the wall to slump on the floor, bowing his
head. Now he just had to wait for someone to take the bait. Half an
hour passed before a pair of boots stopped in front of him. One
nudged him, and he looked up. A rat-faced man scowled down at him,
then squatted, eyeing him.

"You the one
looking for the cyber tech?"

Kole nodded.
"Thas right."

"I might know,
so where's the reward?"

"Not on me,
thas fersure," Kole raised a hand and fingered his nose.

Ten enforcers
emerged from the shadowy doorways and side passages up and down the
corridor. They converged on the ratty man, who leapt up and tried
to dive back into the bar. Thestan and another enforcer caught him
and dragged him out. Kole climbed to his feet, shaking his head as
it swam from the alcohol. The man tried to yell, but the enforcer
clamped a hand over his mouth. Kole headed down the corridor to an
empty storeroom he had rented earlier, the enforcers following with
their captive. In the room, Kole turned to frown at the
prisoner.

"Tell us what
you know, and we'll let you live."

The enforcer
who held the man released his face, and he spat, grimacing. "Bloody
bastards."

"Yeah, we are,"
Kole agreed. "So where's the cyber tech?"

"If I had a
cyber with me -"

"Well you
don't, so start talking."

The man's eyes
darted. "I want the reward, or I ain't saying nothing!"

"Yeah I want a
million credits, too." Kole thrust his face closer. "Ain't gonna
happen, shithead, so spit it out or get yer head bashed in."

"What you want
him for?"

"He's my pal,
and we're gonna get him back."

"Okay." The man
looked mollified, even a little pleased. "Endrovar’s got him."

"How do you
know?"

"He was here,
at the games, boasting about his damned cyber tech. He told me all
my cybers were B-grades, the bastard. I could lose money because
-"

"Where is he
now?"

The man
shrugged. "How the hell should I know? His cybers got beaten up and
he left, that's it."

"What's the
name of his ship?"

"Imperial. You
can't miss it, bloody great monstrosity, armed to the teeth. You'll
have a job, that's for sure."

"How do you
know it was Tarl, and not some conman?"

"Because he was
right about the cybers, and he had a tattoo. And Endrovar
introduced him."

Kole
straightened, nodding to the enforcer. "Get rid of him."

The enforcer
dragged the scrawny man away, and Kole led the men back down the
grimy corridor towards the landing pad where the shuttle was
parked.

Thestan fell
into step beside him. "So how do you propose to find this
ship?"

"Much more
easily than a man, and I found him."

"Sheer luck. If
this ship is heavily armed, how are we supposed to get him
back?"

Kole shot him a
frown. "Aren't you supposed to be a commander? Oh right, now you're
a sub-commander. But you should still know how to board a ship. We
have a battle cruiser, don't we?"

"I don't think
Overlord Fairen intended -"

"Overlord
Fairen gave your ship to Sabre, to do with as he chose, so you'll
do it."

"I'd like to
hear it from Sabre, then."

Kole smiled.
"An excellent idea. I'd like to see you get your head bashed in.
He's still in a really shitty mood, you know. I saw what he did to
your exercise room. Man, I wouldn't like to be on the receiving end
of that. Your funeral, though."

"Why didn't
Sabre come with us?"

"He's a
cyber!"

"So?"

Kole snorted.
"He doesn't like pretending to be under cyber control, and if he
didn't, that would sure raise a few eyebrows, wouldn't it?"

"I suppose so."
Thestan looked uneasy. "All right, there's no need to tell him.
I'll do it."

"You sure?
Because it's no problem, really. I think he's just itching to bash
some enforcers. That's why he's been staying away from you lot, his
self-control isn't too good these days."

"No, there's no
need to tell him."

Kole chuckled.
"Fine. Sooner or later you're going to piss him off, though, I
guarantee it, and then I'll get to see you bounce of the walls like
those dumbbells."

Thestan's mouth
thinned, and he glanced around, frowning, as if expecting Sabre to
leap out of the shadows. Kole chuckled again, enjoying the man's
unease. The shuttle ride back to Pathos was achieved in silence,
and Kole entered the hospital radiating triumph and wearing a broad
grin.

"I found
him!"

Martis, who sat
at one of the workstations set up on the wide bench that ran along
a wall, looked up, his brows rising. "Who, Tarl?"

"Yep, the one
and only."

Estrelle turned
from her screen and smiled. "That's wonderful! So where is he?"

"On a ship
called Imperial."

"And... where's
the ship?"

Kole raised a
hand. "Okay, I don't know that yet, but I will."

"Ugh." Martis
swung back to his instruments, shaking his head.

"Hey, this is
big, okay? A ship is a lot easier to find than one man, and I did
that already."

Estrelle
sighed. "This is smuggler space. No one keeps records of where
ships go or where they dock."

"Even so, I
know who owns it, and he's got to have information on the Net. I
can track him down, you watch me."

The techs
shrugged and returned to their work. Kole wandered over to Sabre,
who lay on the examination table again, hooked up to a drip.

"Hey old chum,
I found Tarl, so you can wake up now. I've done the really hard
work. No need for you to hide in the dark anymore. Come on...
wake up!" Kole bellowed the last words in Sabre's ear.

Martis looked
around. "Leave him alone."

"Bloody cop
out," Kole muttered, walking around the table to Martis and peering
at his screen. "What're you doing?"

"Are you
drunk?"

Kole shrugged.
"A little. Had to, part of the plot. It worked, too."

"You
stink."

"So what're you
doing?"

"Monitoring his
brain function."

"And?"

Martis leant
away from the swaying hacker. "He's remembering."

"How do you
know that?"

The tech
pointed to the image of Sabre's brain on the screen. "Those
flashing areas, they're memory storage. He's immersed himself in
memories. Happy ones, I assume."

"Damned cop out
coward," Kole said, then swung around and grasped Sabre’s
shoulders, shaking him. "Come on you bastard! Wake up damn it!"

"Hey!" Martis
jumped up as Sabre's head lolled from side to side, bumping into
the U-shaped instrument around it. "That's a delicate instrument!
Don't damage it, you idiot!"

Kole said,
"He's got to wake up now! I can't do this alone!"

Martis gripped
his arm and tugged him away. "Leave him. Now you know how he felt,
huh?"

"Bastard," Kole
muttered, rubbing his brow. "I should just go home and leave Tarl
to rot. Let Tassin stay a slave forever. This isn't my problem! You
hear me, Sabre? I'm not going to find her if you don't bloody wake
up!"

Martis glanced
at his screen as another area of Sabre's brain flashed, and gave a
cry of excitement. "He heard that. There was a reaction!"

Estrelle
glanced up from her screen, which monitored the control unit. "Here
too. They both heard it."

"It's stopped."
Martis sank down on his chair, staring at the image on the screen.
"Come on, Sabre."

Kole turned
back to the cyber and leant over him. "If you don't wake up, I
won't find Tassin, you hear me, Sabre? I'll leave her. I can find
her, and Tarl too, but only if you wake up."

Martis shook
his head, frowning. "Nothing. Maybe it was just an anomaly."

"The control
unit's still reacting,” Estrelle said.

"That never
stopped. It's Sabre who's withdrawn, not the control unit."

She sat back,
chewing her fingernails. "Something's got to work."

"Tarl will do
it," Kole averred. "And I'm going to find him."

Martis looked
up. "I don't know what he can do that we haven't tried
already."

"What have you
tried?"

"Well...
nothing. There's nothing anyone can do."

"You don't know
Tarl." Kole headed for the door. "If anyone can wake that bastard
up, he can!"

"Kole,"
Estrelle called.

The hacker
paused in the doorway and glanced back. "Yeah?"

"Why are you
doing this?"

Kole swung
away, frowning. "None of your damned business."

 


****

 


Tassin gazed
out of the screens in the forward observation room of Tarvin’s
ship, whose name she did not know. She visited the observation
lounge often to watch the stars creep past. Another week had
passed, so Tarvin's home world must be far from Forge Prime. So
far, she had seen no one aboard the ship other than crewmen and
servants, and she wondered where Tarvin’s retinue was. Surely a
high king would surround himself with fawning fops and pretty
girls, as Endrovar did? The only explanation she could think of was
that they were housed in another part of the vessel, and naturally
the King would not allow a lowly slave to mingle with them. The
ship did not appear to be moving very fast, and, since the screens
were not filled with light, she had to surmise that it was not in a
photon corridor. If it was crossing from one corridor to another,
they must be far apart. She had pried off the cover of the air vent
in her room, and spent most of her nights exploring the air ducts
in the hopes of finding one that led to a technical area that had a
transmitter.

The ducts could
not be opened from the inside, but she would figure that out when
she found the right one. They were narrow and full of dust, making
it an onerous, dirty task. She always emerged filthy and tired, her
elbows bruised and her muscles aching. Still, she refused to give
up.

A whispering
hiss made her swing around. Tarvin drifted towards her in a
floating chair, which hovered at a height that made his head level
with hers. She frowned at him and turned back to the view.

"Not even a
greeting, Tassin?"

"No. I want no
company."

He stopped
beside her "That's very rude."

"I don't
care."

He glanced at
her, then back at the vista. "I think it’s time I told you why I
bought you. You see, I had a suspicion, when I saw you at that Net
auction, but I had to confirm it. Some time ago, Myon Two asked my
people to be on the lookout for a small, black-haired woman who
claimed to be a queen, and was, indeed, a planetary leader from
Omega Five. When I received the invitation to the auction, my aide
informed me of Myon Two’s interest in a woman matching your
description. Myon Two has now confirmed that you are indeed the
woman they want for murder.”

Her blood
chilled. “I didn’t murder anyone.”

“According to
Myon Two, you did. A department head, no less. Previd Malatar?
They’re very upset about it, and want me to hand you over to
them.”

“And will
you?”

“Of course. I
am a law abiding man, although I do like to be rewarded for my good
deeds. I am currently negotiating with them. They have offered five
cybers for you, but I have asked for ten. I expect we will
eventually settle on seven or eight, which will be acceptable. If
you hadn’t been the right girl, I daresay I’d have sold you to
Daone, but now you’re worth so much more.”

She raised her
chin. "My cyber killed Previd to save my life. He was trying to
murder me."

"I really don’t
care. I will be rewarded handsomely for your capture."

Tassin shot him
a killing glare. "Don’t you have enough cybers, or riches,
already?"

"I do, but more
never hurts. Mostly, I enjoy making people dance to my tune; even
Myon Two. They are sending a ship to collect you from Parthis, but
it will take a while for it to get here. That's why we left the
photon corridor some days ago and proceed under power towards my
home world. There’s no safer prison than a ship. And crawling
around in the air ducts every night will get you nothing but dirty
and tired, I assure you."

Tassin swung
around with a growl of rage and raised a hand to slap him. Her hand
swished through air as something hit her in the midriff, punched
the air from her lungs with a grunt and hurled her to the floor.
Her head hit it with a dull crack, and stars danced in her eyes as
she stared into a cyber's impassive face. He crouched over her, his
face painted black to match the walls, only the gleam of his eyes
and the lights on the brow band visible.

"Stop!" Tarvin
said. "Leave her."

The cyber
sprang up and stepped back. Tassin struggled to draw air into her
lungs, her head swimming and her vision dim. The roaring in her
ears drowned out Tarvin's worried voice, then air rushed into her
tortured lungs with a whoop, and she gasped as reality returned.
Tarvin's chair drifted down to land beside her, and he peered at
her.

"Are you all
right?"

She sat up,
dazed and shaky, the back of her head throbbing. "I will be, no
thanks to you."

"I did warn
you. Fortunately I only brought one of my shadows with me, but
still, you could have been badly hurt. That was an extremely
foolish thing to do."

She rubbed the
lump on the back of her skull, wincing. "Do you expect me to be
happy that you’re handing me over for execution?"

"You condemned
yourself when you committed murder, dear girl."

Tassin rose to
her feet, glaring at him, then the cyber. Tarvin gestured, and the
clone retreated into the shadows, becoming invisible again.

"I won’t let
you,” she said. “I’ll find a way to escape you, and them.”

"Ah, yes, you
think you can find a transmitter and call your cyber, or your
fiancé? You’re wasting your time. You will not summon any help, I
promise you."

Her hands
clenched. "My fiancé is a free cyber, the true man, which makes
him, to all intents and purposes, your High King Sharlin, back from
the dead. And he will find me."

Tarvin's chair
lifted him up to her level, and he frowned at her. "You really
expect me to believe that?"

"It’s true, and
when he finds me, I pity you." Spinning on her heel, she marched
out.


 


 


 Chapter Eight

 


Kole leant
against a console on Pathos’ bridge and stared out of the screens
at the massive ship in orbit at Vendal Four, some of his triumph
leaking away. Imperial was an ill-disguised warship that far
outgunned Pathos. Arrays of lasers were visible on its flanks and
stern, cannons in its bow. He gestured at it, turning to Thestan,
who stood beside him.

"Well, there
she is. Told you I'd find her."

"It took you a
week. And just how do you propose we get your man off it?"

"I thought that
was your department?"

Thestan shook
his head. "She's twice our size and firepower. It would be suicide
to attack her. And anyway, your man might be killed if we did."

Kole rubbed his
chin. "I suppose we could offer to buy him."

"Whoever owns
that ship has more money than he can ever spend. He probably uses
it to wipe his arse."

"Then... we
could ask for his services, offer to pay, then kidnap him when he
comes aboard."

"They won't let
him off that ship. I don't think they're stupid. Anyway, isn't this
something Sabre should decide?"

"You're right,
he should." Kole nodded. "I'll go and ask him." He headed for the
door, then stopped when Thestan followed. "No one asked you to
come."

"This involves
my ship and my men. I should be included in the planning of
it."

"No, you'll
follow orders. We don't need your input."

Thestan
glowered, but remained behind when Kole strode from the bridge. He
made his way to the hospital, where Martis and Estrelle were glued
to their screens as usual. They looked up when he came in, their
expressions expectant.

"Well?" Martis
demanded.

"Imperial is a
damned flying fortress. Thestan says we can't win a fight with it."
Kole walked over to the padded table and frowned down at Sabre.
"Wake up, old chum. I've found Tarl, now we need your help to free
him. Do you hear me? Wake up, damn it!"

Martis glanced
at his readouts. "He's not listening."

"Bugger it! We
need a plan to get Tarl off that ship." Kole swung away and paced
in a circle. "I thought perhaps we could get him here by telling
them that we needed his services, and offering to pay a large
amount for them, but Thestan doesn't think they'll let him leave
the ship."

"Probably not,
but we could take Sabre to him, and if he can fix him..."

Kole snapped
his fingers. "That's it! But it will mean Thestan will see us
carrying Sabre over there."

Martis
shrugged. "So? We tell him that he's pretending to be
comatose."

"Yeah, that
would work. Then when he's fixed, he can come up with a way to free
Tarl."

Martis nodded.
"Yeah, he's more intelligent than you are."

"Piss off,
Martis. I'm the one who found Tarl. Sabre's the one who copped out,
remember?"

"He's got a lot
on his mind right now."

"So do I." Kole
swung away. "I'll send the message."

"Are you sure
Tarl's on that ship?"

"Yeah, Endrovar
won't part with a cyber tech." Kole touched the door panel, letting
himself out.



 


 


As the door
slid shut behind Kole, Estrelle turned to Martis and raised her
brows. "You really think this Tarl guy is going to be able to wake
Sabre up?"

"Let's hope all
it takes is for Sabre to hear his voice."

"What if he's
not listening?"

"Then I hope
Tarl is as amazing as Kole thinks."

She snorted.
"If a host researcher and a control unit researcher can't wake him
up, you really think a repair tech can?"

Martis shrugged
and sighed. "Let's hope so."

Kole returned
an hour later, looking excited. "They went for it. Wanted a
fortune, but they've agreed to let us aboard with our damaged
cyber."

Martis glanced
at Sabre. "Now?"

"Yeah, the
shuttle's waiting."

"Our
shuttle?"

"Yeah,
why?"

"It's
safer."

Estrelle
removed the drip from Sabre's arm, and they draped a sheet over
him, activated the table's antigravity and retracted its legs,
turning it into a floating stretcher. Kole towed it to the door,
Martis following. Estrelle remained behind, since it would seem
suspicious if more than two people accompanied a damaged cyber.
Kole ordered the cybers who guarded the door to follow, and headed
for the shuttle dock. Thestan waited there with the other two
cybers, and Kole groaned.

"Shit."

The
sub-commander marched over when he spotted them, scowling at Sabre,
then at Kole. "What's the idea, taking all the cybers?"

"We may need
them for protection."

"They're not
going to let four cybers on board."

"It's worth a
try, and if not, they can guard the shuttle."

Thestan looked
down at Sabre. "Why do you need all four?"

Kole snorted.
"He's not going to talk to you. He thinks you're a moron."

"I don't like
letting all four cybers off the ship."

"Too bad, those
are Sabre's orders; now get the hell out of the way. They're
waiting for us."

The
sub-commander stepped aside, staring at Sabre. "He looks like he's
really asleep."

"That's the
idea, dimwit."

Martis followed
Kole and the stretcher into the ten-seat, grey and white shuttle.
Kole ordered the cybers to join them, leaving Thestan fuming on the
dock. The hacker anchored the stretcher, and they strapped in as
the shuttle undocked with a slight jerk. Martis glanced past Kole
at the pilot and leant closer, lowering his voice.

"He's right,
you know. They'll never allow four cybers aboard, probably not even
one, except Sabre."

Kole frowned,
nodding. "Yeah, I've been thinking the same thing. I think we
should leave the cybers in the shuttle. They may still come in
handy, depending on what happens. Always good to have some backup
close by."

"Better still,
we should hide them, then it'll be a surprise."

"Yeah, good
idea."

Kole glanced
around at the cybers. "Cybers, find places to hide and remain
hidden unless called upon, understand?"

They turned
their heads towards him, and one replied, "Understood."

Unstrapping
themselves, they moved to the rear of the shuttle to find cargo
webbing and lockers to hide in or behind. Within a couple of
minutes there was no sign of them. Kole stared out of the screens
as the shuttle approached the huge warship, tapping his fingernails
on the arm of his seat. Martis fidgeted and chewed his lip. He
tensed when the shuttled docked and the door opened to reveal five
armed men waiting in a gleaming white dock, hands on their laser
hilts.

The soldiers
entered the shuttle and glanced around. Kole and Martis unstrapped
themselves and freed the stretcher, towing it onto the dock. An
officer approached and frowned at Sabre, then beckoned to a couple
of soldiers.

"They'll take
you to the lab."

Kole towed the
stretcher after the men, who led them down a plush, well-lighted
cream corridor carpeted in burgundy. They marched around a few
corners and descended in a lift, arriving at a door that slid open.
The soldiers gestured for Kole to go in, and he towed the stretcher
into a bright lab lined with workbenches, data screens, analysis
equipment and glass-fronted cabinets filled with surgical
instruments and drugs. Long tables covered with more equipment were
arranged around the grey-tiled floor. Two men in white jumpsuits
were bent over a table, engrossed in some sort of experiment.
Another rolled his chair away from a workstation, rose and turned
to face them.

Tarl's face
stiffened when he recognised Kole, who waggled his eyebrows and
gave an imperceptible shake of his head. The cyber repair tech
swallowed and coughed. Martis lowered the stretcher's legs, turning
it back into an examination table. Tarl's eyes became riveted to
Sabre's face, and his struggle to hide his reaction resulted in an
expression that Martis likened to one a man might wear if he had
just spotted a deadly spider crawling up his leg.

Tarl coughed
again, placing a hand on Sabre's brow. "What happened to him?"

Kole shrugged.
"Don't know, really. Maybe he overheated, or overloaded or
something. Just lay down and went to sleep, damned if he didn't.
Was the weirdest thing we ever saw. Maybe the brow band's
malfunctioning?"

The soldiers
approached to peer at Sabre, and the other scientists looked
up.

Tarl glanced at
them. "I don't need any help, but I could use some room." He turned
to the soldiers. "You two should wait outside. This is a sterile
environment."

The soldiers
glared at him, then frowned at Kole and Martis. "We're supposed to
guard them, and they're not sterile either."

"They're his
owners. I'll need them here if I fix him."

The soldiers
looked irritated, raked Kole and Martis with disparaging eyes and
wandered out. The two scientists stood irresolute, clearly curious,
and Tarl shot them a frown.

"Like I said, I
don't need any help. Isn't it almost lunchtime?"

One man glanced
at his timepiece and shrugged, and they left. Tarl turned to Kole,
lowering his voice to a rasping whisper.

"Am I glad to
see you! What are you doing here? How did you -?"

"We don't have
a lot of time. We're here for you, and Sabre does need your help.
According to Martis, he overloaded on stress or something. Oh,
yeah, Martis is a host researcher from Myon Two. Don't worry," Kole
added when Tarl looked alarmed. "He's on our side. Long story. Can
you wake Sabre up?"

Tarl gazed down
at the cyber. "What happened?"

Martis leant
closer. "His brain block failed, and he overloaded on emotional
stress because of Tassin's disappearance. He seems to have
withdrawn into a catatonic state. He's accessing his memories, but
he's not listening to us."

Tarl felt for
the pulse in Sabre's neck. "He's in a semi cold sleep."

"Yeah."

"I don't have
the equipment to do a brain analysis here, or much of anything
else, for that matter. Endrovar’s only managed to get some drugs so
far."

Kole said, "We
were hoping the sound of your voice would be enough to bring him
out of it. If he knows we've found you, he'll know we'll find
Tassin too. Then he can figure out how to get you off this
ship."

"He can't hear
me if he's not listening."

"Then make him
listen. You can do that, can't you?"

Tarl shook his
head. "Not without the right equipment."

"We have all
the equipment you need on our ship."

"Endrovar will
never let me leave."

"If you tell me
what to do," Martis said, "I'll do it when we get back to
Pathos."

Tarl glared at
him. "I'm not letting some amateur do anything this dangerous to
Sabre."

"I'm a host
researcher, not a damned -"

"Hey, guys,
let's save the pissing contest for later, huh?" Kole said. "What
can we do, Tarl?"

"Without
equipment? Nothing."

"Then we have
to get you off this ship now."

"Like I said
-"

"Yeah, well, we
need a plan."

"That's going
to be tricky."

"Come on, Tarl,
you can think of something, can't you?" Kole urged.

"Why don't you
come up with something?"

"Hey, I found
you, and that's my bit. Time for someone else to do a bit of the
thinking around here."

"Maybe we could
clamp him under the table," Martis suggested.

Kole shot him a
scornful look. "That's the dumbest idea I ever heard."

"Did you come
here in your own shuttle?" Tarl asked.

"Yeah."

"Did you bring
any men with you?"

Kole nodded.
"Four cybers hidden aboard."

"Okay, I might
have a plan, but you'll have to be prepared for some fireworks
right afterwards." Tarl turned to a cabinet and opened it, selected
a bottle and filled a syringe. "I'm going to give him a powerful
convulsant. It will send him into convulsions, and it's going to
look spectacularly alarming. It'll take about ten minutes to take
affect once I inject him, so you must be at the docking port when
it does.

"When he goes
into convulsions, ask them to call me. Make it seem like life or
death, like he's going to go berserk and kill people. There's a
chance they'll let me come to the docking port, then we pile into
the shuttle and get the hell out of here. Endrovar will attack you,
so get your ship out of here as soon as the shuttle docks." He
glanced at Kole. "Think you can manage that?"

"Yeah, I think
so." He consulted his flashy gold watch. "It must have taken us
seven or eight minutes to get here from the dock, so the timing
should be almost perfect."

"Good. Sabre
will convulse for about ten or fifteen minutes, then he'll
metabolise it, so act terrified when he starts, so they send for me
right away."

"I can do
that."

Martis chewed
his lip. "It won't harm Sabre?"

"I wouldn't do
anything that will harm him,” Tarl said. “He might get a few
bruises, that's all."

"No chance it
will wake him up?" Kole enquired.

"No, he won't
even be aware of it, in the state he's in."

Martis asked,
"Can't you give me a hint about what you think might work, in case
we don't get you off this ship? We need Sabre if we're going to
free you."

Tarl shook his
head. "Giving you a hint would be even worse than telling you. I
won't risk it."

"Then how will
we free you if this doesn't succeed?"

"This will work
if you do your parts right, and, if not, you have cybers."

Martis raised
his brows. "Board this ship?"

"Don't be an
arsehole, Kole will figure it out." Tarl glanced at the hacker.
"Are you ready?"

Kole looked at
his watch again. "Wait. All right... now."

Tarl pushed the
needle into the vein in Sabre's elbow, muttering, "Sorry, bud."

 


 


Kole yanked the
sheet up to the cyber's neck, and Martis pushed the button that
retracted the table's legs. Kole towed it towards the door, which
opened to reveal the soldiers who waited outside.

The hacker
brushed past them, grumbling, "Bloody useless arsehole, wasting our
time. Come on, we're in a hurry to get back to our ship. Your
so-called cyber tech's about as much use as hair on the end of my
willy, and almost as annoying."

The men
chuckled and led the way back through the huge ship. Kole checked
his watch in the lift. Five minutes had already passed. One of the
soldiers peered at Sabre.

"So what's
wrong with him?"

"Some sort of
brain buggering virus or something."

The man
recoiled. "Is it contagious?"

"How the hell
should I know? Do I look like cyber tech to you?"

"What did Tarl
say?"

"He didn't
know, but he couldn't fix him either."

As they
approached the docking port, Kole slowed, glancing at his watch
again. Two minutes remained before the convulsions would begin, and
at the speed they were moving they would be aboard by then. He
stopped and bent to study Sabre's face. The soldiers came back,
frowning.

"What's the
problem?" one asked.

"I don't
know... Something's not right, though," Kole said.

"I thought you
were in a hurry?"

"Yeah, well
that tech of yours gave him a jab, and it looks like it's doing
something weird. If it's going to cause a problem, your guy had
better be able to fix it. This is a valuable piece of equipment,
you know."

The man stepped
closer, scrutinising Sabre. "I don't see anything odd."

"And how much
do you know about bloody cybers?"

"Nothing, I
guess."

Kole glanced at
his watch and continued towards the docking port. "Maybe I was
imagining it."

As they entered
the staging area, Sabre's spine arched and the brow band filled
with red lights. The stretcher wobbled, and Kole grabbed the edge
of it. Martis tried to steady the other side.

"Bloody hell!"
Kole yelled. "Get that tech of yours down here right now! He's
going berserk!"

Sabre remained
rigid for a second, then flopped about. Kole pretended to be
knocked down, and Martis yelped in alarm as the stretcher swayed,
almost tipping Sabre off.

"Get your
tech!" Kole bellowed at the gaping soldiers. "Now!"

The men glanced
at each other, looking alarmed, but reluctant. "He's not allowed
-"

"Goddammit! Get
him now, or this will turn into a bloodbath! This bastard could
kill us all! Move it!" Kole shouted as he jumped up and grabbed the
edge of the wobbling stretcher. Sabre writhed and thrashed, and
Kole leant on it, dipping one side. Sabre rolled off, and Martis
shot Kole a horrified look. Kole stepped back as Sabre lashed out
with flaccid arms, his eyes open to reveal the whites. Foam oozed
from his mouth, adding to his horrific aspect. One of the soldiers
went over to a com-link on the wall and touched it.

"Tarl, get down
to the docking port now. We have a problem with this cyber."

Kole tried to
pick Sabre up, and Martis went to help him, struggling to hold onto
the writhing cyber.

Kole scowled at
the soldiers. "Give us a hand."

The men glanced
at each other again, and one said, "Not if he's going to turn
violent."

"He's not at
that stage yet, so help us!"

The man came
over, while the other remained by the com-link, frowning at them.
With the soldier’s help, Kole and Martis lifted the cyber onto the
stretcher, which wobbled and swayed. Kole cursed, wondering what
was taking Tarl so long. Relief washed through him as the cyber
tech trotted into view down the corridor.

"Cybers, to
me!" Kole yelled.

Four cybers
emerged from the shuttle, and the hacker pointed at the soldier who
stood by the com-link. "Two and Three, take him, One and Four, get
him." Kole indicated the soldier beside the stretcher.

The man at the
com-link made a stab for the send key, but the cybers were upon him
in a flash, gripped his arms and twisted them behind his back until
his joints popped and he yelled in pain. The other soldier ran, but
the cybers overtook him in three strides and bore him to the
floor.

Kole dragged
the stretcher into the shuttle. Martis tried to hold Sabre down as
he writhed. Tarl sprinted in at their heels, adding his weight to
Martis' efforts.

Kole yelled,
"Cybers, bring them aboard! Close the port! Pilot, ready to
undock!"

The cybers
dragged the soldiers in, one hitting the docking door control.
Imperial's hull door slid shut. If the hull door was left open when
the shuttle undocked, alarms would sound and pressure doors would
close to seal off the dock. The shuttle door closed and the craft
moved away as the pilot unclamped and activated the thrusters. Kole
joined Martis and Tarl, alarmed by Sabre's contortions. His lips
drew back and foam dribbled down his cheeks.

"Tarl, you sure
he's okay?"

"Yeah, he'll be
fine. That went well. No alarms raised, and no one left to raise
them." He jerked his head at the soldiers.

"Yup, we might
even get away without a shoot-out."

Martis cursed
as Sabre's flailing hand hit him in the face, grabbed it and tried
to pin it down. The stretcher wobbled, foiling Kole’s attempts to
clamp it to the bulkhead.

"Cyber Two, get
over here and hold this," he ordered.

A cyber gripped
the edge of the stretcher, steadying it while Kole secured it. Tarl
leant over Sabre and held him down, his expression despondent.

By the time the
shuttle docked with Pathos, Sabre's convulsions had stopped. Kole
hoped Thestan was not waiting in the dock to ambush them with more
questions and demands to speak to Sabre. Tarl wiped the foam off
the cyber's face just before the shuttle doors opened. Only four
soldiers hung around in the dock, to Kole’s relief. He unclamped
the stretcher and dragged it out, pushing one man aside when he
stepped closer to peer at Sabre.

"Get out of the
bloody way!"

Martis got
behind the stretcher and pushed it along the corridor, the three
men running with it. The enforcers stared after them with obvious
confusion, then the cybers emerged with their captives, distracting
them.

Kole yanked the
stretcher into the hospital, digging in his heels as it raced
across the room. Estrelle jumped up in alarm, but the three men
stopped it before it hit the wall, and slumped, panting.

Tarl glanced
around at the equipment and smiled. "You've got it all. Bloody
marvellous."

Kole went over
to the com-unit. "Thestan, we've got Tarl. Get us the hell out of
here before they start shooting."

"Right,"
Thestan's tinny voice replied.

Kole sagged
against the wall. "We did it."

Tarl pushed the
stretcher to the centre of the room and deployed the legs, yanking
the sheet off. "Time to get you back on your feet, bud."

Estrelle stood
up. "You must be Tarl. I'm Estrelle."

The cyber tech
nodded at her. "Right."

"What are you
going to do?" Martis asked.

"I'm going to
wake him up."

Tarl positioned
the brain scanner around Sabre's head, plugged the access cable
into the brow band's port and sat down in front of the analyser to
study the data that scrolled up the screen.

Kole rubbed the
back of his neck. "Tarl, where's Tassin?"

"Huh? Oh, she's
on Imperial."

"What? Shit!"
Kole turned to the com-unit. "Thestan, get us out of range, but
don't lose Imperial."

"Range?"
Thestan sounded puzzled. "Lasers don't have -"

"Get us behind
a moon or something, damn it!"

"Okay... What's
going on?"

"Just do
it."

Kole locked the
door and joined Martis behind Tarl, watching data scroll up the
screen. Tarl frowned at it, typing in various status commands.

"Everything's
pretty much normal. His brain block failed?"

"Yeah," Martis
said.

"What caused
it, and how did he react?"

"It happened
when he heard that Tassin was gone. At first he seemed to go into
shock. He was unresponsive for a little while, then he was - seemed
okay. But then he got really really angry. He wrecked the exercise
room after we came aboard Pathos. We figured he was venting -"

"What did he
say?"

"That he didn't
want the feelings, and he couldn't cope with them," Estrelle
said.

"Then Kole said
that he didn't have to help find Tassin," Martis added, "and Sabre
just... went to sleep."

"He became
passive just before that?"

"Yeah."

"Okay." Tarl
tapped on the keyboard again. "He's put himself into a deep state
of withdrawal; his own little world of memories."

"Yeah, we
figured that much, but how do we get him out of it?"

"Not easily,"
Tarl said. "At least his bio-status is at ninety-four per cent. You
had him on a drip?"

Martis nodded.
"Yeah."

Tarl rubbed his
chin, looking thoughtful. He turned to the bed and twisted a pinch
of skin on Sabre's arm until Kole winced, watching the brain scan.
"No reaction to pain." Tarl leant closer to the cyber. "Hey, Sabre,
bud, it's me, Tarl. I'm here now. Kole found me. We're going to get
Tassin back. She's close by."

The repair tech
glanced at the brain scan as another area of Sabre's brain flashed
briefly. "Slight reaction to my voice. It's as if he can hear me,
but he doesn't believe me, or he doesn't want to. He's retreated to
that dark place where he used to live."

"Why would he
do that?" Kole asked. "He hated that place, surely? That was where
the control unit imprisoned him."

"Yes, but it's
also familiar and comforting, in a strange way. All those unwanted
feelings can't find him in there. It's his little cocoon."

"Bloody cop
out," Kole muttered.

Tarl turned to
glare at him. "Have you ever felt despair? Real, gut-wrenching
dread that someone you love is going to die, and you can't stop it?
It's like being crushed in a vice, emotional torture, inescapable,
mind-bending anguish, like being torn apart inside. Your heart
labours, you can't breathe, and you just want to die too."

The hacker
shrugged, looking uneasy. "Maybe."

"Well, think
about that, then double it, and then imagine you've never felt
anything like it before."

"Yeah, it's
shitty, but he didn't have to -"

"Yes, he did,
to save his sanity. He doesn't know how to deal with it, and you
didn't help, did you?"

"I didn't
know!"

Tarl turned
back to the screen. "Then you should have been more careful, and
tried to support him. You did know he was having a problem,
right?"

"Yeah." Kole
threw up his hands. "If I'd known -"

"Hindsight is
always perfect, isn't it?" Tarl sighed. "How long has he been like
this?"

"Two weeks,"
Martis supplied.

"Unfortunately,
insulating himself like this hasn't helped him to come to terms
with his feelings. The fact that we know where Tassin is, and can
free her, should help a lot."

"How are we
going to free her?" Kole asked.

Tarl shrugged.
"You could offer to buy her, but you're on Endrovar’s shit list
now, for freeing me. We need another person to do the buying for
us."

"Oh, we're more
than on his shit list; we're at the top of it. If we stick our
noses out he's going to try to blow us away. Why didn't you tell us
Tassin was aboard when we came for you? We could have freed you
both."

"No, you'd just
have lost me, too. I don't know where she is, and that's a big
ship."

Kole frowned.
"When was the last time you saw her?"

"Not for a
while. About a week and a half. They wouldn't let me, and when I
got too insistent they threatened to sell her. I couldn't risk
that."

"So you don't
know for sure that she's still on that ship. They might have sold
her already."

Tarl inclined
his head. "It's possible. I don't know. I wasn't exactly in the
loop."

"Man, if
anything's happened to her, Sabre's going to kill you."

Tarl turned to
gaze at the cyber. "No, he's more likely to try to kill
himself."

"Well let's
wake him up, at least."


 


 


 Chapter Nine

 


Tarl
disconnected the access cable and moved the brain scanner away on
its jointed arm. Martis frowned in puzzlement. Tarl glanced around,
spotted a resuscitation unit and pulled it over, then removed the
paddles from the ends of the cables, exposing the wires. Martis
made a strangled sound as Tarl adjusted the amperage on the
resuscitation unit down to a few milliamps.

"What the hell
are you going to do?" Martis asked.

"Wake him up,"
Tarl replied.

"With
shocks?"

"Yup." Tarl
touched the ends of the cables together, causing a fat spark to
jump between them with a soft crackle. "It's not ideal. I made a
special instrument for this, which worked great, but this will do
the trick, I reckon."

"Wait," Martis
said. "Where are you going to put that shock?"

"Through his
brain, of course, where else?"

"You
can't!"

Tarl turned to
him, frowning. "Look, I know you're a host researcher, but you know
shit, okay? I've done this before."

"To him?"

"Yeah, to him.
I used it to destroy his memory block a long time ago."

"But this isn't
the same thing!"

Tarl shook his
head. "It will work. It must, because nothing else will."

"It's insane.
You'll cause brain damage."

Estrelle
nodded. "I agree."

Tarl eyed them.
"You kids just sit back and watch. You might learn something about
cybers."

Martis turned
to Kole. "You can't let him do this. He's going to destroy Sabre's
brain."

Kole shrugged,
looking uneasy. "He's the expert."

"I wouldn't do
anything to harm Sabre," Tarl said, turning to the cyber, the
cables poised. "Sorry, bud, this is going to hurt."

Tarl touched
the ends of the cables to the edges of the brow band, and a fat
blue spark shot into it with a pop. The control unit filled with
flashing red lights, and Sabre went rigid, his back arched and his
hands clenched. After several seconds he relaxed, and Tarl studied
the lights on the brow band, most of which turned green again, then
the cyber's face.

"You really
don't want to come out of there do you, bud?" he murmured, and
touched the cables to the brow band again.

Martis made a
strangled sound, turning away as Sabre's back arched again, lifting
his midriff off the table, his lips drawn back and his hands
clenched. Tarl studied the brow band as the cyber relaxed, nodding.
The seventh control light flickered green.

"He's starting
to come out of it."

Tarl touched
the cable ends to the brow band once more. Martis made choking
sounds; Estrelle looked like she wanted to be sick. Sabre convulsed
again, and the sixth control light flashed, the seventh becoming
steady.

"The cyber's
taking control," she muttered.

"No, it can't,"
Tarl said.

All seven
control lights turned green, flashed once, and turned red again,
then two new lights flashed green. Sabre opened his eyes to stare
at the ceiling. Tarl switched off the resuscitator and put down the
cables.

"Welcome back,
bud."

Sabre groaned,
raising a hand to his brow.

"Get him
painkillers," Tarl ordered. "He's going to have one hell of a
headache."

Estrelle jumped
up and ran to a cabinet, digging in it. Sabre turned his head, his
brows drawing together, and his eyes flicked over them, coming to
rest on Tarl. His mouth worked, and he coughed.

"Tarl..."

"Yeah, bud, I'm
here."

"You...
bastard."

"Sorry, I had
to do it."

The cyber sat
up in a smooth movement and swung his legs off the table. Tarl
jumped up, retreating. Sabre glared at him, slid off the table and
swayed a little as he stood.

Martis and Kole
backed away, and Martis said, "I should warn you, he's probably
still very very angry, Tarl."

"Oh yeah," Tarl
agreed, "he's furious."

Sabre stalked
towards the cyber tech, who retreated, shaking his head. The
cyber's hands flashed out, gripped Tarl's throat and slammed him
against the wall with a bang, pinning him to it.

"Ow. Calm down,
bud," Tarl squeaked.

"You bastard."
Sabre thrust his face closer to glare into Tarl's eyes. "Why the
hell did you do that? You think that was fun, do you?"

"No, but you're
awake."

"I should break
your bloody neck!"

"But you won't,
so how about letting me go so I don't have to talk like I swallowed
a frog, huh?"

Sabre's grip
tightened until Tarl's face mottled, then the cyber released him
and stepped back. Tarl sagged against the wall, rubbing his
throat.

"Thanks." He
coughed. "We need to talk."

"We found
Tassin," Kole announced.

Sabre swung
around. "Where?"

"Wait." Tarl
shot Kole a furious look. "Let's not worry about that now. She's
fine, bud, relax. We'll get her back soon. She's in no danger, I
swear. First, we need to help you get a grip."

Sabre turned to
him and slammed his hands against the wall on either side of the
cyber tech's head. "I want these feelings gone! Can you do that?
Old buddy? Old chum? Hmmmm?"

Tarl rubbed his
ears. "No, but I can help you to deal with them."

"How?"

"I'll figure it
out."

Sabre pushed
himself away from the wall, clasping his brow, and Estrelle held
out two pills. The cyber took them and popped them into his mouth,
then turned to Tarl again.

"You'd better
start figuring then, and fast."

"Okay, okay, I
have a headache too now, from being smashed into the wall."

Estrelle tipped
another two pills from the bottle and held them out.

Tarl took them,
eyeing Sabre. "Okay, you're angry, let's deal with that first. What
are you so mad about?"

The cyber
glared at him. "I have all this shit in my head, and it's driving
me nuts!"

"Yeah, it's
shit, but it's human shit. It's a part of who you are now. Do you
want to be a half man all your life, unable to feel like the rest
of us?"

"You don't feel
like this, I guarantee it."

Tarl nodded.
"Yeah we do, just not all the time, because we deal with it. We
work through it, put it aside, get over it, whatever we have to do,
and with time it fades. You're just new to it, but you're going to
have to get used to it."

Sabre pointed
at Martis. "He reprogrammed me. Did he do the right thing?"

Tarl shot
Martis an incredulous look. "And you let him?"

"I was already
having trouble before the brain block failed. I had strange
feelings then too, just not this bad."

"What did you
do?" Tarl asked Martis.

The host
researcher spread his hands. "I built a bridge between his machine
mind and his flesh, I swear, that's all. I erased some subroutines
that would have hampered him, and reprogrammed his core to accept a
host choice instead of cyber law."

"You
reprogrammed his core commands?"

"Yeah."

Tarl glanced at
Sabre. "How do you feel?"

"I am so sick
of people asking me that. I'm angry, and it won't go away."

"Because you're
being constantly irritated by the other feelings." Tarl turned to a
cabinet and took out a handful of bottles, going through them until
he found the one he wanted. "Okay, this should work on you. I don't
think cybers were ever immunised to this, simply because it can't
be used to incapacitate them."

"What's it
going to do to me?"

"It'll calm you
down, make those feelings a lot less, so you can get used to them
slowly."

Tarl filled a
syringe and turned to Sabre. "Okay?"

The cyber eyed
him, then shrugged. "I suppose, of all the people who poke, prod
and bugger around with my mind, I should trust you the most, hey,
old bud?"

"Yeah, you
should."

Sabre held out
his arm so Tarl could inject him, then smiled and yanked him into a
bone-crushing embrace, making him cough and groan as his ribs
creaked.

"It's good to
see you again."

Tarl drew in a
gasp as the cyber released him, staggering a little. "You too, even
if you did just break my back."

"Serves you
right for sending shocks through my brain, you bastard."

"I already got
my throat crushed for that."

"You'll be
paying for a while yet, trust me."

Martis stepped
forward, sensing that the danger was over. "Are you having any side
effects, Sabre?"

The cyber
turned to face him. "Like what?"

"Dizziness,
blurred vision, nausea?"

Sabre shook his
head. "Just a bloody headache." His eyes flicked past Martis to
Kole, and he walked closer to the hacker. "Good job, finding Tarl.
Where's Tassin?"

"We think she's
on the ship we just rescued Tarl from, but it's heavily armed."

"You
think?"

"Yeah. She
might have been sold. Tarl hasn't seen her for a while."

Sabre swung
back to Tarl, who shot Kole a dirty look. "Thanks, Kole."

"Any time,
pal."

"Why didn't you
stop her?" Sabre demanded.

"The only
person who could have stopped her from getting on that shuttle was
you, bud. I didn't stand a chance in hell."

"You managed to
keep her out of the castle when I fought her damned cousin... What
was his name?"

"Yeah and I got
kicked and punched for it. I couldn't grab her with her soldiers
there, they’d have gutted me."

Sabre nodded,
rubbing his brow. "Yeah, you're right. If she couldn't go around
you, she'd have gone over you."

"Are you
feeling a bit calmer, bud?"

"Yeah. More
like myself, detached."

Tarl smiled.
"Good."

"How long was I
out?"

"Two
weeks."

Sabre sank down
on a stool. "God, it was like having a damned circus in my head,
especially the wild rides. I couldn't think straight."

"And none of
these idiots thought about giving you a tranquiliser?"

"Apparently
not."

"Hey," Martis
protested, "we were in the middle of a search for you and Tassin.
We couldn't sedate him."

"That's exactly
what you should have done."

"It'll impair
his thinking; slow down his reactions. It's dangerous. It wouldn't
work on an in-control cyber, but he's now incapacitated."

Sabre frowned
at the host tech. "I don't really care. The main thing is I can
think straight. I'm not going out of my mind with worry, and I
don't want to shove everyone I see through a wall anymore."

"Better to have
him incapacitated than out cold," Tarl pointed out.

"I didn't know
that was going to happen."

"Ignorance is
bliss, but stupidity is just dumb."

Sabre sighed.
"I'll have to go to that ship and see if she's there."

"That would be
very dangerous while you're sedated," Tarl said.

"There, you
see?" Martis crowed.

"Oh shut up,
you little shit, he needs to be sedated. We have four cybers we can
use. He doesn't have to do it himself."

"What about
offering to buy her?" Kole asked. "That might work, only we can't
do it ourselves, but we've got Striker. I doubt they noticed her
clamped to Pathos."

Sabre nodded.
"That will work."

"I can't do the
talking, though. I spoke to an officer when I went to get Tarl, he
might recognise my voice."

"I'll do it,"
Sabre said.

"You should
talk to a guy called Baron Ashmond. He's Endrovar’s right hand
man."

"Okay."

Tarl peered at
the cyber, frowning. "You all right?"

Sabre nodded,
looking down at his hands. "Just tired."

"It's the
sedative. Maybe someone else should go; Sabre needs to rest."

"You gave him
too much," Martis accused.

Tarl glared at
him. "Maybe I did, but better that than him going off his rocker,
huh?"

"I guess. I'll
do it then."

Kole nodded.
"Okay, let's go to Striker. We don't have to unclamp, just use her
com-unit."

"I'm coming."
Sabre stood up, yawning.

"Me too," Tarl
added.

In the
corridor, enforcers stepped from their path, eyeing Sabre, who
ignored them, stifling his yawns. They followed Kole to the docking
port where Striker was clamped and into the ship.

"Hello, Kole,"
Striker crooned.

"Hi sweetie."
Kole entered the bridge and flopped down in the command seat.
Martis eased into the co-pilot’s chair, and Sabre stood in the
doorway with Tarl.

"Remember,"
Kole said to Martis, "this is Striker calling Imperial. Ask for
Baron Ashmond, and don't give your real name."

"I'm not an
idiot," Martis retorted.

"Really? You
sure had me fooled."

Sabre glanced
at Tarl. "They don't like each other much, do they?"

"Doesn't seem
that way."

Kole ordered
Striker to open a channel, and Martis called Imperial, waiting
several minutes before he received a reply, which was terse and
impatient.

"Imperial here,
what is it, Striker?"

"I'd like to
speak to Baron Ashmond."

"Putting you
through." Another long pause followed, then a different voice said,
"Baron Ashmond."

"This is...
Eckock, on the explorer ship Striker. Um, I'm interested in buying
a female slave from you."

"You're a bit
late; the Net auction was more than a week ago."

"She's been
sold?"

"That's what I
just said."

Martis frowned.
"You only had one female slave to sell?"

"Yes, the
black-haired woman, young, small, claimed to be a queen. That
one."

"Right, that's
the one I want. Who bought her?"

"Why do you
want to know?"

Martis
hesitated. "Well, I... um, I'm still interested. I thought I might
be able to buy her from whoever has her now."

"No chance of
that."

"Why not?"

Ashmond sounded
impatient. "Because she was bought by an out of system guy, and
he's long gone."

"I'd still like
to know who it was."

"It was Tarvin
Stargane, okay? Happy now?"

"Yeah,
thanks."

Kole looked up
at Sabre, who frowned at the floor. "Striker, close channel."

"Channel
closed," the ship crooned.

"I'll find out
who he is," Kole said.

Sabre raised
his head. "Yeah, you do that."

Tarl put a hand
on the cyber’s arm. "We'll find her. Come on, you should lie
down."

Sabre shook him
off. "Quit mothering me."

"Okay." Tarl
raised his hands.

Kole turned to
grin at Martis. "Eckock?"

"I was nervous,
okay?"

"Sure, Eckock,
whatever you say."

Martis rose and
brushed past Sabre and Tarl, leaving the ship.

Sabre sighed,
shaking his head. "You lot are either going to end up killing each
other, or I'm going to end up killing the lot of you."

"He's the
irritating one." Tarl stabbed a finger at Kole.

"I know. I'll
start with him."

"Sure," Kole
said. "Just let me find Tassin first, like I found Tarl for
you."

"You did good,
and I appreciate it. Keeping rubbing my nose in it, though, and
I'll have to rub your nose in something too."

"What?"

Sabre shrugged
and turned away. "Something smelly."

Kole looked at
Tarl. "Something smelly? What's he talking about?"

"Shit, I
reckon," Tarl replied. "He's been dying to stuff you down a loo for
some time now."

Tarl followed
Sabre, and Kole jumped up and hurried after them, catching up in
the corridor.

Sabre swung
around and frowned at the hacker. "I thought you were going to find
out who this Tarvin guy is?"

"Now?"

"Yeah.
Now."

Kole scowled.
"I have to do everything around here. I just want you to know, I
don't appreciate the threats."

"Threats?"

"Yeah, you
know; the whole 'rub my nose in it' thing. Not a good idea. You
need me."

Sabre stepped
towards Kole, who raised a warning finger.

The cyber
studied him. "You really don't want to piss me off right now. Bad
idea."

"I'm helping
you, and you're threatening me?"

"I'm not
threatening you. Why do you think I'm threatening you? Did I make a
threat?"

"Not in so many
words, but just because you're a killing machine doesn't mean you
can go shoving people around. It's rude, and it won't make you any
friends."

Sabre spread
his hands. "I didn't shove you. And if I’m a killing machine, why
aren’t you afraid of me?"

"Because you're
not a killer, but you are a bully."

The cyber
tilted his head. "So why are you helping me?"

Kole looked
away. "I'm helping Tassin, not you."

"That's not
true."

"Okay, fine,
it's because you need me. This is actually something I'm better at
than you. That alone makes it all worthwhile, but I want to help
Tassin too."

Sabre raised
his brows. "You're still trying to win a pissing contest with me?
Is this some sort of obsession with you? A game of one-upmanship
with a cyber? What are you trying to prove, and to whom?"

Kole shrugged,
looking uneasy. "Maybe just that there's a few things I can do
better. But stuff my head down a loo any time soon, and the
attraction's going to sour pretty damn fast."

Sabre
considered. "Oh, I get it. You're trying to impress Tassin. That's
it, isn't it? Do you imagine that if you prove you can do some
things better than me, she'll like you instead? I'm not sure how it
works, but I'm pretty sure that plan won't work. I could do this
myself, but your help is appreciated, since it allows me to do
other things while you do this."

"At least I
didn't cop out when the going got tough."

"That's true.
You're used to having all this shit in your head. If you think that
makes you better than me, fine. But let me tell you something."
Sabre lowered his gaze to the floor. "You're a free man. You don't
have to prove anything to anyone, because you are better than me,
so you can relax."

Kole shook his
head. "I wish I could do half the stuff you can, so I know I'm not
better than you. But you're wrong, I'm not trying to prove anything
to Tassin, I know it won't do me any good. She loves you."

"So... you're
trying to prove it to me?" Sabre smiled. "That's nuts. Why? So you
can be my friend? I thought you didn't like me?"

"I just want to
be around when you catch whoever has Tassin, so I can watch you
kick some butt. That's going to be fun."

"Right, well
then you'd better find out who this guy is whose butt I'm going to
kick, so I can kick it, hey?"

The hacker
inclined his head and headed off down the corridor towards Striker.
Sabre turned to Tarl, who raised his brows.

"Intuitive of
you."

"It's pretty
obvious. I seem to be a magnet for men who want to share the
excitement and be my friend. Why is that? Bragging rights?"

Tarl shook his
head. "You're a bit off on that one. You're a natural leader,
although it doesn't come naturally to you all the time. Others
sense it and feel safe when they follow you. Men like you become
legends, and we all want to rub shoulders with a legend."

Sabre snorted
and continued down the corridor. "I'm no legend. I'm just a broken
killing machine."

Tarl fell into
step beside him. "Maybe not yet, but one day you will be."

"And with you,
it's guilt, right?"

"Maybe it was
at first, but now it's many things, including friendship."

"Do you think
I'm a bully?"

Tarl chuckled.
"Of course you are. It's your nature, but we don't really mind
because when you do it it's not humiliating. It's actually quite a
lot of fun, since it's good natured. And even when it's not,
there's no shame in being bullied by you because you could bully
anyone, and the fact that we all survive your rather pathetic
attempts to bully us with hardly a bruise just proves what a good
guy you are."

Sabre smiled.
"Pathetic attempts?"

"Yeah, you're
not a good bully if no one's scared of you. And being amongst the
privileged few who know they're safe, no matter how much they rile
you is... well, it makes us special, and everyone wants to be
special. Martis and Estrelle haven't figured it out yet, but they
will. He's still scared of you, and she's... in awe, I think."

"Then I do
scare some people, so I'm not such a bad bully."

"He just
doesn't know you well enough yet,” Tarl said, “but he'll learn,
especially if you bully him a lot."

"So the more I
bully you guys, the less scared you get?"

"Pretty much,
yeah, because the more often you do it, the more we realise that
you're really just fooling around."

"I'll have to
start dishing out a few bruises then," Sabre said.

"The more you
talk like that, the more we know you're not serious. Bullies crave
power; they enjoy humiliating others. You only enjoy humiliating
your enemies, and you don't need to bully anyone to have
power."

"But I like
bullying you."

"Sure you do,
because it's good natured, like this." Tarl pushed Sabre, making
him bump into the wall.

The cyber
chuckled, nodding. "You're right, it's fun." He shoved Tarl,
sending him staggering into the wall.

Tarl rubbed his
shoulder. "More fun for you, I think."

"Push harder
then."

The cyber tech
shook his head. "I'm not going to get into a shoving match with
you, bud. I don't have reinforcing."

"Pity."

"No one to play
with, huh? Damned if you aren't like an overgrown puppy."

The sound of
footsteps behind them made them stop and swing around.

Kole ran up,
looking excited. "I found him!"

"That was
quick," Sabre said.

"Yeah, well
he's only the most famous person in this quadrant, isn't he? I just
typed his name in and I got screens of data. He's a bloody king,
can you believe it? Ruler of the Estron System, descended from the
high kings who once ruled the Stargarde Marches, heir to a huge
fortune, amongst other things."

Sabre frowned.
"That complicates matters. It makes finding her easier, but freeing
her much more difficult. He's going to have airtight security."

"We could offer
to buy her back," Tarl suggested.

"Men like that
don't part easily with their new toys, and he doesn't need the
money."

"Tassin will
give him hell. He won't enjoy playing with her for long."

Sabre strode
down the corridor again. "The trouble is, men like that tend to
break pig-headed toys."

"At least we
know where she is," Tarl said, hurrying after him.

"Yeah, and
Tarvin's a cripple," Kole added, trotting to catch up. "His back
was broken in a fight ten years ago, with a cyber."

"Then we know
he's stupid, that's for sure," Tarl said.

Sabre shook his
head. "That tells me that he's a fighter, probably an egomaniac,
and probably bitter and twisted. If Tassin provokes him, she's
playing with fire."

"Oh, she'll
provoke him, you can bet on that."

"That's what
I'm afraid of. She's in danger, and she probably doesn't realise it
because she's been brought up to believe that kings are noble,
although she had Torrian as an example of one who's not. Still, she
might find out the hard way."

Sabre entered
the bridge, and the officers glanced around, their faces stiffening
in alarm. Thestan rose and stepped away from the command seat as if
it had become red hot. Sabre frowned at the screens, where a moon
hung.

"Set course for
the Estron System."

Thestan relayed
the order to the pilot, who ran his hands over his console. The
moon moved across the screens as thrusters fired, changing the
ship's trajectory to line it up with the closest photon corridor
entry vector.

Thestan turned
to Sabre. "Which planet are we going to?"

"The King
resides on Parthis Two, so we'll start with that one." The cyber
glanced at Kole. "Did you find out the name of Tarvin's ship?"

"Yeah, it's
Shadow Hawk. That's his flagship, an A-class destroyer."

"Estron
destroyers are the equivalent of a battleship. There's not much
that can outgun one." Sabre scowled. "Certainly not a Myon Two
battle cruiser."

"Nope." Kole
smiled. "But there's one ship that can outgun anything."

"I won't call
Fairen unless I have to."

"If you engage
an Estron destroyer, you'll have to."

"That would be
a last resort."

"Maybe you can
reason with him," Tarl said. "And if Tassin's pissed him off
enough, he might be glad to get rid of her."

Sabre shook his
head again. "If he knows what I'm after, he'll use her as a
hostage. He won't allow anyone to browbeat him. Nobility tend to be
proud, and only respect other royals, so he won't co-operate. I
need a pretext to get aboard his ship. Does he have cybers?"

Kole consulted
his data wand, tapping the keys. "Yep, a whole stable of them.
Forty-one to be exact." He frowned. "That's odd."

"What?"

"According to
the Net info, Myon Two gives them to him. Ten years ago they gave
him thirty, and they've given him one a year since then."

Sabre frowned.
"As if he works for them, or sells them something. But there's no
barrinium on any of the Estron planets... Unless it's something to
do with his being crippled by a cyber, but they kill and cripple
people all the time. But he's a king... then again, he fought the
cyber, so he can hardly claim compensation for terminal stupidity."
Sabre glanced at the sub-commander. "Thestan?"

"I have no
idea."

"But you can
find out."

Thestan's lips
thinned. "It must be classified, or I would know already, so they
won't tell me, or you."

Sabre nodded.
"It probably doesn't matter. It helps that he's got cybers, but the
number makes things worse."

"So what's the
plan?" Kole asked.

"I'm not sure
yet. Knowing Tassin, she's probably told him everything by now, so
any attempt at subterfuge will be futile. Unless... we go as who we
are, a Myon Two enforcer ship. If we tell Tarvin we want a meeting,
he might agree. Clearly he has some sort of relationship with Myon
Two, and, even if we don't know what it is, it might get us aboard
his ship."

Tarl nodded.
"And then what? He'll keep us under guard, and he probably won't
allow more than a couple of us to board."

"And Pathos no
longer looks like an enforcer ship," Thestan pointed out.

Sabre shot him
a frown. "So we're disguised, investigating something, barrinium
smugglers, perhaps. You have the Myon Two codes and passwords, so
you can identify yourself."

The
sub-commander inclined his head, looking unhappy. "Yes. But you'll
need to give him a reason for the meeting."

"Yeah." Sabre
gazed out of the screens, pondering. "Maybe we have something to
offer. He's a paraplegic. Maybe we've found a way to cure him. If
only I knew what his relationship with Myon Two is..."

"There's no way
to cure a broken back," Tarl said.

The cyber
sighed and shook his head. "You're not helping." He paced around,
glaring at the floor, then looked up. "Emperor Endrovar. Thestan,
how long before we enter the corridor?"

Thestan glanced
at his navigation officer, who said, "Twelve minutes, thirteen
seconds, sir."

"Enough time."
Sabre turned to Tarl. "You're going to send a distress message to
Endrovar."

"I am?"

"Yeah. You've
been captured by Myon Two enforcers. They're taking you to be
executed for your treasonous acts all those years ago. You need him
to rescue you. Give him our co-ordinates and our destination. Sound
scared and desperate."

"But -"

"Now, Tarl."
Sabre gripped his elbow and led him over to the com-station. "I'll
explain afterwards."

The cyber
handed Tarl the microphone and glanced at the com-station officer.
"Open a channel."

Tarl licked his
lips. "Calling Imperial, this is Tarl Averly. I've been captured by
Myon Two enforcers. They're going to execute me for treason. I need
your help. We're on course for the Estron System, co-ordinates
463-870-476, acknowledge."

Static hissed
from the com-station, then a voice said, "This is Imperial, message
received. How far are you from the corridor?"

Tarl glanced at
Sabre, who shook his head, and the tech said, "I'm not sure, not
far I think, but I -"

Sabre gripped
Tarl's neck, making him break off with a squeak. The cyber plucked
the microphone from his hand and dropped it on the floor. Turning
to the coms officer, he made a throat-slitting motion. The officer
closed the channel, and Sabre smiled at Tarl, who rubbed his
throat, frowning.

"Any reason why
you had to half strangle me?"

"To make it
seem authentic, like you were caught sending the message." Sabre
picked up the microphone and put it on the com-station.

"Right, so now
are you going to tell us why you just gave away our location to
Endrovar, who wants to kill you?"

"For precisely
that reason. We can't take on Tarvin's ship, or Endrovar’s, they're
bigger and better armed. But Tarvin is an ally of Myon Two, or has
some sort of relationship with them, and I reckon his ship is a
match for Endrovar’s."

"But why would
he fight Endrovar?" Tarl asked.

"Because we're
going to start the fight." Sabre settled into the command chair and
gazed out of the screens. "If we exit the corridor close to Parthis
Two, we should end up pretty close to Shadow Hawk. Imperial will be
hot on our heels, because it's faster than us. They can't attack us
in the corridor, but when we get to Parthis they will.

"Then we ask
Tarvin for help. If he doesn't agree, we hide behind him, try to
get Endrovar to attack him, or at least come too close for comfort.
Not only will Endrovar be in Estron space, he'll also be
endangering the King. If Tarvin agrees to give us protection, he
should be curious about why Endrovar was after us, and that's a
possible reason for a meeting. If not, we tell him we're damaged
and ask for help to repair the ship. Either way, it gives us a
reason to stay at Parthis."

"There are a
number of loopholes in your plan,” Tarl said. “What if Tarvin
doesn't want to help us, and attacks us instead?"

"Doubtful. If
Myon Two is giving him cybers, his relationship with them must be
at least amicable."

"What if Shadow
Hawk isn't at Parthis Two?"

Sabre nodded.
"Then we'll have a bit of a problem, but I reckon it will be. If
not, we still seek sanctuary from Estron warships. Tarvin will hear
about it, which will make him curious. Once he finds out about you,
he's going to want to meet you. With a stable of forty-one cybers,
he might try to negotiate your freedom so you can work for him. He
must have some sort of hold over Myon Two."

"I guess so."
Tarl was clearly unconvinced. "But I have to tell you, I'm not
happy about being used as a pawn in all this."

"You're not a
pawn, you're the bait."

"Even
worse."

Sabre smiled.
"You're actually the prize, so you're the safest of all of us."

Kole said,
"Tassin's on Tarvin's ship, what if Endrovar destroys it?"

"Unlikely. He's
in his own space, so he'll summon help, and Shadow Hawk is a match
for Imperial. If she is badly damaged, that gives us a reason to
board her on a rescue mission."

"I think Tarl
gave you too much sedative."

Tarl glared at
Kole as Thestan glanced at Sabre, his brows rising. The cyber met
his gaze with a flat stare, and the sub-commander looked away.
Sabre cast Kole a hard glance, making the hacker shift in guilty
unease.

The navigation
officer looked up at Thestan. "Sir, Imperial is giving chase,
catching up rapidly. She'll be in a position to fire in about three
minutes. Two minutes to corridor entry."

Thestan nodded,
and Sabre frowned at the navigation officer, then went over to
stand beside him. "While I'm on the bridge, you'll direct your
information to me, Lieutenant, understand?"

"Yes, sir."

A short, tense
silence fell, then Thestan said, "Imperial might try to board us in
the corridor."

Sabre shrugged.
"They might, but we have a cyber pilot, so I doubt they'll succeed.
And even if they do, we have four cybers."

"So do they,"
Tarl said.

"A-grades?"

"No, B-grades,
and pretty beaten up right now, but still..."

"They won't be
able to board us, so I wouldn't worry about it."

Tarl nodded,
and the navigation officer said, "Entering corridor. Deploying
solar wings. Engines offline."

"It's a good
thing this corridor goes all the way to the Estron System," Kole
remarked, consulting his data wand. "Although it passes fourteen
light minutes from it. We'll have a pretty hairy last leg."

"This ship can
handle it," Sabre stated.

The forward
screens filled with light, and dark shields slid across them,
dimming the intense luminescence to a bearable level. The
navigation officer glanced around. "Imperial just entered the
corridor. They're still gaining on us."

"Of course,
they have a faster ship."

"This is a
risky plan," Thestan said.

"Any time you
want to get off, find an airlock. I'll be in my quarters."

Sabre marched
to his cabin, flung himself down on the bed and glared at the
ceiling. The emotional turmoil in his head continued, muted by the
sedative, but still intrusive. The despair had left him, since he
now had hope, but immense anxiety plagued him, along with visions
of Tassin beaten and bound, or dead. It made him aggressive and
angry, and he disliked his inability to control his irritation and
frustration entirely. He longed to vent his pent-up anguish, but he
had already destroyed the gym and there was nothing else to take it
out on. He wanted his cool, rational mind-set back, and wondered if
he would ever have it again. If this was what it meant to be human,
it was not all it was cracked up to be. On top of it all, his heart
seemed to be filled with lead, which added to his misery. He wanted
Tassin back. She was the cure that would end his suffering, and he
would do whatever it took to achieve that, or, as he had promised
her, die trying, since he did not want to endure the suffering that
would result if he failed.

Tarl came in,
his brow furrowed with concern. "How are you feeling, bud?"

Sabre closed
his eyes. "Fine."

"A bit angry,
maybe?"

"That man
pisses me off."

"Yeah." Tarl
sank down on a chair. "But you're dealing with it okay?"

"I haven't
chucked him out of an airlock yet, have I?"

"This has got
to be tough for you, rubbing shoulders with enforcers, Tassin in
danger. Not the best time to have to deal with all those new
feelings as well."

"Are you going
to psychoanalyse me now?" Sabre asked.

"I wouldn't
know where to begin."

"Good, then
leave me alone."

Tarl stood up,
dug in his pocket and held out a bottle of pills. "Here. If you
feel like breaking heads, take two of these. It's the same stuff as
the injection; it'll calm you down."

Sabre took the
bottle with a sigh, tucking it into his medical kit. "Thanks."

Tarl paused by
the door to glance back. "I don't trust these enforcers. I'm still
waiting for someone to tell me what we're doing on a Myon Two
ship."

"Fairen gave it
to me. Ask Kole, he'll fill you in on most of it, Martis and
Estrelle can tell you the rest."


 


 


 Chapter Ten

 


Tassin looked
up as the door of her suite opened and Tarvin drifted in. Two
cybers followed, taking up positions on either side of the door.
They were no longer camouflaged, and stared ahead with empty eyes,
their faces blank. She glared at the King.

"I did not
invite you in, nor do I wish your company."

"That’s why I
didn't push the entry-call."

Tarvin’s chair
sank to the floor beside the sofa where she sat, and he touched a
button on its arm, switching off the vidimage she had been
watching. Erron had shown her how to operate the entertainment
equipment, since she no longer went to the observation room where
Tarvin might find her. Her suite, it seemed, was no sanctuary from
him either.

"What do you
want?" she asked.

He shrugged.
“Just to tell you that I made enquiries about your fiancé; you
know, the man you claim is a free cyber, and Myon Two has denied
any knowledge of such a man.”

“Of course they
would; they don’t want anyone to know about him.”

“That must be a
hard secret to keep.”

“Myon Two is
good at keeping secrets,” she said. “They have enforcers to ensure
the truth about their horrid practices is never discovered, and
they have proven effective.”

“Indeed, they
are a formidable bunch with a long reach.”

"I’ve escaped
them before, and I’ll do it again."

He shook his
head. "Impossible."

"I wouldn’t be
so sure of that. All I have to do is get a message to Sabre, and
he’ll come for me.”

Tarvin
chuckled. “You invent good tales, you really do.”

“It’s the
truth.” Tassin raked him with a scathing, disgusted glance. “It’s
hard to believe Sabre is related to you, even distantly.”

“I’m on the
side of right, my dear. By all accounts, you are a murderess. And
Sharlin was a bastard, you know. His father, King Darzel, had two
sons, both sickly from birth, something to do with a genetic
incompatibility. Sharlin was the product of a brief liaison with
Darzel's cousin, who was wed to his best friend. At first, everyone
assumed the child was legitimate. Then Darzel's sons died, one
after the other, in their teens. His wife conceived no more, and so
he had no heir.

"Such a thing
would have been disastrous, but then, on a visit after his son's
deaths, Darzel noticed how like him young Sharlin was, not like his
father at all. Darzel had Sharlin's DNA tested, and discovered the
truth. Not only was Sharlin his son, he was perfect, the epitome of
a combat physique, and a peerless fighter already at sixteen. But
he was a bastard. Darzel was not about to let that stop him,
however. First he arranged an accidental death for his wife, then
another for his cousin's husband. He married her, and declared
Sharlin to be his legitimate heir. So, King Sharlin came to be, and
he united the kingdoms through combat, beating all the kings or
their champions until he became High King.”

“Clearly he was
a better man than you’ll ever be, bastard or not,” she said. “I’ll
wager Myon Two killed him, and you’re now profiting from their
murderous ways, even using his enslaved clones. How despicable is
that?”

“You would be
well advised not to rile me, you know. If you persist, I’ll have
you fitted with one of those little control units Myon Two makes
now."

Tassin's face
went cold as the blood drained from it. "A control unit? Like the
ones used on cyber hosts?” She glanced at the cybers by the
door.

“No, no, not
even close. It merely ensures complete obedience. Girls implanted
with the control unit are willing, even eager, participants in
whatever is suggested to them. That's how it works. Obeying a
suggestion causes the control unit to stimulate the pleasure
centres in your brain. Refusing makes it administer tiny shocks,
which cause the equivalent of a blinding migraine. You won't be
truculent for long."

Tassin gulped
as bile stung the back of her throat. "I thought you were a decent
man, but you’re a monster. If you do that, Sabre will surely kill
you when he finds me."

"I'm protected
by cybers, my dear, so even if he does find you, he has no hope of
freeing you or killing me, regardless of whether or not he is one
himself. Ironic, isn't it, that you claim he’s a free cyber, yet
his brothers will keep you prisoner at my behest."

"Those are
machines. He's a man, and an extremely clever one at that. When he
comes looking for me, and finds out who he is, he might just decide
to start that interstellar war you mentioned."

“He would be a
fool to do that, and I would kill him before he could,” he said.
“If you do succeed in summoning him to Parthis, all you’ll do is
assure his death. You wouldn’t want to do that, would you? You
claim to love him, after all.”

Tassin looked
away. "He will come for me, that, I promise."

"Then he’ll
die, and you’re going to Myon Two for execution. That, I
promise."

 


****

 


Sabre opened
his eyes as a chiming came from the door, noticing the cyber’s
warning that had not woken him. The drug Tarl had given him made
him groggy, and his head now seemed to be stuffed with cotton wool.
It was better than the endless waves of senseless feelings that had
battered his brain before, however. He gave permission for whoever
was seeking entry to come in, and the door opened to admit Tarl.
The cyber tech went to a chair and flopped into it, frowning.

"I've heard the
whole story now, and it's a bit worrying, bud."

Sabre closed
his eyes. "Yeah. I'm not too happy about it either."

"Myon Two is
never going to stop hunting you now, not until they get what they
want."

"Are you
suggesting I should give it to them?"

Tarl sighed.
"Perhaps, if they agree to leave you alone. That's the only thing
that's going to stop them. It seems those beings of light didn't do
you such a big favour after all. Now you're a prototype. They can't
kill you, because of Fairen, but they can steal from you."

Sabre opened
his eyes and stared at the dimpled plastic ceiling. "You're just
stating the obvious now."

"Well, I…"

The ship
lurched, as it had done many times before, to avoid Imperial's
attempts to get grapplers on it, but this time an alarm whooped.
Sabre rose and headed for the door. Tarl jumped up and followed. A
tense atmosphere pervaded the bridge, and Thestan vacated the
commander's chair as Sabre entered. The cyber ignored him, his eyes
flicking around the bridge.

"Report."

"We're exiting
the corridor, and Imperial's got a grappler on us. We can't shake
it. We have to fight," Thestan told him.

"It's an hour
too early. We're too far from Parthis."

"We don't have
a choice. We can re-enter once we get free."

"He'll target
our engines. If he cripples us, we won't be able to get back into
the corridor."

Thestan nodded.
"You have a better plan?"

The navigation
officer said, "Exiting corridor in ten seconds, Commander."

"If I do, it's
too late now, isn't it?" Sabre asked.

"I didn't have
a choice," Thestan said.

"You should
have called me before making the decision."

"Once he got
the grappler -"

Sabre held up a
hand. "Don't explain what I already know, it's irritating."

"Exiting
corridor," the navigation officer stated. "Solar wings offline,
engines coming online in four... three... two... one...
online."

"Battle
stations," Sabre ordered. "Target Imperial's grappler emitters, and
send the distress signal. Identify yourself as a Myon Two ship. Is
there any sign of Shadow Hawk?"

"No sir."

"Well done,
Thestan. You've succeeded in dropping us in the shit."

Pathos
shuddered, and pulses of red laser light flashed past.

"Grappler
emitter destroyed," another officer said. "We're free."

"Get us back
into the corridor, and keep sending that distress signal in case we
don't make it."

"If we try to
re-enter the corridor, we'll be vulnerable," Thestan pointed out.
"We'll have to turn broadside on to the -"

"What did I
just say about stating the obvious?" Sabre asked.

"As
sub-commander, it's my duty to -"

"As your
commander, it's my prerogative to tell you to shut the hell up. If
I want your advice, I'll ask for it."

Thestan's mouth
compressed into a grim line, and he frowned. Sabre stepped closer
to him, his demeanour threatening. "And if I don't start hearing
some 'sirs', I'll give you some bruises to go with that bad
attitude."

"Yes...
sir."

The ship
shivered, and distant alarms whooped and brayed. An officer said,
"We're taking hits on the starboard flank; hull strength down to
fifty per cent in three places."

"Initiate
emergency depressurisation procedures," Thestan ordered.


"Depressurisation doors activated, sir." The ship quivered again,
and the officer frowned at his screen. "Engine two damaged, taking
it offline."

"How long
before we're back in the corridor?" Sabre asked.

"Two minutes,
fifty-three seconds, sir."

"Turn
away."

The navigation
officer looked surprised, but tapped his console. The ship veered,
stars moving across the screens from left to right.

"We're now
heading away from the corridor, sir."

"Give me full
dorsal thrusters, and deploy solar wings."

"But -"

"Now!"

Thestan relayed
the order to the cyber pilot, and Sabre sat in the command chair as
vibrations ran through the ship. An officer tapped his keyboard,
and a new alarm joined the cacophony, along with a strident
automated message spoken in a toneless artificial voice.

"Brace for
emergency deceleration, brace for..."

Sabre tuned it
out. The stars in the screens moved upwards as Pathos dived. The
massive solar wings flared out on either side, turning the ship
into a giant butterfly with wings of filigree fire. The bridge crew
hung on as the violent deceleration overwhelmed the interior stasis
field, hurling anything and anyone who was not tied down across the
room. Sabre waited as the stars continued to fly up the screens.
Effectively, the ship was turning on its back, but, without
exterior gravity, the change in attitude went unnoticed. When
deployed outside a photon corridor, solar wings provided excellent
braking for the moment it took them to calibrate to the photon
stream, or lack thereof.

“Take solar
wings offline,” Sabre ordered.

"Imperial is
overshooting, sir," an officer said.

"Naturally,
they're larger, and have more inertia. Set course for the
corridor."

Thestan turned
to him. "You do realise -"

"That it
overloaded your generators, yes, I do. I know more about what it
did to your ship than you do, so kindly keep your carping to
yourself."

"Yes, sir."

"Entering
corridor in five minutes," the navigation officer stated. "Imperial
is still decelerating and turning. They've lost ground."

Sabre nodded.
"With a big ship like that, deploying the solar wings would burn
out his generators. He doesn't have that option."

The tension on
the bridge remained in a stifling cloak of silent animosity. Sabre
tried to relax, tapping on the arm of his chair. Kole came in,
looking a little alarmed, and Tarl explained what was happening in
a mutter.

Pathos
re-entered the corridor four minutes ahead of Imperial, a lead the
larger ship would close in the hour that remained to Parthis. Sabre
returned to his cabin to lie down, taking two of the pills Tarl had
given him. The surges of anger and anguish nibbled at him again,
and he was not ready to deal with them yet. When he had Tassin
back, he would deal with the new emotions, for then they would be
good ones, he hoped.

 


****

 


Tarvin frowned
at Tassin, his patience wearing thin. When his men had informed him
that the girl had vanished, it had only taken one his cybers two
seconds to find her, but his men had wasted three hours winkling
her out of the air duct she had crawled into in some hare-brained
escape attempt. Where she thought she was going to go, he had no
idea, but now she stood before him in his private lounge, flushed,
dishevelled and scowling, smeared with dust and unrepentant.

He schooled his
expression. "Since you choose to be so troublesome, you leave me no
choice but to control you in a more aggressive fashion, one you
cannot defy."

She raised her
chin, although her eyes glinted with fear.

“You will be
taken to my hospital, where they will give you drugs to make you
more amenable. You only have yourself to blame."

"You will rot
in Hell for all eternity."

"I think
not."

Tassin lunged
at him, her hand aimed at his cheek. A cyber sprang from the
shadows and yanked her away by one arm, making her hiss with
pain.

Tarvin was
thoroughly fed up with her antics. She would find out what happened
to people who defied him. He would not tolerate it. "Hurt her,” he
ordered the cyber, “without damage."

The cyber
shifted his grip to the nerve bundle in her elbow and pressed with
iron-hard fingers. The Queen gasped and gripped one of his fingers,
trying to bend it, but his hand was too strong. She gritted her
teeth, her lips drawn back in a snarl and her brows knotted.

"When you agree
to stop the being so difficult, I’ll order him to release you,"
Tarvin offered.

"Let him rip
off my arm. I'll never stop," she gritted.

"That is
unfortunate, for you. Cybers can inflict excruciating pain. They
are expert torturers."

Tassin gazed up
at the clone. "The man trapped inside his head hates you. You use
his body against his will, and that is the worst kind of slavery.
What's more, he’s your blood kin, and any man who would condone
such a thing has no morals and is not fit to be a king, or even a
man. You should be a worm, rather, and that would be an insult to
worms."

"Doubtless you
have an endless supply of derogatory remarks, but they are of no
consequence."

"I am sure
you’ve heard them all before."

Tarvin shook
his head. "No one would dare, and soon, neither will you."

"I’ll curse
your name with my last breath."

"Think that, if
it pleases you, but soon you’ll be smiling and doing your utmost to
be pleasant, I assure you."

Tassin bit her
lip, clearly striving to hide the pain the cyber inflicted, which
he knew was becoming unbearable. Tarvin ordered him to release her,
and she sagged, then glared at him again.

"So, you remain
defiant," he said. "How very brave of you, my dear. Shadow Eleven,
take her to the hospital and tell them to make her a lot less
truculent."

The cyber took
hold of Tassin’s arm, and she accompanied him to the door with
admirable dignity, her head held high. It opened before they
reached it, and Sub-commander Geral trotted in and bowed to
Tarvin.

"Sire, a ship
in distress has just entered Estron space. They're under attack by
Emperor Endrovar, and are requesting assistance. It's a Myon Two
enforcer ship. We've confirmed their codes."

Tarvin raised
his chair and turned to face his sub-commander, frowning. "Why is
Endrovar attacking them?"

"They didn't
say, Sire."

"I suppose it's
irrelevant, but still, I'm curious."

Tarvin set his
chair in motion, heading for the door. Tassin cast a look over her
shoulder as the cyber led her away down the corridor, and he
experienced a twinge of satisfaction at the hint of desperation in
her eyes. She would regret defying him, queen or no.

Tarvin followed
the sub-commander to the bridge, which thrummed with tension. A
variety of screens and tactical workstations lined its dull blue
bulkheads, an officer manning each one. A central, U-shaped
dashboard housed the most important instruments, such as steerage
and engine controls. A cyber pilot sat behind it on a floater
chair, the data cable that connected his brow band to the board
providing a direct interface. Subdued, recess lighting cast a
subtle glow, allowing the monitors and flashing keys to be more
visible, and massive front screens gave a panoramic view of space.
Parthis Two shone like a blue jewel in the distance, still only a
tiny, featureless sphere.

Commander
Andon, a tall, handsome man with gingery hair and pale blue eyes,
turned and bowed as Tarvin entered the bridge. "Sire, the enforcer
ship is heading straight for us, and decelerating. Imperial is
following."

"Did you agree
to protect them?"

"No, Sire, not
without your approval."

Tarvin studied
a tactical screen, where two tiny points of light moved towards
Shadow Hawk, one noticeable bigger than the other. In a magnified
real time view on one of the smaller screens, the two ships were
distinguishable as a vast burgundy and gold battleship and a much
smaller, mottled battle cruiser that looked more like a pirate than
an enforcer. Pulses of laser light strafed the enforcer ship,
striking her hull with blue flashes. The enforcer fired back, lines
of blue fire pouring from her stern to score glowing marks on
Imperial's forward shielding. The enforcer was badly outgunned, and
clearly knew it. She headed for Shadow Hawk like a frightened child
seeking shelter behind its mother. Since Shadow Hawk had been
travelling in sub-light parallel to the corridor, the ships
approached from the side, and angled their trajectory as Tarvin’s
ship moved past them.

"Contact
Endrovar and tell him to break off his attack. He's in Estron space
now. I want to know his reason for attacking the enforcers."

"Sire, the
enforcer is altering course. If Endrovar keeps firing, any shots
that miss the enforcer will hit us."

"Tell him to
ceasefire immediately," Tarvin said.

Andon touched a
coms-con key and murmured into his headset's microphone, waited a
moment, then said, "He's not responding, Sire."

"Take evasive
action."

"Firing dorsal
thrusters." Andon watched his tactical screen. "The enforcer is
altering course again, keeping in line with Endrovar."

"Probably
hoping Endrovar will break off his attack rather than hit Shadow
Hawk, which he should."

"He's not,"
Andon said.

"Turn towards
him, and arm."

"Yes,
Sire."

The stars moved
across the screens as Shadow Hawk turned. The points of light that
raced towards them swelled, becoming discernable without
magnification on the main screen.

"Tell the
enforcers to alter course," Tarvin ordered.

Andon keyed his
microphone and murmured into his headset again, frowning at the
ships on the screens. Plumes of flame burst from the enforcer's
bow, and she veered. A tinny voice gabbled in Andon's ear, audible
in the bridge's hushed hum. He glanced at Tarvin.

"Sire, they say
they're damaged, but they're trying to obey. They say..." He
listened for a moment. "They freed a Myon Two technician from
Endrovar, that's why he's attacking them, apparently... They're
requesting our aid again. Now they want repairs, too."

Tarvin glared
at the screens. "Since when did Endrovar become a pirate? That's a
tall tale to swallow. Still... fire a warning shot across
Endrovar’s bows, and tell him to break off his attack immediately.
I will meet with all of them and get to the bottom of this."

Andon relayed
the order to the cyber pilot, and twin beams of white fire shot
from Shadow Hawk's bows, barely missing Imperial. Instantly, a pair
of blood-red laser bolts shot past Shadow Hawk's bows in a
retaliatory warning.

"What's the
matter with him?” Tarvin demanded. “Has he lost his mind?"

A tinny voice
spoke in Andon’s ear. "Endrovar says... we should stay out of it...
He won't comply with your order. He says the enforcers stole from
him... a slave, apparently."

Tarvin's brows
rose in surprise. "Well, well. The plot thickens. Why would he be
this upset about a slave, unless it was a valuable one? Perhaps the
enforcers are telling the truth after all."

Andon consulted
his tactical screens. "Sire, the enforcer ship has altered course a
little, but she's going to pass very close to us, and Endrovar’s
still firing at them. Should I summon aid?"

"Shadow Hawk
can deal with Endrovar’s ship. No, move to cut him off. How dare he
defy me? It seems everyone thinks I have no spine."

Andon shot him
a shocked look, averting his eyes swiftly. "Yes, Sire."

Tarvin pondered
the double meaning of his words with deep bitterness. His ego still
smarted from Tassin's defiance, and now Endrovar, too, seemed to
think he was bluffing. Just because he had a broken back did not
mean he could be defied and disobeyed at every turn. This was
Estron space. Once again the stars shifted as Shadow Hawk turned to
face her enemy, following Imperial's course as it headed after the
enforcer. Blazing lines still linked the two ships and glowing
spots marked their hulls. Shadow Hawk approached the fiery web,
imposing its bulk. The enforcer ceased fire when Shadow Hawk moved
into range, but Imperial continued to strafe her.

Andon winced as
the tinny voice shouted in his ear. "He's ordering us to get out of
his way, Sire. He sounds angry. He's threatening to fire on
us."

"If he does,
he'll start a conflict with us, and that, he doesn't want to do,"
Tarvin stated.

A shiver ran
through the ship, and bright flashes filled the screens. Andon's
jaw dropped, and he shot Tarvin a look of horror.

"Apparently he
does, Sire."

"That bloody
fool." Tarvin cursed. "Fire back."

Andon relayed
the order to the cyber pilot, and lines of white fire lanced from
above and either side of the screens. They converged on Imperial,
whose hull became dotted with glowing spots. Andon listened to the
furious voice in his ear, grimacing.

"He's
threatening to engage us, Sire. He says those were just warning
shots."

"We're already
engaged. I'll ceasefire if he does, otherwise he will suffer the
consequences."

"Sire, that's a
battleship too."

"I'm aware of
that, thank you."

Andon listened
to his earpiece again. "The enforcer is asking to dock with us for
repairs."

"Not right
now."

"They say it's
an emergency... some sort of gas leak."

"Fine, let
them. Myon Two's going to pay for the damage to my ship, that's for
sure."

Brilliant
streams of laser fire poured between the battleships, pure white
and vivid red mingling in a scintillating web. Imperial's bows were
almost molten under the barrage, the glowing spots melding before
they faded in the sub-zero of space. Tarvin knew that Shadow Hawk's
bows were similarly affected, and the rapid heating and cooling
weakened her hull.

As if reading
his thoughts, Andon said, "Forward hull strength down to seventy
per cent, Sire."

Although a
battleship's bow was reinforced to withstand just such a barrage
for a while, it would take its toll. When battleships engaged,
which was rare, the resultant spectacular battle's outcome depended
upon which had the stronger hull. Shadow Hawk's forward shielding
was a high-density duronium-tirrinium alloy, but Endrovar could
also afford the best, and Tarvin did not doubt that his ship's
shielding was just as good. Tarvin squinted as the screens blazed
brilliant red, and Andon cursed.

"Close forward
shields," he ordered.

Battle shields
whined over the forward screens, blocking off the view of the
battle, and Tarvin's scowl deepened. The screens, made from Trevian
armoured plasglass, were a ship's weakest point, and targeting them
was a low tactic. All it did was force them to raise the battle
shields, which was a mere annoyance.

"Target their
screens too," he said.

"Yes,
Sire."

Two could play
at a game of tit for tat, but, with the shields up and the vista
ruined, all that remained to monitor the battle were the tactical
displays and vidscreens that brought images from external cameras.
Andon glanced up as a voice gabbled in his ear, looking
relieved.

"He's broken
off his attack, Sire. He's asking to come aboard and speak to
you."

"At last, he
shows some sense. Ceasefire and let him wait. I'm not in a mood to
see him now."

"The enforcer
ship is docked, Sire."

Tarvin turned
his chair and drifted towards the door. "Bring their commander to
my meeting room. I want a word with him."


 


 


 Chapter Eleven

 


Sabre glanced
at Tarl, who watched him with deep concern. The ex-cyber tech's
hovering irritated him, even with the calming drugs. Pathos had
just completed docking with Shadow Hawk, and tension on the bridge
was high. Thestan issued orders into his com-link, directing rescue
and repair crews to affected areas. Pathos had taken a terrible
beating, and several decks were damaged, as well as one of the main
engines and four thrusters on the port side. As soon as Shadow Hawk
was in range, the cyber's scanners had picked up Tassin's life sign
far to the rear of the vessel, and he fought the urge to go to
her.

Tarl raised his
brows. "Well, that worked. What now?"

Sabre gazed at
Shadow Hawk's hull, which filled the screens, since Pathos was
docked with it. "Now I have to get aboard and find Tassin."

"That's not
going to be so easy, bud. What about if Thestan asked Tarvin to
hand her over? He could say that she's the wife or daughter of a
Myon Two elite or something. That might work. Tarvin seems to be an
ally."

"A lie won't
work if there are any cybers around, and, since he has so many,
there probably will be."

"True," Tarl
agreed. "But you can be quite sure Tarvin won't allow a cyber on
his ship."

"I'd say he's
more likely to than most, since he has so many of them."

The coms'
officer glanced around. "Sir, Shadow Hawk is ordering our commander
to a meeting with King Tarvin."

Sabre nodded.
"Good. Ask if we can bring a cyber along."

The officer
listened to the reply, and his brows rose. "They say we can bring
as many as we like."

Tarl frowned.
"That's odd."

Sabre turned to
Thestan. "Any ideas, Sub-commander?"

"No, sir."

"Of course not.
Perhaps it's because Tarvin's got so many of his own on that ship.
It suits me, anyway."

Tarl said,
"It's weird. No one allows four strange cybers on their ship if
they can possibly help it, even if they've got forty of their own.
I could understand if we were able to persuade him to allow one,
but to agree that easily to as many as we want? There must be a
reason for it."

Sabre shrugged.
"I guess we'll find out, won't we?"

"You're far too
calm. Have you taken any of those pills?"

"Yeah, and I
feel fine."

"Of course you
do, you're on cloud nine."

Sabre sighed.
"Quit worrying about me, and quit hovering over me like a bloody
over-protective mother naibull."

"You're not
yourself..."

The cyber
turned away. "Thestan, assemble a boarding party. Ten men, I think,
and one of the cybers. I assume you wouldn't normally take all of
them, would you?"

The
sub-commander shook his head, and Sabre continued, "You'll play the
part of commander for the duration. All you have to do is tell
Tarvin the truth about Tarl, and keep him busy while I fetch
Tassin. You order the cybers to wait outside the doors to his
audience room, or wherever he meets you. Tarl will come along as
your prisoner. Got it?"

“Yes, sir.”

Tarl said,
"That's a battleship, bud, it's -"

"A Vegar Class
Battle Axe, built on Estron Prime, I know. I can find my way around
it blindfolded."

"Yeah, but
they're not going to let you just leave with her. There's got to be
more than five hundred people aboard her, and a lot of them will be
soldiers, not to mention the forty-one cybers."

"I'll do it
quietly. They won't know she's gone until we're well away."

"You can't be
sure of that,” Tarl protested. “What if -"

"Will you quit
arguing with me?" Sabre glared at him. "We're here to rescue her,
and that's what I'm going to do."

"Not like that.
The chances of your plan working are nil. You're not thinking
straight, bud. We've got to try to buy her, or tell Tarvin that
Myon Two wants her. If you sneak her off that ship, even if you
succeed in getting her back here, he'll attack us."

"I'll risk
it."

"Just how many
of those damned pills did you take?"

"Not enough to
stop you annoying me." Sabre rubbed his brow, disliking the
harassment. The drugs that brought him a modicum of calm also
fogged his mind. "Look, I know it's a bad plan, but there's no
other way. It will seem mighty odd to him for enforcers to want to
buy a slave, and he might not care if she's Myon Two elite. We
don't know how important Myon Two is to him, and if we let on that
we want her, for whatever reason, and he doesn't agree to give her
up, he'll make sure we don't get to her. Right now he's busy with
Endrovar, so, if I can sneak her off, we tell him we've made our
repairs and leave. The chances of anyone noticing she's gone
straight away are slim, and if she has guards, I'll make sure they
can't raise the alarm."

"What if
they're cybers?"

Sabre shot him
a scathing glance. "Why would anyone guard a woman with
cybers?"

"I guess." Tarl
still looked worried. "You should call Fairen."

"No. This is my
battle."

"Would you risk
Tassin's life?"

The cyber
frowned. "I'll call Fairen if I have no other choice. That has its
risks, too, because although he’ll probably demand Tassin’s release
if I ask him to, Tarvin is a king, and I’ve dealt with royalty
before. They don’t like to be ordered around, even by an Overlord,
so he might just arrange a little accident for her rather than hand
her over. I won’t risk that. I have to be with her, so I can
protect her. Besides which, Fairen’s helped me out of enough shitty
situations. I can do this on my own."

"I suppose you
could be right, but I think you’re also experiencing another new
emotion. It's called pride, and most people call it foolish."

Sabre turned to
Thestan. "Are the men ready?"

"Yes, sir."

"Right, let's
go."

 


 


Sabre followed
the boarding party along plush corridors carpeted in royal blue,
with sleek grey walls and a glowing ceiling. Tarvin's ship reeked
of wealth and decadence, its décor almost as rich as an Overlord's,
but not in such good taste. The enforcers marched ahead in a tight
bunch, Thestan at the fore, guided by a liveried flunky. The cybers
brought up the rear with Tarl between them. Sabre had hoped to slip
away in the corridors, but the fifteen guards who had met them at
the docking gate and now followed at his heels had foiled that
plan.

They arrived
outside a pair of golden doors, where two cybers stood guard, and
the doors swung open at their approach. The flunky stepped aside,
and Thestan led the band into a vast, gloomy chamber, pausing to
glance back.

"Cybers, wait
here."

Sabre stopped,
but the officer in charge of their escort said, "No, everyone goes
in."

Tarl turned to
him. "Your king allows strange cybers in his presence?"

"Yes. Keep
going."

Thestan issued
the order, and Tarl shot Sabre a worried look. Sabre cursed
silently, his alarms jangling. The control unit flashed a warning
as he entered the room and the scanners detected twenty-two cybers
hidden in niches around it. That was not unexpected, but allowing
Pathos' cybers to enter Tarvin's inner sanctum was. A slender man
sat in a floating throne in the centre of the room, a warm yellow
spotlight above him. Dimmer spotlights illuminated the area in
front of him, where Thestan stopped and bowed.

"King
Tarvin."

Tarvin inclined
his head. "Greetings, Commander Thestan."

Sabre assumed a
resting pose at the back of the group, beside the Myon Two cyber,
and listened to the discussion between Thestan and Tarvin without
much interest. He had switched the brow band's lights to an
in-control configuration, and studied the scanners. Tassin's life
sign remained in the same position, but the ship's schematic told
him that she was in the hospital. That worried him, and he wished
Thestan would think of an excuse to get him out of the meeting
room. He stared through the back of the Tarl's neck, sensing his
intense anxiety.

The cyber
tech’s nervousness was well founded, given all the cybers in the
room. Sabre counted the ship's complement, which turned out to be
over six hundred. Thestan had better come up with a reason for him
to leave the meeting, because a cyber would not take the
initiative. Several life signs were gathered around Tassin, and
that worried him even more. What were they doing to her? Was she
ill? Injured? Despite the pills, concern gnawed at him. He became
aware that the conversation had taken on a new direction, and
focussed on Tarvin.

The young king
had unfolded his floater chair, and now it held him in a standing
position, his feet a few centimetres above the floor. He drifted
towards Tarl, and the enforcers stepped aside.

"So, you are
the cause of all this commotion." He stopped in front of the cyber
tech. "How did Endrovar come to own you?"

"Slavers
kidnapped me and sold me to him, sir… um, Sire."

"Hmmm. A rogue
cyber tech. You are indeed a rare commodity. I can understand why
Endrovar wants you back so badly, since he has cybers, and abuses
them so often. Now that the enforcers have you, what happens?"

Tarl shifted.
"I'll be taken to Myon Two and executed."

"What a waste."
Tarvin glanced at Thestan. "Could I persuade you to release him
into my custody, Commander? Commute his sentence to a life of
servitude, perhaps?"

Thestan looked
uncomfortable. "I don't have that authority, Sire."

"Right, of
course you don't. I shall contact Myon Two. They usually accede to
my requests." He turned back to Tarl. "How would you like
that?"

"It would be
good, Sire."

"Naturally."
Tarvin's eyes flicked past him to Sabre and the other cyber,
lingering on Sabre. "I suppose you brought these two to guard him,
Commander?"

"Yes, Sire,"
Thestan replied.

"A bit
overzealous, I would say. A cyber tech is hardly a warrior. And
yet, I wonder why you brought him along. Shouldn't he be in your
brig?"

Thestan said,
"I - I thought you would want to see him, since he's the reason for
Endrovar’s attack on you."

"Indeed?"
Tarvin glanced at the shadows. "An unlikely story. Shadow Five, was
that the truth?"

A cyber stepped
out of the gloom. "That was a lie, Majesty."

"I thought as
much." Tarvin turned to Thestan. "Why are you lying to me?"

Thestan drew
himself up. "The brig is in the area of the ship that's full of
gas, Sire."

"A lie," Shadow
Five stated.

Tarvin cocked
an eyebrow at Thestan. "Really, Commander, you should know better
than to lie in front of a cyber."

Tarl said,
"Your cyber is mistaken, sir, Commander Thestan isn't lying."

Tarvin swung to
face him. "And why would you defend him?"

The cyber tech
hesitated, clearly unable to think of a good response, then
shrugged. "It's just the way it is."

"A cyber is
never wrong, you should know that."

"Then how about
a second opinion?" Tarl turned to Sabre. "Cyber Two, was Commander
Thestan lying?"

Sabre cursed
silently, longing to wring Tarl's neck. Of all the dumb stupid
things to do. Tarl clearly had not thought the situation through,
or perhaps nervousness had addled his brain. He knew what Tarl
wanted, and perhaps there was a reason why he thought it would
work. There was no telling what was going on in the cyber tech's
devious mind, but he would go along with it and see what
happened.

He said, "No,
sir."

Tarvin's brows
rose. "How odd. How can a cyber lie?"

"He can't,"
Tarl said. "Yours must be malfunctioning."

"Truly?" The
young King glanced into the shadows again. "Shadow Four, did
Commander Thestan and Cyber Two lie?"

A second cyber
stepped out of the darkness. "Yes, Majesty. Both lied."

Tarvin turned
to Tarl. "So is he malfunctioning too? Perhaps you'd like to ask
your other cyber, and I'll ask another of mine... but I have more
than you do so..." He paused, and his eyes flicked back to Sabre.
"But a cyber can't lie. So how did yours?"

"He didn't,"
Tarl said.

"Oh, yes he
did. Both of mine confirm it."

"I meant, he
can't lie, so he must be the one who's malfunctioning. I recommend
that Commander Thestan sends him back to the ship."

"Ah." Tarvin
cocked his head. "Do you take me for a fool? You also said Thestan
was telling the truth, and called upon your cyber to confirm it,
which he did, except that he was malfunctioning, or lying, and so,
I suspect, are you."

"I don't really
know Commander Thestan's reasons. I just know that Myon Two
personnel, and in particular enforcers, are supposed to be
truthful, so I assumed -"

Tarvin raised a
hand. "Don't insult my intelligence. Shadow Four, is this man
lying?"

"Yes,
Majesty."

The young King
frowned. "So is anyone going to tell me the truth, or should I just
throw the lot of you in the brig? Two cybers won't stop me, you
know."

Sabre reached
Tarvin in a long stride, yanked a laser from his thigh holster and
pressed it to the side of the King's head in a smooth motion. "I
will."

Tarvin's mouth
dropped open, and his eyes widened. "What the -?"

"One move from
your cybers and you die. Order them to leave, now!"

"I..." Tarvin
gulped. "Shadows, return to quarters."

"Majesty, you
are threatened," Shadow Four protested.

"I order
you!"

The two cybers
swung away and headed for the door, and the others stepped from
their dim niches to follow. Sabre ground the laser muzzle into the
side of Tarvin's head and leant closer as the door slid shut.

"That took you
by surprise, huh?"

Tarvin's eyes
rolled towards him, white-ringed. "No one gave you an order!"

"Yeah, strange,
isn't it? That's what you relied upon when you allowed two strange
cybers into your meeting room. It takes a couple of seconds for a
man to issue an order, but only a split second for yours to react.
You thought you were safe."

Tarvin stared
at the brow band. "You're not a cyber."

"Oh, but I am.
Just a bit different from the ones you're used to." Sabre changed
the lights on the control unit.

"You're him.
You're the free cyber Tassin spoke of."

"Clever king. I
knew she'd mention me. Now, you're going to order her release, and
have her escorted here. Do it."

Tarvin nodded.
"Of course."

Sabre frowned,
becoming aware of a warning light deep in his brain, and turned his
attention to it. The flashing words said 'Myon Two elite'. He
turned to the Pathos cyber.

"Cyber Three,
return to the ship."

Tarl looked
puzzled as the cyber left, and still a little stunned by Sabre's
sudden action. "What is it?"

"He's Myon Two
elite," Sabre explained.

"Ah. So he
wasn't just relying on his cybers. He knew no cyber would attack
him. Except he didn't know about you."

"Well he did,
because Tassin told him, but I guess he didn't believe her. Big
mistake."

"It's
impossible," Tarvin said. "You're an anomaly... an
abomination."

"You have no
idea how much I dislike being called that." Sabre jabbed the laser
muzzle into Tarvin's temple.

Tarl frowned at
the King. "Why would Myon Two make him elite? He's not management,
or even related to management, as far as I know."

"Probably the
same reason they gave him forty-one A-grade cybers, and I don't
really care what it is." He glared at Tarvin. "Order the ship to
set course for the nearest corridor."

"You'll never
get away with this, you know," Tarvin said. "The moment you leave
I'll blow your ship to oblivion."

"Thanks for the
tip. I'll just keep you as a hostage until we're safely away, then
dump you in a life pod."

"I shall lodge
a complaint with Myon Two, and they'll hunt you down."

"I'm already on
their shit list, trust me. But they won't, so don't bother."

Tarvin scowled
at him. Clearly his shock had worn off, and now he was angry. "If
we try to leave, Endrovar will attack. He's already demanding to
see me, because of him." He jerked his chin at Tarl.

Sabre glowered
at Tarl. "He's right."

"What are you
going to do then?" the cyber tech asked.

"If we try to
leave in Pathos,” Sabre said, “Endrovar will attack us too."

Sabre pondered
the situation, disliking it. No matter what he did, someone would
attack them, and, although they stood a better chance in Shadow
Hawk, Endrovar would follow. Threats to Tarvin's life would mean
nothing to the Emperor, but they would to Tarvin’s crew. He turned
to the young King.

"This is what's
going to happen. We're leaving on Pathos, and you're going to tell
your men to keep Endrovar here. I hope they're loyal, because your
life will depend on it. Endrovar doesn't want to destroy Pathos,
because he wants Tarl back, but he'll do his best to blow up your
ship, so your men had better be prepared to die to keep you
safe."

"They will,"
Tarvin said. "But how do I know you won't kill me when you're
safe?"

"You'll just
have to take my word for it. You don't have a lot of choices.”
Sabre pulled Tarvin over to the com-station and keyed it. “Give the
order to your commander."

"Commander
Andon," Tarvin said, "I have been taken hostage. I will be leaving
on Pathos. Ensure that Endrovar does not fire on us, or
follow."

"Sire? Are you
unharmed?"

"For the
moment, yes. I have been assured that I will come to no harm, and
they will release me when you take the girl hostage!"

Sabre slapped
the coms-key and jabbed the laser into the side of the King's head.
"If anything happens to her, you will die."

"If anything
happens to me, so will she. Did you think I would just do as you
wanted?"

"You would
have, if you weren't so bloody stupid."

"You can do
nothing to me now. Release me, and I'll consider allowing you to
live. I might even let you go, so Endrovar can use you for target
practice. She called you her fiancé, so I think you won't endanger
her. She's the reason you came here, and tricked me into giving you
sanctuary. With the aid of enforcers, too, which is strange."

Rage and
despair made Sabre’s heart labour and his head pound. The situation
was at an impasse, since both sides now had a critically important
hostage. He had not thought the crippled King would have the
courage to defy him, but then, Tassin was mostly to blame, for if
Tarvin had not known how important she was he would not have taken
her hostage. Sabre would not have mentioned her at all, except that
Tarvin already knew about their relationship. Now she was in grave
danger, and the black tide of his emotions threatened to overwhelm
him again. He dug in his medical pouch and took two more yellow
pills, ignoring Tarl's alarmed look.

"So you had
best release me," Tarvin went on in a calm tone. "My commander will
also have summoned an Overlord. Threatening a planetary leader,
especially a high king, is a grave crime. If I'm killed, it will
plunge the Estron System into an interstellar war."

Tarl sidled
closer to Sabre and muttered, "Call him."

"Not yet. He
might be the one who comes, anyway."

"And he might
not. There's no way out of this situation."

"Maybe there
is. I'm going to find her -"

"They'll kill
her."

Sabre released
Tarvin and swung away, rubbing his head. Tarl was right, unless
Tarvin's men thought Sabre was one of the Shadows. He swung back to
face Tarl.

"I'll find a
uniform. They won't know who I am."

"You don't have
time."

Sabre knew he
was right again, and growled with fury. Emotional dross clogged his
mind, and he could not think straight. He longed for the calm,
logical thinking he had had before, now buried under a mountain of
useless, painful feelings. Grimacing, he gripped the cyber
band.

Tarvin sneered,
"A cyber will never be able to outwit a free man. You don't have
the brains for it."

"You'd be well
advised to keep your trap shut," Tarl said.

Sabre swung
back to Tarvin, gripped his hair and jerked his head back, ramming
the laser under his chin. "How will you commander feel when he
hears your girlish shrieks of pain? I think maybe he'll do as I say
then, hmmm?"

Tarvin tried to
shake his head. "He'll do as I ordered. Once an Overlord arrives,
your little escapade will be at an end. Harm me, and you will
pay."

"Sabre," Tarl
murmured. "Calm down, bud. Bad idea."

The cyber
released Tarvin, who slumped. Swinging away, he raised a hand to
rub his throbbing brow again. The ship shuddered. He knew what it
meant. An Overlord had arrived, and Shadow Hawk was in a grappler
beam, as was, undoubtedly, Endrovar. He waved the laser at
Tarvin.

"Ask your
commander which Overlord it is."

"What
difference does it make?"

"A big one, to
me."

Tarvin shrugged
and touched the coms key. "Andon, which Overlord has just
arrived?"

"None, Sire,
it's Imperial."

"What? He's
attacking us? What's happening?"

"He's trying to
board us. I'm attempting to get free of his grappler."

Tarvin's scowl
deepened. "That bloody fool!"

"Do you want to
fire on him, Sire?"

"No. An
Overlord will arrive soon."

"Odd that one
isn't here yet if you're so important," Sabre observed. "Perhaps
they're all too busy."

"One will come
soon."

"You hope."

"It makes no
difference to you,” Tarvin said. “If you surrender now, I might be
lenient."

"Give Tassin to
me, and I'll leave."

Tarvin looked
smug. "You're in a poor bargaining position, and you know it. Get
the hell off my ship, and I'll consider flushing her out with the
garbage."

Sabre shook his
head. "Not a chance. I'm not leaving without her, and I know you
and Endrovar will use us for target practice. If anything happens
to her, you will die, and I'll blow up your ship, too, just for
shits and giggles." He stepped closer to Tarvin and wagged the
laser under his nose. "Because you know what, Your Majesty? If she
dies, I won't care if I follow her, got it? You know what a cyber
can do. Hell, you've had first-hand experience, which is testament
to your stupidity. So just imagine, if you will, how much
destruction a suicidal cyber bent on revenge can wreak. Scary
thought, huh?"

"This is why
cybers are computer controlled."

"Yeah, but I'm
not, so perhaps you'd like to rethink your little plan. Your troops
won't be able to stop me reaching this ship's armaments and setting
them off, and, once you're dead, your cybers won't do a damn thing.
You see," Sabre went on conversationally, "the problem with
computer controlled soldiers is they only do what they're told.
They have no loyalty; they'll feel no rage when you die. They won't
give a shit. In fact, they'll be happy, deep down, where they
think. Which they do, you know. It's a dark prison, insulated from
the world, but we do think, and have feelings, mostly anger and
despair, but emotions nevertheless."

Tarvin eyed
him. "My commander will also have sent a distress message to Myon
Two, so any ships in the area will come to my aid."

"Will they now?
They might find it strange, then, that Pathos is docked with you.
But I can trump that." Sabre shot Tarl a hard look before returning
his attention to the King. "You see, my mission was sanctioned by
an Overlord. The Scorpion Lord, to be exact." He held up his left
arm, so the bracelet glinted in the overhead light. "Do you know
what this is?"

Tarvin stared
at it, then inclined his head. "It is an Overlord's friendship
bracelet."

"Yeah, funny
how everyone knows what it is, yet I didn't at first. But now I do.
So, all I have to do is press it, and Fairen will be here in a
couple of minutes. Unless he's busy blowing up a planet, in which
case it might take him a couple of minutes longer. He will come,
though, and even if your summons brings another Overlord, he's not
going to go against Fairen, or harm his friend. So I'm not in such
a bad bargaining position after all, am I?"

The King's
expression hardened. "In that case, take your harpy and leave.
She’s more trouble than she’s worth, anyway."

Tarl slumped
with a sigh, leaning on the com-station.

Sabre smiled.
"I see you got to know her a little bit. Tell your men to bring her
here, then order your ship to set course for Pallin Two. Also, tell
Endrovar to stay the hell out of your way, and not to follow."

"He won’t do
what I say."

"Then if he
does try to follow, you fire on him. There's an enforcer outpost on
Pallin Two, so once Thestan identifies himself, he'll have a few
more warships to back him up and send Endrovar packing if he
follows us."

Thestan said,
"Or you could tell Endrovar that Pathos is a Myon Two enforcer
ship, and Tarl has been arrested. Then he'll know there's no way he
can get him back."

Sabre shot him
a scathing look. "He already knows that. Apparently Endrovar isn't
afraid of enforcers, at least not if they don't outgun him." He
glared at Tarvin. "I didn't hear you give those orders yet."

The King turned
to the com-station and touched a key. "Commander Andon. Bring the
slave girl to my meeting room, unharmed, and lay in a course for
Pallin Two. Tell Endrovar to... not to follow us, and if he does,
fire on him."

"We're still in
his grapples, Majesty," the commander's voice replied. "He's unable
to lock on a boarding tube, but he's still trying."

Tarvin frowned.
"I thought you would have broken that by now."

"Sorry, Sire,
not yet."

"Then fire on
him, Commander, until he releases my ship."

"Sire... at
this proximity, our weapons will do a great deal of damage -"

"Good."

"And so will
his."

"No more than
ours, surely?" Tarvin asked.

"Possibly not,
Sire, but -"

"Just do it,
Commander."

"Yes, Sire. Are
you unharmed?"

"I’m fine. I
have reached an agreement, of sorts."

Sabre nodded
when Tarvin turned to him again. "Good. Now you can tell me why
Tassin is in your hospital."

"How do
you...?" Tarvin's eyes flicked up to the brow band. "Of course.
She’s unharmed, I assure you. She just needed some calming
medication."

"I'll bet."
Sabre glanced at the door, longing for Tassin to arrive. He looked
at the scanners, where her life sign was moving now, escorted by
two others, towards his location. His heart seemed full, as if some
strange emotion clogged it. He had felt it before, in a far milder
form, and knew what it was, but he had not known it could become so
strong.

The ship
shuddered, and he glanced at Tarvin, who looked pensive, scowling
into the darkness where his cybers had stood. Doubtless this
experience was humiliating for the youthful King, and Sabre
analysed the new emotion that had prevented him from calling
Fairen. Pride, Tarl had called it. Something he had not had before.
Yet using Fairen's name had been enough to resolve the situation,
and for some reason he resented that, too. Odd. He did not
understand the reason for it. Vibrations ran through the floor, and
Tarvin turned to the com-station, tapping the key.

"Commander,
report."

"It's Endrovar,
Sire, he's firing back, and -"

A dull boom
rattled the ship, and the floor seemed to tilt. Tarvin grabbed the
com-station as his floating chair started to drift across the room,
and the enforcers flinched. An alarm wailed outside, and the
com-station beeped, many of its lighted keys flashing. Sabre found
that he was leaning, his boots’ rubber soles preventing him from
sliding across the smooth floor.

"He's hit our
main stabilisers!" Andon yelled, his voice distorted. "The
explosion has broken into the port armoury! We're venting!
Artificial gravity is malfunctioning... Sire, we're going to break
up!"

"Abandon ship,
Commander," Tarvin said with remarkable calm.

Sabre glanced
at the scanners, where Tassin's life sign was now moving towards
the far side of the ship. The area of destruction in the vessel's
port side was between her and the meeting room, and whoever was
with her had evidently decided to retreat. If the ship broke up,
however, she would be trapped in the stern, reliant on Tarvin's
crew to get her to a life pod.

Sabre turned to
Thestan. "Take him to Pathos. I'm going to get Tassin."


 


 


 Chapter Twelve

 


The golden
doors opened with a groan as Sabre reached them, jamming halfway.
He pushed one aside and sprinted down the corridor. Ships as large
as Shadow Hawk were structurally fragile within their armour
plating, built in space where they only had to deal with inertia,
and the explosion had weakened the framework sufficiently for the
ship to warp. It had been underway at the time, too, since
spaceships rarely came to a complete halt without a good reason, so
inertia would be causing it to twist and bend. In addition, the
explosions had caused shockwaves in the interior atmosphere,
pushing the surrounding areas of the ship in opposing directions,
effectively tearing it apart. The scanners showed him Tassin in the
stern, moving away. Behind him, Tarl and the enforcers emerged with
Tarvin, pushing him along. Panicked crewmen and women raced towards
the nearest escape pods, pushing and shoving. The malfunctioning
gravity field caused Sabre to lean to his right, making it appear
that the floor was tilted.

Another massive
explosion ripped through the ship, making him stumble as the floor
rippled. Imperial’s lasers would have been devastating at such
close proximity, and hitting a soft target like the main
stabilisers had been pure luck, but it spelt Shadow Hawk's doom. A
battleship commander had more sense than to do what Imperial had
done, since there was a good chance the explosion had damaged
Endrovar’s ship as well, but when an egomaniac like the self-styled
emperor got his hands on a weapon as powerful as a battleship
disaster was just an idiotic order away.

A wind blew
past him, and he ran faster, his feet barely touching the floor as
the gravity field weakened. He raced down a plush blue and grey
corridor whose glowing ceiling flickered. The schematic in his head
showed him the quickest way to Tassin's location. Rounding a corner
with the aid of the far wall, he leapt through a pressure door as
it slid shut. Another alarm joined the wailing siren as the ship's
internal sensors detected the drop in air pressure and triggered
the compartment doors that would seal off all the areas of the
ship. If the last one had been closing, the next one would be
sealed by the time he reached it. A group of panic-stricken people
ran to the pressure door he had just come through and wailed in
despair when they found it closed. They looked like servants, and
he wondered if they would find an escape pod. Tarvin's evacuation
procedure seemed lax, but then, he probably never expected to have
to use it.

Sabre checked
the schematic in his head again, mapping the quickest direct route
to Tassin's location. She was five hundred metres away via the
corridor route, but only three hundred metres away if he went
through the walls. He turned into the next door, which slid open
with a screech, and entered what appeared to a recreation room.
Velvet and chrome chairs huddled against the wall to his right, a
few tables still clung to the sloping floor, and gaming machines
beeped and whirred. The floor quivered as he sprinted for the far
wall, the scanners telling him that it was only
two-centimetre-thick plasteel, commonly used for interior
bulkheads.

Sabre leapt at
it, concentrating all his power into his right foot. He hit the
wall with a terrific bang, smashed through it as if it was
cardboard and stumbled into the next corridor, catching himself on
the far wall. The floor trembled and heaved, and several wailing
people scrabbled for footing as they tried to run in the direction
whence he had come. He wanted to stop them, but he did not have the
time. He had to reach Tassin before it was too late. The air was
growing thin, and his heart speeded up to compensate, his breath
coming in rapid gasps.

Sabre entered
another room, whose door jammed halfway, and raced across a
dormitory lined with tiers of bunks, each one with a tiny fold out
table and recessed cupboard beside it. The plush décor continued,
only now in blue and cream. He ran towards the far wall, noticed a
red light flashing in his brain and glanced at the scanners. A
group of people was crammed against the other side of it, and if he
smashed through it he would kill some of them. Unable to stop in
time, Sabre slowed and ran up the bulkhead, somersaulting back to
the floor. He approached the wall, wondering what the hell a bunch
of people was doing squashed up against the far side.

Consulting the
scanners again, he switched to infrared and discovered that the
room beyond was on fire. He was getting close to the explosion
sites, and evidently the people had become trapped against the
bulkhead. Banging and shouting came through it, but they had no
hope of breaking it, even with tools. Not in time, at any rate. The
automatic fire extinguishers must have failed, or been exhausted,
and it surprised him that they had survived. The interior panelling
and much of the furnishings were fireproof, so the armaments that
had caused the explosions must be fuelling the fire. Exod-X, a
vital component in photon entrapment and acceleration, was highly
volatile and extremely toxic. He needed to get through the wall,
however.

Stepping closer
to it, he bellowed, "Get away from the wall; I'm going to break
through!"

Shrieks and
screams came from beyond it, then the life signs on the scanners
moved aside, clearing an area. Sabre loped to the far end of the
dormitory, turned and sprinted at the wall. This time he hit it at
full speed, his foot smashing through it with a tremendous crash,
splintering the brittle plasteel. He landed on his feet on the far
side and skidded to a halt in a smoke-filled room in front of a
wall of flame. The fifteen crewmen and women gave cries of relief
and gratitude as they climbed through the hole he had made. The
last one paused to glance back.

"Hey, buddy,
you can't stay here, you'll..." He trailed off as Sabre turned,
looking puzzled, then climbed through the hole after his
fellows.

Sabre faced the
wall of fire again, considering his options, and the man's
reaction. Indeed, it would seem strange for a cyber to rescue
anyone other than his owner. He did not doubt that Tarvin's cybers
sought the King even now, and Thestan would be well advised to
undock before they found him.

According to
the scanners and heat imaging, the burning area was five metres
wide, and appeared to be where the explosions had breached a
corridor and part of the room beyond. Tassin was to his right,
fifty metres further down the burning corridor, in a room that
appeared safe, for now. Two people were with her, and he wondered
how they had got trapped there. How stupid were Tarvin's crewmen?
Why had they not taken her to an escape pod yet? He turned to the
wall beside him. The room beyond was not on fire, and he did not
fancy braving the flames. Trotting away as far as he could, he
sprinted at it and smashed through into the next area. It was a
bathing room, with rows of glass shower cubicles shivering in the
vibrations, some already cracked.

A haze of smoke
hung in the air, and he raced across the smooth plastic floor to
the far wall, this one sheathed in a waterproof coating. His foot
punched through it with a hollow boom, but, unlike the plasteel
cabin walls, it did not shatter. His forearms took the brunt of the
impact, and the brow band shielded his forehead. Nevertheless, the
shock of the collision staggered and almost halted him. He reeled a
little as he broke through it, his head ringing like a gong and his
arms burning. He glanced down at them. Blood seeped from abrasions,
and there were more on his knees and shins. Shaking his head, he
looked around at a smoke-filled corridor.

The toxic fumes
made his throat close, and he coughed. Tassin was on the far side
of the wall to his left, and he turned to it, searching for a door.
His groping hands found a frame and an access control, which he
pushed. The door grated open, and he entered a less smoky room.
Tassin lay on a hard bed in the centre of it, apparently
unconscious. Two techs, or medics, he could not tell which, were
sprawled on the floor beside her bed. Sabre crossed to her side in
two strides and gazed down at her, his heart swelling with joy
until it hurt. He placed a hand on her brow, smoothing a few
strands of hair from her face with trembling fingers.

It seemed like
an age since he had last seen her, on the night before he had woken
in the Myon Two lab. They had shared a private candlelight dinner,
which, she had assured him, was a romantic thing to do. He recalled
her gentle smile and sparkling eyes, the way she had reached across
the table to hold his hand. Then he had found it pleasant, but he
understood it better now, and he wanted to feel her hand gripping
his again. Taking hold of it, he leant over her.

"Tassin!
Tassin, wake up, it's me." He patted her cheek.

Sabre checked
her pulse, finding it slow, and pried open one of her eyes. Her
pupil was dilated. She had been drugged. One of the white-clad men
on the floor stirred, coughing.

"Help me," he
rasped, raising a hand.

Sabre turned
his head to glare down at him. "What did you give her?"

"Who? Oh. Just
a sedative."

The cyber
scooped Tassin up, cradling her against his chest, and headed for
the door.

"Help us!" the
man cried, grabbing Sabre’s ankle.

Sabre jerked
his leg free. "No."

It was not the
medic's fault, Sabre reflected as he strode back out into the
corridor. The man was just following Tarvin's orders, but somehow
Sabre could not forgive him. A black tide of bitterness and rage
filled his heart, mingled oddly with the buoyancy of the joy that
finding Tassin had brought. That he had not killed the man was
testament to his restraint, and he had enough to deal with, saving
Tassin. The yellow pills, he realised, were wearing off. Like every
drug he ingested, he metabolised it rapidly.

Sabre trotted
along the corridor, passing the huddled forms of unconscious
crewmen, and consulted the schematic for the quickest route to an
escape pod. Tassin's head fell back, and he held her closer, so her
cheek rested on his shoulder. According to the control unit, she
weighed a mere fifty-two kilograms, which was nothing to him. She
did, however, occupy his arms. He glanced down at her through the
haze of smoke, marvelling afresh at this feisty girl's endless
courage. She had been through so much for him, risked her life many
times, and it still amazed him that someone so proud and beautiful
could love him.

Rounding a
corner, he arrived at the row of escape pods the schematic had
shown him, and cursed. They had all been launched, and the hatch
panels flashed red. Five unconscious people lay in front of one,
left behind to die. Evidently this was why the medics had retreated
to the room with Tassin, since there was no escape here. He should
probably have consulted the scanners, he reflected. Looking inwards
at the cyber's information, he searched for a loaded pod bay. The
closest was on the far side of the fire, but he could not take
Tassin through that. The next closest was two hundred metres to his
right, one deck down. One pod remained in a bank of five, and he
hoped it was not malfunctioning.

The escape pod
was also perilously close to the explosion site, and the scanners
showed that the hull was breached in several places. There were no
others close enough, however. Most had been launched, the rest were
beyond too many sealed pressure doors and walls. He could not smash
through walls with his burden. The cyber warned him that the level
of toxicity in the smoke was rising, and, while it was still not
bad enough to affect him, it was growing dangerous for Tassin. Now
would be a good time to call Fairen, he mused, except the boy would
put Sabre’s safety ahead of Tassin’s, and he could only translocate
one person at a time. It would take him several minutes to arrive
and locate Sabre, and then he would transfer the cyber first,
leaving Tassin in this toxic environment, which was rapidly
becoming more and more unstable. Sabre would not risk anything else
going wrong. His life seemed to be cursed, and, now that he had
found her, he was not going to let her out of his sight until she
was safe again.

Sabre loped
along the corridor to the next sealed pressure door. The access
panel beside it flashed red, indicating that it was locked, and he
activated the cybernetic interface. The panel’s lights turned green
and the door opened. Air was sucked through it with a thump, almost
sweeping him off his feet, and he stumbled into a smoke-free,
low-pressure section of corridor. The tilted floor made walking
difficult, but the wind stopped when the door slid shut.

The venting
that was taking place here was evidently slow, and some air
remained, but it was thin. His heart speeded up and his breathing
quickened. Tassin panted, and he cast her a worried glance. He had
to remember that she could not withstand hostile environments like
he could. The floor shuddered and heaved, the walls warped and
bent. The ship was breaking up, and he was approaching the damaged
section. It was debateable which was worse for Tassin, the toxic
smoke or the lack of oxygen. The pod was a hundred metres ahead,
but he still had to find a way down to the lower deck. According to
the ship's schematic, there were no stairs between him and the pod,
and he was not about to go back.

Sabre went over
to the wall and placed Tassin next to it, then turned his attention
to the floor. The scanners informed him that it was only
one-centimetre-thick duronium, and he drew a laser, pointed it at
the floor and held the trigger. The beam of white-hot light seared
through the carpeting, starting little fires that went out quickly
in the low oxygen atmosphere. The laser sliced a deep groove in the
metal beneath, causing the area around it to heat and the carpet to
smoulder. Sabre completed a metre-wide circle and holstered the
weapon, then stamped on the middle of it. It bent, then gave when
he stamped again, falling into the corridor below with a dull
clang.

Scooping Tassin
up, he dropped through the hole, cushioning his landing with bent
knees. She moaned and writhed, forcing him to tighten his hold. He
glanced down at her, wondering if she would wake up. That might be
a good thing, or not, depending on her reaction. Knowing her,
however, he hoped that she remained unconscious. He trotted towards
the pod bay. The breeze that blew past him was alarming, but he was
committed now. The ship groaned and creaked, the floor heaved and
shuddered. Gravity had become almost negligible, which made running
hard as each stride sent him bounding into the air. The endless
wailing of the alarms spread anxious tension with the toxic
noise.

A screen
cracked as he loped past it, and air whistled out of it, adding to
the ship's death wail. Shadow Hawk's remaining lifespan was
measured in mere hours now, and for this section, possibly minutes.
As he passed another screen, he glimpsed glinting silver escape
pods and debris drifting away. The pod bank came into view ahead,
and his heart sank. Four soldiers stood around the remaining pod,
banging on the flashing red panel beside it. The warship’s escape
pods held four people, maximum. The men turned to scowl at him as
loped up. They were sufficiently panicked to have a desperate glint
in their eyes, which told him that they would fight for the pod.
Since they could not open it, however, the point seemed moot.

Sabre placed
Tassin on the floor, out of harm's way, and approached them. One
stepped towards him, his eyes on the brow band.

"Cyber, open
this pod, now!"

Sabre drew his
laser and shot the man through the heart. His companions gaped at
the corpse, then at Sabre. They were pale and panting in the
insipid air, and hypoxia made them aggressive and stupid. Another
soldier reached for his laser, and Sabre shot him in the head. The
other two raised their hands and stepped back, shaking their
heads.

"Hey, take it
easy. There's room for all of us now. Just open the door, okay?"
one asked.

Sabre was in no
mood to share. His lungs laboured, and he knew he had to get Tassin
into the pod within the next few minutes. Aiming at the soldier who
had spoken, he pulled the trigger. The beam died, leaving a
smouldering spot on the man's uniform, and Sabre reached for a
fresh power crystal. The nearest man charged him, but the lack of
gravity sent him flying into the air, arms flailing. Unlike Sabre,
the soldiers had not been trained to deal with low gravity, and
were stupid enough to attack a cyber.

Since Sabre had
made it plain that he intended to kill them, however, their only
choices were fight or flee, and fleeing was certain death. Then
again, so was attacking a cyber. Either the soldier had forgotten
he had a laser, or it was spent. As the man landed, Sabre stepped
forward and punched him in the side of the head. It exploded like a
rotten fruit, splattering the wall with blood and brains. The last
man drew his weapon and fired. Sabre ducked and leapt sideways,
rebounding off the wall, and the shot cracked into the bulkhead
further down the corridor. The ship groaned, alarms wailed, and the
floor heaved. Time was running out, big time.

Launching
himself from the floor and wall, Sabre reached the man in a mammoth
bound. His fist hit the soldier's chin with a soft crack of
breaking bone, and the man went limp. Down the corridor, the
bulkhead the laser shot had hit tore apart as the ship contorted.
Wind howled past Sabre, and he fought against it to the pod door.
The flashing panel beside it indicated a coding error.

Escape pods
were not locked, but had a safety feature to prevent ignorant
people from accidentally activating them. It required that four
keys be pressed simultaneously on two keypads, but if less were
pressed, the pod would lock and send an alarm signal to the main
control station. This would usually bring a technician at a
leisurely stroll to recalibrate the mechanism with a coding wand.
Some panic-stricken idiot had triggered the locking mechanism, and
it could not be overridden except with a coding wand. Or by a
cyber.

Sabre activated
the interface, and the cyber connected with the lock to unscramble
the codes. The wind grew stronger as the hole down the corridor
became bigger, sections of the armoured hull ripping off to fly
into space. Sabre clung to the door, casting a worried glance at
Tassin. If the wind got any stronger, it might suck her out of the
hole. The pod panel's lights turned green, and Sabre pressed the
four keys. The door rotated and swung open, and the lights within
the pod flickered on. Its generators hummed as they powered up.
Sabre released the door and crawled towards Tassin, the wind
tugging at him.

When this
section of corridor emptied, they would be left in a vacuum. Even a
cyber could not survive for more than twenty minutes in space.
Judging by the amount of air rushing past him, some of the pressure
doors further up the corridor must have failed, and this entire
section was depressurising. A dull thud came from deep within the
ship, and the wind grew stronger. Walls and doors, weakened by the
explosions and the ship's subsequent contortions, were collapsing.
Anyone who had not found an escape pod by now was doomed. Sabre
clung to the floor as the wind threatened to sweep him away, and
one of the dead soldiers rolled past, heading for the hole.

The wind tugged
at Tassin, and he crawled faster. It seemed as if Shadow Hawk's
entire atmosphere was venting through the hole down the corridor.
Tassin rolled into the wall, cracking her head against it, and then
slid away. Another dead soldier rolled past. Sabre cursed, his
heart racing with terror as he lunged after the Queen. His hand
closed on her arm, and he hung on, his other hand scrabbling for
purchase. Tassin opened her eyes and raised her head to stare at
him. The wind sucked the air from her lungs, and she panted, her
eyes filled with terror.

"Sabre!" It was
a breathy cry, full of fear and gladness.

"I've got you,"
he said, his fingers finding purchase on a carpet brace.

Tassin glanced
around, her eyes white ringed, and Sabre struggled to pull her
closer. She seemed to weigh a tonne, but that was due to his
strength draining away from lack of oxygen. Her lips were blue and
her eyes glassy. His heart rate was up to two hundred and forty,
but hers could not go that fast, nor could her lungs extract as
much oxygen as his. It surprised him that she was conscious. She
was limp, barely awake. He dragged her closer, his lungs labouring
and a red haze clouding his vision.

"Listen to me,"
he wheezed. "I'm going to throw you into the pod."

"What...
about... you?" she gasped.

"I'll be right
behind you."

She nodded.

Sabre glanced
back at the pod, dismayed by how far he was from it now. It had
detected the low pressure atmosphere, and beeped in alarm, red
lights flashing inside it. It would not close, however, as long as
it was empty. He pulled Tassin to his side, shifted his grip to her
waist and held her to him. Rolling onto his back, he sought for
grip with his heels. He needed two arms for this. His boots slid
down the carpet and encountered another brace, one of the many
strips of metal that ran across the corridor. The wind was
strengthening. He was not going to make it. He thrust the thought
aside. Releasing his grip on the carpet brace, he clasped Tassin's
waist and glanced at the pod, measuring the distance to it.
According to the malfunctioning gravity, it was above him. His
throw would have to be accurate, or she would bounce off and
die.

Information
scrolled through his mind, flashing red. The cyber calculated the
amount of force it would take to hurl Tassin into the pod, and the
strength he would have to use was excessive. She would be hurt.
There was no other solution. No way out. He would have to hurt her
to save her. The thought horrified him. He frowned down at her. He
had no choice. Her eyes were half open, watching him, a slight,
trusting smile curving her lips. He hated hurting people, but
hurting her was something he had always dreaded.

"Tassin." He
almost had to shout, the atmosphere was so thin, and was not sure
she would hear him. Her eyes widened slightly, however. He was
running out of time.

"This is going
to hurt," he said.

She shook her
head, her brow wrinkling in confusion.

Sabre pulled
her closer. "I'm going to hurt you... I'm sorry."

Understanding
dawned in her eyes, and she shook her head again. He was not sure
what that meant, but it did not matter anymore. He would not live
to regret this, and it had to be done.

Sabre commanded
the control unit to release an energy burst. Warm strength rushed
through him as adrenalin flooded his system. He lowered Tassin in
front of him. It was a good thing she only weighed fifty-two
kilograms. His eyes were fixed upon the pod's round entrance, no
more than a metre wide. A small target from this distance. He must
not miss. Lowering Tassin a bit further, he hurled her at the pod
door. Her lower ribs broke with dull crunches, and she gave a
strangled cry. His boots slipped off the floor brace, and he slid
down the corridor.

Tassin sailed
towards the door, her hands outstretched. She passed through it,
banging her knee, and hit the padded interior at the back of the
pod. The door swung shut and rotated. The pod now had an occupant,
and its little computer brain had a mission. It unclamped, and
thrusters fired, moving it away from the ship. He glimpsed her
horrified face in the door pane, her mouth open, shouting his name.
A slight smile tugged at his lips. He had about twenty minutes to
live, if he was lucky. Sabre glanced down at the bracelet on his
wrist, and pressed it. Fairen would never get here in time, but he
deserved to know what had happened to his friend. Now that Tassin
was safe, it made no difference.

The wind was
dying, yet he still breathed air. A pocket of vented atmosphere
surrounded the ship, but it would disperse rapidly, and the cold
already bit him. The alarms had stopped, and silence clamped down.
Most of the hull in the area had disintegrated, and the void
beckoned through gaping holes. The false gravity sent him drifting
spaceward. He considered trying to grab something, but it would do
him no good to cling to the wreckage. He had not said goodbye to
her, and the last thing he had done was hurt her. Sadness flooded
him in a black tide far stronger than any emotion he had
experienced before.

It made a lump
form in his throat, and his eyes stung. He had not even told her
how much he loved her. Not well enough. Not as he wanted to. She
had been through so much for him, only for it to end like this.
Life was unfair. He looked down at his scarred hands, with which he
had hurt the girl he loved. Hands that could tear steel and crush
stone. That had broken her bones in order to save her. That was so
unfair. Stars drifted past, and the cold bit into his skin. He was
just another piece of debris, not a man... a broken killing
machine. The bitter voice awoke and howled its venom at him.
Cyborg! This was his lot, his fate. To sacrifice himself to
save a human... and yet... he had wanted to do it. He was glad she
would live, and felt no resentment at his sacrifice. He would have
done it even if he had been a free man. Hell, he was free, albeit
not entirely a man.

It had been his
choice, and he was glad of it. He had done it because he loved her,
and that was the noblest reason of all. His corneas started to
freeze, and he closed his eyes. The control unit had increased his
metabolism to warm his skin and ward off the cold, but without
oxygen it was forced to burn protein. Yet all his high-tech
enhancements would only buy him a little more time to drift through
space with the flotsam. How droll. The cyber would inflict upon him
its final injustice and prolong his suffering. His death would be a
slow and painful one... unless he switched it off.

 


****

 


Tassin beat on
the pod's hatch pane. "Sabre! Sabre! Oh god, no! No! Sabre!
No, please, don't... don't do this!" She gulped and hammered on the
glass again. "Sabre!"

Hot tears
overflowed and ran down her cheeks. She had revived moments after
the pod's hatch had sealed and air had flooded into the tiny
sphere. The clunk of its closing had jerked her back to reality.
She had been alone, and remembered his strong hands on her waist,
thrusting her painfully upwards, then sailing through the air. Her
ribs sent shafts of pain through her at every breath, her knee
throbbed and her lungs burnt. He had said he would be right behind
her. She banged on the tough glass under her fists ached. She
scanned the darkness outside, rubbing away the tears that blurred
her vision. A pale form drifted in space, starlight gilding him,
curling slowly into a foetal position as the cold ate into him.
Tassin hammered on the glass.


"Sabre!"


 


 


 Chapter Thirteen

 


Fairen glanced
up as Commander Shrain entered his private study and bowed. The
young Overlord held a cup of hot chicolane poised before his lips,
and he had snatched a few minutes of peace and quiet to relax. He
was sick and tired of interruptions and endless conflicts that
required his immediate attention.

He scowled.
"Unless this is urgent, go away."

The commander
hesitated. "Sorry to disturb you, My Lord. Your friend's distress
beacon has just been activated."

Fairen leapt
up, slopping the hot drink on his hand, and cursed. "What is it
now? If Myon Two are at it again, I swear, I will kill the whole
bloody lot of them."

"The beacon is
in the Estron Quadrant, My Lord. Earlier there was a call for help
from a planetary leader in the same area, but you did not wish to
be disturbed. Neither, apparently, did anyone else, and no one
answered it. The ship is still in translocation configuration."

"Translocate
then. What are you waiting for?"

"Yes, My Lord."
Shrain tapped his com-link.

Banging down
the cup, Fairen headed for the door. The stasis field clamped down
and the white light engulfed them, and he staggered a little as it
released him. Shrain hurried after him.

Fairen marched
across the vast control room, gazing at the screens, where two
battleships hung. One was breaking up, venting atmosphere, debris
and life pods in a spreading cloud. The other appeared to be moving
away, even as life pods headed towards it.

Shrain frowned
at his com-link. "It's Shadow Hawk, High King Tarvin's ship, and
Imperial, which belongs to Emperor Endrovar, My Lord. Shadow Hawk
is the damaged one. There's another ship... it's Pathos."

"Find Sabre. If
he activated the distress beacon he's in trouble."

"Yes, My
Lord."

"And capture
Imperial."

"At once, My
Lord."

 


****

 


Tassin flung
herself against the hatch pane as a vast crimson ship shimmered
into being with a flash of light, so distant that it appeared quite
small, but she knew it well. She banged on the glass, her breath
catching at the pain that shot from her broken ribs.

"Fairen! Thank
god! He's here!" She swore, glancing around the pod.

There had to be
some way of communicating with him, but she did not know how. She
tried to recall her last experience in a life pod. It had been an
old one, with only a distress beacon. Perhaps this one had a
transmitter? She studied the control panel's little screen, pushing
some of the buttons. It buzzed and clicked, and writing scrolled up
the screen. Status reports, vector co-ordinates, beacon activation.
It was all meaningless, and nothing looked like communications.

"Shit!"

Tassin banged
on the panel, making it buzz again, and red lights flashed. Sabre
was dying, and she was trapped in here, helpless. She pushed
herself back to the hatch pane, the only screen in the pod, which
fortunately faced in the right direction. Sabre still drifted not
far away, and Fairen's ship was beyond him. A green filament snaked
from it and captured Imperial.

She cursed.
"No! Forget that bastard! Save Sabre! He's over here!"

Tassin gripped
the hatch handle and rattled it, overwhelmed by an insane urge to
get out and wave her arms to attract Fairen's attention before it
was too late, or better still, grab Sabre and bring him into the
pod. The handle did not budge, no matter how hard she yanked on it,
and all she did was hurt her hands and make her ribs flame with
pain again. Anguish and despair swelled in her like a black bubble,
and she sobbed. Minutes had passed. Fairen was too late. Surely
Sabre was dead by now.

 


****

 


"Have you found
him yet?" Fairen demanded, glaring at Shrain.

"My Lord, there
are fifty cybers in the area. Forty-one in various life pods, four
on Pathos -"

"Four? Then
Sabre's not there."

"Perhaps, My
Lord."

Fairen sank
down on his onyx throne and gazed out of the screens. "Sabre
wouldn't have activated the distress beacon if he was in a life pod
or on a ship."

"There is one
cyber... adrift in space."

"Translocate
him immediately to the hospital!" Fairen jumped up and headed for
the door.

"My Lord, he's
probably... Locking on... translocating."

Fairen was
already in the corridor, running towards the hospital. Bursting
into the long, aseptic room with its many screened cubicles, he
raced towards a group of medics and doctors that was gathering
around something on the floor.

"Get out of the
way!" he cried in a voice that cracked.

They parted,
bowing, and Fairen stopped, his breath catching. Sabre lay on his
side, curled in a foetal ball, his brow band black. His skin was
ashen, and he did not appear to be breathing.

"What are you
waiting for?" Fairen demanded. "Tend to him!"

"My Lord..." An
older doctor shook his head. "He's dead."

"No he's
not!"

"We cannot find
a pulse, My Lord."

"That's because
you're idiots! He can't be dead!"

Fairen fell to
his knees and touched Sabre's shoulder, snatching his hand away
from his skin's icy chill. He shook his head, his eyes wide.

"I'm sorry, My
Lord," the doctor murmured.

"You can revive
him! Fetch the resuscitation equipment!"

"He's frozen,
My Lord."

"What do you
know about cybers? Nothing!" Fairen looked around as Shrain came
trotting in. "Shrain! Find that cyber tech, what is his name?"

"Tarl Averly,
My Lord?"

"Yes! Find him!
He's probably on Pathos. Bring him here immediately."

"Yes, My Lord."
Shrain tapped his com-link. "Tapping into Pathos' on board security
cameras, checking facial recognition...."

"Hurry up!"

"I must locate
him first, My Lord."

Fairen jumped
up, his brows knotted in a thunderous scowl. "Scorpio! Bring me
Pathos!"

Shrain gaped at
the young Overlord, almost dropping the com-link. Dull groans and
distant booms rang through the ship as it reconfigured, spreading
its mighty arms. The floor shivered.

"Pathos
acquired, docking bay four," Scorpio's husky voice said.

Fairen turned
to the commander. "Fetch him here at once!"

Shrain tapped
on the com-link, frowned at the tiny screen, then lowered it. "He
is on his way, My Lord."

"Tell them to
run."

"They already
are, My Lord."

Fairen sank to
his knees beside the cyber again, reaching out to touch his cheek.
If all his power could not save his friend, what good was it? He
remembered saying that to Sabre, not so long ago. Sabre's skin was
frozen solid. How long had he been drifting in space? Were the
doctors right? If his friend was dead, he would find who was
responsible and execute him. He owed Sabre his life, but more than
that, the cyber was the only person he liked to be around, whose
touch did not sicken him and whose gentle teasing made him laugh.
Like the big brother he had always wanted, and never thought to
have.

Shrain leant
closer. "My Lord, they're almost here." He held out a veiled
hood.

Fairen wanted
to smack it from his hand, but rose to his feet and took it,
pulling it on. Moments later, a group ran in, four of his guards
surrounding three men and a woman. Fairen recognised Tarl, Kole,
Martis and Estrelle. Tarl fell to his knees beside Sabre and
touched his brow, then his neck, giving a despairing groan. Martis
knelt on the other side of him, shaking his head.

"He's in deep
hypothermic shock," Tarl said.

"Looks like the
cyber tried to put him into cold sleep before it shut down," Martis
agreed.

"Is he alive?"
Fairen demanded, the voice distorter disguising his concern.

Tarl glanced
up. "Just barely, but yeah, sort of."

"What does that
mean?"

"He's gone into
hibernation mode, like cybers do in their caskets, but his
temperature's way too low. Cybers are genetically modified to
handle low temperatures, but... he's almost frozen."

"We could not
detect a pulse," the older doctor said.

"No, you
wouldn't," Tarl replied. "His heart is only beating at about ten
beats per minute right now."

"Can you revive
him?" Fairen asked.

"I hope
so."

"There's going
to be some cellular damage," Martis said. "Hosts are not designed
to be frozen."

"I need the
cyber interface module, to connect with the control unit and
monitor his systems," Tarl said.

Fairen
gestured, and Shrain spoke into his com-link.

"It's shut
down," Martis pointed out.

"It can be
rebooted," Estrelle said.

The older
doctor turned to one of the medics. "Fetch a heating blanket and a
stretcher."

Tarl sat back
on his haunches and shook his head. "No. He must warm up slowly,
and he mustn't be moved. I'm more concerned about the brow band."
He tapped it with his finger. "It's frozen, and, being a
superconductor, it will have lowered the temperature of his brain.
That's a good thing, provided it hasn't frozen it. The brow band
has a heat shunt that connects to the barrinium skull plating," he
explained for Fairen's benefit, "to prevent it from freezing the
brain in extreme cold. But I don't know if it will have been able
to deal with deep space."

"Depends how
long he was out there," Martis muttered.

"Judging by his
condition, more than twenty minutes." Tarl glanced up at Fairen.
"Where's Tassin, My Lord?"

"I don't
know."

"I hope she's
all right. I have no doubt that he sacrificed himself to save her,
or trying to save her. If she's dead..."

"I shall find
her." Fairen signalled to Shrain, who tapped on his com-link again,
looking martyred.

"My Lord, there
are two hundred and twenty-two life pods drifting around out
there."

"I'd say you're
looking for one with a single female occupant," Tarl said. "If
Sabre wasn't able to get in it, he sure as hell didn't put anyone
else in it before her."

Shrain
consulted his com-link. "There are two such. I shall transport them
to the docking bay."

Tarl looked
around as a group of soldiers ran in, carrying, pushing and
dragging most of the cyber repair and analysis equipment from
Pathos, which, as he recalled, belonged to Fairen anyway. They
brought it to Tarl's side, and he rummaged in a case. He drew out a
slender instrument and inserted it into the interface slot in the
edge of the control unit. A row of four green lights came on along
the top of the brow band, three of them flashing. Two turned
amber.

Estrelle said,
"It's gone into standby mode, since the host is incapacitated."

The medics
moved aside as Tarl dragged the control unit interface closer and
plugged the cable into Sabre’s brow band. The screen came to life,
and the blue, white and grey dashboard appeared. Tarl logged in
with technical codes and queried the host status.

"Heart rate...
eight beats per minute. Blood pressure, eighty over sixty. He's in
bad shape. Core temperature: twenty-seven degrees. Blood oxygen is
eighty-two per cent; bio-status... twenty-four per cent. He's
barely alive. He must have used an energy burst to be this
depleted. I need veoxxin, atremax and penadril." Two medics left to
fetch it, and Tarl tapped on the keyboard. "I'm going to activate
two more genetic sequences. The cyber has already activated the R
series and G11 to 21."

Martis peered
at the screen over Tarl's shoulder. "What sequences are you going
to switch on?"

"The F and Z
series."

"That's all his
alien DNA."

"Yeah. If the
fireproof skin is a gift of his alien ancestry, maybe it can help
with freezing too."

Martis frowned.
"We don't know what those genes do, that's why they're
defunct."

"Well, now
would be a good time to find out if they're useful, because
otherwise I don't rate his chances very high."

"He's going to
die?" Fairen asked.

Tarl glanced
up. "Perhaps. I don't know for sure. Right now I'd say his chances
are thirty-seventy."

Fairen tucked
his hands into the sleeves of his jacket, afraid someone would
notice their trembling. Tarl typed on the keyboard, chewing his
lip. Fairen bent to peer at the screen. Lines of numbers and
letters scrolled up it, changing from amber to green as they did
so. F1, F2, F3, F4... The sequence continued to F54, then changed
to Z1, Z2, Z3, Z4. The Z series ended at 21, and a prompt
reappeared. Tarl sat back, frowning at the screen.

"Now we wait
and see."

"It might not
make any difference," Martis said.

"Well then,
that's it, isn't it? At least I tried. There's nothing else to do
but wait, anyway."

"Or you could
have made it worse."

Tarl glowered
at the host tech. "If you can't contribute anything useful, how
about you piss off?"

The medics
returned with syringes and vials, and Tarl injected Sabre in the
vein in the back of his hand, the frozen skin cracking as the
needle went in.

"This is why he
can't be moved," he muttered. "Any touch will cause damage."

Martis placed a
hand on Sabre's back. "He's warming, though."

Tarl glanced at
the screen. "Yeah. His core temperature is up to thirty."

"That's good,
right?" Fairen enquired.

"Yes, My Lord.
He's fighting."

Fairen jumped
and glanced around as a shriek came from the hospital doors. Tassin
ran towards them, her hair tangled and wild, her face
tear-streaked, one arm hugging her ribs. Tarl jumped up and fielded
her before she could throw herself at Sabre, and she strained
against him, staring at the prone cyber.

"Sabre! What's
wrong with him? Is he going to be all right? Let me go!"

"No." Tarl
shook her. "Calm down! You can't touch him right now, okay? Promise
me you won't try, and I'll let you go."

"What is it?"
She struggled. "I won't touch him!"

Tarl released
her, and she sank to the floor beside Sabre, her eyes flicking over
his pallid skin and blue lips. "What's wrong with him?"

"What do you
think, after drifting in space for so long? He's frozen.
Literally."

"He's going to
be okay though, right?"

"I hope
so."

"So what are
you doing for him? Why aren't you warming him? Do something,
Tarl!"

"I am." He
crouched beside her. "I'm doing what's best, trust me. I can't warm
him, okay? He has to warm up slowly. What happened?"

She shook her
head, tangled hair straggling across her cheeks. She brushed it
behind her ears. "He..." She gulped. "He saved my life. The ship
was breaking up, I think. I don't remember much, I was unconscious
for most of it. When I woke up, we were in a corridor. There was a
wind blowing past, and he was holding me. He told me to get in the
pod, and that he would be right behind me. Then he threw me into it
but..." She rocked, clutching her ribs as fresh tears ran down her
cheeks. "He didn't come! The door closed and... I... I saw him,
drifting in space. I couldn't help him!"

"Okay, hush."
Tarl drew her into a comforting embrace, and she clung to him. "You
couldn't do anything. He wanted to save you, and he did. Now we're
going to save him. Hush, it's not your fault."

"Of course it
is! He came to rescue me! If not for me..." She swallowed and
sobbed. "It's all my fault! If I'd stayed on Omega Five..."

"You didn't
know what was going to -"

"But you did!
You warned me, but I wouldn't listen!"

"Okay, look,
it's no good beating yourself up over it now. All we can do is hope
he's okay." He stroked her hair, making shushing noises. "Do you
want a sedative?"

She shook her
head, frowning at Sabre. "No. Why is he... glowing?"

Tarl swung
around, and Fairen followed Tassin's gaze. The cyber's skin had
taken on a slight, shimmering glow, as if lighted from within. Tarl
glanced at the screen, his eyes widening.

"Bloody
hell."

Fairen studied
the screen, unable to decipher the numeric sequences that scrolled
up it, some flashing green, others amber, and one or two red. "What
is it?"

"I'm not sure,"
Tarl muttered. "It's as if... the F and Z series are combining,
creating a whole new sequence of DNA. F12Z3... F22Z7... F31Z13...
Wow. What do you make of it, Martis?"

The host
researcher frowned at the screen, shaking his head. "Impossible.
That genome's totally alien."

"But it's also
healing him. Core temperature up to thirty-four and rising. Heart
beat twenty-two, blood pressure a hundred over eighty, blood oxygen
eighty-nine per cent, bio-status... twenty-two per cent. Damn!
Whatever's going on, it's using up the last of his resources."

"So activating
those genes could kill him."

Tarl put a hand
on Sabre's arm. "He's defrosted. Get me a nutrition IV, now!"

A medic ran
off, returning a minute later with a bag of yellow fluid. Tarl
inserted the needle into Sabre's arm and turned the drip on full.
"This should restore at least some of his strength."

Martis watched
the screen. "If it doesn't, he'll die."

"Well it's got
to, doesn't it? It's liquid energy."

"His organs
will shut down at twenty per cent, and he's already down to
twenty-one."

"I'm not blind.
He's going to make it. If I hadn't switched on those genes, he'd
have died of the freezing, anyway."

"You don't know
that."

Tarl snorted.
"Quit fooling yourself. He was dying."

"He still
is."

"Will you shut
the hell up?"

Martis shot
Tassin an apologetic look. "Sorry."

Blood oozed
from the abrasions on Sabre's arms and shins, and Tarl glanced at
the readouts again. "Blood pressure up to normal now. Heart beat at
thirty-five."

"Is he
improving?" Fairen asked.

"On the one
hand, yeah, on the other... not really. His bio-status is
dangerously low, and dropping."

Martis turned
to Tarl. "The question is, can those genes be switched off now that
they've combined?"

"I somehow
doubt it."

"And we have no
clue what they do. Brilliant."

"I didn't hear
you making any better suggestions." Tarl rose to his feet, rubbing
his back. "You can straighten him out and put him on a bed
now."

Martis
unplugged the data cable, and the medics brought a stretcher and
took Sabre to a bed. Fairen caught Shrain watching him, and turned
away, leaving the hospital. He still had to deal with whoever had
caused this debacle, and he was not in a forgiving mood. Shrain
followed, his expression a study of impassive obedience.

 


 


Tarl watched
the Overlord stride out, half relieved to be rid of his brooding
presence. Even though Fairen had saved Sabre, Overlords gave him
the willies. Tassin still knelt, clasping her ribs, and he noticed
her pallor and rigid stance, as well as the beads of sweat that
dewed her brow. Concerned, he turned to her.

"Are you
okay?"

She forced a
grim smile. "Not really. I have some broken ribs, I think."

"Come on, let's
have a look at you." Tarl helped her to her feet and over to a bed,
easing her onto it. She lay back with a groan, gasping. Tarl rolled
a portable scanner over to her bedside and switched it on,
summoning a passing doctor with an imperious wave. The scanner
revealed two broken ribs, and he switched it off as the doctor left
to fetch a painkiller and bandages. Tarl frowned at the Queen,
recalling her account of Sabre's rescue. He tugged her shirt up,
foiling her attempt to hold it down, and studied the pair of
reddish hand-shaped bruises that clasped her waist.

Tarl met her
eyes, and she shook her head. "He had no choice."

"I know that.
You think he'd ever hurt you intentionally? He'd rather cut off his
right arm. He did this to save you, but..."

"What?"

"It's going to
eat him alive. He didn't expect to survive, and now..."

"It's not his
fault!"

Tarl nodded.
"Tell him that, when he wakes up."

"I will."

Martis, who
stood on the other side of the bed, muttered, "He knew he was going
to have to hurt you."

Tassin shot him
an anguished glance. "Yes. He said so. I could barely hear him in
the wind, but he said..." Her breath caught. "He said he was
sorry."

Tarl rubbed his
brow. "This is going to be very bad for him."

"He had to, to
save me. I don't blame him."

"He'll blame
himself, though."

"Then I'll tell
him I'm fine," Tassin said.

"He'll know
what he did. I'm sure he felt your ribs break when he threw you.
He's also got scanners. You can't hide this from him."

Martis nodded.
"He's capable of crushing -"

"Will you shut
up?" Tarl snarled.

Tassin sighed
and closed her eyes. "He saved my life."

"I hope that
makes up for it, but knowing Sabre, it won't."

The doctor
returned with a syringe and a roll of bandages, and Tarl moved
aside to let him work.

 


****

 


In the Scorpion
Ship’s control room, Fairen wandered over to the screens. A
spreading cloud of gas and debris was all that remained of Shadow
Hawk.

"Bring me High
King Tarvin, Emperor Endrovar and Commander Thestan."

"At once, My
Lord."

Fairen gazed at
the twinkling debris and drifting life pods while he waited,
wandering over to sit in his chair when he grew bored with the
view. Tarvin and Thestan arrived first, the crippled King drifting
along in his floating throne to stop before the dais. He bowed, and
Thestan did the same. Fairen ignored them, turning his head away.
The subtle insult would not go unnoticed, especially by Tarvin. He
could sense their nervousness like a rank stench, more so from
Tarvin.

Endrovar
arrived a couple of minutes later, his pugnacious face set in grim
lines, his hard eyes spitting venom at Tarvin. When he straightened
from his bow, Fairen turned his head towards the trio. Endrovar
emanated waves of resentment and dread.

"Endrovar."
Fairen's deep, distorted voice boomed, making the self-styled
emperor jump. "Did you enslave Queen Tassin Alrade and Cyber
Technician Tarl Averly?"

"No My Lord.
I-I-I bought them at... an auction."

"Then you
enslaved them."

"They were
already slaves."

"Do not try my
patience."

Endrovar
shifted, tugging at his collar. "I... yes, My Lord. They were my
slaves."

"Slavery is
forbidden by Overlord Darvian's fifth decree. You disobeyed."

"Many do! I..."
Endrovar shut his mouth, frowning.

"I am not
concerned with what others do, or don't do. It is you who stand
before me, is it not?"

"Yes, My
Lord."

"You will free
any other slaves you have, and give each of them one million
credits. This leniency I grant you only because you are a planetary
leader, and your crime harms only a few. Disobey me and transgress
again, and you will be executed. You will also pay for the repairs
to Pathos and replace Shadow Hawk."

Endrovar
blanched, but bowed. "Thank you, My Lord."

The young
Overlord steepled his hands, considering. He had just stripped
Endrovar of a sizeable portion of his fortune, and the emperor
radiated nervous resentment. The fat man's ill-concealed debauchery
nauseated Fairen.

"Tarvin."
Fairen tapped his fingers together. "You too, enslaved Queen Tassin
Alrade."

"No, My Lord; I
bought her, yes, but in fact I was acting on information from Myon
Two, which has offered a reward for a woman matching her
description, whom they want for the murder of a department
head."

"And is she
this alleged murderess?"

"According to
Myon Two, she is, but I had not yet decided if I would hand her
over."

Fairen tilted
his head. Tarvin's words bordered on a lie, but did not quite cross
the line. A semi truth, perhaps, but closer to a truth than a lie.
"And why would you not?"

"Ah, well, she
claimed it was self-defence."

Fairen laced
his fingers. Once again, it was close to the truth. While Endrovar
was a simple, brutish fellow, Tarvin was royalty born and bred,
even a little inbred, and it showed in his clever wiles.

"Consider it
now."

Tarvin inclined
his head. "Truly, I was not certain that she told the truth, and it
would have been the right, and legal thing to do, to hand her over
to her accusers. And on the matter of your friend -"

Fairen rose to
his feet. "You will not speak without my consent."

"Sorry, My
Lord."

"You almost
cost Sabre his life."

"I did as he
wished, as soon as he told me he was your friend."

"Yes." Fairen
descended the three shallow steps. "You are a diplomat. You know
the folly of angering an Overlord. Hence your obedience stemmed
from self-preservation, not morality, or even respect. I will judge
you."

Tarvin’s eyes
darted. "What have I done to deserve it?"

"You have
angered me."

Fairen pulled
off his right glove and held out his hand, palm towards Tarvin's
brow. The High King stared at it, his mouth open. The Overlord
lowered his hand and wandered past, pulling his glove back on.
Thestan bowed and stepped aside. Fairen walked around the trio, his
head bowed, and returned to the dais.

"You are a
devious, plotting man. Myon Two does indeed accuse Queen Tassin of
murder, but it was self-defence, and I intend to put an end to
their illegal pursuit of her."

"My Lord, your
friend took me hostage, and threatened my life."

Fairen turned
to face him. "What of it?"

"Will you allow
it to go unpunished?"

"Yes."

"Is that not
unfair?"

The young
Overlord sank down on his throne. "You imprisoned his betrothed,
and would have handed her over for execution."

"I did not know
who she was, or that she was innocent of the charge."

"And if he had
told you, would you have given her back to him?"

Tarvin shook
his head. "I cannot answer that, since he did not ask me."

"Commander
Thestan, you are witness to the events that took place aboard
Shadow Hawk. What have you to say?"

Thestan
shifted, looking uncomfortable. "In truth, My Lord, Sabre did not
ask for the girl until he had a weapon at King Tarvin's head. Even
then, however, Tarvin ordered his men to take her hostage. It was
not until Sabre told Tarvin that he was your friend, and showed him
your bracelet, that Tarvin obeyed."

Fairen looked
at Tarvin, noting the King's discomfort. "So, there I have my
answer, although you took pains to avoid being caught in a lie. Had
Sabre asked for his fiancée to be returned without a weapon at your
head, I think he would have met with the same refusal."

"That is only
your conjecture."

"It is my
judgement!" Fairen's distorted voice thundered. "Do not dare to
question me, King Tarvin, lest I find myself with a sudden yen to
visit your home world and see how dense its core is. You skirt
dangerously close to incurring my wrath."

"I apologise,
My Lord." Tarvin bowed awkwardly.

"You will
remain aboard the Scorpion Ship until Sabre has recovered and I
have heard his, and Queen Tassin's, version of events. Then I will
decide if further chastisement is called for. If my friend dies,
however, your life if forfeit." He gestured to Shrain. "Accommodate
them."

 


****

 


Tarl watched
the monitor, which beeped to the steady rhythm of Sabre's heart.
His bio-status was up to thirty per cent and rising, and all his
other vitals were normal. He was going to live. His skin's soft
glow had faded to an iridescent sheen, much like it had looked
before under a bright light. Ironically, Sabre was becoming less
human as he evolved. Tassin sat slumped in a chair beside the bed,
her eyes drooping. Three hours had passed since Tarl had entered
the hospital, yet it seemed like an eternity. He had come so close
to losing Sabre, and he did not want to think about what he would
have done if that had happened. Martis and Estrelle had gone to a
room to freshen up and rest, Kole snored on the next bed.

"How is
he?"

Tarl jumped as
a deep, androgynous voice spoke beside him, swinging around.
Overlord Fairen stood there, facing Sabre.

"He's
improving, My Lord. He will recover."

"I am pleased.
You did well." Fairen glanced at Tassin as she sat up, knuckling
her eyes. "Queen Tassin."

"My Lord."

"I wish to know
how King Tarvin treated you while you were his prisoner."

She hesitated.
"He... he was kind, but implacable. I was not ill-treated, but
towards the end, when I refused to co-operate, he threatened to use
drugs or a cyber implant to control me."

"Did he hurt
you?"

"Well, one of
his cybers did, a little, when I tried to hit him."

"You tried to
hit a cyber?"

"No, My Lord, I
tried to hit Tarvin."

"Ah." Fairen
nodded, facing Sabre again. "I knew he would find you. He struggled
with your loss a great deal. I believe he now has all his emotions,
not so, Tarl?"

"Yes, My
Lord."

"He will need
your gentleness, Tassin," Fairen went on. "His emotional state is
fragile, and he has yet to come to terms with his feelings. He
loves you very much."

"And I
him."

"I know. How
long before he awakes, Tarl?"

"Many hours, My
Lord. His bio-status is still very low."

"What will you
do to Tarvin and Endrovar?" Tassin asked.

"I have already
meted out my judgement to Endrovar. He will pay for the damage he
caused. Tarvin may still receive more chastisement, depending on
what Sabre has to say when he wakes."

"Did you know
that his ancestor is the man Myon Two cloned?" she asked.

"No." Fairen
turned to her. "He is related to Sabre?"

"Yes. Sabre is
a clone of High King Sharlin."

"Bugger me,"
Tarl swore. "No wonder he's elite."

"What?"

"Tarvin is Myon
Two elite. It's the privileged upper class there; reserved for
management and, apparently, the descendent of the host. That
explains all the cybers, too. That's how they bought the use of his
ancestor's DNA."

"It's
despicable," Tassin muttered.

"Yeah."

Tarl glanced at
Sabre, noticing that the iridescent quality of his skin had faded,
and he looked normal once more. It seemed that whatever purpose the
glow had served had been fulfilled. The monitor showed that his
bio-status remained the same. He had suffered surprisingly few ill
effects from his sojourn into deep space. The skin on his fingers
and nose was peeling and his corneas were cloudy, but that would
heal in time.

 


****

 


Sabre tumbled
through space, the raw cold eating into him, freezing his skin. His
muscles spasmed with violent shivers and a red light flashed deep
in his brain. The cyber tracked his dropping temperature, raising
his metabolism to counter it, but it was not enough. Even a cyber
could not survive for long in deep space. His skin froze and
cracked as he curled up tighter, striving to preserve the last of
his warmth. His lungs demanded air, and the control unit directed
his system to burn protein. The brow band's heat shunt was failing,
and cold invaded his brain. Soon he would be a chunk of ice. He
writhed.

Something
gripped his arm, and he turned. A Corsair loomed out of the
darkness, its mouth open to reveal venomous teeth. What the hell
was a Corsair doing in deep space? How was it still alive? He
lunged at it, all his instincts urging him to kill it. Perhaps
because it was his enemy, or because it had attacked him, or maybe
just because it was the last thing he would do before he died. His
hands closed around the alien's neck and squeezed. It struggled,
plucking at his hands. Sabre tightened his hold.

The Corsair's
face twisted, and it squeaked, "No! Sabre! Stop!"

It sounded a
bit like Tarl. Sabre released it, recoiling. His feet were on solid
ground. How could there be solid ground in deep space? He staggered
back, hit something and fell, banging his elbows and the back of
his head on a cold, hard floor. Metal clattered and chimed around
him, prickling his pounding head with fresh pain. He discovered
that his eyes were closed and opened them.

A glowing white
ceiling filled his vision, and he realised that he lay on his back.
Raising his head, he winced as a rush of data scrolled through his
brain, and switched the control unit off. Objects and beings
snapped into sharp focus. Tarl sat close by, rubbing his throat.
Several white-clad men stood around, their expressions alarmed.
They looked like Myon Two technicians, and Sabre tried to spring to
his feet. His legs buckled, and he sprawled on his side, his hands
encountering sharp-edged metallic objects on a smooth floor. A
familiar voice reached him through the haze of pain and confusion
that fogged his mind, calling his name in a worried tone. He
glanced around. Tassin stood a couple of metres away, Kole beside
her, holding her arm.

"Sabre," she
said again, "it's all right. You're safe."

Sabre pushed
himself into a sitting position, looking around again. Aseptic
white walls and a number of beeping machines surrounded him. A tube
was attached to his arm. He consulted the scanners, but his head
was empty, and he switched the control unit on again.

"He's
confused," Tarl's voice said. "That's to be expected."

Sabre frowned
and ripped the tube out of his arm. Data flowed through his brain,
mapping part of a vast ship and the life signs of many people. His
mouth seemed to be stuffed with cotton wool, rather like his head.
His vision was misty, too.

"Let's hope he
doesn't have brain damage," another voice remarked.

Sabre glanced
around for its source. Martis stood behind him, and backed away,
looking alarmed. The cyber struggled to his knees, his muscles
barely obeying him. His breath came in ragged gasps and his heart
raced at two hundred and ten beats per minute.

"Let me go!"
Tassin growled.

Sabre turned to
look at her again, noting that Kole's grip on her arm held her
back. He tried to speak, but only a hiss issued from his aching
throat.

"He's not
himself, Tassin," Tarl said. "Let him get his bearings."

Sabre shook his
head, striving for clarity, and ordered the cyber to initiate an
energy burst. His bio-status was only at forty-two per cent, but
strength surged through him on a tide of adrenalin. He rose to his
feet, causing most of the people around him to retreat, except
Tassin, who strained towards him. Tarl cursed, and Kole backed
away, dragging her. She fought to get free, and Sabre stepped
towards her.

"Let her go,"
he grated.

Her eyes were
full of anguish, and tears ran down her cheeks. What was she so
upset about? The energy burst, weak as it was, drained away, and
darkness slammed down.

 


 


Tarl swore as
Sabre collapsed. His arm clipped a portable monitor and sent it
skidding away. More instruments clattered to the floor around the
cyber as he sprawled face down, senseless. Tarl reached him in a
stride, and Kole released Tassin, who ran to kneel beside the
cyber. Tarl gripped Sabre's shoulder and rolled him onto his back.
The brow band was full of flashing red lights, and blood oozed from
his nose. He picked him up and placed him on the bed.

"What's wrong
with him?" she demanded.

"He's just
confused. The last thing he remembers is drifting in space, dying.
He shouldn't even be awake yet. He can't see properly, and he's as
weak as a nair kitten. He was dreaming, too, that's why he attacked
me."

"Or he's brain
damaged," Martis muttered.

Tarl swung on
him with a frown. "Will you shut up, or piss off!"

"Well he could
be."

"He's not!"
Tarl plugged the data cable, which Sabre had ripped out when he had
rolled off the bed, back into the brow band, and swore. "Damn it,
his bio-status is down to thirty-four per cent again. He must have
used an energy burst. That's how he was able to stand up."

Tarl pulled the
monitoring console closer and typed on the keyboard. When Sabre had
rolled off the bed, it had taken him by surprise, especially since
the cyber's eyes had been closed, and according to the monitor he
was still unconscious. Tarl had only realised that Sabre was
dreaming when the cyber had gripped his throat. That had been a
scary moment. He wondered what the dream had been about. Nothing
good, that was certain.

Yet, even in
his confused state, he had recognised Tarl and Tassin, which was a
good sign. Martis' constant carping about brain damage was really
irritating, and he longed to order the host researcher out. Martis
might be an expert on host design, but he had no idea of their
capabilities under duress. Tarl had seen more damaged cybers than
he cared to remember, and he knew how resilient they were. Seeing
Sabre in this state, however, was hard for him, and more so for
Tassin, who wiped tears from her cheeks.

"He's going to
be all right," he assured her. "Normally a cyber wouldn't wake up
in this state, because the control unit is shut down. I'm going to
have to sedate him for a while."

She nodded.
"Whatever you think is best."

Tarl pushed the
drip needle back into Sabre's arm and injected the line with a
powerful sedative, one of the few that worked on a cyber. The
medics wandered off, muttering. Kole sank down on a chair with a
sigh, and Martis frowned at the monitor. Tarl sat on one of the
stools that had been placed around Sabre's bed for his visitors and
massaged the back of his neck. Tassin perched on the edge of the
bed and held Sabre's hand, her brow furrowed with worry.

"Why do you
think he attacked you?" she asked.

Tarl shook his
head. "God only knows. Considering how many fights he's been in, he
could have been dreaming about anything from an alien beast to a
war bot. He wasn't attacking me. He stopped when he heard my voice.
I should have realised, and sedated him earlier on. I'd forgotten
he has dreams. I'm still adjusting to his many differences."

"But he's all
right, isn't he? He's not brain damaged."

Tarl hesitated,
loath to lie to her. "I don't know, quite honestly. Martis could be
right, much as I hate to admit it. If any part of his brain froze,
there could be damage. If it did, it most likely happened around
the implants, which would have damaged his motor and speech
centres, but he was able to stand up, and speak, so I think he's
fine."

Tassin glanced
at him. "But we won't know for sure until he wakes up."

"No. I could do
a brain scan, which might show damaged areas, but... Let's just
wait, okay?"

"If he is brain
damaged, he's likely to be dangerous," Martis commented.

Tarl swung
around. "Piss off, Martis. You're not helping. Speculating is
pointless."

"I was just
making an -"

"Well
don't."

"Fine." Martis
stalked out, clearly offended.

Tarl ran a hand
through his hair, wishing he was not quite so tired. Much as he
longed to stay at Sabre's bedside, he needed to sleep or he would
be useless when the cyber woke up. That was not going to happen for
many more hours, however, and he left Tassin to her vigil to seek
out the stateroom that had been provided for him.


 


 


 Chapter Fourteen

 


The beeping of
Sabre's heart monitor woke Tassin from her doze in the chair beside
his bed. She raised her head, wincing as her neck twinged, and
rubbed it. Her aching ribs sent lances of pain through her at every
breath, despite the painkiller Tarl had given her. Sabre appeared
to be asleep, but the monitor showed that his heart rate was
seventy-four. Two days had passed since his first, disastrous
awakening, and Tarl had kept him sedated since then. The others
were away sleeping or eating, and, since it was late evening
according to ship's time, the hospital was dim and empty. Tarl had
assured her that Sabre was too heavily sedated to wake up, so he
must be dreaming again, she decided.

Rising, she sat
on the edge of the bed, leaning forward to stroke his cheek as she
had done many times during the past two days. Somehow touching his
warm skin helped to allay her fears, and holding his hand comforted
her. She remembered the tide of cold despair that had threatened to
overwhelm her when she had seen him lying on the floor, more dead
than alive. Picking up his hand, she rubbed a bit of peeling skin
from his fingers and held it to her cheek. She would never forget
that brief moment of lucidity, when his hands had clasped her waist
and thrust her into the life pod. He must have known then that he
would not be able to follow her. She shied away from the memory of
her ribs breaking with dull pops under the tremendous pressure of
his hands.

The heart
monitor beeped faster, and she glanced up at it. Eighty-nine beats
per minute. Her gaze dropped to his face, and her breath caught.
His silver eyes were fixed upon her.

"Sabre?"

He blinked and
swallowed. "I must be dead... there's an angel on my bed." His
voice was a husky whisper.

"You're all
right." Hot tears flooded her eyes and overflowed.

"Hey... don't
cry."

She shook her
head, brushing at her eyes. "I'm just..." Her throat closed.

His hand
gripped hers and tugged her closer. "Come here."

Tassin hugged
him, pressing her cheek to his skin, uncaring of the pain that shot
from her ribcage. Sobs racked her, and he enfolded her in a firm
embrace, stroking her hair.

"Hush. It's
okay. I'm okay, you're okay... everything's okay," he murmured.

"I must call
Tarl."

"No, not
yet."

The heart
monitor's beeping grew faster still, then stopped, and she raised
her head in alarm.

Sabre smiled.
"No, I'm not dead. I just switched it off. It's annoying." His eyes
roamed over her face. "I thought I'd never see you again."

She clasped his
cheeks. "I thought I'd lost you too. I saw you... drifting..."

"Yeah... that
must have been awful."

"I'm just so
glad..."

"Me too.
Fairen, huh?"

She nodded.
"Did you call him?"

"Yeah. I didn't
think he'd make it in time, though."

"You were...
frozen." Her voice emerged as a strangled croak.

Sabre pulled
her close again and held her so tight she could hardly breathe, and
her ribs twinged in protest. She clung to his solid warmth and
wished the moment would never end. He held her in the way in which
she had longed for him to hold her for three years. Minutes passed
before her tears eased, and he loosened his hold when she raised
her head. To her amazement, wet streaks ran down his cheeks, and
she wiped them away.

His smile was
crooked and shy. "I'm just a big sissy."

She giggled,
her breath catching. "No. You're a beautiful, gentle man. And
you're not that big."

"True. I'm a
small sissy."

"I'm just so
happy you're okay."

"I thought I
would die for sure this time. I'm glad I didn't."

"Do you need
anything? Are you thirsty? Hungry?"

He shook his
head, glancing at the tube attached to his arm. "Looks like Tarl's
been pumping me full of fluids, and other crap."

"He saved your
life."

He shifted.
"Yeah, but he's shoved tubes into other parts of me too, and he's
going to pay for that."

"You don't mean
that."

"Oh, but I do."
He chuckled. "Okay, I'm kidding."

Tassin smiled
and stroked his cheek. "You saved me."

His smile
faded, and he reached up to cup her face. "All I could think about
while I was dying was that I never told you how much I love you.
There are no words to express what I feel. When I heard you'd been
taken, the wall in my mind broke. I know what it is to truly love
you now. What I felt before was just a shadow of the truth, an
overflow from behind that wall. I didn't mind dying, as long as I
saved you."

Tassin blinked
as fresh tears spilt down her cheeks. A huge lump blocked her
throat, and all she could do was gaze at him and shake her
head.

A wry smile
tugged at his lips. "Don't cry."

"I can't help
it."

"Hush." He
pulled her into his arms once more, stroking her hair. "You'll make
me cry again too if you keep this up."

"I love you,"
she mumbled against his chest.

His arms
tightened. "I know."

"But I do need
to breathe."

"Sorry." He
loosened his hold.

Several moments
passed in silence, then he asked, "How many ribs did I break?"

Her breath
caught, and she swallowed. "Not that many."

"How many?"

She sighed,
knowing he would scan her anyway. "Only two."

"I'm
sorry."

Tassin sat up
to gaze down at him with a tremulous smile. "I wouldn't have cared
if you'd broken all of them."

His eyes swept
over her and came to rest on her midriff. "Show me."

"No,
Sabre..."

"I want to see.
Show me."

"It's
bandaged."

Sabre tugged up
the edge of her blouse and eyed the bandages that swaddled her
ribs. "Please take them off."

"It will
hurt."

His eyes rose
to meet hers. "I must see."

"Why?"

"I need
to."

"It will only
make you feel worse."

Lowering his
gaze to her waist again, he unclipped the bandage and tugged it
loose, starting to unwrap it. Seeing that he was not going to be
swayed, she unwound the strip of stretch fabric that supported her
injured ribs. The brow band flashed, telling her that he was
scanning her too. The last bandage fell away to reveal the dark
purple handprints that clasped her waist, and he stared at them for
several seconds, a frown furrowing his brow. Raising his hands, he
placed them over the bruises, which were a perfect fit. His eyes
flicked up to meet hers, filled with anguish, and she tugged her
blouse down and leant forward to clasp his face.

"It's all
right. I know you didn't mean to hurt me. Please don't feel
bad."

"I had no
choice," he murmured. "There was nothing else I could do; nowhere
else I could hold you... I knew..."

She sat back
and shook her head. "I don't blame you. You saved my life."

Sabre raised a
hand and frowned at it, and she clasped it, raising it to kiss the
back of it, then held it to her cheek.

"It's okay,"
she whispered.

"I swore an
oath." Tears overflowed his eyes and ran down his face. "I said I'd
never hurt you. Do you remember?"

"Yes." Tassin
leant closer to wipe his cheeks. "But if you'd let me die because
you didn't want to hurt me, I'd be quite angry now. Thanks to you,
I'm alive, and my ribs will heal."

He met her
eyes. "Hurting people is what I do. It comes with being a killing
machine."

"You're not a
killing machine. I want you to stop calling yourself that, and stop
thinking of yourself as that. Tarl's wrong. Killing machines don't
cry."

He smiled. "I
guess they do if they grow a conscience."

"Stop it. It
would have made no difference if you'd been a normal man, except
you wouldn't have had the strength to throw me into the pod, and
I'd be dead now. I'm not angry with you for hurting me, but I will
be angry if you keep beating yourself up about it."

He averted his
eyes to gaze across the room, and she wondered what was going on in
his mind, wishing she could read it.

Heavy footsteps
hurried closer, and she sensed him tense. She rubbed her eyes and
glanced around. Tarl trotted up, a grin creasing his face, his eyes
bright.

"Hey, bud.
You're awake!"

"Your powers of
observation never cease to amaze me," Sabre said.

"Well, that's
no mean feat, without a pulse." Tarl glanced at the heart
monitor.

"It was
annoying."

"How are you
feeling?"

"Like I have a
tube shoved up my..." Sabre's eyes flicked to Tassin, then back to
Tarl. "Where I really don't want a tube."

"Yeah, well,
you've been out for two days."

"And it looks
like you've been having fun." Sabre glanced at all the monitoring
equipment around the bed and pulled the data cable out of the brow
band.

Tarl's smile
faded. "If you call watching you almost die 'fun', you've got a
sick mind."

The cyber
considered him. "I seem to recall strangling you, and yet here you
are, still alive."

Tarl stepped
closer to the bed. "Want to have another shot at it?"

"Not right now.
I'll wait until you've taken all these tubes out of me."

Tassin snorted
and shook her head. "You two! Why don't you just tell each other
how you really feel?"

"How's that?"
Sabre enquired, raising his brows.

"That you love
each other."

Tarl made a
rude noise. "Yeah, right."

Sabre shook his
head. "You're kidding."

"Well I know
you do, and you both know you do, so all this chest thumping is
just a load of hooey."

The cyber
chuckled. "Yeah, come here, bud, let me give you a big old
hug."

"No way." Tarl
shook his head. "Try that on Martis. It might work."

"I might just
do that."

"Good, because
he was really pissing me off, going on the way he did."

"About
what?"

"Brain damage.
But I know you don't have a brain, so no chance of that."

Sabre cocked
his head. "I should have strangled you."

Tassin sighed
and folded her arms.

Tarl studied
Sabre. "Why are you awake? I gave you enough sedative to knock a
horse out for a week."

The cyber
shrugged. "Metabolised it."

"Right."

"I'd like to
see Fairen."

Tarl nodded and
went over to the com-link on the wall. When he returned, Sabre
frowned at him.

"Now you can
take all these damned tubes out of me."

"Sure, bud. I
didn't actually put that one in. It was a nice little female
medic."

Sabre looked
away, and Tarl chuckled, moving around the bed to remove the drip
needle from the cyber's arm. Tassin turned her back while he
removed the other tube and Sabre donned his shorts. A short while
later, the door opened and Overlord Fairen came in. He approached
the bed, his hands hidden in the sleeves of his jacket, then turned
to her.

"I would like a
minute alone with Sabre, if you please."

 


 


As the door
shut behind Tassin and Tarl, Fairen pulled off the veiled hood,
revealing a flushed, smiling countenance and tousled hair. He
removed his gloves and perched on the edge of the bed.

"I'm glad
you're all right."

The cyber
smiled. "Thanks to you."

"And Tarl. If
not for him, I would not have been able to save you. How are
you?"

"Pretty good,
considering."

"Your emotions
are strong now."

"Do they bother
you?"

"Not too much.
They're good ones."

Sabre sought
the peaceful emptiness he had owned before, consigning most of his
feelings to the dark pits in his mind.

Fairen tilted
his head. "Don't do that. It's not necessary. It's corruption that
sickens me. You fought for your feelings, keep them."

"Only if you're
still able to give me a hug."

The boy smiled
and leant forward to embrace his friend.

Sabre gave him
a good squeeze, patting his back. "Thank you."

Fairen sat
back. "If only you knew how good I feel to have been able to help
you. You should have called me sooner. I was almost too late."

"I thought I
could handle it."

"I still have
Tarvin. What should I do with him?"

Sabre shrugged.
"That's up to you."

"I want to
punish him for what he did, or almost did, to Tassin, since she's
your betrothed, but he's also your relative. I shall forbid him to
keep cybers and order him to send the ones he has back to Myon
Two." He stood up. "I'll let you be with Tassin now. When you're
ready, I'll return you to Omega Five. Next time you get into
trouble, call me sooner."

"I shall."

After Fairen
left, Tassin and Tarl returned with Martis, Estrelle and Kole in
tow. Sabre smiled at Tassin as she came to his side and took his
hand. Sitting up, he swung his legs off the bed and glanced at
Tarl.

"You going to
help me up, bud?"

Tarl shook his
head. "Not a chance. Martis will do it."

"Ah, come
on."

Tassin said,
"I'll help you."

He shot her a
smile. "Better if he does it. My legs are a bit rubbery."

"Then you
should stay in bed," Tarl remarked.

"I'd really
like to get up."

"Why won't you
help him?" Tassin looked puzzled.

Tarl shook his
head. "I don't think he really needs help. His bio-status is
sixty-four per cent."

"Well my legs
are still weak. I might fall."

"You'll
bounce."

Martis stepped
forward. "I'll give you a hand."

"I want him."
Sabre sighed. "Never mind." He rose to his feet.

Tarl gestured.
"You see? He -"

Sabre lunged at
the cyber tech, who yelped and tried to run, but took only two
steps before Sabre caught him and yanked him into a bear hug. Tarl
groaned as the air was squeezed from his lungs, and coughed when
Sabre thumped him on the back. The cyber released him and held him
at arm's length, grinning.

Tarl grimaced,
rubbing his back. "I think you cracked a rib, bud."

"That'll teach
you to run away. How far did you think you'd get, exactly? You
didn't believe the bit about the rubbery legs, did you?"

"Nope."

Sabre clasped
the side of Tarl's neck. "Thanks, bud."

"You're
welcome."

"Tassin's
right, you know. I don't hate you anymore."

Tarl nodded,
looking embarrassed. "Glad to hear it. You're still a little shit,
though, and a bully."

Sabre released
him. "If anyone messes with you, let me know."

"Aw, thanks,
bud." Tarl thrust out his hand.

Sabre glanced
at it and grinned. "You're kidding, right?"

"Nope."

"Good for you."
Sabre gripped Tarl's hand, but, instead of trying to crush it, as
he expected, the cyber tech pulled him into a bear hug, using all
his strength and pounding Sabre's back. The cyber chuckled when
Tarl released him, shaking his head with a grin.

"Pathetic. Is
that the best you can do?"

"Yeah well, I
don't have bloody reinforced ribs."

"Have another
go."

Tarl sighed.
"It won't do me any good."

"Go on."

Tassin clicked
her tongue and rolled her eyes. "When you two have quite finished
your pissing contest...?"

"It's not a
pissing contest," Sabre said. "Tarl's just trying to bully me back.
He's not so good at it, though."

"Agh, well, I
don't want to hurt you."

"Right," Sabre
drawled.

Tassin held out
his trousers. "Perhaps you should get dressed."

Sabre took them
and pulled them on.

Tarl clasped
the side of his chest and grimaced. "I seriously think you cracked
a rib."

Martis said,
"If he did, it was intentional, because a cyber knows, to the last
micron, how much pressure is required to crack a normal man's ribs,
and...." He trailed off as Sabre turned to stare at him.

"Just who
exactly are you enlightening?" he enquired. "Because Tarl knows
that shit, and if you call me a cyber one more time, I'll crack a
few of your ribs."

"I - I was
telling Tassin. She doesn't know, does she?"

"I reckon she
could guess, and she knows Tarl's full of shit. She also knows I
wouldn't hurt him, intentionally or otherwise."

"Martis loves
to spout that drivel," Tarl said. "He can't seem to help
himself."

"Well he'd
better learn to control his urge to pontificate about the
intricacies of cyber design while I'm around, because I really
don't enjoy hearing about how my innards are strong enough to tow a
spaceship and my fingers make excellent door stoppers."

Martis hung his
head. "Sorry."

Sabre glanced
at Kole and Estrelle. "You two are very quiet."

Kole shrugged
and smiled. "Glad to see you back on your feet and in one piece,
old pal."

Estrelle tilted
her head. "How are you coping?"

"Coping?" Sabre
smiled. "Ah, I see. Yeah, I'm finding that it's a lot easier to
deal with emotions when they're good ones. I feel fine."

 


****

 


Overlord Fairen
turned to face the six people who walked across the black marble
floor to stop before his dais. In the screens behind him, Omega
Five hung like a glowing blue and white jewel. The sight of it made
a lump block Tassin's throat, and she slipped her hand into
Sabre's. Endrovar had been released, and Fairen had ordered the
enforcers to ferry Tarvin and his crew home before the Scorpion
Ship had translocated to Omega Five. Fairen settled upon his throne
and raised a hand. An aide emerged from the shadows carrying a
sheaf of transparent sheets, one of which he handed over. Tassin
glanced at Sabre, wondering what was going on, but he appeared
unperturbed.

Fairen
beckoned. "Queen Tassin Alrade, you may approach."

Tassin walked
up the three shallow steps onto the dais, her heart pounding. Even
though she knew Fairen was only a fourteen-year-old boy, she still
found his veiled presence intimidating. He seemed to sense it,
which of course he did, she reminded herself, since he was an
empath. He tilted his head, and she could almost sense his
smile.

"Be at ease,
Tassin, I bear good news. I have decided to lift the restrictions
on your home world. From this day forth, Omega Five is free to
rejoin the space-faring community." He held out the transparent
document. "Here is my seal upon my decree. Show it to any who
dispute your right."

She took the
sheet, turning it to gaze at the embossed gold writing and
flamboyant scorpion sigil at the bottom. "Thank you, My Lord. This
will mean much to my people."

Fairen laced
his fingers and inclined his head, and she retreated to Sabre's
side, glad to quit the dais and Fairen's attention. The aide handed
the young Overlord another transparency.

Fairen said,
"Tarl Averly, you may approach."

Tarl looked
even more nervous than Tassin had felt, and Fairen held out the
sheet.

"Here is my
decree that pardons you of the supposed crimes you committed on
Myon Two. This I bestow upon you for the services you have given to
my friend. Show it to any who attempt to imprison you, and they
will release you or incur my wrath."

Tarl bowed and
took the sheet, stepping down from the dais with a bemused
smile.

Once more the
aide handed over a transparency, and Fairen beckoned to Estrelle
and Martis. When they bowed before him, he held out the sheet.

"Here is my
pardon for any crimes Myon Two might attempt to charge you with, in
return for the aid you gave to my friend."

The cyber techs
bowed again, and Martis took the sheet. When they had returned to
their place beside Tarl, Fairen beckoned to Kole as he accepted
another transparency from his aide.

"Kole Arvan.
For services you have given to my friend, here is my pardon for any
and all crimes you may have committed during the commission of
those services."

When Kole had
rejoined the little group, the aide held out the last transparency,
and Fairen beckoned to Sabre. As the cyber mounted the dais and
stopped in front of him, the young Overlord rose to his feet.

"Until now, you
had no family name, since your ancestry was lost. We have now
discovered it, and with this decree I bestow upon you the freedom
and privilege of a free-born man, and officially restore to you the
name Myon Two stole. You are Sabre Stargane, twin brother of High
King Sharlin Stargane, rightful heir to the Estron System and all
the worlds therein. Should you choose to reclaim your heritage, I
shall uphold your title."

Sabre smiled as
he took the sheet. "Thank you."

The boy turned
to the little group. "You may leave."

 


 


When the door
closed behind them, Fairen pulled off his hood and ran a hand
through his hair, shooting Sabre a sad look. "I don't want you to
go."

"I know." The
cyber turned to gaze at Omega Five.

"I could
guarantee your safety if you stayed with me."

"Yeah. I wish
you could come with me, but I can't stay here. My life is there,
with Tassin."

"I
understand."

Sabre clasped
the boy's shoulder. "Hey, if you ever need my help, or if you just
want to talk, you know where I am. You'll always be welcome; hell,
I want you to visit as often as you can."

"I shall
install an embar tube in Tassin's dwelling."

"Good, then we
can talk whenever we want." Sabre released him. "You know that, if
not for Tassin, I'd stay with you, right?"

He nodded. "I
do."

"Don't
Overlords get holidays?"

"No." Fairen
smiled. "But I could if I wished."

"There you go
then. We'll ride horses in the woods, fish in the lake, go
swimming, lots of fun stuff."

"And spar?"

Sabre chuckled.
"Yeah, and spar. You'll have to work on your technique and strength
first, though."

"I will."

"Good. Why
don't you take a holiday right now, and come down with us? You
could stay for the wedding."

“When is
it?”

“Tomorrow, if
Tassin has her way.”

Fairen smiled.
"You have come a long way, Sabre. You've gone from a cool breeze to
a warm one, and now you are a deep, warm ocean full of mystery and
promise.” He paused. “Now that Omega Five is no longer restricted,
I shall declare it my home base, and under my protection. You need
a ship, and some modern toys, like air bikes and water
hoppers."

"The natives
are in for a shock. What about your real home world, and
family?"

"I was born on
Tevlar Ten, a chunk of rock orbiting a gas giant. My parents were
miners, and died in an accident shortly after I was taken away. I
have fewer claims to family than you do. You're royalty. Your
people are the Allarians, inhabitants of Allar Four, well known for
their fighting skills and selective breeding for physical
perfection. Tarvin is your descendant."

"He's a
moron."

Fairen
chuckled. "Because he fought a cyber?"

"No, that was
quite brave of him. Because he thought he could win."

"You know why
he did it, don't you?"

"Because he's
an egomaniac?"

"No, because in
his mind, he was fighting High King Sharlin, the greatest warrior
who ever lived."

Sabre snorted.
"Which just proves my point. Although Tassin says he didn't know
about that until after he was crippled."

"Doubtless
there are pictures of Sharlin in Tarvin's palace, so I'm sure he
suspected it beforehand, but confirmed it afterwards."

A soft cough
drew Fairen's attention, and Sabre glanced around.

Shrain bowed.
"My Lord, I apologise for the interruption. A distress message from
Emareld Prime. A deadly virus is sweeping the planet, and ships are
evacuating people – possibly infected – to Juno Eleven."

Fairen sighed.
"At least they had the decency to report it. Emareld Prime, the
jewel of the Diamond System, a stinking cesspit of a swamp world
where it never stops raining and fungus grows on people."

Sabre nodded.
"I think I've been there, briefly."

"I'm in a mood
to blow up a planet."

"Yeah, only
about two million people on it."

"I suppose I
must go."

Sabre turned to
him. "Come back soon, okay?"

"I shall."

"Good." The
cyber swept the boy up in a bear hug and squeezed him until he
squeaked, then dumped him on his feet and ruffled his hair. "Behave
yourself, and I'll see you soon."

 


****

 


Sabre descended
Striker's steps and stepped onto the soft grass of Omega Five. His
home. He breathed in crisp, cool night air redolent with humus,
night flowers and the musky scent of spice tree bark. Dark belts of
forest loomed against a the star-sprinkled sky, and he looked up at
the glittering crimson light that was the Scorpion Ship, stationed
in geosynchronous orbit fifty thousand kilometres above them. It
was possible to make out its shape, and it would be larger than the
orange moon, Pythal, when it rose. By then, however, Fairen would
be gone.

Sabre was sad
to be parted from the young Overlord, while at the same time happy
to be home with Tassin. It would take some time, he mused, to get
used to all the strange new emotions he was experiencing now. The
cyber band was switched off, and no data scrolled through his mind.
No flashing red lights or scanner information. No analysis of the
air, ambient radiation or surrounding landscape. He was almost
human.

Fairen's
restoration of his true name had helped him to become human,
although he had no use for the title, and did not consider himself
a king by any stretch of the imagination. He was just himself. Not
exactly a broken killing machine anymore, not quite a man, either.
He was something in between; a cyborg. He had learnt to live with
that, however, and his newfound feelings helped him to sort out
which was which and deal with it. He no longer needed the
supercomputer’s scrolling readouts and virtual dashboard to feel
complete, although he still missed it when it was switched off. Old
habits died hard. Most of the people who had helped him were still
with him, and he treasured their friendship, annoying though they
could sometimes be. He glanced around at the little group.

Kole complained
that Striker would rust if she was left parked out in the open, and
Tarl told him that if he wanted a hangar, he would have to build it
himself. Martis tried to take Estrelle's hand, and she shook him
off with a frown. He owed each of them a debt, Sabre reflected, but
the greatest debt he owed was to the diminutive girl who came to
his side and slipped her hand into his. He raised it and kissed the
back of it, then pulled her close and rested his chin on top of her
head.

"A penny for
your thoughts," she murmured.

"I'm lucky," he
whispered, his breath steaming in the chill air. "Very, very
lucky."

"To be
free?"

"And to have
you." Sabre glanced at the bickering quartet. "And them."

"We're lucky
too, to have you."

"I'm glad you
think so. You all would have had good lives without me, though, got
married, settled down... Well, maybe not Tarl and Kole. You would
have all been happy, whereas I... I wouldn't have. And now I am. So
I think I'm the lucky one."

She leant back
to look up at him, shaking her head. "No. I would be married to
that pig Torrian. Estrelle and Martis would be stuck on Myon Two,
torturing cybers. Tarl would still be a smuggler, on the run from
Myon Two, and Kole... Well maybe he's benefited the least, but I
think he's happier than he would have been as a hacker on Ferrinon
Four. We're all better off because of you."

He smiled and
brushed a lock of hair from her cheek. "Are you happy?"

"Yes. I have my
star man back, and that’s all I need. True love has no expectations
and makes no demands. It just is. And it never changes or dies.
That's what I feel for you."

Sabre glanced
around and discovered that the bickering quartet had set off for
the castle, which was visible in the distance. Tassin followed his
gaze and smiled, looking up at him. Her eyes were pools of shadow
and starlight silvered her skin. He raised a hand and ran his
fingers along the side of her neck, barely stroking her skin in a
feather-light caress. They came to rest on the soft place behind
her ear, brushing the hair away to trace the outline of her ear
before continuing along the edge of her jaw.

It was good to
use his enhanced sense of touch to give pleasure instead of pain.
His profound knowledge of human anatomy included all of the
pleasure centres, purely because they were also optimal areas for
inflicting pain. He could use what he knew for gentle pursuits
instead of combat or torture, and he wanted to now. She shivered,
her breath catching.

"Beware, My
Lord," she whispered, "lest I drag you into yonder bushes and do
ravish you in a most unseemly manner for a queen."

He chuckled.
"Promise?”

She reached up
and gripped his brow band, pulling his head down.

“Okay, not a
handle, you –”

Tassin kissed
him, her arms slipping around his neck. He enfolded her in a gentle
embrace, wary of her injured ribs, and kissed her with tender
passion, his heart speeding up with something other than combat
preparation, for a change. When he raised his head, her cheeks were
flushed and her eyes sparkled in the moonlight.

He said, “Let
us go to yonder castle before the urge to ravish me in the bushes
overwhelms you, My Lady. I’d much rather you did it in a soft
bed."

She giggled.
"Spoil sport."

“Oh, what,
you’d prefer the bushes?”

“I just don’t
want to wait that long.”

“It won’t take
long to get there, trust me.” Sabre swept her up and strode towards
the castle.

She twined her
arms around his neck. “What about the wedding?”

“What wedding?
Oh! That wedding. Nah, bugger that, I’ve waited long
enough.”

“You’re the one
who kept me waiting!”

“You’re going
to argue with me now?

Tassin smiled
and kissed his cheek. “No.”

“That’s a
first.”

 


 


Tassin gazed at
his profile, her heart so full of joy it seemed ready to burst. All
the trials and tribulations they had been through to reach this
moment had been worth it. Sabre would never be entirely human, and
she was glad of it. He was so much more, and he finally seemed at
peace with himself, something she had feared he would never
achieve. His kind, generous personality was untarnished by all the
suffering he had endured. He deserved to be truly happy and loved,
and she intended to see to it that he was.

 


****

 


 


The Cyber
Chronicles saga will continue…
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