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 Chapter One

 


Sabre stood on
the bridge of the Trykon warship and gazed at the blue and white
planet, relief buoying his heart. The journey here had been so
arduous and fraught with pitfalls he had begun to think they would
never reach it. He had not seen Omega Five from space before, since
the last time he had been to here, he had arrived and left in a
transport unit, in cold sleep. This was where he had escaped cyber
control after the freak accident had broken the brow band’s control
circuit. Here, he had come to know the lovely, raven-haired,
blue-eyed girl who had won his heart with her bravery and loyalty,
although her arrogance and selfishness had been a trial at
first.

Tassin had
mellowed into a wonderful person with a quick smile and a generous
spirit, and she had done what he had thought impossible when she
had travelled across the galaxy to free him from the cyber again.
He had lost all his memories of his time on Omega Five when the
cyber’s owner, Manutim, had taken him back to Myon Two, but the
ex-cyber technician, Tarl, had restored them. Since then, they had
been on the run from Overlord Ramadaus, who wanted to execute him,
and Myon Two enforcers bent on returning him to Cybercorp for
examination and probably termination, since cyber control could no
longer be re-established.

Omega Five was
a common T-type world orbiting a yellow dwarf star, the kind humans
colonised most often, due to their good atmospheres and stable
orbits. Tryandia, the Trykons’ home world, was another such planet,
and quite similar. The only unfortunate thing about Omega Five was
its position on the Outer Rim, far from most civilised worlds. This
meant there was little space traffic near it, but that suited him.
The planet had been abandoned after a global nuclear conflict had
all but wiped out its population, declared off-limits to space
farers. Omegan society had devolved to a medieval-type lifestyle,
and life on this world was simple and tough, but it might offer a
sanctuary from Cybercorp. Omega Five had four vast continents, only
one of which he had explored on his previous visit. Perhaps this
time they could explore the other continents; the prospect of
adventure appealed to him.

Sabre had won
command of Nemesis a couple of weeks ago in order to reach this
backwater world that he had come to think of as his home, since it
was Tassin’s. The Overlords had forbidden Trykons to leave their
own space, due to their warlike tendencies. Most of the giant
warriors had bionic replacements for bits lost in battle, and many
sported cybernetic enhancements such as scanners and jammers. The
battle-scarred destroyer was heavily armoured and slow, but few
challenged Trykons, who tended to kick butt first and ask questions
later. Nemesis’ drab grey bridge had a scuffed black plasfoam floor
and hard chairs for the officers who manned the various consoles
around its edge. The pilot sat in the middle, in front of and below
the commander’s seat, which dominated the control centre. The
curved main screen fronted it, and numerous smaller screens on the
side bulkheads displayed various views of the surrounding space and
scrolling data. An atmosphere of efficiency and industry pervaded
the dimly lighted room.

Nemesis’
second-in-command, First Lieutenant Atrel, turned to him. His black
hair and short beard, the former tied back in a tight braid,
matched his hard eyes. He had a metal hand and a brow band with an
optical enhancer covering one eye, and slabs of hard muscle made
his tattooed arms bulge. He wore partial chest armour and black
leather trousers, an ornate silver-studded shoulder scabbard
supporting a sheathed broadsword at an angle on his back.

"This is our
destination?" he asked.

"Yes. Omega
Five."

"This is a
primitive world, Commander. We don't have enough fuel to return to
Tryandia."

"You have an
Overlord's beacon. You can refuel on a civilised planet. When you
get back to Tryandia, destroy the beacon."

"May I ask a
question?"

Sabre
nodded.

"The man you
fought on the Overlord's ship looked just like you. Who was
he?"

"My
brother."

Atrel's brows
rose. "Then why did he fight you?"

"He's a slave.
He had no choice."

"So why did
you not free him?"

"Because it's
impossible."

Atrel nodded,
still looking confused, and turned to gaze at the planet again.
"Why do you wish to live here?"

"It's
peaceful."

"A warrior
doesn't seek peace."

"One who
doesn't want to fight does."

"Yet you excel
at it."

"That doesn't
mean I like it."

One of the
officers glanced around. "Commander, we've detected two ships in
orbit. They were on the far side, now they're rounding the
globe."

"Magnify them
and put them on the main screen."

The view
changed to a section of Omega Five's horizon, two ships visible
just above it. Sabre studied them. The sun glinted on their sleek
black shapes, and his heart sank. A crimson teardrop symbol was
just visible on the side of the nearest ship. Enforcers.

"They've seen
us. They're hailing us."

"Put it on
speakers only," Sabre ordered.

A hiss issued
from the communications console, then a voice said in Anglo,
"Incoming ship, identify yourself."

The
communications officer spoke into the tiny microphone poised in
front of his mouth. "This is the Trykon warship Nemesis."

Sabre turned
to the officer who manned one of the battle consoles. "Jam
them."

The man shook
his head. "Our jammers were damaged in the last battle, Commander.
We don't have the necessary spare parts to repair them."

Sabre cursed
and swung away, wanting to seek the shelter of the trinium-shielded
areas in the engine room again, as he had tried to do when Ramadaus
had appeared, but once again there was not enough time. The
enforcers would scan Nemesis before he could reach the engine
room.

"What is your
business here?" the enforcer's tinny voice enquired.

"Tell them
we’re just exploring, and we will leave immediately," Sabre
said.

The message
was relayed, and a short silence fell, then the tactical officer
glanced around. "They're scanning us."

Sabre faced
the screen again, frowning. "Get us the hell out of here."

Atrel frowned,
but the pilot ran his hands over his console, and Nemesis turned
away from the blue planet.

The
communications console hissed, and the enforcer said, "You have an
illegal cyber on board. Stop and prepare to be boarded."

Atrel cast
Sabre a puzzled look. "A cyber?"

"That would be
me."

Atrel went to
the communications console and picked up a tiny microphone. "We
will not allow you to take our commander, and you'd be well advised
to reconsider attacking a Trykon warship."

"You're
outnumbered, outclassed and outgunned, Nemesis. Stop now, and you
won't be harmed."

"We may be
outnumbered, but as to the rest, I wouldn't be so sure."

"We are
Reliant and Inevitable, enforcers from Myon Two, and you are
definitely outmatched, Nemesis. Stop now and avoid a battle you
can't win."

"We live to do
battle, outsider weakling scum, and Trykons are not easily
defeated."

Sabre eyed
Atrel, who seemed to be enjoying himself, and wondered how long the
chest-beating and sword-rattling was going to go on for. His
conversation with Tassin two nights ago now seemed prophetic. Who
had betrayed him, and would he ever be safe on Omega Five now that
Myon Two knew about it? He glanced down at Fairen's bracelet,
wondering if he should trigger it now, or try to deal with the
situation first. Deciding on the latter, he turned his attention
back to Atrel's attempt to browbeat the enforcers into
surrendering, which was not working.

"... Weakling
outsiders have never been able to defeat a Trykon battle force, and
-"

"Atrel," Sabre
interrupted. "Don't waste your breath. They're coming into range.
Fire."

"With
pleasure, Commander." The first lieutenant grinned and swung back
to face the screen. "Main aft lasers, target the leading ship. Aim
for primary areas, auxiliary lasers target the second ship."

The officers
who manned the battle consoles ran their hands over the numerous
keys and blinking lights. Tactical screens came to life, filled
with scrolling numbers and targeting lines. This was what Trykons
did best, Sabre mused. They lived to do battle, and it had been
decades since they had fought anyone other than each other. This
crew was having a rare treat, first pirates, and now enforcers.
Beams of orange light lanced across the gap and hit the nearest
enforcer ship, leaving glowing spots on its duronium hull. The
suave voice from the communications console stopped expounding the
power of Myon Two enforcers with a squawk. Seconds later, lances of
blue light shot from the enforcer ships, and Nemesis shuddered.

Sabre gripped
the back of the third battle lieutenant’s chair. "Their crews'
quarters are their weakest point. Below and behind the bridge."

Atrel shot him
a curious glance. "These are your enemies?"

"Yes. These
are my enemies."

"Then our
triumph will be all the greater for it." He staggered and braced
himself on a console as Nemesis shuddered, and alarms sounded deep
in the ship.

Sabre
consulted the scanners and found Tassin in Tarl's cabin, but his
concern grew with every shudder that shook the ship. The memory of
the explosion that had ripped through her cabin was still fresh in
his mind, and had he not been with her she would have been killed.
She was right about one thing; she was safer close to him, where he
could protect her. He turned to a com-link on the wall and
activated a connection with Tarl's cabin.

"Tassin, come
to the bridge."

Nemesis'
lasers hammered the enforcer ships, neither of which was as large
or as sturdily built as she was, but they were more powerful and
faster. Sabre watched the real time action in the screens between
glancing at the readouts on the battle consoles. The enforcers
would have summoned reinforcements by now, and Nemesis barely had
enough fuel to reach the closest corridor.

Sabre glanced
around as Tassin entered the bridge, returning her smile. She still
wore the grey blouse, black jeans and matching ankle boots she had
purchased on Travon Nine after Tarl had sold Blue Sun. Since then,
there had been no opportunity to buy new clothes, and the outfit
showed a little wear and tear due, in part, to frequent launderings
in ships’ auto-washers. Sabre’s standard issue cyber combat clothes
had suffered irreparable damage during his rescue of Tarl from the
fire aboard Nemesis the pirates’ attack had caused, and the Trykons
had provided him with well-fitting dark grey trousers made from
stretch material, a matching waist-length jacket and black shirt.
Gold embroidery decorated the jacket’s shoulders and sleeves, and a
spray of golden feathers was embroidered on the right side of the
chest.

Tassin looked
up at the receding blue and white globe in the screens. "Omega
Five?"

He nodded.
"Myon Two enforcers have ambushed us. We're leaving."

"But we're
here! We're home!"

"They'll
destroy us if we stay."

"Call Fairen!"
she said.

"We can come
back. We don't need to worry him."

"They'll just
be waiting for us again!"

"I'll speak to
him when we're safe. There's no need to call him here."

"They didn't
obey him last time; why would they do it next time?"

Sabre shook
his head, gazing at the shrinking globe. "That's for him to
arrange, if he will."

"Why won't
they just leave us alone?"

He folded his
arms. "Because they're enforcers."

Nemesis
shuddered again and again, and the enemy ships gained on them. Once
Nemesis reached light speed, however, the enforcers' weapons would
become useless, so they would be safe in the corridor. The next
problem was where to go with enforcers on their tail.

"Call Fairen
now," Tassin insisted. "Why wait?"

Sabre
hesitated, wanting to argue that Fairen was a busy boy, and Nemesis
might make it to the corridor. Judging by the amount of damage the
ship was accruing, however, that might not be the case. He went
over to the communications console, changed to the correct
frequency, and picked up the microphone.

"Overlord
Fairen. This is Sabre. We have encountered enforcers at Omega Five,
please respond."

The
communications officer frowned at his instruments. "They're jamming
you, Commander. That frequency is blocked."

Sabre nodded.
"Of course they are. We've got to get into a corridor."

Tassin
flinched as a jolt rocked the ship, and a distant boom came from
its bowels. "If we make it."

Sabre glanced
down at the bracelet again. The last thing he wanted to do was
abuse Fairen's generosity, but it looked like he had no choice. His
bones tingled, and his blood chilled with shock and dread. He
closed his eyes as searing cold gripped him, and he seemed to
tumble through space. Dark grey flooring hit his feet, and he
dropped into a crouch, dizziness making him sway.

White walls
surrounded him and glaring overhead lights made him squint. The
cyber flashed multiple warnings in his mind, too many to react to
at once, and his hand snapped to his left wrist as a dart hit him
in the neck. It had been fired the moment he materialised, making
evasion impossible. Usually, enforcers would have just as much
trouble winning against a cyber as anyone else, but the
translocation had given them an advantage. Now that they had him,
they knew exactly how to incapacitate him, and had the means to do
it. Clearly the ships had been waiting for him, and his capture was
well planned. He triggered the bracelet’s emergency beacon as the
strength drained out of him in an alarming rush, and he
collapsed.

A red analysis
appeared in the back of his mind, identifying the drug as
endronate, extremely effective against cybers and instantly lethal
to normal humans. The control unit initiated countermeasures in the
form of a fluid flush and an adrenalin surge, but they would do
little good. His eyes closed, his breathing slowed, and a dull
roaring filled his ears. He switched to the cyber's sensors, and
the scanners showed that he was in a small, reinforced chamber.
While he waited for someone to arrive, he considered the
ramifications of his translocation. Enforcers were not supposed to
have transfer technology, and they could only have got it from an
Overlord. He did not need to guess which one. Ramadaus.

Two men in
white jumpsuits approached him.

One said, "Get
his other arm."

The cyber's
audio sensors made the voice tinny, but crystal clear.

The men
gripped Sabre's wrists and lifted him, dragging him face-down out
of a door and along a black-floored corridor with pale grey walls.
They entered a room lined with sleek black and silver equipment,
consoles, keyboards and glowing data screens. Grey was a popular
colour with Myon Two, and particularly Cybercorp, for some reason.
His captors lifted him onto a metal table and removed his tunic and
shirt, then secured him with reinforced duronium cuffs that were
welded to the table top. When his wrists, ankles and neck were
shackled, four men gathered around him.

A tall,
sallow-skinned blond man with a beaky nose peered at Sabre. "So,
this is him."

The shorter,
balding man with hard black eyes and a unibrow nodded. "The
infamous rogue cyber. The bigwigs back home want a good look at him
real bad."

"He's the A
plus?"

"Yep. He’s
supposed to be the best cyber ever produced."

"He has
remarkably few scars for a cyber that's been in service for what,
almost ten years?" an older, portly man commented.


"Thereabouts."

A handsome,
grey-haired man with a hard face and silver trim around the cuffs
and collar of his well-cut dark grey uniform moved closer to
Sabre's head. "I'd like to talk to him, Grundel."

"You'd just be
talking to the host, Commander," the balding man, who appeared to
be the senior technician, said.

"Can we get
the control unit online?"

"We can hook
it up to an interface."

"Do it."

Grundel pulled
a square console with two screens atop it to Sabre's side, gripped
his head and plugged a cable into the brow band. The tech typed on
the keypad and peered at a screen, whose information was mirrored
in Sabre’s mind.

"Here we go.
Inputting password. We have access. Status: malfunctioning, of
course. Bio-status: one hundred per cent. Huh, that's pretty
amazing. All cyber implants are offline, yet the seventh control
light is green." He typed in a query. "It's a feedback from the
cerebral cortex. Not only has the control unit lost control of its
host, the host now has control of it."

The portly man
grunted. "That's got to piss it off."

"Big time,"
Grundel agreed.

"Can it be
fixed?"

Grundel typed
on the keyboard again. "Probably. What I'd like to know is how it
happened. I’ll access the memory circuit for audio and video
playback."

Sabre fumed
with helpless fury as his conversation with Tassin from two days
ago played on a wall screen at his side.

The portly man
chuckled after a couple of minutes. "Wow, that little sweetie sure
has the hots for him."

"Hmmm,
fascinating, but not what we're looking for,” Grundel said. “You
can watch it some other time."

Several more
scenes from Sabre’s memory were played before they found the one
containing the beings of light, which they watched from beginning
to end in silence. Then the commander turned to Grundel.

"I've never
heard of that type of alien, have you?"

"Nope, that's
a new species. And that's solved an age-old mystery; the origin of
Archetype. Fascinating stuff." He leant over Sabre and shone a
bright light on his chest. "Look at that. Archetype did that
too."

"What causes
it?"


"Light-refracting skin cells. They protect against heat, but we
could never get the gene combination right to produce it. Those
aliens did some amazing stuff to him."

"Why would
they do that?"

Grundel
shrugged. "Who knows? Sounds like they took a shine to him. Females
tend to find cybers attractive. That was done to corner the market
in rich, lonely old ladies."

"What's that
on his wrist?"

Grundel
examined the bracelet. "It's high tech, that's for sure. Looks like
some sort of..." He scowled. "Bugger! It's an Overlord friendship
bracelet." He glanced up at his commander. "It's the Scorpion
Lord's."

"Is it
active?"

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

"Well, find
out. And deactivate it."

"I can't. No
one can deactivate an Overlord bracelet, or remove it."

"Find a way.
Contact HQ."

Grundel
hesitated, studying the bracelet again. "I could break it, but if
he activated it..."

"He might not
have."

"But if he
did..."

"Break it and
stop the signal. At least then the Scorpion Lord won't be able to
find him, or us. HQ will have to decide what to do about it."

Grundel turned
to a tray of instruments beside him and picked up a pair of
cutters. Clamping them around the bracelet's centre, where the tiny
beacon was located, he crushed it with a crisp crunch.

"That should
do it," he muttered, replacing the cutters on the tray with a
clatter.

"Ask the cyber
if he activated it."

Grundel turned
to the keyboard and typed in the query, but Sabre ordered the cyber
to be silent. "It won't respond. The host must be controlling
it."

"We could wake
him up and make him to tell us."

"He's awake,
and torture won't work on a cyber."

"He's just the
host."

"True, but I'd
rather not deal with him." He turned to his commander. "The guys on
Myon Two are going to be really excited about this. They won't
destroy him now, even if he can't be fixed. He'll be cloned, so we
can upgrade to fireproof cybers. He'll be put into stasis."

"Let's hope he
didn't have time to activate the bracelet, though. See if you can
find anything else interesting in his memories."

****

 


"No!" Tassin
cried, staring at the spot where Sabre had vanished. Atrel also
gaped at the empty space, and several officers swung around.

"They've taken
him!" She turned to Atrel. "We've got to get him back!"

"The enemy
ships have broken off their attack," an officer stated. "They're
overtaking us."

"They're
taking him to Myon Two," Tassin said. "Stop them!"

Atrel frowned
at her. "Be quiet, or I'll have you removed. The only reason you're
tolerated is because the commander allows it."

She glared at
him, biting her tongue to prevent hot words from spilling from it.
"Please help him."

Atrel turned
back to the screens. "Target the ships, aim for their engines."

"Let me use
the communications console," Tassin begged. "I can call the
Overlord and ask for his aid."

"Be silent.
Those ships are still jamming us."

Tassin stared
at the screens, where the two black ships moved past, glowing spots
appearing on their hulls as Nemesis' lasers strafed them.

"Keep up with
them," Atrel ordered.

"Going to one
hundred per cent thrust," an officer said.

The floor
vibrated, and the tension on the bridge rose, making Tassin wonder
how safe it was for the old Trykon warship to use one hundred per
cent thrust. In the screens, a fireball erupted from the second
black ship's engines, and the officers shouted in triumph.

"A direct hit
on their engines, First Lieutenant!"

Atrel smiled
and nodded, then his face fell as the fireball continued to expand
into the ship. Flames burst through its hull as it disintegrated,
torn apart by a massive explosion. Tassin raised a hand to her
mouth in horror.

"Prepare for
debris wave," Atrel said, glancing at her. "He might be on the
other ship."

She nodded,
clinging to that hope. Her brave words to Sabre now rang hollow.
She did not want to go on living if he was dead.


 


 


 Chapter Two

 


"My Lord! My
Lord, please wake up!" Commander Shrain touched the young
Overlord's shoulder, giving him a gentle shake.

Fairen cursed
and burrowed under the silken covers, shrugging him off. "Leave me
alone!"

"My Lord, it's
urgent!"

"I don't care.
Piss off."

"It's the
cyber."

"What about
him?"

"He's
activated the distress beacon."

Fairen flung
off the covers and sat up in his massive, crimson quilted bed.
"When?"

"A few minutes
ago. I came straight away."

"Locate it."
Fairen reached for his trousers.

"We're already
doing that, My Lord."

"Prepare for
emergency translocation." Fairen swore when he discovered that he
was trying to stuff both legs into the same trouser leg. "Why does
he always do this when I'm asleep?"

"The ship is
fifty seconds from translocation configuration."

"Locate the
beacon!"

Shrain, a
grey-haired man in his mid-fifties with a bluff countenance and
receding hairline, consulted his communications box. "It's
stopped."

"Translocate
to its last location."

"Yes, My Lord,
at once."

Fairen pulled
on his shirt and stood up, then bent and found his shoes. "Have you
found it yet?"

"Almost."

"Hurry
up!"

"Yes, My
Lord." Shrain typed faster. "We've narrowed the location to an
obscure planet on the rim. It's somewhere in the region of... Omega
Five."

"Translocate
there at once."

"What about
the negotiations between -?"

"Tell them
they'd better have come to an agreement before I come back, or I'll
wipe them both out."

"Yes, My
Lord."

Fairen headed
for the door, Shrain trotting in his wake. His private apartment,
like the rest of the Scorpion Ship, had a décor of black and pale
grey with crimson trimmings, such as the curtains that draped his
four-poster bed and hung against the walls, back-lighted so they
gave off a subtle ruddy glow that the floating light globes all but
banished when they were at their brightest. Since he had been in
the midst of a sleep cycle when Shrain had woken him, they had been
dim at first, but now that he was awake, the ship’s AI raised the
lighting to a normal daytime level. As he stepped through the
portal, the freezing solidity of translocation gripped him. A
blinding flash seared his eyes, and then he staggered free of the
stasis and reeled down the grey-carpeted corridor, Shrain stumbling
after him. In the vast black-walled control room, Fairen frowned at
the peaceful blue and white planet in the four twenty-metre ovoid
screens.

"No ships.
Find their ion trails and follow them."

"Yes, My
Lord." Shrain tapped on his com-link. "Three ships, one was the
Trykon warship... the other two are unidentified."

"Well identify
them!"

"Yes, My Lord,
working on it. We're following the trails. They're heading for a
corridor."

"Of course
they are."

The stars
moved across the screens as the Scorpion Ship turned to follow the
trails, and Fairen seethed with impatience. Its massive size made
his ship slower in normal flight, especially when manoeuvring, but
without a destination he could not translocate, and the generators
need time to recharge.

 


****

 


A technical
officer looked up at Atrel. "We're going to run out of fuel in two
hours, burning it at this rate, First Lieutenant."

"How far to
the corridor?"

"Twenty-seven
minutes."

"That gives us
an hour and a half of fuel for deceleration and manoeuvring. It
should be enough."

Another
officer looked around. "They're not heading for this corridor.
They're turning away."

"What's their
heading?"

"They're still
turning." The officer studied his instruments for a couple of
minutes. "They're on course for a distant corridor, 675-842. It's
three hours away."

Atrel cursed,
bringing his fist down on the console beside him with a bang. "We
can't follow them. We have to find fuel. Enter the corridor ahead.
We know where they're going."

"That will
give them time to torture, or kill him," Tassin said.

Atrel turned
to frown at her. "If they wanted to kill him, they would have done
so already. As for torture, a warrior can withstand much pain,
non-com. There's nothing we can do without fuel."

"Then let me
use your communications device. I'll call Overlord Fairen and ask
for his help."

"They're still
jamming us."

Tassin wanted
to shout at him to follow them, to fight, do something, but she
knew it was futile. He was right. Swinging away, she left the
bridge.

 


****

 


"My Lord,
we've detected debris ahead,” Shrain said. “One ship, and not a
very large one. It's not the Trykon vessel."

"Scan it for
cyber remains."

"Detecting
traces of barrinium, enough for two or three cybers."

"So they had
cybers aboard, that doesn't mean he was one of them."

"No, My Lord."
Shrain consulted his com-link. "The trails split up ahead. One
enters the corridor close to us, the other continues on to a
farther corridor."

Fairen swung
around. "Then they must have defeated the second ship, and it fled.
Follow the Trykon ship."

"Yes, My Lord.
Entering corridor momentarily."

The young
Overlord mounted the shallow dais and sat on his high-backed onyx
throne, pondering the situation. The remains of two cybers in the
debris could mean that the ships that had attacked Sabre were Myon
Two enforcers, but was not conclusive. Many ships carried cybers,
although two was unusual. If they were enforcers, Myon Two had
disobeyed him, and the fact that they had found Omega Five seemed
to indicate that they had had help, possibly from Overlord
Ramadaus, which did not please Fairen.

 


****

 


Commander
Barrin entered the examination room, which had been especially
prepared and equipped in case they captured the rogue cyber. The
walls were reinforced duronium, and movement sensors constantly
monitored the occupants. Although the loss of his escort soured his
triumph somewhat, it was still a great achievement. Seventeen
enforcer ships had followed rumours and clues in search of the
rogue cyber since Overlord Ravian had taken him, and he had thought
the boring vigil at Omega Five would be a waste of time. The
mission was top secret, since two Overlords had forbidden Myon Two
to hunt the cyber. He wondered why Myon Two thought it was so
important to capture the rogue, even going against the Overlords to
do it.

Walking over
to the table, he gazed down at the rogue. The senior technician,
Grundel, looked up, cocking one side of his unibrow. "Can I help
you, Commander?"

"How long
before the paralysing agent wears off?"

"He'll
metabolise it in five hours, since he's not in stasis, but we'll
give him more."

"I want to
talk to him."

"It won't do
you any good, sir, he's just the host."

Barrin nodded.
"A host who managed to free himself from his control unit and live
like a human for many months. I think we could learn from him."

"I disagree.
The host brain was not designed for independent thought."

"Yet, from
watching his memory recordings, we've all seen that he's fully
capable of it."

"Even so, what
do you hope to learn from him?" Grundel asked.

"How he got
free, for one thing."

"We know that.
The control unit was damaged in a high velocity impact."

"The first
time,” Barrin agreed. “What about the second time?"

"Under the
direction of his owner, he kidnapped a Myon Two director and forced
him to remove the software patch that reinstated the cyber's
control."

"How did his
owner know to do that?"

Grundel
shrugged. "Not a hard thing to work out. The only way to hack a
cyber is to get a technician who has the codes."

"I still want
to talk to him."

"Sir,
releasing him from the paralysis would be extremely dangerous, even
with restraints. I won't authorise it."

"You can't
keep him paralysed for three months, and that's how long it's going
to take us to reach Myon Two," Barrin said.

"I plan to put
him into cold sleep."

"How will you
do that without the cyber to control his metabolism?"

Grundel
frowned. "I'm working on that."

"And if you
can't?"

"Then we'll
have to let the paralysing agent wear off."

Barrin nodded.
"I can wait. I don't think you're going to be able to fix him on
your own."

Grundel turned
back to his equipment, scrutinising the spiky lines on a
screen.

Barrin leant
closer. "What are you doing now?"

"Studying his
brain waves."

"Looks pretty
active."

"Yeah, he's
wide awake, and listening to us. This is so abnormal, it's freaky.
His brain waves should be almost non-existent, less than a sleeping
person's."

"Are these
like a normal person's?"

"Yeah."

The commander
straightened. "Let me know when you plan to release him."

"I don't."

 


****

 


"We've entered
the corridor, My Lord," Shrain informed Fairen. "Do you wish to
hail the Trykon ship?"

Fairen turned
from his perusal of the light-filled screens. "Yes. Tell them to
take their solar wings offline so we can capture them, then bring
them to a docking port. Tell them I wish to speak to Sabre."

Shrain spoke
into his com-link and waited for the reply, then looked up at
Fairen. "They say Commander Sabre is not on board, My Lord. He was
captured by two Myon Two enforcer ships, one of which the Trykons
destroyed. They don't know if he was aboard it."

"Well that was
bloody clever of them,” Fairen muttered. “When they're docked, have
Tassin Alrade and the technician Tarl brought aboard, and then
release the Trykons."

"Yes, My
Lord." Shrain spoke into the com-link again.

Fairen gazed
out of the screens, frowning. The only way the enforcers could have
captured Sabre without defeating and boarding the Trykon warship
was if they had transferred him, and that technology belonged
exclusively to the Overlords. If the enforcers had it, an Overlord
had given it to them, and he knew of only one Overlord who would do
that. The one who wanted Sabre dead at any price, it seemed. He
pondered the ramifications of Ramadaus helping the enforcers now,
since he had discovered the folly of trying to kill Sabre himself.
Giving away Overlord technology was also forbidden and Ramadaus
knew it. Fairen would have to forbid the enforcers to ever use it
again, but so far Myon Two had proven rebellious. If they continued
to use it, there would be a vote amongst all the Overlords to lay
down a unanimous decree, which, if broken, would result in the
destruction of Myon Two. They would not dare to disobey. At least
then they would not be able to use it to snatch Sabre again.

The Scorpion
Ship sailed the photon corridor on mammoth solar wings, its size
such that it spanned the entire corridor. Fairen hardly ever used
photon travel, since he could translocate, and a ship this size,
home to over one hundred and fifty-five thousand people, caused
some spacial distortions as it outstripped light speed several
hundred times over. In fact, the Scorpion Ship was not really
designed as a light ship, since it was too large, and it had solar
wings primarily as a backup system, in case his translocation
generators and the tunnel drive failed. In order to capture a ship
in a photon corridor, however, he had to enter it and match its
speed. The solar wings, vast webs of negatively charged
electromagnetic power confined in a stasis field, propelled the
ship by capturing the speeding photons and reversing them, which
provided basically unlimited forward thrust, since the faster the
ship went, the more the streaming photons were overtaken and the
inverted particles moved backwards quicker.

 


****

 


Tassin stared
at the worn metal floor in Tarl’s cabin and blinked back the tears
that stung her eyes, determined not to cry. She sat on a bunk,
which was a little more comfortable than the cold metal chairs. The
cabin’s dull greyness and cramped confines were depressing, but a
relief after the tension of the bridge and the Trykons’
ill-concealed scorn and hostility. Without Sabre’s protection, only
his former status with the warriors kept them safe, and she
wondered how long that would last. If he had died on the enforcer
ship, she did not give much for their continued freedom or good
health. The possibility that he was gone did not bear thinking
about, however, and she refused to believe it. Tarl sat on the bunk
opposite, looking stunned and forlorn. She raised her head and
glanced at the door.

"I'm going to
ask Atrel if I can call Fairen. The enforcers must have stopped
jamming us by now; we've been in a corridor for two hours."

"He won't let
you."

"He wants to
save Sabre, doesn't he?"

"If his pride
doesn't get the better of him," Tarl said.

"I don't think
Atrel's as bad as the rest. He seems reasonable." She stood up. "If
he won't, we'll just have to use the lasers again."

"They
confiscated them after the last time, remember?"

"Didn't Sabre
get them back?"

Tarl shook his
head. "I didn't tell him that they'd taken them. Did you?"

"No." She sat
down again, slumped with dejection. "Then I'll just have to hope
Atrel will let me. Last time I asked, he didn't say no."

The door
opened, and Atrel filled it, two warriors flanking him. Tassin's
heart leapt with hope that he had good news, or was here to give
her permission to use the communications device. His gaze swept
over them.

"Overlord
Fairen requests your presence on his ship. We'll be docking with it
shortly."

"He came!"
Relief made Tassin dizzy, and she wanted to laugh. "Sabre must have
activated the distress beacon when he was taken. Has Fairen rescued
him already?"

"He didn't
say. Bring your possessions. You will not be returning." Atrel was
clearly disgusted that Fairen had requested two non-coms instead of
him.

Tarl went over
to a cupboard and pulled out his bag, stuffing his few spare
clothes and oddments into it. Tassin brushed past Atrel and ran to
her cabin to collect her things. When she returned, Atrel was gone,
leaving the two warriors to escort them to the docking port, where
four black-uniformed soldiers waited. She was amazed to discover
that the Trykon warship was berthed in a docking bay so vast that
the destroyer seemed like a toy. Quite a large one, but the sheer
size of the docking bay dwarfed it. Fairen's crewmen guided her
through the Scorpion Ship's black-walled corridors to his control
room, where the young Overlord sat on his massive throne, his
bright blue eyes filled with worry and his level black brows drawn
together. Tassin ran to the dais, dropped her bags and inclined her
head. Behind her, Tarl bowed.

"Where's
Sabre?" she burst out, unable to control her desperate need for
news of him.

Fairen's brows
rose. "Greetings, Queen Tassin."

"Forgive me,
Overlord Fairen, I'm so worried about him. Thank you for
coming."

"Regrettably,
I don't know where he is, or even if he's alive, any more than you
do. Cyber remains were detected in the debris of the enforcer ship
the Trykons destroyed."

Tassin's heart
sank, but she shook her head, determined not to give in to despair.
Sabre could not be dead. "No, he must be on the other one."

"I hope
so."

"They'll take
him to Myon Two. We have only to go there to find him."

"It will take
them three months to reach Myon Two using corridors. Since I
followed your ship instead of them, I've lost their trail."

Tassin looked
away, despondent. "They'll do terrible things to him in three
months."

"I agree.
Which is why I intend to go immediately to Myon Two and demand his
release. But I must warn you, if they have the audacity to go
against my order not to hunt him, they won't easily admit to having
done so."

"They can't
lie to you."

"Myon Two is a
big planet. The enforcer factions are manifold, and it's entirely
possible that their president has no knowledge of who did
this."

"But he can
find out!"

Fairen gazed
at her pensively. "He won't be willing to help. He will agree to do
so, but how much effort do you think he'll put into it? And while
he's pretending to help, Sabre suffers on that ship."

"What else can
we do?"


"Unfortunately, our options are limited."

Tassin stepped
forward. "Fairen, you have unlimited power. Use it, please. Sabre
saved your life twice. Surely that counts for something?"

He frowned.
"Of course it does. Why do you think I'm here?"

Tarl touched
Tassin's elbow and whispered, "Hey, cool it. Remember who you're
talking to."

She nodded,
bowing her head as she struggled to control her emotions. "I'm
sorry, My Lord."

He waved a
slender hand. "I understand your anguish. I share it. What would
you have me do?"

"Send out
ships to search for the enforcers. Put a bounty on their heads.
Order every planet to report them if they stop to refuel or pass
through their territory."

"There are
thousands of enforcer ships. How would they know it was the right
one?"

"Then order
them to board and search every enforcer ship they find."

He sighed,
shaking his head. "That would spark conflicts. Myon Two is a
powerful world. Few would be willing to take on enforcers. And even
if they did do it, how would they tell him apart from the cybers
every enforcer ship carries?"

"The lights on
his brow band are different from a normal cyber."

"That's a very
small difference for an untrained man to spot. The enforcers will
lie; tell them his brow band is malfunctioning. It won't work."

"What about
the bracelet you gave him?" she asked.

"If he's still
wearing it. They might have removed it. They've already succeeded
in stopping the signal, and, since they can't deactivate it, they
must have broken it. They know what it is, so they won't take the
chance that Sabre activated it."

"There must be
something you can do!"

Fairen nodded,
turning to the man with gold embroidery on his sleeves who stood in
the shadows. "Commander Shrain, has the Trykon ship undocked?"

"Yes, My
Lord."

"Translocate
to Myon Two."

"Yes, My
Lord." Shrain consulted his com-link. "Ship is in translocation
configuration, generators charged. Translocating in thirty
seconds."

Fairen gazed
into space, his expression grim, but pensive. "This will be the
first time an Overlord has visited Myon Two."

 


****

 


President
Niare glanced around in irritation as the com-link on his desk
beeped, his knife and fork poised over his half eaten lunch. He
hated to be interrupted during a meal, especially when it was
buttered benja wings and sweet fetar cream with jem berries.
Setting down his utensils, he took a sip of musky red wine and
glared at the com-link, wishing he could ignore it and continue to
enjoy his lunch. His office was the envy of every other politician
on the planet, and quite a few tycoons. Onyx-framed vidcom screens
lined his sleek golden vrywood desk, and a matching two
metre-square one on the opposite wall came in handy for
teleconferences. Plush, wine red, cross-woven carpeting
complemented the fawn veer-hide curtains, which framed the floor to
ceiling tinted windows that gave a panoramic view of the capital
city's vast, glittering splendour. Air-car traffic shot past in
fifteen levels of cross lanes, sleek fun cars on the topmost five
levels and ponderous commercial freight trucks at the bottom, with
public transport in the middle. Wiping crumbs and a smear of sweet
sauce from his double chin, he keyed the com-link.

"What the hell
is it? I'm eating my lunch. I said no interruptions."

"Sir, this is
Admiral Menaar. An Overlord has appeared in Myon Two space, just
beyond the outer traffic markers. The ship is moving towards the
planet."

Niare stared
at the com-link in stunned silence for several moments.

"Sir? Are you
there?" the voice from the com-link demanded.

"Yes." Niare’s
voice emerged as a squeak, and he swallowed hard, his heart
pounding. "Which Overlord is it?"

"The Scorpion
Lord."

"Oh, god. What
does he want?"

"No
communications have taken place yet. He's moving into orbit. The
disruption to traffic is terrible."

"Bugger the
traffic. Prepare my personal shuttle."

"Yes,
sir."

President
Niare stood up, his mind reeling with shock and terror at the
prospect of meeting an Overlord, especially the Red Death, most
feared of all. What did he want? He ran a hand over the fine head
of regrown brown hair he had had implanted when his original hair
had fallen out many years ago. One of the myriad benefits of cyber
technology was the advanced cloning science Myon Two possessed,
which allowed the wealthy to replace ageing or malfunctioning body
parts. He went to the gleaming black dim wood door, which slid
open. His secretary looked up in surprise.

"Get in here,"
Niare ordered. "I have to change into my state clothes in a
hurry."

The vapid,
gangly man's eyebrows shot up. "There's no dignitary visiting on my
schedule, sir."

"This
dignitary doesn't need an appointment, Frem."

Frem bristled.
"All dignitaries need an appointment to see the president of Myon
Two, sir."

"Yeah? Well
you tell that to Overlord Fairen, how about that?"

Frem paled,
his Adam’s apple bobbing, and rose to hurry into Niare's office.
"We'll have to prepare an official welcome. A state dinner, and
invite all the planetary leaders. When does he arrive?"

Niare shook
his head. "He's already here. Forget about all that crap, Overlords
never leave their ships. I'll be summoned as soon as his ship docks
into orbit, which it's doing even as we speak, so get a move
on."

Frem trotted
into the walk-in vrywood wardrobe, recessed lighting brightening at
his entry. He grabbed a white silk shirt, a royal blue jacket,
matching trousers, a black and gold tie, black shoes and a belt.
Niare shucked his grey jacket and pale blue shirt, revealing a
hirsute torso that had benefited from far too many formal afternoon
luncheons and the rich gourmet delicacies to be found at political
functions and fund raisers. Even cyber technology could not prevent
the penalties of excess, although his heart had been replaced twice
and his liver once already. Even now, however, cyber sci-techs were
working on a way to splice the cyber gene that prevented weight
gain to normal human DNA. Frem helped him don the new outfit with
shaking hands. He had barely fastened the shirt's zip tabs when the
com-link beeped, and he rushed over to it.

"President
Niare's office."

"This is
Admiral Menaar. The president's shuttle is ready, and we've
received a message from the Scorpion Ship, demanding his immediate
presence."

"He's on his
way."

Niare's
stomach squirmed as Frem hurried back to help him with his tie,
knotting it as the president made for the door.

"Good luck,
sir," Frem said.

Niare shot him
a sickly smile and trotted to the lift, where his escort
waited.


 


 


 Chapter Three

 


Fairen tapped
his toe, then sighed and turned to Tassin. "If you wish to stay,
you'll have to wear a disguise. I don't want him to see you. And
you must remain silent."

She nodded.
"As you wish, My Lord."

Fairen flicked
his fingers, and an aide ran off and returned a few minutes later
with two hooded cloaks. Tassin and Tarl donned them, pulling up the
hoods to hide their faces in shadow.

Fairen glanced
at Shrain. "Where is he?"

"His shuttle
is docking, My Lord."

"About
time."

Fairen picked
up a veiled hood and put it on, adjusting the voice distorter in
front of his mouth. The already subdued lighting in the
cathedral-like chamber dimmed further, causing the shadows to
thicken and hide much of its details. Soft lights glowed behind the
thin crimson curtains that hung beside the walls at regular
intervals, and the four pedestal-mounted torches around Fairen's
dais burst into flames. Their flickering light, combined with the
ruddy glow, gave the room a hellish ambience that the light from
the pale planet in the screens only dispelled a little. This was,
she surmised, to add to Fairen's sinister air, which she hardly
thought needed augmenting. Minutes crawled past, and Fairen tapped
his fingers on the arm of his throne.

At last the
doors opened, and four guards ushered in a portly man with bushy
sideburns and darting brown eyes, whose pale brow gleamed with
nervous sweat. Tassin almost pitied him as the soldiers guided him
to the front of the dais to face Fairen's hooded presence.
President Niare bowed low, straightening hesitantly, as if unsure
of whether he was allowed to stand in an Overlord's presence.

"Overlord
Fairen, you do us a great honour. The people of Myon Two rejoice at
your unexpected and welcome visit."

"Do they?"
Fairen's deep, distorted voice was menacing, and made even Tassin
shiver.

"Of course, My
Lord."

"Then they are
fools, President Niare. Overlords don't pay friendly visits to
peaceful planets. We appear where there is conflict and
lawlessness."

"We are a
peaceful planet, My Lord." Niare gulped, his eyes darting
again.

"On the
surface; but you harbour criminals in your midst."

"Criminals, My
Lord?"

"One of your
enforcer factions has broken an edict laid down by myself and
Overlord Ravian just a few months ago."

Niare looked
horrified. "There must be some mistake, My Lord. No one would
dare!"

"I don't make
mistakes."

"No, no, of
course not. Someone has lied to you, My Lord."

"No one lies
to me." Fairen stood up and walked closer. Niare looked like he
wanted to run. "Including you."

"I would never
do such a thing, My Lord."

Fairen started
to pull off his right glove. "No, you won't."

Niare watched
Fairen's hands like a trapped rabbit. "Wha - what are you going to
do?"

"I have a
question."

"Ask anything,
My Lord. I will tell the truth, I swear."

Fairen
stretched his hand out towards Niare, who leant back, his bulging
eyes fixed on the young Overlord's slender appendage. "There is a
cyber who has been freed from his control unit. You know about
this, don't you?"

"Y-yes, My
Lord."

"I forbade
Myon Two enforcers to hunt and capture him."

"Yes, yes, you
did."

"But they
have."

Niare paled
even further, his skin almost turning grey, and his eyes widened.
"Impossible, My Lord. No enforcer would break an Overlord's
edict."

"Are you
calling me a liar?"

"No!" Niare's
voice cracked, and he coughed. "No, My Lord. But... Who told you
this?"

"No one. I
gave the free cyber a distress beacon, should he ever need my aid.
That beacon was activated just a few hours ago."

"That doesn't
mean -"

"I have
witnesses. Two enforcer ships took him, one of which was destroyed
by the warship he was aboard when he was attacked. These are facts,
and not in dispute."

"I know
nothing about this, I swear!"

Fairen lowered
his hand. "There is no need to swear. You will find out who did
this, then you will order them to give me the name and location of
the ship that took him. If they return him to me unharmed, they
will be punished reasonably. If he is harmed, they will be
similarly tortured. If he is dead, they will forfeit their
lives."

Niare nodded,
but his eyes were filled with doubt. "I'll do my utmost, My Lord,
but it'll take time. Certain factions are secretive, and
communicating with them will be hard."

Fairen
returned to his throne, settled upon it and pulled his glove back
on. "You have two days."

"That's not
enough time, My Lord. It could take weeks, even months."

"It will take
two days, President Niare. I won't threaten your life, because that
will mean nothing to your rebel factions."

"Then... what
will you do?"

Fairen raised
his head to gaze at the pale planet in the screens. "Do you know
why I'm called the Red Death?"

"You - you
destroy worlds, My Lord."

"I've
destroyed more worlds that any other Overlord." He gestured. "This
ship is a planet killer. The main guns will disintegrate a world in
less than two hours. It's impervious to attacks from lesser ships,
even great fleets of them. Only another Overlord could destroy it,
and that, they will never do."

Niare gulped.
"Surely we have done nothing to deserve your wrath, My Lord. The
life of one man -"

"There are
only a few reasons for destroying a world," Fairen interrupted. "If
there is an incurable, deadly plague that is being spread to other
worlds, or if they're attacking other planets and inciting others
to war, or producing illegal drugs that cause much death and
suffering. An Overlord will order them to stop. They can obey and
live, or disobey and be destroyed. Most of my peers are more
lenient than I. They will spend time and effort persuading such a
recalcitrant people to obey, and sometimes they succeed."

Fairen leant
forward. "I don't believe in wasting my time. You will inform your
rebel factions that they have two days to give me the name and
location of that ship. If they do not, they are guilty of
disobeying an Overlord."

Fairen turned
his head towards Commander Shrain, who stood in the shadows beside
the dais. "Put the ship into attack formation, Commander. There is
your target." Fairen gestured to the pale globe.

President
Niare fell to his knees and clasped his hands. "I beg you, My Lord,
don't do this! The actions of a rebel faction cannot be blamed on
the entire planet. There are millions of innocent people here!"

"There were
millions of innocents on Espel Four and Windfall Three, but they
perished because those who ruled them disobeyed me. All your
factions have to do is obey me, Niare. That's not so hard to do.
The lives of the innocents on your world are in their hands, and
yours."

Distant groans
and booms echoed through the Scorpion Ship as its great legs moved
away from its hull, and Niare cried, "I don't know if I can get the
message to them in time, My Lord! Please give me more time! A week
at least!"

"No. Your
enforcers are torturing a man who is under my protection. My word
and my power are meaningless if I do not enforce them. Be glad that
I have given you two days, and not two hours."

"But My Lord,
some of the factions have bases on other worlds, even remote moons,
how -?"

"Get out,"
Fairen said.

Niare froze
with his mouth open, his eyes bulging with shock and mortification,
then rose to his feet, performed a jerky bow and backed away. Two
guards stepped up to help him totter from the room, gripping his
elbows. Tassin pushed back her hood and walked around to the front
of the dais, her eyes wide with amazement and awe. The four torches
died and the lighting returned to normal.

Fairen pulled
off his hood and clasped his hands, rested his lips against them
and stared at his knees, looking troubled.

"My Lord."
Tassin swallowed, her throat tight. "This is an amazing thing you
do. Would you really destroy Myon Two if they don't give Sabre
back?"

"An Overlord
cannot make idle threats."

"Are you all
right?"

He nodded,
frowning. "Men like him sicken me. I touched his mind to see if he
was lying. He's corrupted."

"I'm sorry. Is
there anything I can do?"

"No." He
hesitated. "I wish Sabre was here."

"You think
much of him, don't you? Not only because he saved your life."

"Yes."

"Will this get
you into a lot of trouble with the other Overlords?"

A slight, wry
smile tugged at his mouth. "No. It's all in the wording. If I had
said bring me Sabre or I'll destroy your world, I might have been
in a bit of trouble."

"But isn't
that what you said?"

"No. I said
obey me or I'll destroy your world, in which case, it doesn't
matter what the order was. An Overlord must be obeyed."

Tassin moved
closer to gaze up at him with deep respect and affection. "How will
it make you feel, if you have to kill millions of innocents?"

Fairen raised
his head and stared at the pale globe. "Apart from the children,
probably the only innocents on that world are the cyber hosts. Myon
Two has long been known as a cesspit of corruption,
self-gratification and debauchery. They have never drawn the
attention of an Overlord because they've never actually crossed the
line into lawlessness, and their wealth greases many palms. If
Sabre dies at their hands, at least I'll do what he asked of me,
and end the suffering of cyber hosts."

"Won't they
flee?"

He snorted and
turned to look down at her. "I'd like to see them try to evacuate
fifteen billion people in two days. No, they won't even try,
because I'll destroy any ship that tries to leave, and they know
it. While an Overlord is in orbit around a world, no ships are
allowed to leave. They were effectively under an embargo from the
moment I arrived."

"Fifteen
billion?" Tassin shook her head in amazement. "So many. Will they
call on another Overlord for help?"

"They would
have to be truly stupid to do that. Overlords don't interfere with
another's decrees. It would undermine our rule if we were to fight
and argue amongst ourselves. They are at my mercy."

"Has anyone
ever tried to kill an Overlord?"

"Of course,
but only the criminals who are brought before one for judgement,
and when condemned, try to attack him. That's what they're for." He
gestured at the guards.

Tassin nodded,
perching on the edge of the dais at his feet. "Why don't you come
down and have some refreshment with us in a more comfortable room?
You must be tired."

He sighed and
rubbed his face, then rose and walked to the edge of the dais,
stepping down beside her. "I know why Sabre feels so much for you.
You're a strong, honourable, honest person with a deep wellspring
of compassion."

She smiled,
her cheeks burning. "Thank you."

"But you
definitely got the better bargain when you chose him."

"I know."

"I only hope
you always treat him with the respect and honesty he deserves."

She nodded. "I
will, and I hope we're left in peace to enjoy our lives together,
with our children."

"When we get
him back, I shall take you to Omega Five myself. There will be no
more mishaps."

 


****

 


Commander
Barrin wandered into the examination room, and Grundel shot him an
irritated look before turning back to his equipment.

"Any
progress?" Barrin enquired.

"No."

Barrin studied
the rat's nest of wires around the rogue cyber's control unit, the
ends clipped or stuck to various parts of it. The cyber's eyes were
closed, and Barrin wondered if he was asleep or unconscious.
Knowing Grundel, the cyber was probably unconscious. Barrin had
already realised that the cyber tech found the rogue cyber's
presence extremely discomfiting.

"What have you
been doing?"

"Trying to
find out what was done to the control unit, and how to undo
it."

"And you've
made no progress at all?"

"No." Grundel
glared at him. "It doesn't make any sense. Nothing's been changed
except the polarity of the implants, and that hasn't been reversed.
A negative polarity has been added, so they work both ways. This
way, he can still receive information from the unit, but also
command it. It's impossible."

"Maybe you're
looking in the wrong place."

"What do you
mean?"

"Perhaps the
changes were made to his brain, not the control unit."

Grundel
snorted. "How can you change a brain?"

"How should I
know?"

"You
can't."

"How do you
know what those beings are capable of?"

Grundel glared
at his instruments, throwing down a bundle of sensors. "So how the
hell am I supposed to find out if his brain has been changed?"

Barrin
shrugged. "I don't know, but if I was you, I'd start by waking him
up and talking to him. Have him command the control unit and
monitor his brain activity."

"He won't do
what I want. Why should he?"

"It's not much
to ask. I bet he'll do it just so he can move again."

"And have a
chance of getting free."

"With two
cybers guarding him? Come on, Grundel, he's not a superman. Put him
back in the restraints."

Grundel looked
pensive and frustrated. Clearly he had hoped to make some progress,
and, since he had been trying for a day and failed, he had reached
the point where he would consider any option. Finally he stood up,
scowling.

"Send in the
cybers then. I'll put the restraints on him."

Barrin nodded
to the guard at the door, who left to fetch the cybers. Grundel
snapped the duronium shackles onto the rogue cyber's wrists, ankles
and neck, pinning him to the metal table. They waited a minute for
the cybers to arrive and take up positions in the lab's corners,
then Grundel filled a syringe and injected the rogue.

Another couple
of tense minutes passed before the cyber's eyes opened to stare at
the ceiling.

Barrin stepped
closer. "Do you have a name?"

The cyber's
cold, expressionless eyes flicked down to him before wandering away
again. "Why would you care?"

"It's easier
than using your serial number, but we can just assign you a name,
if you like. Cyber Three, for instance."

"I'm not one
of your damned cybers."

Grundel
recoiled at the rogue cyber's use of the first person, looking
perturbed.

"Then give us
your name," Barrin said.

"Sabre."

"Good. We have
a proposition for you."

"I know."

"Will you
co-operate?"

Sabre
shrugged. "Until you start injecting me with drugs or sticking
probes in me. It won't help you to undo what they did."

"Why not?"

"Because
you're a bunch of stupid monkeys compared to them."

Barrin nodded.
"Yes, they were rather impressive. So you don't know what they did
to you."

"Yeah, I do.
They gave me control of the cyber, but I don't know how they did
it."

Barrin smiled.
"Of course. We would like a demonstration."

"Wait, wait,"
Grundel muttered, grabbing a U-shaped sensor on the end of a
flexible telescopic arm and positioning it around Sabre's skull,
next to his ears. He switched on two more monitors, one of which
showed a digital graphic of Sabre's brain, with sparkles of
activity running over it. "All right."

"Run through
all the control unit's functions, if you please," Barrin
requested.

Sabre sighed.
"Scanners... infrared vision... internal diagnostics... structural
scanners... cybernetic interface..." The deep hum filled the room,
and the brow band glowed electric blue for a moment. "Organic
scanners... battle schematics."

Grundel stared
at the screen, nodding. "There it is, in the cerebral cortex, at
the termination of the main control implant. Somehow they've given
him the ability to send impulses to the control unit through that
implant."

Barrin said,
"Well, that was easy."

Grundel turned
to Sabre. "Were you able to communicate with the control unit
before they did this?"

"Yes."


"Fascinating."

"Can you undo
it?" Barrin asked.

"I don't know.
If I could re-establish the brow band's control, it could probably
block it, but that won't be easy to do now."

"Perhaps you
shouldn't be so concerned about fixing him. Isn't it enough that
he'll provide the basis for new clones?"

Grundel
glanced up at him. "It'll be twenty years before the new cybers are
ready for sale, but with him as a prototype, imagine the orders we
could get. He can demonstrate the new capabilities to prospective
customers, which would be far more impressive than promises.
Getting him back into service is imperative."

Barrin turned
to Sabre. "What did you think you were going to do, anyhow? Live
happily ever after as a human being?"

"Something
like that."

The commander
snorted. "A killing machine masquerading as a human being. How
droll. It's absurd. You can't change what you are."

"I'm a man,
just like you. The only difference is you weren't enslaved as a
child and kept a prisoner in your mind while your body was used to
perform unspeakable acts."

"No, you're a
cyborg. You're part human, part alien and part machine. You weren't
designed to be a man. Your attempt to be one is pathetic. You have
no concept of what it means to be human."

"I'm
learning."

"You're
learning to act like one, but you'll never feel like one."

"How would you
know?"

Barrin
shrugged. "I have the assurances of research and development. They
say you don't have the capability, and they should know."

"They know
nothing about me."

"They know
everything about you. They designed you."

Sabre frowned.
"They used a man as a host for a machine. They don't know what I
can do now that I'm free."

"Shall I tell
you your fate?"

Grundel looked
up with a frown. "I don't think you should antagonise him,
Commander."

"I think he
can handle it." Barrin leant closer to Sabre. "You'll end up as a
psychopath. For a while you'll try to cultivate human emotions, ape
those around you, tell them what they want to hear, especially that
pretty little girl who seems to like you so much. It may take a
couple of years, but eventually you're going to realise that you
can't be what she wants, then you'll realise that those emotions
you think you feel aren't real. They're products of your
imagination, reflections of what you see in others.

"You're
incapable of compassion, or pity, or love. You'll realise that for
you, killing is easy, and you don't feel guilty about it, then
you'll start to kill anyone who goes against you, or whom you don't
like. Then you'll be a sociopath, without conscience, but
eventually that, plus your self-loathing, will turn you into a
complete psychopath."

Sabre tensed
and jerked against the shackles. "You'd like me to believe that,
wouldn't you? Just because you're stupid enough to do so doesn't
mean you're right. Cyber hosts have always been treated like living
machines. No one has ever bothered to study our minds. Your
technician finds it repellent to study it now, and talking to me
makes him squirm. You’re just an enforcer; you've always believed
we were empty shells, incapable of thoughts and feelings, now you
can't admit that you're wrong. You never will, even when the proof
is right in front of you."

Barrin glanced
at the cybers who stood in the corners. "So tell me, what are they
feeling right now?"

"They hate
you."

"Really. Is
that all?"

"No. They're
trapped in a kind of septic darkness, stagnant and sticky, silently
screaming for release. Their only connection with reality is the
distorted voices they hear and their unfocussed vision."

"That's what
you felt?"

"Yeah."

Barrin nodded.
"And how do you know they're the same as you? Perhaps you're an
aberration. Perhaps they're oblivious, as our techs say they
are."

"Why should I
be the only exception?"

"Who knows?
Perhaps your implants aren't in quite the right place."

Sabre looked
away. "Ask Grundel."

Barrin shot
Grundel a surprised glance. "What does he mean?"

"His implants
are perfectly positioned, Commander."

"Have you ever
seen a cyber stretch, or scratch, or yawn?" Sabre asked.

Barrin shook
his head. "Of course not."

"Have you ever
had an itch you couldn't scratch, or a stiffness you couldn't ease?
Or been thirsty or hungry and been able to do nothing about it? Or
better still, how about being terribly wounded, yet unable to stop
fighting or cry out in pain? That's what it's like to have a body
you don't control."

"That's
enough," Grundel said. "Stop this, or I'll paralyse him again."

Barrin snorted
and turned away. "It doesn't bother me. What are you going to do
now?"

Grundel turned
back to his keyboard. "I'm going to install a copy of the software
patch that reinstated the cyber's control before, then shock his
brain into submission and see if I can get the unit in control
again. Once I've done that, his ability to command it will become
redundant."

"Good. Let me
know when you've done it."

Barrin strode
out, and Sabre turned his head to glare at Grundel, his silver eyes
filled with hatred.


"Torturer."

"Be quiet."
Grundel fitted a crystal memory chip into his computer's reader and
typed on the keyboard, downloading the software patch into the
control unit. When it was installed, he attached a pair of electric
cables to the cyber unit to boost its power. He swung back to his
bank of screens, tapped the keyboard and pressed a button.

Sabre's spine
arched as the shock sizzled through his brain. He strained at the
restraints, his face twisted in a grimace of pain. Grundel studied
the screens, where the cyber's in-control areas mapped the brain in
a brief flicker before vanishing again as Sabre recovered.


 


 


 Chapter Four

 


After the
second explosion of blinding pain and white-hot light lanced
through his mind, Sabre realised that resisting was futile and
self-destructive. The technician would persist until he succeeded,
doing a lot of damage in the process. After only two of the
powerful shocks, parts of his memory were disintegrating and his
thoughts were becoming hazy. Grundel did not care how much damage
he did. The cyber would regain control once Sabre's mind was
sufficiently weakened, and, although a damaged brain would lessen
its abilities, Grundel would be the victor.

As the pain of
the shock ebbed, Sabre ordered the cyber to change the lights on
the brow band to an in-control configuration. He turned the seven
control lights green one by one and sent a false set of graphical
readouts to Grundel's monitors. If he could fool the technician
into believing the cyber was in control, he would be released. Then
he would have a chance at regaining his freedom, to say nothing of
an end to his torture. Closing his eyes, he switched to the cyber's
optical inputs.

 


 


Grundel stared
at the monitor as the areas of the rogue cyber's brain turned green
one by one, hardly able to believe his luck. Turning to the cyber,
he studied the brow band. All seven control lights were green, and
other areas were returning to a normal configuration. Amazed, he
turned back to the monitors to reassure himself that all was as it
should be, a rush of pride and triumph filling him. It seemed that
the rogue cyber's ability to remain in charge had been more tenuous
than he had thought. He had done it. Swinging back to the rogue
cyber, he studied his face.

"Cyber unit,
serial number XCA-6352-JY9019, status."

"Unit is
functional." The cyber spoke in a normal, flat tone.

Grundel
grinned and rubbed his hands together. "Excellent. Your designation
is Cyber Three."

"Acknowledged.
This unit requests owner location."

"Ah, of
course. We can fix that." Grundel turned back to his keyboard.
"I'll just access your owner registration files and change..."
Grundel gaped at the screen. "Bloody hell." He touched a com-link
beside him. "Commander, you'd better get in here."

"On my
way."

Two minutes
later, Barrin entered, looking curious and a little irritated.
"What is it?"

"I've done it.
The control unit's back in charge."

"How did you
do it?"

"A couple of
boosted brain shocks."

The commander
went over to Sabre and studied the brow band. "That was easy. Too
easy, perhaps?"

Grundel
bristled. "There's no way he can fake this. Look at the
monitors."

"It looks
good." Barrin nodded. "Well done."

"There's just
one problem."

"What?"

Grundel
pointed at the writing on the screen in front of him. "That."

Barrin read it
and cursed. "Overlord Fairen owns him?"

"That's what
it says."

"I thought
that girl owned him."

"So did
everyone."

Barrin
frowned, considering. "Change it. Then transfer one of our cybers
who's the same age to Overlord Fairen. That way he can't accuse us
of stealing his property. He'll never know the difference. When we
get back to Myon Two, we'll contact Overlord Fairen and inform him
that we picked up his cyber in a registration sweep, and send him
back."

"The
registration numbers won't match."

"Can we swap
them?"

"No. They're
burnt into the control unit's ROM, and also tattooed on the inside
of the host's top lip and the back of his scalp."

"Bugger."
Barrin looked pensive. "But would he check it?"

Grundel
shrugged. "If he does, we're in the shit. Besides, Overlord Fairen
knows this cyber was free."

"So we fixed
him. That's our job. Better still, we found that he was
malfunctioning and destroyed him, so we've replaced him. That's
exactly what we'd do for an Overlord."

Grundel
hesitated, doubtful. "Overlord Fairen forbade Myon Two to capture
the rogue cyber. That's why we're doing this in secret,
remember?"

"Yeah, okay,
it's risky. So it was a bureaucratic bungle. We weren't notified,
or we didn't know who this cyber belonged to until after he was
destroyed, or that he was the cyber Overlord Fairen forbade us to
hunt. We apologise and replace him. What more can we do?"

"I guess it
might work. We didn't know who he belonged to, that much is true.
But you can't lie to an Overlord, Commander."

"I know that."
Barrin glowered at Grundel. "But it will work through a third
party, as long as he believes it. President Niare could tell that
story to Overlord Fairen in complete honesty, because he doesn't
know the truth."

Grundel
nodded. "I suppose so."

"Change the
owner registration, then you can release him and do your
experiments."

Grundel typed
in the command that deleted Fairen's name from the registration
information and replaced it with Myon Two, then gave command
privileges to himself and Barrin.

 


 


Commander
Barrin glanced up from a routine vidreport as one of his officers
entered his study. Unlike the functional blandness of the rest of
the ship's décor, his cabin owned a number of creature comforts and
personal decorations, including family holoimages on the sideboard
and several plush rugs on the floor.

The officer
looked anxious. "Sir, we've received a message from Myon Two. It
seems..." He cleared his throat. "An Overlord has... is in orbit at
Myon Two, and he's demanded the return of the rogue cyber."

Barrin
frowned. "What do they want us to do?"

"We're to stop
and give them our location."

"They're
giving him back? They've admitted that we took him? Why would they
do such a thing?"

The officer
licked his lips. "Apparently the Overlord has threatened to destroy
Myon Two if they don't obey him."

Barrin's mouth
dropped open, and he sat in stunned silence for a full minute,
staring at the officer, who shifted under his gaze.

"Bloody hell."
Barrin stood up and walked around his desk, rubbing his brow.
"Overlord Fairen."

"Yes, sir. How
did you know?"

"A wild guess.
He's the one who forbade us to hunt the rogue cyber, you
idiot."

"Yes, sir.
What do you want to do?"

Barrin glared
at the luckless man. "Let him destroy Myon Two, what do you think?
Leave the corridor and send the damned co-ordinates."

"Yes,
sir."

The officer
left, and Barrin hurried to the examination room where Grundel was
still experimenting on Cyber Three. The new cyber stood in front of
a heatproof board, and Grundel fiddled with a laser. Reliant’s
original two cybers waited nearby. Several red marks marred Cyber
Three's chest, one oozing a trickle of blood. Grundel glanced up
when Barrin entered, his eyes gleaming with excitement.

"Commander,
you have to see this. It's amazing."

"Put him in a
casket."

Grundel looked
astonished. "Sir?"

"Overlord
Fairen's on his way. We have maybe an hour to hide him."

"Oh, shit.
Okay, but watch this first. It'll only take a minute."

"What? He's
fireproof now? We know that."

"Yeah, but not
to what extent. A full power, one-second laser bolt does absolutely
no damage. A needle gun cuts him, but only after several seconds,
and it takes almost six seconds for a normal laser to do
significant damage. Watch this."

Grundel
pointed the laser at the impassive cyber and pressed the trigger,
aiming at an unmarked area of Cyber Three's chest. His skin glowed
golden, almost glimmering, and for several moments nothing
happened, then the area reddened, and a moment later, oozed blood.
Cyber Three stared into space, expressionless, but the smell of
burning flesh irritated Barrin.

"That's
enough. Yeah, it's great, now pack him away."

"This means
he's practically invincible, Commander."

"Yay. Pack him
away!"

"Yes, sir."
Grundel paused, frowning. "You said Overlord Fairen's on his way
here?"

"Yes."

"Then you'll
have to report to him yourself. You won't be able to lie to
him."

"That’s why I
can’t do it myself. I'm sending my second officer, Montral. He
doesn't know what's happened to Cyber Three, so if I tell him he's
dead, he'll think it's the truth. I'll tell him I'm unwell."

Grundel's
brows rose. "You think that will work?"

"It'll have
to, won't it?"

 


****

 


"You've run
out of time, President Naire," Fairen said.

Niare bobbed,
his eyes darting. "I need more time, My Lord. I'm not sure my
message got through. Please, another day, I beg you."

"Your two days
are up." Fairen glanced at the hooded figures of Tassin and Tarl in
the shadows beside the dais, then at Shrain. "Commander Shrain,
prepare the main gun."

"Yes,
sir."

"Please, My
Lord, another six hours!" Niare pleaded, wringing his hands.

"No." Fairen
turned to gaze at the pale globe. "I think your enforcer factions
are trying to call my bluff, which makes them either incredibly
audacious or monumentally stupid. My presence here is something
they cannot have failed to notice. Your message got through."

"Perhaps they
can't locate the ship. Please My Lord, just another four
hours!"

"No. Report,
Commander Shrain."

"Main gun
arming, My Lord. It will reach firing capability in two
minutes."

Fairen turned
to Niare. "The main gun takes a while to prepare, President Niare.
Shall I tell you why?"

Niare nodded
miserably.

"It fires
bursts of superheated plasma, combined with particle disintegrator
beams. The particle disintegrators fire first, boring a hole to the
planet's core, which takes about twelve seconds. The ship is in
geosynchronous orbit, naturally. Once the planet's core is reached,
the gun fires the superheated plasma, which combines with the
molten core, raising its temperature to that of a sun. Myon Two
will be consumed from the inside. It's quite spectacular. First the
volcanoes erupt, then giant earthquakes tear the mantle apart.
Finally the entire planet becomes molten."

"Please, My
Lord Fairen, just one more hour!"

"You will live
to see it, Niare, then you'll join your people."

"One minute to
main gun firing, My Lord," Shrain said.

"I did
everything I could!" Niare cried. "I tried! Don't punish us for the
actions of a few. We'll hunt them down and exterminate them all, I
swear it!"

"Main gun's
vent doors opening, My Lord," Shrain said.

Fairen nodded.
"That means the plasma is almost ready, Niare. When it reaches this
kind of temperature, it's a threat to the ship itself, so vent
doors open to allow the heat to disperse into space. Even though
we're on the day side, this ship is now a bright star in the sky,
visible even through your cloud cover. If your rebel factions
thought I was bluffing, they know I'm not now."

Niare looked
pale and sick. "My Lord..."

"The main gun
is ready to fire, My Lord," Shrain said.

"Good."

Niare's
com-link beeped, and he snatched it from his pocket, almost
dropping it. He juggled with it for a moment before he got it under
control and held it up. "Wait! I have the co-ordinates, My Lord!
The ship is called Reliant, and her position is 693-945-1124. She's
left a corridor and stopped." Niare sagged, panting.

Fairen waved a
hand. "Get him off my ship. Commander, power down the main gun and
prepare for translocation to those co-ordinates."

"Yes,
sir."

Two guards
gripped Niare's arms and dragged him, weeping with relief, from the
room. As the doors closed behind him, Fairen pulled off his hood
and turned to Tassin, who pushed hers back. She smiled, her eyes
stinging with unshed tears.

"You did
it."

"That was
close."

"Thank you, My
Lord."

"Don't thank
me yet, we haven't got him back."

She nodded,
rubbing her eyes.

Fairen rose to
step down from his dais, coming over to her. "Hope for the
best."

"I do, most
fervently."

Distant booms
and groans echoed through the Scorpion Ship, and the pale globe
moved off the screens as it turned away from Myon Two, breaking
orbit.

 


****

 


Sabre opened
his eyes in the pitch darkness of a casket. Its silken confines
pressed in on him from all sides. The fully loaded armament array
in the lid dug into his belly and thighs. The paralysing agent he
had been injected with when he had lain down robbed him of all
movement, and would only wear off in five hours. To speed it up, he
ordered the cyber to increase his metabolism. Warmth suffused him,
counteracting the freezing cold inside the casket. His dream now
seemed like a portent, except that in it, he could see. He had
considered resisting being put into the casket, but with two cybers
able to beat him unconscious, had decided against it. When the time
came, he needed to be able to get out, and hoped with all his heart
that Fairen would not give up too soon.

 


****

 


"No!" Tassin
strode towards the enforcer officer who stood before Fairen's dais,
a cyber beside him. She glared into Second Officer Montral’s eyes,
her hands clenched, and he stepped back, looking nervous. Reliant
was docked with the Scorpion Ship, and she had just finished
listening to his halting account of Sabre’s demise with growing
disbelief. According to him, Reliant had picked up a malfunctioning
cyber on a routine sweep and, after attempting to fix him, had
deduced that he was irreparably damaged and euthanized him. They
had confirmed that Sabre was Fairen’s cyber by his serial number,
and Montral had offered his regrets for the bungle, but pointed out
that Cybercorp had performed a service for Fairen and registered a
replacement in his name. He was an earnest young man with a lean,
handsome face, brown hair and green eyes, whose impeccably fitted
dark grey uniform bore the red trim of his rank.

"You lie!"
Tassin gritted. "He's not dead!"

"He's not
lying," Fairen said.

"Then he’s
telling someone else’s lie!" Her heart pounded with rage and
anguish. "Who told you Sabre was dead?"

“Commander Barrin.”

Fairen asked,
"What ails your commander?"

"He - he
didn't say. He sends his apologies."

"So it was all
a mistake."

"Yes, My
Lord."

"How
regrettable. I also make mistakes, sometimes. I think I might
mistake your ship for a piece of space junk. That would be
unfortunate for you, don't you agree?"

"We've done
our best to make amends."

"How do you
make amends for killing my friend? You cannot replace him with this
cyborg."

"I don’t
believe it," Tassin said. "You should search his ship, My
Lord."

Fairen turned
his veiled head towards her and nodded. "Yes. I want to see his
body."

Montral shook
his head. "It's been spaced.”

"Liar," Tassin
growled. "You wouldn't space a cyber’s corpse, it’s too
valuable!"

"I only know
what I was told, Miss."

"Yes, that's
the problem," Fairen said. "Shrain, scan the enforcer ship."

Shrain tapped
his com-link and studied it. "We're picking up one cyber on the
enforcer ship, but there are some areas that are impervious to our
scanners."

"My men will
search your ship,” Fairen informed Montral.

"You own this
cyber now, My Lord,” Tarl said. “You could ask him. He won't
lie."

The young
Overlord turned to the cyber. "Cyber Two. How many cybers are
aboard the enforcer ship?"

"Two."

"The usual
complement is two, but they should be missing one, and according to
the scanners, they are. If there are still two cybers aboard that
ship, one is hidden from our scanners. Do you know where he
is?"

"No."

Fairen turned
away. "Prepare for your ship to be boarded, Second Officer
Montral."

"Yes, My
Lord."

"I want to
go," Tassin said. "Please."

"Of course you
may. Shrain, prepare a boarding party at once. Search that ship
from stem to stern, leave no part unexplored."

"Yes, My
Lord."

"And take a
medic to examine their commander."

“At once, My Lord.”

Fairen
dismissed Montral with a wave, and the young officer bowed low
before marching out. Shrain headed for the door, Tassin and Tarl
behind him.

 


 


Tassin sank
down on a box in one of the enforcer ship’s many sleek grey storage
rooms and bowed her head. After two hours of fruitless searching,
her feet throbbed and her head ached from tension and worry. She
had lost count of how many glowing, grey-carpeted corridors she had
traipsed down, or the bright, ultra-modern rooms she had searched.
Reliant appeared to be brand new, spotlessly clean and equipped
with all the latest technology.

Commander
Shrain oversaw a group of Fairen’s men that removed boxes from one
pile and created another, to ensure there was no hidden access
point to a crawl space or door behind it. She was fairly sure they
had searched this storage room before, and maybe even moved the
pile of crates, but she could no longer be certain.

She rubbed her
brow. "He's got to be here somewhere, Shrain."

"We've
searched every part of this ship, My Lady."

She looked up.
"There must be somewhere we've missed... A hiding place. They must
have drugged him and stuffed him into some small space."

"We've even
been through all the crawl spaces."

"There's got
to be somewhere!"

"But we can't
find it." Tarl leant against the wall, shaking his head.

"I wonder if
Fairen could help."

"How?"

"He's... he's
an Overlord. He has powers."

"What
sort?"

"Never mind."
She turned to Shrain. "Would he help?"

"I don't know,
My Lady. You'd have to ask him."

"Then let's
go." She jumped up and headed for the door.

In his private
chambers aboard the Scorpion Ship, Fairen gazed up at Tassin from
his voluminous white couch and tilted his head, clearly surprised
by her request. "You're asking me to go aboard the enforcer
ship?"

"Would you?
Could you sense him?"

"Possibly, if
he was near enough. But Overlords never leave their ships, except
to visit other Overlords."

"They're
hiding him, I know it," she said. "Their commander isn't ill. Your
medic says he can find nothing wrong with him."

"I could have
him brought here for questioning."

"He'll never
tell the truth now. He'd be digging his own grave."

"As he would
by lying to me," Fairen said.

"He's dead
whether he tells us the truth or not now."

"I could offer
to spare him in return for the truth."

She nodded.
"Yes, that would probably work."

"But I dislike
the idea of sparing a guilty man. Your suggestion appeals to me.
It's something I can do myself, not merely by giving commands and
threatening to destroy worlds. I will find him."

"He'll
appreciate it."

"Considering
how much trouble I've gone to already, I should hope so." Fairen
rose to his feet turned to Shrain, who hovered in the background,
as always. "I will go aboard the enforcer ship. Prepare an
escort."

"Yes, My
Lord."

"Have the
enforcer crew brought aboard and confined until I return."

Shrain nodded
and spoke into his communications link.

Almost an hour
later, Fairen led a group of his men aboard the empty enforcer
ship, Tassin and Tarl at his heels. As Fairen entered Reliant, he
removed his gloves and gestured for his escort to move away.
Stretching out his hands, the young Overlord paced along the
corridors, leading them towards the centre of the ship. At the end
of a half-hour walk, he entered a cramped room, glancing around at
the sparse furnishings, which comprised a table and four hard
bunks.

"This is the
cyber quarters," Tarl supplied.

"Hush. He's
here somewhere. Close." Fairen spread his hands towards the far
wall. "He's confined. He can't move. He's... afraid."

"Sabre!"
Tassin bellowed.

Fairen swung
around. "Be quiet."

"Sorry."

Fairen turned
back towards the far wall. "He's afraid… probably that we'll
abandon him. He must have heard you, but you've only added to his
anguish." He walked up to the wall and placed his hands against it.
"He's behind here." He turned to the cyber at his side. "Cyber Two,
burn a door in this wall."

The cyber drew
his laser and aimed it at the wall, holding the trigger while he
moved the beam over it in a door-sized rectangle. The sheet of
metal tilted as he burnt along the bottom of it, then fell outwards
with a clatter. The inside had a grey glitter, and Shrain said,
"Lined with trinium; impervious to scanners."

Tassin brushed
past Fairen and entered a tiny, bare room that a solitary yellow
light illuminated. A casket lay on the floor, the lights on its
side glowing red. Her throat closed, almost choking her.

"Oh, God, he's
in the casket.” She crouched beside it and yelled, “Sabre! We're
going to get you out!"

"He can't be
awake in there," Tarl muttered, coming to her side.

"He is,"
Fairen said.

Tassin reached
for the button on the side of the casket, but Tarl grabbed her
wrist. "Wait. If he's awake, you don't want to do that."

"Why not?"

"It starts the
wakeup sequence, raises the temperature and injects him with
stimulants, then the antidote to the paralysing agent. If he's been
awake in there for more than five hours, he's already metabolised
the agent, and the stimulants will have an adverse reaction if he
doesn't need them."

"Then how do
we get him out?"

"They've
sealed it, so we'll have to pry open the lid. Cyber Two can do
it."

Tarl turned
away, then paused as the casket creaked. A dull thud issued from
it, and the lid was dented outwards in a fist-sized area.

Tarl bent and
gripped Tassin’s wrist, pulled to her feet and tugged her away.
"Stand back."

The
ex-technician led her out of the tiny room as another bulge
appeared in the casket’s lid with a thud. The seal broke, allowing
a wisp of mist to escape. Tassin swallowed a lump as a third bulge
popped up in the middle of the lid, and the flow of mist
increased.

"We have to
help him!" she said.

Tarl shook his
head. "You don't want to be close to that thing when he breaks the
lid."

"He could be
weak, or injured. He may not be able to do it alone."

"He's not
weak," Fairen said. "But he is in pain."

The casket's
lid flew up with explosive force, ripped free of its hinges and hit
the wall with a terrific bang. It clattered to the floor as mist
swirled up out of the satin-lined interior and streamed over the
edge. Sabre sat up, gripped the sides of the casket and climbed
out. Tassin stared at him in horror. The lights on his brow band
were in an in-control configuration, and Tarl grunted with shock.
She shot him an alarmed look, which he met with an anguished
glance. Sabre straightened, clasping his right wrist. She
hesitated, then approached him. His eyes met hers, dispelling her
fears, and she ran the last few steps to embrace him, sobbing with
relief. His arms enfolded her, and he bowed his head.

"You found
me."

“Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. Just a little banged up.” He raised his head.
"Fairen."

The young
Overlord smiled, his pale cheeks flushed. "Sabre."

"Fairen found
you," Tassin said.

Sabre nodded
and gave her a little squeeze, then released her and turned to
Fairen. To Tassin's astonishment, the boy stepped forward and
clasped Sabre’s hand, pulling him into a brief embrace as if he was
a long lost brother. Sabre returned his hug with his peculiar brand
of gentleness. When Fairen stepped back, he looked oddly
serene.

Sabre said,
"Thank you."

"You deserve
my aid. More so than several planets of ungrateful, corrupted
humans. And I always keep my word."

"Fairen
threatened to destroy Myon Two to save you," Tassin blurted. "Then
we couldn't find you, and the enforcers lied. Fairen came here to
sense you, otherwise we might not have found you."

Sabre smiled
at Fairen, then glanced at her. "I heard you call, and the
paralysing agent wore off just a minute ago." He turned back to
Fairen. "I'm in your debt, My Lord."

Fairen's smile
widened. "I think perhaps we're even now."

Sabre
considered. "No, I'm definitely in your debt."

“If you insist on arguing about it, I shall have to demand a
trial by combat between us to decide the issue.”

The cyber’s
smile widened. “We may just have to do that, then.”

"I look
forward to it."

Tassin studied
Sabre, concerned. "Fairen says you're wounded."

"It's nothing
serious." He glanced down at his new standard issue combat
clothes.

"What did they
do to you?"

"Why don't I
tell you about it aboard Fairen's ship, hmmm? I’d really like to
get out of here. This place gives me the creeps."

Fairen
gestured to his troops, who parted to let them through. Sabre
spotted Tarl in the background and detoured towards him. The
technician smiled, looking a little nervous. His eyes flicked up to
the brow band before meeting Sabre's gaze.

"Good to see
you're okay, bud."

"Tarl, old
bud, nice of you to come to my rescue."

Sabre gave him
a thump on the back that sent him staggering into the wall, and
Tarl cursed, rubbing his smarting spine. He glared at Sabre as the
cyber followed Fairen, and Tassin grinned at him.

"The joys of
being a cyber's friend, hey Tarl?"

"He does it
just to piss me off."

"Of course he
does. It's his idea of revenge."

"For
what?"

She shrugged.
"For being a cyber technician, I suspect."

Tarl groaned,
and she trotted to catch up with Sabre, slipping her hand into
his.


 


 


 Chapter Five

 


Tarl was
waiting for Sabre when he emerged from the shower with a towel
draped around his neck and another wrapped around his hips. The
suite Fairen had assigned to him was sumptuous, comprising a
massive lounge, bedroom and bathroom that would have put a
planetary palace to shame. Deep crimson carpet cushioned his feet,
and the bathroom fixtures were gold, as was the frame of the
crystal-topped coffee table in the lounge. Recessed lighting cast a
warm pink glow on pale rose walls and white leather sofas.
Cloth-of-gold curtains framed the oval screens, which gave a view
of deep space. Tassin was housed in the adjoining suite, and had
gone there when he had told her he was going to have a shower. The
technician looked determined.

Sabre eyed
him. "What do you want?"

"To see your
injuries."

Sabre went
over to the velvet-covered four-poster bed, where his clothes were
laid out. "I suppose you also want my bio-status and a systems
check?"

"No, just to
check your injuries."

"There's
nothing you can do. They're just burns."

"Then they
need ointment, but first I need to see how bad they are." He
approached the cyber, who kept his back turned and picked up his
vest. Tarl added, "Hey, I'm only trying to help, okay? Fairen did
his bit and Tassin did hers. This is what I do."

Sabre looked
down at the vest. "So you consider yourself part of the support
team, huh? In the field of technical expertise, I suppose?"

"No, I'm your
friend."

Sabre dropped
the vest and raised his head, staring at the far wall. "Why do you
think I need to be constantly reminded of that? Do you think I'm so
stupid I've forgotten your claim of friendship?"

"It's not a
claim, it's a fact, and I only remind you of it when you spout that
bitter crap."

Sabre turned
to face him. "Bitter? Is that what I am?"

"Amongst other
things. I understand, but it's about time you got over it. I've
proven time and time again that I want to help, and what I once was
has nothing to do with what I am now."

"No, you're
still a cyber tech. You always will be. But hey, you're my bud, and
I shouldn't compare you to the sadistic bastard who did this to me
on the enforcer ship, should I?"

Tarl shook his
head, looking wary. "No, you shouldn't. What did he do?"

Sabre pulled
the towel off his neck, revealing the red marks on his chest.

Tarl stepped
closer, frowning. "Laser burns. Why did they do this?"

"To test my
new immunity to fire. He found it quite fascinating, and gave
demonstrations. I'm surprised he didn't sell tickets."

"Why don't you
ask Fairen if you can decide his punishment?"

"I think
Fairen is probably better at meting out justice."

Tarl examined
the burns. "Clearly you're not immune to fire. Two of these are
third degree."

"It took six
seconds for a full power laser beam to do that." Sabre pointed to
one of the red marks. "This was three seconds. This one was
five."

"What were you
doing while this was happening?"

"Pretending to
be under cyber control."

Tarl grimaced.
"So that's why the lights on the brow band indicate that it's in
control again."

"Do they? I
guess I forgot to tell it to return to the correct
configuration."

Sabre glanced
inwards at the cyber's information and commanded it. From Tarl's
expression, he knew that the lights on the control unit flashed and
turned red, save for a few green ones, as it had been before.

Tarl nodded.
"I'll fetch ointment and dressings for those." He swung away and
headed for the door.

"Tarl."

The technician
stopped, his shoulders hunched, and turned. "Yeah?"

"Did you ever
do anything like this?"

"God, no. I
was in repairs, not research and development." He hesitated,
frowning at the floor. "The things I did were bad enough, but they
were done to heal injured cybers, and I didn't know it hurt
them."

"Do you know a
man called Grundel?"

"Yeah, he was
in research and development. Rude bastard. I never liked him. Was
he...?"

"Yeah."

Tarl headed
for the door again. "I'll get the ointment."

Sabre donned
his cyber issue trousers and boots while he was alone, then settled
on the couch in the lounge to wait for Tarl to return. The
technician dumped his bag on the coffee table and took out a tube
of ointment and two dressings he had evidently made for the worst
burns. Sabre stood up so he could smear the ointment on, and Tarl
concentrated on the task, avoiding the cyber's gaze.

"Do you want a
painkiller?" he enquired.

"No." Sabre
cocked his head. “I could do this perfectly well myself, you
know.”

Tarl nodded.
“I know. I want to be useful, okay?”

“Performing a task I can do myself isn’t being useful. More
like desperate for something to do.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve made it my mission to look after you. This
time it’s just burns, next time it could be something you can’t do
yourself, and there might not be medics around. I’m sure you don’t
want Tassin to have to do it, do you?”

“No. She didn’t enjoy it when she had to do it on Omega
Five.”

A short
silence fell, and then Tarl asked, "Why do you still wear these
clothes? I would have thought you'd hate them."

Sabre
shrugged. "They're comfortable, tough and functional."

"Don't they
remind you of what you were?"

"No more so
than the scars, or the brow band. It's not something that's easily
forgotten."

"No, but I'd
have thought you'd want less reminders, not more."

"When I can
get rid of the scars and the brow band, I'll stop wearing the
clothes."

Tarl stuck a
dressing onto one of the third-degree burns. "I think Tassin will
want you to wear something different when you get back to Omega
Five."

"The last time
she dressed me up in fancy clothes, I split the trousers."

"That must
have been fun." Tarl chuckled.

"It was fairly
embarrassing."

Tarl stuck the
second dressing on. "What else did Grundel do to you?"

"Why do you
want to know?"

"I want to pay
him a visit, and I'd like to know how badly to beat him."

Sabre smiled
and raised his brows. "I'd like to see that."

"You're
invited."

Sabre looked
down and fingered the dressings. "He was trying to figure out how
the shiny girls gave me control of the cyber unit. He ran a bunch
of tests while I was paralysed, then he boosted the control unit's
power and tried to shock me into submission so the cyber could take
control again."

Tarl sprayed a
layer of plastic skin over the second-degree burns and tossed the
can back into his bag. "That should do it."

He turned
away, but Sabre caught his shoulder and yanked him back. "What are
you feeling right now?"

Tarl frowned.
"Angry."

"Why?"

"Because of
what that bastard did to you."

"You hide it
well,” Sabre said. “That's the sort of thing I'd expect from
Tassin, not you."

"Tassin loves
you... and so do I."

Tarl’s bald
statement surprised Sabre, who tilted his head with a smile.

"Don't get me
wrong,” Tarl added, “I'm talking about brotherly love, bud. Good
friends feel it too. It's just different."

"I'm glad to
hear it. So I should feel it for you as well?"

"I'd like you
to, but it's not... something I'd expect from you. Not yet, anyway.
I'd say it's probably a little harder for you."

Sabre nodded,
releasing him. "I'm not sure how I feel about you. Sometimes I
think I still hate you."

"You're
conflicted. That's normal. I represent all that you hate, yet I'm
your friend."

"Do you think
my feelings are real, or imaginary?"

"Oh, they're
real," Tarl assured him. "Did they tell you that you weren't
capable of true emotions?"

"Yeah."

"They're lying
bastards. I hope Fairen condemns the whole lot of them."

Sabre picked
up his vest and pulled it on. "It wasn't Grundel who told me that,
it was his commander. Grundel didn't want to talk to me at
all."

"No, he
wouldn't.”

The cyber
looked Tarl up and down, amused by the prospect of the
mild-tempered, middle-aged tech trying to beat someone up. It
should prove to be entertaining, he thought, and he was curious to
see it. "Come on, let's go and see him."

"We're
supposed to meet Fairen for drinks in his suite."

Sabre headed
for the door. "This won't take long."

It took almost
half an hour of tramping along apparently endless stretches of
black, velvet-lined corridors and two trips in high-speed lifts
into the bowels of the ship to find the place where Fairen kept his
prisoners. The Scorpion Ship was extremely well maintained, Sabre
noted, and its interior bore no sign of wear and tear, despite its
age. That was not really surprising, with its population of over a
hundred and fifty thousand, quite a few of whom, he guessed, worked
on maintenance crews. The two black and red-uniformed guards
outside the confinement area eyed Tarl and Sabre when they arrived,
having found their way through the massive ship with directions
from various crewmen.

"We want to
see the prisoners," Tarl said.

"Do you have
Overlord Fairen's permission?" one guard asked.

Tarl glanced
at Sabre. "He'll give it."

"But he must
be consulted."

"Then do
it."

The guard went
over to a communications link on the wall, keyed it and spoke into
it. A few minutes passed before it beeped, and he listened to the
reply.

He faced them
once more. "Overlord Fairen gives his permission, but he will be
joining you. You must wait."

Sabre smiled.
"He doesn't like to miss anything, does he?"

Ten minutes
later, Fairen arrived, accompanied by Commander Shrain, Cyber Two
and four soldiers. The guards bowed low, as did Tarl.

Fairen's vivid
eyes sparkled with excitement, and he cast Sabre an accusing look.
"Why didn't you tell me you were going to confront your
tormentors?"

"It wasn't my
idea. Tarl wants a word with the technician."

Fairen looked
at Tarl. "Just to talk to him?"

"No."

"Ah. Good,
let's go in." Fairen donned his veiled hood and led them past the
sentries into a long corridor lined with glass-fronted cells, where
another guard patrolled. He stepped aside and bowed as Fairen swept
past, and the Overlord led them to a cell at the far end of the
passage. Sabre recognised Commander Barrin, Grundel, and the two
technicians who had been in the examination room. The other three
were strangers. The door slid aside at Fairen's gesture, and Tarl
entered the cell, Sabre following. Grundel, who sat on the bench at
the back of the room, stood up, eyeing Sabre with deep unease.

Tarl
approached him, drawing his attention. "Don't worry about him. He's
not going to do anything to you. It's me you should be concerned
about, Grundel."

Grundel looked
him up and down. "Tarl Averly, isn't it? Repair tech?"

"That's right.
I'm surprised you remember my name; you R and D guys were always so
damned snooty."

"What do you
want?"

"To give you
what you so richly deserve, and I so want to dish out. For what you
did to my friend. The shocks and burns. The humiliation, too." Tarl
glanced at Commander Barrin, whose silver-trimmed uniform indicated
his rank. "Although your commander had more to do with that."

"You're the
traitor. The one who sabotaged fifty-seven artificial wombs."

"That's
right."

Grundel
glanced at Sabre. "You call him your friend?"

"Yeah, and
he's a better man than the whole lot of you put together."

"I see he's
freed himself again. Or did you help?"

"He was never
under cyber control," Tarl said.

"So, you've
come to show him how much you care? Trying to win him over?"

Tarl snorted.
"I wasn't going to make it a public occasion, but it seems they all
want to watch."

"And you think
I'm just going to let you beat me up?"

"I hope
not."

Grundel
noticed Fairen's hooded figure in the corridor and bowed. "Forgive
me, My Lord, I did not see you there."

The rest of
the prisoners shuffled back and bowed, and Fairen tucked his hands
into the wide sleeves of his robe. Grundel hesitated, then added,
"Are you going to permit violence against your prisoners, My
Lord?"

"Yes."

Grundel stared
at him, clearly disappointed by his monosyllabic answer. "This
hardly seems like justice. What about a trial?"

"Your guilt is
not in question."

"But how can
we be punished for following orders? Surely the guilty ones are the
men who gave us the order to capture the rogue cyber?"

"I am not
going to debate this with you. You knew you were disobeying me when
you captured him."

Tarl stepped
forward. "And I didn't come here to argue with you, either."

Grundel turned
his attention to the ex-cyber tech again. "So you're resorting to
violence, as he would." He nodded at Sabre.

"He's not the
one threatening you, is he? That just shows how little you know
about him."

Grundel eyed
Sabre, who sighed, folded his arms and leant against the wall. "I'm
sure he finds it fascinating that you, a cyber technician and a
free man, would want to harm another on his behalf."

"Why don't you
ask him?"

Grundel shook
his head. "I'm not interested in the inner workings of a cyber
host's mind."

"You should
be. You would find it amazingly similar to a free man's."

"Who are you
trying to fool, him or yourself? Or perhaps both? You'd do anything
to prove your stupid theory, even to the extent of convincing that
poor dolt he could ever pass for human."

Tarl punched
Grundel on the chin and sent him staggering back into the officers
behind him, who caught and steadied him. Tarl grimaced and wrung
his hand, cursing. Grundel rubbed his jaw, then advanced on Tarl,
raising his fists. Tarl did the same, and the two squared off,
eyeing each other. Grundel took a swing at Tarl, hit him on the
cheek and knocked him sideways. He ducked under Grundel's next
swing and punched him in the solar plexus. Grundel doubled over
with a coughing grunt. Tarl followed up his advantage, punching
Grundel in the ribs. Grundel kicked him in the shin, making him
grunt and hop.

 


 


Sabre watched
the fight with growing amusement, marvelling at their ineptitude.
Clearly the cyber techs possessed some rudimentary fighting skills,
probably learnt as a pastime, but neither could be called a
fighter. They did manage to inflict bruises on each other, and a
well-aimed blow from Tarl bloodied Grundel's nose. The rest of the
officers moved back to give the combatants more room, and they
continued to circle and punch.

A touch on his
elbow made him glance around at Tassin as she slipped her arm
through his, gazing at the fight with amazement.

"I was told
there was a fight here, but I thought it was you."

"A logical
conclusion, but wrong, for a change."

"What on earth
is Tarl doing?"


"Fighting?"

She snorted.
"I meant, why is he fighting that man?"

"That's the
cyber tech from the enforcer ship. Tarl wants to beat him up for
injuring me."

"How noble of
him. Who's winning?"

Sabre
shrugged. "Neither, at the moment."

Tassin winced
as Grundel landed a hefty blow on Tarl's chin, sending him reeling
back. Grundel followed it up with two punches to Tarl's midriff,
doubling him over. Tarl gaped for air, and Grundel hit him on the
side of the head, spinning him around, then kicked him, sending him
staggering into the wall.

Sabre sighed.
"Now Tarl's losing."

Grundel kicked
Tarl’s leg, buckling it, and he went down on one knee. Fairen
turned his head towards Sabre, his silent question obvious. Grundel
kicked Tarl in the face, sending him sprawling, and then booted him
in the ribs. Tarl tried to get up, but Grundel kicked him again,
knocking him flat. Sabre pushed himself away from the wall,
slipping from Tassin's grasp. Grundel was intent on his fallen foe,
kicking him again and again as Tarl curled into a defensive
ball.

Sabre closed
the gap in a few strides, and Grundel whipped around as the
officers behind him shouted a warning. Grundel's face went slack
with terror as Sabre grabbed him under the arms, lifted him and
hurled him against the wall. His knees buckled when his feet hit
the floor, and he sprawled. The cyber bent and gripped his neck,
dragged him back to his feet and pinned him to the wall. Sabre
thrust his face close to the technician's.

"It's not nice
to kick a man when he's down."

Grundel
choked, clawing at Sabre's fingers, his face reddening. Sabre
watched him for a moment, then released him and stepped back.
Grundel slumped to the floor, clasped his neck and gasped. Tarl sat
up, rubbed his ribs and scowled at Grundel. Sabre approached and
held out his hand. The ex-tech hesitated before he took it, and
Sabre pulled him to his feet and gave him a slap on the back that
made him cough and stagger.

"You're a
lousy fighter, Tarl. You should spar with me; I'll teach you a few
tricks."

"Thanks, but
no thanks."

Sabre
shrugged, smiling. "I've never seen anything so pathetic."

"Hey, I'm not
a trained fighter, okay?"

"Neither is
he."

"He got
lucky."

"Yeah, right."
Sabre chuckled. "It was amusing, anyway."

Tarl glared at
Grundel. "I haven't finished with him yet."

The
ex-technician headed back into the fray. Sabre turned in surprise,
caught Tarl's arm and yanked him back. "I think you've had
enough."

"Well he
hasn't."

Sabre glanced
at Grundel, who sneered at Tarl, the expression vanishing when he
noticed Sabre’s attention. Tarl tried to jerk free of Sabre's grip,
but the cyber hung on, shaking his head.

"You're both
pathetic fighters, but he's better than you."

"I don't care.
I got in a few good hits, and I'm going to get in a few more before
I'm finished with him."

"What are you
trying to prove?"

"Nothing."
Tarl hesitated. "Okay, maybe this is something I wish you'd do, but
I know you won't. Why don't you want revenge? You should."

"He's just a
man. I killed one like him, but not for what his kind did to me. He
hurt Tassin."

"Why didn't
you do it for yourself?"

Sabre frowned.
"I don't matter."

Tarl groaned,
shaking his head. "Of course you bloody matter. You have every
right to take revenge."

"Are you
trying to turn him into a psychopath?" Grundel demanded.

"You stay out
of it!" Tarl tried to jerk free of Sabre again and failed, turning
to him. "Why don't you matter, huh? Tell me."

"I just don't,
okay? What good would it do? Do you think it would make me feel
better to be as cruel and sadistic as him?"

Tarl stared at
him. "Do you think I'm cruel and sadistic to want to hurt him for
what he did to you?"

"No. I don't
know. Did you enjoy it?"

"Hell yeah! He
deserved it!"

Sabre nodded.
"Good. I'm glad you did, but I wouldn't have."

"What if he'd
done what he did to you, to Tassin? Would you have wanted to hurt
him then?"

"I'd have
killed him then, like I killed Previd."

"So why won't
you do it for yourself? Why is your suffering unimportant?"

Sabre
shrugged. "It always has been."

"Ha!" Tarl
barked, looking furious. "That's your conditioning! Dig deeper.
Find the rage and hatred you've been bottling up for years."

Grundel asked,
"Are you insane? What the hell are you trying to do?"

"Give him back
some of his pride. The pride you and your kind took away by
enslaving and humiliating him all his life. By teaching him that he
was nothing but a biological machine to be used, whose feelings
didn't count. This is what you did to him. He doesn't even think he
deserves the right to take revenge." Tarl turned to Sabre and gave
him a shove. "You hate me for being an ex-cyber tech. Don't you
hate him, too?"

"Yeah, I
do."

"You're always
shoving me around. Why don't you shove him around a bit? It might
make you feel better."

Sabre released
Tarl's wrist and gripped his collar, yanked him closer and glared
into his eyes. "Because I would kill him. And that wouldn't make me
feel good at all."

Tarl's fury
appeared to drain away, and he nodded, looking ashamed. "Okay.
You're right, damn you. I just wanted you to stick up for yourself
for once. But I guess it's hard to control yourself."

"I'm not a
vengeful man. I discovered recently that I can shove you around,
because I like you. You can goad me till you're blue in the face,
and I can just bounce you off a wall. You taught me that. But
there's a line I mustn't cross, because then I'll become the thing
I hate most of all... a killer." Sabre released Tarl and tugged his
rumpled jacket straight. "And that, I'm not."

"But you are,"
Grundel sneered. "One day, when you find that the life you want as
a man will never be, all that rage and hatred is going to come out,
and you'll kill."

Sabre turned
to face him. "If that happens, I'll be sure to travel to Myon Two
and do it where it will do the most good."

 


 


Grundel
blanched, and Tarl charged the portly man and sent him sprawling.
Straddling him, Tarl rained blows on Grundel's face. The technician
raised his arms, and Tarl punched him in the ribs several times.
When he was satisfied that Grundel had had enough, he rose and
glanced at Sabre, who gazed at Grundel with something akin to pity
in his eyes. Most of the spectators looked satisfied and some
appeared dispassionate, but no one else showed the slightest
compassion for Grundel's plight.

Approaching
Sabre, Tarl asked, "Why is it that you're the only person here who
pities that bastard, even after what he did to you?"

"Because I
know what that feels like."

"Most of us
do, but we don't pity him. He deserved it."

"Then you have
harder hearts than I do."

Tarl nodded.
"So it would seem, bud. You're a better man than any of us
here."

Sabre shrugged
headed for the door. "I think we've had enough amusement at
Grundel's expense for today."


 


 


 Chapter Six

 


Fairen's
veiled presence filled his audience chamber with forbidding as he
turned his head to study Reliant's assembled crew. Fairen had
foregone the fiery torches and subdued lighting, and Tassin assumed
this was because the session was to mete out justice and
punishment, not intimidate a confession out of someone who might be
a criminal. She, Tarl and Sabre stood beside the dais, not far from
Commander Shrain. Tarl sported a black eye and swollen cheek, but
seemed quite proud of them. Grundel's battered face bore testament
to his beating, and Tarl sneered at him at every opportunity. The
animosity between the two techs surprised Tassin somewhat, and
seemed to puzzle Sabre.

"Today you
will be judged." Fairen's deep, distorted voice boomed across the
room with chilling dispassion. "If there is one amongst you who
feels himself innocent of the charge of disobeying my decree, come
forward now."

A fat, bald
man in a white uniform and two younger, similarly clad men came to
the front of the assembled crew and bowed. The bald man said, "I'm
the chief engineer, My Lord, and these are my assistants. We knew
nothing about the order to capture the rogue cyber."

Fairen rose
and approached the edge of the dais, removed his right glove and
stretched his hand out. "Come closer."

The three men
approached and knelt, bowing their heads.

Fairen sighed.
"Stand up."

They obeyed,
looking nervous, and Fairen held his hand up to each of them in
turn, then returned to his throne and settled upon it. "These three
are innocent of the charge. Remove them."

Two guards
escorted the engineers out, and silence fell. Fairen surveyed the
group again. "The rest of you are guilty. The penalty for
disobeying an Overlord is death. However, I said I would only
punish you as much as you harmed Sabre, if I found him alive.
Although you tried to hide him from me, that stands. I consider
thirty lashes with a laser whip each to be a just punishment for
the injury and pain you caused him. Let the sentence be carried
out, then release them."

Commander
Shrain gestured to the guards, who herded the enforcers out. As the
door slid shut behind them, Fairen removed his hood and rubbed his
face, looking tired.

"When they're
released, I'll take you to Omega Five, Sabre."

"Thank you, My
Lord."

Fairen stood
up. "Call me by my name."

Sabre smiled
and inclined his head, looking a little embarrassed, and Tassin
shot him a teasing smile. Tarl elbowed him with a grin, and Sabre
gave him a shove that sent him staggering sideways. Fairen laughed
and stepped down from the dais.

"Lunchtime, I
think."

 


***

 


Tassin gazed
at the peaceful blue and white globe in the screens with a smile, a
deep sense of homecoming warming her heart. The Scorpion Ship had
completed its translocation mere moments before, achieving in a few
seconds what she and Sabre had been trying to do for months. She
stood beside Fairen in his private lounge, sipping a mild-flavoured
drink, and Sabre leant against the bulkhead next to a screen, also
armed with a fruit drink. Fairen had invited them to join him for
refreshments before they left the ship, and Tarl sat on a stool at
the refreshment counter, clearly ill at ease.

"Home, at
last." She sighed.

"This time
nothing will stand in your way," Fairen said.

"Thank you, My
Lord, for all you've done for us."

"You are
welcome. I'm glad you're returning to your home, where I hope
you'll be happy, but I'm sad to see you go."

"Come with
us." She looked away when he raised his brows. "For a visit."

"I cannot
leave my ship."

"Why not? You
can do as you please, surely?"

"It's
considered dangerous."

She shook her
head. "There's nothing dangerous on Omega. Not in Arlin, and
besides, Sabre will protect you."

"I haven't
walked on a planet for... ten years."

"Then it's
high time you did." She shot Sabre a coy glance. "I would like to
invite you to our wedding, if only I knew when it was. Perhaps if
you came with us now, Sabre will propose."

Sabre snorted.
"Don't count on it."

"I will not be
an accomplice to forcing his hand," Fairen rebuked her. "He'll do
it when he's ready."

"But will you
come anyway, just for a short time? I'd like to show you my
kingdom."

Fairen shook
his head. "I'm afraid I must decline. However, when your wedding
day is decided, I will attend it."

"That will be
wonderful."

"On the
condition that I will be incognito. You cannot tell anyone who I
am."

"But My Lord,
if I introduce you as a commoner, that's how you'll be
treated."

"Then you may
introduce me as a noble."

"Of course.
Thank you."

Fairen smiled.
"Your gentle wiles won't work on me, Queen Tassin. Shame on
you."

She grinned.
"Sorry. Do Overlords marry?

"Some have,
yes."

"Then perhaps
you'll meet a nice girl when you visit. There can���t be too many to
choose from on this ship."

"There are
none,” he said. “The servants of an Overlord are precluded from
trysts with him."

"By whom?"

"By us."

"Ah. Then how
do Overlords find a wife?"

Fairen glanced
at Sabre. "Is she always this curious?"

"Usually more
so."

Fairen turned
back to Tassin. "Overlords who have families will invite single
peers to social gatherings, where they may meet their
daughters."

"A rather
limited selection, if I may say."

"Yes, but of a
suitable social rank. Ordinary women tend to be in awe of an
Overlord. To have one court them would be... a rather intimidating
experience, I think. Fortunately an Overlord can sense when a
woman's feelings for him are genuine and not inspired by respect,
but, even so, the daughter of another Overlord is a more suitable
spouse."

Tassin nodded,
considering. "Then I would like to make you a proposition, My Lord.
If you come to my country incognito, the girls you meet will get to
know you for who you are, not what, and therefore you'll find a
genuine love from a far larger selection."

Fairen said,
"I appreciate your offer, but I must point out that I'm only
fourteen, and as yet I don't find girls particularly
interesting."

"I do tend to
forget how young you are. You have the bearing and composure of an
adult."

"But not the
interests." Fairen hesitated. "As you said, the selection of
Overlord daughters is limited, so we do have another way of finding
a mate. This ship is equipped with surveillance instruments capable
of finding a sicle parasite on a bunhound, for obvious reasons.
Sometimes, Overlords have been known to use this to find a girl
they find attractive, who they will then arrange to meet."

"They go down
to the planet?"

He inclined
his head. "If they so choose. It's not encouraged, but as you said,
an Overlord may do whatever he or she wishes, including visit a
world, but not as an Overlord, you understand? That is
forbidden."

"Of course.
Overlords never leave their ships."

"Exactly."

Tassin gazed
at the planet. "I'm sad to leave you, My Lord, but I'm eager to go
home."

"Naturally."
Fairen turned to Sabre. "A shuttle is waiting for you." He dug in
his pocket and took out another silver bracelet. "You broke the
emergency beacon again, so I had another made. Perhaps I should
make a few spares. Anyway, this one has a one-way transmitter, so
you can send me a brief message. Like the wedding date."

"I didn't
break it, Grundel did," Sabre said.

"Hold out your
arm." Fairen snapped the new bracelet onto Sabre's wrist and
removed the old one. "Try not to break this one."

Sabre nodded,
then glanced at Cyber Two, who stood off to the side in an immobile
guard stance. "What do you intend to do with him?"

"I thought he
might come in useful as my protector, since you won't be here. He's
not much fun, though. At least he'll be well treated here, and I
will have my techs see if they can find a way to release him. Do
you think that's the best thing to do, or would it be kinder to
euthanize him?"

"No, keep him.
As long as he's treated like a human being, his life won't be so
bad."

"You know I
will."

"Yeah." Sabre
sighed. "We should go. Tassin is eager to go home, and I'm quite
keen, too."

"Of course you
are."

Sabre clasped
his shoulder. "If ever you need my help, or just want to talk, I'll
be here for you. I'll be glad to see you again. I wish you could
come with us now and live a normal life."

Fairen smiled.
"So do I."

"Why don't you
then? Who would stop you?" Tassin enquired.

"I'm needed
here. I have a calling, and it's not a bad life. Loneliness will
always be my lot, and even on a world such as yours I'd be an
outcast, uncomfortable around people, sickened by crowds. Being an
Overlord has its advantages."

"Well, the
invitation will always be open."

"Thank
you."

Sabre put his
arm around the boy's shoulders. "Come and see us off."

Fairen led
them along the corridors to the shuttle, Sabre at his side, Tassin
and Tarl following. At the docking port, soldiers carried their
packs aboard and Tarl entered it at their heels, but Tassin
hesitated in the doorway.

Sabre turned
to the young Overlord and gripped his shoulders. Despite his
intimidating ebon attire and escort of stone-faced soldiers, Fairen
seemed like nothing more at that moment than a sad, lonely boy
saying goodbye to a beloved older brother. He was paler than usual,
and sorrow shadowed his eyes.

"This is just
so long," Sabre said. "You know where I am, and I'll expect regular
visits whenever you're not blowing up some disobedient planet,
okay?"

"We still have
to have that trial by combat to decide who is more in the other’s
debt."

Sabre smiled
and ruffled the boy's hair. "True. We’ll have to do that sometime
soon. But hey, you could come visit us every week. Whenever you
feel like it. I want you to. You're like a kid brother to me."

"Really? Would
you want a kid brother like me?"

"Who wouldn't?
Ah no," Sabre shook his head when Fairen's face fell. "You know me
better than that. It has nothing to do with your being an Overlord.
I wish you weren't one, then you could come with us."

Fairen looked
a little ashamed, and Tassin was amazed by how his sadness at
Sabre’s departure had stripped away his pride to reveal the true
person behind the Overlord's mask. Her respect and affection for
him grew, and the poignant moment saddened her too.

Sabre patted
Fairen's shoulder and turned to enter the shuttle. He paused beside
Tassin to glance back and raise a hand. Fairen made a slight
gesture, then swung away and marched off as the shuttle doors slid
shut with a wheeze and clunk. Tarl already sat on a couch in the
luxurious passenger area, and Sabre sank down on the sofa
opposite.

Tassin settled
beside him. "You like him a lot, don't you?"

"Yeah."

"I think he
loves you like a big brother."

"Yeah, I think
so too."

She slipped
her hand into his. "I hope you're not too sad to have to leave him
to be with me."

"I wish we
could have traded Tarl for him."

Tarl looked
up. "Oh, thanks."

"Wouldn't you
like to be an Overlord?"

"Not
particularly."

Tassin smiled.
"He's joking."

"I know."

"No I wasn't,"
Sabre said.

She sighed.
"In a few years’ time, girls are going to swoon over him."

"What girls?
He lives in a damned city ship with servants who won't even talk to
him. Did you know that there are between one hundred and fifty-four
and one hundred and fifty-six thousand people on that ship?"

"So many? How
do you know?"

"I told the
cyber to count them, but I had to walk around a bit. That ship is
one hundred and forty kilometres long, fifty-three point eight
kilometres high and ninety-eight kilometres wide."

Tarl frowned.
"And it came up with such an inexact figure?"

"No, it came
up with one hundred and fifty-five thousand, four hundred and
fifty-two, but since many of them were moving around, and there are
a few areas that are impervious to my scanners, it couldn't be
exactly right. There are also seven thousand, two hundred and
eighty-one children and four hundred and forty-seven pregnant
women."

"An entire
space-faring race dedicated to serving the Overlords," Tarl
mused.

"With
complete, unshakeable loyalty."

"Pretty
amazing."

"The
translocation generators are two kilometres in diameter and three
point five kilometres long, and there are six of them. The four
standard drive engines are five kilometres long and three
kilometres wide, and the engines are not included in the overall
size of the ship."

"You mapped
the entire ship?"

Sabre
shrugged. "I was curious."

"What about
weaponry?"

"Seven
four-kiloton laser cannons, two mounted in the front, two on each
side and one at the stern. The main gun is a heated plasma particle
disintegrator, and there are four more particle disintegrators
mounted in the arms, as well as twenty-four two-kiloton laser
cannons. It also has four solar wing generators, five shield
generators, a worm drive engine and eight capture beams."

Tarl nodded,
looking shaken. "They do say Overlord Fairen's ship is one of the
oldest and most powerful."

"It's over
twelve hundred years old."

Tassin gazed
at the screen, which showed a dark forest approaching. "We're
nearly there."

Sabre glanced
up. "They're dropping us in a remote area, not too far from your
castle. We can walk from there."

She squeezed
his hand. "Dena will be so overjoyed to see you. She missed you
almost as much as I did. She had horrible nightmares of you
drowning in darkness."

He cast her a
shuttered look that made her wonder what she had said wrong, then
glanced away, frowning. “I can’t actually think of a better way to
describe cyber control than that.”

“Drowning in darkness?”

He nodded.

“She started having them about a week after you left, and they
continued for almost six months.”

He nodded
again, curtly, and she looked down. “I guess that’s when you were
at Myon Two.”

“Around about then, yup, I would imagine.”

The shuttle
touched down with feather-light precision, and after a minute the
door whined open. Two soldiers went to stand outside it, and Sabre
rose and gestured for Tassin to precede them. She walked down the
ramp into the cool, brisk air of a spring night, glad that Fairen
had given her a new black leather jacket to replace the one she had
lost on Nemesis. She drew in a deep breath and savoured the sweet
scents of night flowers and leaf mould.

"We're home,"
she whispered, tears of joy stinging her eyes. "We made it."

Sabre took the
packs from one of the soldiers and slung them over his shoulder,
then took her hand. "Yeah."

Tarl cleared
his throat. "Maybe we should move away so they can take off?"

Sabre led them
into the forest, where they turned to watch the shuttle rise and
shoot away into the sky.

Tassin smiled
up at him. "Well, which way?"

He pointed,
and they set off through the trees.


 


 


 Chapter Seven

 


Tarl tripped
over a root and cursed, grabbing a tree to steady himself. "You
said we weren't too far from Tassin's castle, Sabre. Define 'not
too far', because we've been walking for hours."

Sabre looked
back at him and snorted. "City boy."

"Yeah, I am a
city boy, and proud of it. So where's the city?"

"By your
standards, there are none. Only large villages."

"Okay, so
where the hell is the large village? I need to sleep. We've been
walking all night."

"A long way
still. I think we should find a place to stop for the night.
There's a farmhouse over this way."

Sabre headed
off at an angle, and half an hour later they came to a dark,
ramshackle building beside a sagging barn whence the grunting of
pigs came.

"They're
asleep," Tassin said.

"Of course,
it's two in the morning, Omega time," Sabre replied.

"Should we
wake them up?"

"Unless you
want to sleep with the pigs."

Tassin went up
to the door and banged on it. A dog barked behind the house, and
chickens clucked in a henhouse beside it. Several minutes passed
before a wavering yellow light spilt from the window and shuffling
steps approached the door. It opened to reveal an ageing woman in a
frilly nightcap and long grey flannel nightgown, who held up a
lantern to inspect them with an irritated scowl.

"What be the
trouble that brings ye all a-banging on my door at this ungodly
hour?"

"We're sorry
to trouble you. We're weary travellers seeking a place to sleep for
tonight," Tassin explained.

"Do this look
like an inn to you?"

"If there's an
inn close by, we'll gladly go there."

"Well there
ain't," the crone stated.

"May we sleep
on your floor?"

"Who says ye
ain't gonna murder me and the hubby in our sleep and steal our
stuff?"

"I do," Tassin
said.

"An' who be
you?"

"An honest
woman. These are my loyal companions, neither of whom will offer
you or your good man harm."

"Says
you."

Sabre said,
"We're just tired and hungry. We'll pay for food and shelter. And
if we wanted to murder you and your husband, would we have knocked
on your door first?"

The woman
huffed and peered at them, her eyes lingering on Tassin’s black
jeans, which must have looked mighty peculiar to a denizen of Omega
Five, she mused, where women always wore gowns. "Reckon not. All
right, but me husband keeps a sword, so mind yerselves."

"We will."

Tassin smiled.
"Thank you, kind lady."

The crone
shuffled back to allow them entry into the dingy confines of a
cramped kitchen. Tarl, last to enter, closed the door, and the
woman moved around the room, lighting candles and lamps that filled
the shabby room with soft radiance. Polished brass pots hung on a
yellow wall above a rusty woodstove on the far side of the room,
and bunches of dried herbs dangled from the soot-stained rafters. A
few dusty animal hides softened the adobe floor, and coarse grey
homespun curtains covered two glass-paned windows. An elderly man
in a nightcap and gown similar to his wife's stood at the bottom of
a flight of stairs, the aforementioned sword dangling in his frail
fist.

"They be
seeking food an' shelter, Aerik," the old woman explained.

"Eh?"

"Use yer
trumpet ye deaf old goat."

The man raised
the brass trumpet he held in his other hand, plugging it into his
ear. "Eh?"

The woman
repeated her explanation, and he nodded with a gap-toothed smile,
put the rusty sword down and shuffled over to the scrubbed kitchen
table to sit on one of the rickety chairs that stood around it.

"Welcome,
welcome. Sit, the old bag will make something 'ot for yer
bellies."

Tassin lowered
herself gingerly onto another of the wobbly homemade chairs, and
Sabre and Tarl joined her. The woman poked the coals in the
woodstove to life and set a pot on it.

"'Tis only
last night's stew, times be hard," she said.

"Did you have
a bad winter?" Tassin asked.

Aerik snorted.
"Aye, and a bad summer before it."

"The last
three years 'ave been horrible, young miss. Where 'ave ye been?"
the woman asked.

"Away. What's
happened in the last three years that was so terrible?"

"Ah well,
that's a story and a half, ain't it?" Aerik grumbled as he picked
up a pipe and loaded it from a tobacco pouch.

"We'd like to
hear it."

"Would yer
now? Well, I guess it all started when our young queen disappeared
four years ago."

Tassin gaped
at him. "Four years? But... I've only been away for a few
months."

Sabre leant
closer and whispered, "Space travel causes time dilation. It's
quite likely that more time has passed here."

"Then you know
the story," Aerik said, tamping his pipe.

"No, I don't,"
Tassin said. "Please tell me."

"Aye, well,
things were all right for the first year. Young Princess Dena
looked after us right proper, indeed she did."

"Aye, she
did," his wife echoed from where she stood by the stove.

"Then Duke
Niam declared that the Queen were dead, and 'is son were the
rightful heir. 'E were crowned King, young snot that he is.
Straight away he raised the taxes, bled us dry so he could 'ave his
fancy clothes and his rich parties, bringing in all the spoilt
lordlings from far and wide, indeed he did."

"So he did,
an' all," his wife agreed.

"Raised the
taxes again when his coffers ran dry, didn't he Merry?"

"Aye, that he
did."

"An' then he
sent his soldiers to collect it when we couldn't pay. They took our
'orses an' cattle, so now we can't plough our land no more."

"And we have
to walk to town," Merry added, stirring the stew.

"What happened
to Princess Dena?" Tassin asked.

The old man
nodded. "Oh aye, she were in a right pickle, weren't she
Merry?"

"Aye, that she
were, Aerik."

"She were
'omeless, poor pet, kicked out on the street. But then she were
taken in by Countess De'vorice, bless her. They say she's governess
to her grandchildren now. A real pity."

"Aye," Merry
muttered. "A princess a governess. 'Tis a crying shame."

Aerik leant
closer. "There were talk of rebellion, so there was. There was even
a few riots. People stoned the castle, they were that angry."

"An' they got
killed for it," Merry adjoined.

"Aye, they did
too."

Tassin sat
back, stunned. "That's terrible."

Aerik nodded.
"Aye, young lass; Arlin's not a good place to live no more. King
Dellon has even had King Torrian over at the castle, shootin' game
and makin' sport with the serving wenches. They're great friends,
tis said."

"What about
the other kings?"

"Aye, well,
Grisson died, drank himself to death, I 'eard tell. His son
inherited, and by all accounts he's a good king. Bardock wed a fat
duchess from his northern province, daughter of his father's
brother, would you believe?"

Tassin
frowned. "Grisson didn't have a son."

"Nay, lass,
he's illegitimate, but his mother's a noblewoman, Lady
Someoneorother, so he were given the crown."

"Has Torrian
married?"

Merry
chuckled. "Who would 'ave him?"

Aerik said,
"They do say he were smitten with our queen, and pines for 'er
still."

Merry came
over with four jugs of mead and banged them down on the table in
front of her guests. "Drink some o' that, young uns. I brew it
meself, and it ain't half bad, I do declare."

Aerik nodded
and picked up his jug. "It ain't at that, Merry."

Tassin sipped
her mead. "What do they say happened to your queen?"

"Ah, there's a
sad tale."

"Oh aye, it'll
make ye weep, I reckon," Merry chimed in.

Aerik lighted
his pipe and puffed a cloud of smoke. "They say she were mad in
love with a fella who left her at the altar, ran off to faraway
lands, so he did. Our poor lass were broken-hearted, and went off
after him, indeed she did."

"Aye, she
did," Merry agreed, fetching a jug of mead for herself and joining
them at the table. "Went off into the dangerous wild lands, foolish
girl, all for the love of a feckless 'andsome danderer."

"Danderer?"
Sabre enquired.

"Aye, a
danderer, 'e was. You from foreign parts?" Merry eyed him. "Funny
lights you got on yer head, laddie."

"Yeah, they
are. What's a danderer?"

"That be a lad
with too much lead in his pencil."

Sabre looked
confused. "Lead?"

"Aye. Where be
you from?"

"A faraway
land."

"Must be right
faraway an' all," Merry declared. "A danderer be a lad who struts
his stuff, 'ops the 'edgerows, throws his leg over anything that
don't run away fast enough."

Sabre shook
his head, and Tassin turned to him, her cheeks warm. "She means a
man who sleeps with lots of women."

"Oh."

Tassin faced
Merry again. "So what happened to your queen?"

"Well they
reckon she got eaten by monsters, true enough."

"Or killed by
bandits," Aerik added.

Tassin stared
at the table top's grey wood. "Maybe she's not dead. Maybe she's
just lost, and will find her way home one day."

"That 'ud be a
fine day, young miss," Merry declared. "But I reckon she'd have a
world o' trouble if she did."

"Aye," Aerik
agreed. "I reckon yer right, our Merry."

Tassin looked
up. "Why?"

"I don't
reckon King Dellon's just gonna bow out graceful, lass, no
indeed."

"If she came
back, he'd have to."

"Nay, nay, not
our King Dellon. He'll wine an' dine 'er, then slice her throat
while she sleeps, indeed 'e would."

Merry nodded.
"Aye, 'e would too."

"Unless she
found her handsome young man, and he came with her to protect her,"
Tassin said.

"The feckless
danderer?" Merry chuckled. "Unless he's an army all on his own,
he'll get his throat slit an' all, so 'e will."

Tassin took a
gulp of mead and coughed. "Maybe he is."

“I think he’d rather be a feckless danderer,” Sabre
muttered.

Merry went
back to the stove and dished up the stew. "Well, lass, if that be
the case, good luck to 'em, I say. But it'll never happen, you mark
my words. That be the stuff o' fairy tales. Like the other
story."

"What other
story?"

"We 'eard tell
of a tall tale indeed. A magic sword, no less, brought from the
wastelands by a 'ero o' steel. It carried our queen off into the
stars to find the 'ero after he were bound with a spell and taken
away by an evil mage. Aye, an' if you believe that, ye'll believe
anything."

Tassin stared
into her jug of mead. "Perhaps it's good to believe in fairy tales.
Sometimes they're true."

Sabre placed a
hand on her arm. "Whoa there."

Merry banged
steaming bowls of stew down in front of them. "Eat up while it's
'ot, young uns, it ain't gonna stay that way. 'Tis only turnips and
a scrawny chicken, but it fills the empty belly."

"Thank you."
Tassin picked up her spoon.

"Where be you
going then?"

"We were going
to the castle to see Princess Dena, but now I suppose we're going
to Countess De'vorice."

"Friend of
'ers, are ye?" Merry asked.

"Yes."

"You watch
yerself young miss. They say King Torrian visits there often, and
'e has an eye for a pretty girl."

Tassin glanced
up. "Countess De'vorice is his friend?"

"Well now, I
wouldn't know 'bout that, would I? But I reckon 'e ain't 'er
enemy."

"Yes, I
suppose so."

Merry eyed
Sabre. "Would this 'andsome lad be yer 'usband then, lassie?"

"Um...
yes."

"And t'other
would be his da then, I reckon. Not much of a family resemblance,
though."

"No," Tassin
shot Tarl an amused look. "They don't look much alike, do
they?"

Merry regaled
them with a tale of her husband's sister's son's girlfriend's
illegitimate child while they ate the runny, rather tasteless stew.
Aerik drained his mead and bade them good night, making his way up
the creaking stairs, and Merry followed soon after. Tassin pushed
aside her half-eaten stew and stared into space, her mind
reeling.

"Four years!"
She shook her head. "I've been gone for four years?"

"So it would
seem." Sabre scraped his plate clean.

"Everything's
fallen apart. I've lost my crown to a twerp with the brains of a
flea. What am I going to do?"

"Get it
back?"

"That won't be
so easy. Merry's right, he won't give it back without a fight.
He'll denounce me as a pretender, or try to kill me, or both."
Tassin rubbed her face. "How could it have gone so wrong?"

"Hey, we'll
fix it."

"How? If
Dellon wants to keep the crown, and I know he does, he'll never
acknowledge me, and I have no proof of who I am."

"Surely other
people will acknowledge you? Your uncle, for one."

"Not if he
wants his son on the throne, and no one else will risk it, for fear
of their lives. A monarch's rule is absolute. Challengers will be
murdered, and anyone who helps them. He controls the army; he holds
all the power."

"What about
the other kings?"

She snorted.
"Torrian? You must be joking. He'll revel in my downfall, and take
full advantage. He'll sell me out to Dellon, who'll help him
silence me, one way or another."

"Not Torrian.
What about this new king? Merry says he's a good man."

"Grisson's
illegitimate son. His kingdom is the smallest, aside from Olgara.
Why would he help me?"

Sabre shrugged
and pushed aside his empty plate. "You could offer him an alliance,
perhaps."

"He may not
need, or want, an alliance. He's probably friends with Torrian and
Dellon. Even if he isn't, even if he hates their guts, what can he
do? Invade Arlin? He'd be crushed. Torrian has a long standing
alliance with Bardock, and now with Dellon."

"We should at
least find out before you reject the idea out of hand. You don't
know what's happened since you've been gone, apart from the dubious
stories of a pair of old farmers."

Tassin nodded.
"Although those two are salt of the earth. Their stories are
probably true."

"There must be
a lot they don't know."

She glanced at
his silver bracelet. "Fairen could help."

"No.
Absolutely not. I'm not using Fairen to solve every little
problem."

"Little
problem?" She frowned at him. "I've been usurped!"

"And we'll fix
it. We'll find a way. First we need to find out more about what's
happened while you've been away. And before that, we need to get
some sleep. Tomorrow we'll see Dena, and she can tell us everything
we need to know, then we'll decide what to do."

She nodded,
draining her mead. "I want to wring that little shit's scrawny
neck, so help me I do."

"Aye, I reckon
ye do, an' all." Sabre mimicked Aerik's brogue perfectly.

She smiled and
shook her head. "This is no time to be flip."

"It'll be
okay, you'll see."

Tarl put down
his empty jug and rose, using the cushions from the couch to make a
bed, which he offered to Tassin. They settled down on the floor,
and, despite the worries that churned in her mind, weariness soon
dragged Tassin into the sleep's soft folds.


 


 


 Chapter Eight

 


Sabre pushed
aside a leafy branch to reveal a grand, two-storey mansion at the
end of a long, tree-lined driveway. The building’s dressed stone
walls supported a steep tiled roof, and many diamond-paned windows
were set into broad white lintels. Two fluted columns upheld a
modest stone porch and framed a broad, brass-bound front door. The
gravelled driveway circled a patch of clipped lawn with a clump of
flowering shrubs in the middle of it, and more blooms edged the
mansion's walls. Gardens bordered the sides of the house, with
clipped hedges and stone seats visible through a screen of
ornamental yellow fir trees. A wrought-iron gate on the far side
afforded a view of a cobbled stable yard.

"There are
three people in the gardens and four near the stables," Sabre
informed Tassin, who stood beside him, studying the mansion.

She frowned,
uncertain. "I don't know if it's wise to just go up and knock on
her door. What if she's in league with Torrian?"

"If she is,
why did she give Dena a home?"

"If she's not,
why does she entertain him?"

"Perhaps
she's... ambitious? He's a king, after all."

Tassin
snorted. "Countess De'vorice is eighty if she's a day. I don't
think she stands much of a chance."

"Does she have
a granddaughter?"

"No."

Sabre let the
branch swing back. "Okay, we need to reconnoitre the place then.
I'll sneak in there tonight and have a look around, listen in on
some conversations, see what I can find out."

"Or we could
just go in there and find Dena."

"Some of the
servants might recognise you, and the countess definitely will,
since she's met you. The last thing we want is for Torrian to know
you're back. We don't want to be on the run from him again. Last
time he was persistent, and a nuisance."

"Why don't we
send a message to Dena, and ask her to meet us somewhere?" Tarl
suggested.

Sabre nodded.
"Not a bad idea. One of us will have to find a servant and get him
to deliver it."

"No one knows
me. I could pretend to be a messenger."

"You could,"
Sabre agreed, "if we had a pen and paper."

"So you'll
have to sneak in there and find some."

"I guess
so."

She turned to
him. "We'll wrap a cloth around your head, and if anyone sees you,
just run. They'll think you're a thief."

"No one will
see me. But while I'm in there, why don't I just find Dena and
bring her out?"

"That would
also work."

"Great. I'll
do it after dark, when everyone's asleep."

Tassin sighed,
glancing at the mid-afternoon sun. "That means we've got a long
wait."

"Then we can
get some more sleep. That damned rooster woke me up at dawn."

She smiled,
remembering. "And you almost jumped out of your skin."

"Hey, strange
noise, strange place."

"Trained
reflexes," Tarl added.

Sabre gave him
a shove that sent him staggering. "Cut that out."

Tassin giggled
and turned away. "Well, we'd better find comfortable spot
then."

 


 


Sabre paused
in a doorway and consulted the scanners again, puzzled. After
checking every room in the mansion, he had found only seven snoring
servants, four dogs, six cats, numberless rats and one very fat
countess. A distinct smell of rot pervaded the manor, whose décor
was depressingly drab and furniture old. Rising damp stained the
base of the walls, some of which were crumbling from age and
neglect. Fusty carpets added to the general air of decay, and he
wondered why a countess would choose to live in such squalor. He
was also starting to wonder if Merry and Aerik had been wrong about
Dena. He had not yet checked the mansion's cellar, however, and a
nasty suspicion had taken hold. If Dena was here, that was the only
place she could be.

Leaving the
doorway, he made his way down the stairs that led to the ground
floor. Moonlight shone in through the windows in slanted beams that
appeared as white areas in his night vision, being too bright for
the brow band’s sensitive pickups. The structural scanners provided
a detailed blueprint of the manor's rather haphazard construction
in the areas he had explored. The region ahead was added to the
blueprint as the scanners mapped it. A rusty padlock secured the
basement door, and it took several minutes of twisting to break it
with metal fatigue.

A flight of
narrow stone steps led down into pitch darkness, and, as he
descended, a human life sign appeared on the scanners. A stack of
barrels stood against the wall across from him and a wine-rack
filled with dusty bottles covered the one on his right. The life
sign was in the far corner, and he approached a ragged form lying
on a thin straw mattress. The scanners told him it was a woman, and
his concern grew. A chain hung from a ring on the wall beside it,
vanishing under a tatty blanket.

Arriving
silently beside the prisoner, he squatted and reached out to brush
aside the matted brown hair that covered her face, his touch
feather light.

The girl
jerked back with a gasp, her eyes opening wide, and gave a piercing
scream. Sabre's hands flashed out to grip the back of her head and
cover her mouth. She fought like a wildcat, slapped and clawed him,
raked sharp nails down his cheek and neck and kicked him hard
enough to make him grunt. Her ferocity amazed him, and she growled
like a crazed animal. Sliding his hand down to her neck, he
positioned his fingers in the correct places and squeezed.

The girl went
limp, and he released her with a muttered curse, wiping blood off
his neck. Leaning over her, he pushed aside her filthy hair and
studied her elven features, large eyes and pointed chin, his heart
growing heavy.

"Dena," he
whispered.

Lines of grime
streaked her cheeks, made by tears wept months ago, judging by the
stench of her rags. The ragged dress might once have been a court
gown, and her ribs were visible through the tears in it. A manacle
encircled her ankle, attached to the ring in the wall by the heavy
chain he had noticed earlier. He stroked her cheek, remembering the
happy, laughing girl he had known, now a pretty young woman despite
her patchy hair and hunched back.

Moving around
her, he examined the shackle, then the chain, then the ring in the
wall, all of them strong and relatively new. He had nothing to pick
the lock with, and he could not break the shackle without hurting
her, or the chain without making a noise, which left only the ring.
It was cemented into the wall, but fairly easy for him to pull out.
Unfortunately, it meant he would have to take the chain with
him.

Gripping it,
he set his foot on the wall beside it and leant back, hauling on
it. The cement cracked, and the ring ripped out with a soft grating
and clink of steel. He set it down and considered whether he should
carry Dena out while she was unconscious, or wait for her to wake
up. If she woke up while he was carrying her through the mansion,
or even in the garden, she might raise the alarm with her screams,
so he settled down to wait.

Almost ten
minutes passed before she sighed and shifted, starting to come
around. He wondered if he should prevent her from crying out by
force, but was unwilling to get into another scratching fight with
her. Dena gasped and sat up, her eyes wide. She looked around in
alarm, but for her the darkness was complete, and she could not see
him sitting nearby.

"Dena," he
murmured. "Don't scream. I'm here to help you."

She swung
around, drawing in a sharp breath. "Who are you?"

"It's
Sabre."

Her face
twisted, and she shook her head. "It can't be."

"It is."

"I can't see
you."

"I don't have
a light, but..." Sabre removed the cloth that hid the cyber band.
"Do you remember this?"

Dena stared at
the tiny lights that he knew flashed in familiar patterns. Her
breath caught in a sob. "I'm dreaming."

"No, you're
not. I've come to take you away. Tassin has returned. She's waiting
in the woods."

She gulped,
and her voice grew husky. "If you're not a dream, come closer."

Sabre rose and
squatted beside her, and she stared at the brow band. She reached
for it with a thin hand, and he bowed his head so she could touch
it. Her fingers slid along the smooth, warm metal, tracing its
shape, then crossed the narrow gap to touch his brow. Her breath
quickened, and she rose to her knees to run her hands over his hair
and down his neck, then onto his face to finger his features.

"If this is a
dream, it's a cruel one indeed."

"It's not a
dream."

Her hands slid
down his chest, explored his arms and fell to his thighs, where
they encountered his lasers. She gave a sob. "Sabre?"

"Yes, little
one."

Dena flung
herself against him, wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged
his head with surprising strength, clinging to him as if he was a
lifeline in a storm. Great gasping sobs tore through her, and he
held her, stroked her matted hair and patted her back.

"I wish I
could see you," she wept.

"You will. I'm
going to take you out of here."

"Don't let
this be a dream. Oh god, please don't leave me here."

"Hush. It's
okay. You're safe now. I'm not going to let anything happen to you,
I promise."

Dena shook
with a combination of cold, starvation, shock, and the force of her
weeping. Sabre held her as tightly as he dared, trying his best to
comfort her. She seemed more fragile than a china doll, but her
chill skin made him long to warm her. Picking up the filthy
blanket, he draped it over her back, wrapping it around the chain
to muffle it. Sliding his arms under her, he rose to his feet and
carried her up the steps, hardly noticing her slight weight. In the
corridor her soft sobs seemed loud, and he looked down at her.

"Hush. There
are dogs."

Dena buried
her face in his chest, stifled her sobs and shivered. Her cold
hands crept under his vest and pressed against his skin. Sabre
moved swiftly through the manor to the window where he had entered,
which he climbed through without putting her down. Outside,
moonlight silvered the manicured gardens, and he trotted between
the hedgerows, heading for the woods. Dena raised her head to gaze
up at him.

"You're real.
You came back."

"Yeah, I am,
and I did."

"Tassin freed
you. Is she all right?"

"She's fine.
You'll see her soon."

Fresh sobs
racked her. "Why did it take her so long?"

"There was
nothing she could do about that. We came back as soon as we
could."

"Four
years!"

"Hush
now."

Dena buried
her face in his chest again and snuggled close to him. Sabre
entered the woods and headed for the clearing where Tassin and Tarl
waited. Tassin jumped up when he stepped out of the darkness,
frowning at the ragged bundle he carried. He knelt beside the fire
and tried to put Dena down, but she clung to him.

"Dena, it's
okay. We're safe."

She raised her
head, and Tassin gasped. "Dena?"

"Tassin!"

Dena released
Sabre and turned to Tassin, who embraced her adopted sister, her
expression horrified and grief stricken. Sabre moved away, quite
glad to be free of her smelly embrace. Dena clung to Tassin and
wept hysterically while the Queen held her and murmured soothing
words. Sabre sat beside Tarl, who glanced at him, looking grim.

"I take it
Countess De'vorice was not a Good Samaritan after all."

"Try
jailer."

"Why did it
take you so long?" Dena wailed. "I waited and waited! I thought you
were dead!"

"I'm sorry.
Time passed more slowly for me," Tassin said. "It's only been a few
months. I came back as soon as I could."

"Thank you,
oh, god, thank you."

Tassin shook
her head. "This is all my fault."

"No, you
didn't know what would happen. You found Sabre." Dena glanced at
him. "I thought he was a dream. It's really him, isn't it?"

"Yes."

"Then it was
all worth it. I'd do it again."

"No, don't say
that." Tassin held her tight. "You didn't deserve to suffer like
this."

"I'm so sorry.
I couldn't stop Niam and Dellon. I did my best, but they had the
support of all the nobles."

"I know, hush
now, don't upset yourself. The main thing is you're all right, and
we've got to get you fed and cleaned up. Now that I'm back, we're
going to put things right."

Sabre dug in
Tarl's pack and took out the loaf of bread and flask of mead Merry
had given them. He tore off a hunk of bread and offered it to Dena,
who snatched from him with a choked cry and tried to stuff it all
into her mouth at once. Tassin intervened, pulled most of it out
and fed it to her in pieces, between sips of mead. Dena wept, wiped
her runny nose on the filthy blanket and rocked, while Tassin
stroked her hair and gave her food.

Tarl leant
closer to Sabre. "I've seen a few cases of trauma, but that girl's
extreme."

"She was kept
locked in a dungeon for three years in complete darkness and
starved. What would you expect?"

"I think she's
had worse done to her than that."

"Like
what?"

Tarl shook his
head. "I don't want to speculate, but I'll bet I'm right."

"You always
are. It's a thing with you."

"If you
weren't such a damned innocent, you'd see it too."

Sabre frowned
at him. "I'm not even going to try to figure out what you mean by
that."

"Probably just
as well."

While Dena
ate, Tassin pulled off the filthy blanket and replaced it with a
clean one, reducing the smell. Her meaningful glance made Sabre
rise and take the dirty blanket away to dispose of downwind. When
he returned, Dena had finished the food and huddled close to the
fire. Tassin sat beside her, stroking her back while she continued
to rock. Sabre found a hairpin in Tassin’s pack and approached
Dena, who looked up at him with wide, wary eyes. Her distrustful
look made him hesitate, torn between his desire to remove the
shackle and a strong aversion to upsetting her.

Tassin looked
puzzled. "What's that for?"

"The shackle.
I thought she'd like it taken off."

"She
would."

He knelt
beside Dena, meeting her eyes, which filled with remorse.

"Sorry," she
whispered.

Sabre nodded
and pushed aside the blanket to reveal the shackle on her thin
ankle, inserting the hairpin into the lock. The scanners revealed
its inner workings, and a few minutes of fiddling produced a click.
After he removed it, Dena rubbed her ankle, fresh tears coursing
through the dirt on her cheeks. Tassin tried to comb aside her
matted her, and Dena pushed her away.

"Don't. You're
getting all dirty."

"It's all
right."

"No, it's
not."

Tassin looked
up at Sabre, her expression anguished.

He said, "The
farmhouse is only two hours walk from here. We could take her
there. They'd give her a hot bath."

Tassin nodded.
"She's not strong enough to walk that far."

"I know."

Sabre scooped
Dena up, and she wound her arms around his neck. Tarl stamped out
the fire and picked up the packs.

The dog
started barking before they reached the dark farmhouse, since they
were upwind. Tassin banged on the door, and a few minutes later the
wavering yellow light and shuffling steps approached from within.
Merry opened the door a crack, and her eyes widened.

"You again!
Are ye determined to let us get no sleep?"

"Sorry,"
Tassin said. "We need your help."

"What be it
this time? Bed and breakfast?"

Tassin glanced
back at Sabre and his burden. "We found a young waif in the woods.
She needs a bath."

"A bath is it?
Whatever next?"

"Perhaps some
food? We can pay."

"Aye, ye did
last time, right 'andsomely too. Come in then."

Merry shuffled
aside, and Tassin led the little group within. Aerik stood at the
bottom of the stairs, holding his rusty sword. He put it down when
he saw them and plugged in his ear trumpet to listen to Merry's
explanation.

"I'll put some
water on the fire," she said, heading for the kitchen, her nose
wrinkled at the stink that followed them in.

The bath tub
was behind a curtain in the corner, and Sabre and Tarl filled it
with warm water. Merry handed Tassin a bar of soap as she guided
Dena behind it. When she re-emerged, Merry and Aerik sat at the
table with Sabre and Tarl, jugs of mead set out for all. Tassin sat
down and smiled at them.

"She'll feel
much better soon."

"You found 'er
in the woods?" Merry asked.

"Yes, the poor
girl looks like she's been badly treated by someone."

"That's fer
sure. You'll be wanting more of me stew then?"

"That would be
wonderful."

 


 


An hour later,
Dena hunched over the table and picked at the dirt under her
fingernails, chewing her lip. Tassin and Sabre sat opposite,
sipping jugs of mead. Merry and Aerik had retired to bed, and Dena
wore one of Merry's old dresses, which was tatty and too big, but
clean. Her wet hair was brushed sleek against her skull, and her
skin had an unnatural pallor. A bowl of Merry's tasteless stew
filled her stomach, and she looked better, Sabre thought. Tarl
leant back in his chair and yawned, balancing it on its back legs,
his eyes drooping.

"You can't go
to your castle, Tass," Dena said.

"I know."

"What are you
going to do?"

"Get my crown
back."

"How?"

Tassin sighed
and leant on the table. "That depends. Who would help me?"

"Apart from
me? No one that I can think of."

"What about
Grisson's son?"

Dena looked
up. "Sharmian? I don't know if he would."

"What sort of
man is he?"

"Wonderful."
Dena grimaced. "But powerless."

"How so? He's
a king."

"Of
Mandor."

Tassin
inclined her head. "Still, he has an army."

"You don't
understand. Torrian helped his ascension."

"So he's an
ally?"

"No, he hates
Torrian and Dellon. He's a pawn. Torrian can dethrone him any time.
All he has to do is revoke his support."

"Then who will
inherit?"

Dena pulled a
face. "Grisson's cousin's son, Rademan. He's a nasty piece of
work."

"If Sharmian
helped me to get my throne back, he'd have a powerful ally in
Arlin, and my support would replace Torrian's."

"You'd have to
talk to him. I can't speak for him."

"Would he
betray me?"

"No. But he'd
be afraid."

Tassin nodded.
"We'll risk it. We need a place to stay while we make plans. We
can't stay in Arlin. Once you're discovered missing, there will be
search parties, and if we're found things will go badly. We must go
to Mandor."


 


 


 Chapter Nine

 


King
Sharmian’s tall grey castle stood on the brow of a stony hill,
stark against a pale grey sky. Tassin squinted at it in the chill
wind that stung her eyes and cheeks. Mandor was, she mused, the
most unpleasant of the five kingdoms. It bordered Arlin to the
west, a harsh landscape of rocky hills and poor soil clothed in
sparse, hardy grass and belts of stunted forest. Water was scarce,
and a bitter wind blew for six months of the year, shaping the
trees into leaning plumes and scouring the hillsides bare. The
journey here had been a gruelling two weeks of constant travel.

Sabre had made
it possible by stealing four horses from a noble's stables, then
sneaking into towns to take what they needed, sometimes leaving a
little gold as payment. He had procured sturdy fur-lined coats for
everyone, and Tassin now wore a smart black riding habit from a
noble lady's wardrobe. The same noblewoman had provided Dena with a
royal blue riding habit. The empty summer mansion had proven to be
a rich source of supplies, including daggers, swords, a crossbow,
bedrolls, tents and four rather badly trained, mettlesome
warhorses.

They had
avoided people, sleeping in forests or farmers' sheds. Sabre's
forays had gone unnoticed, and the ease with which he had taken
what they needed made Tassin proud. She did not consider it
thievery, but rather contributions to the fight to free Arlin,
something she was sure all the contributors would have wanted to
donate to, in any case. Dena had gained weight on the nutritious
diet of smoked meat Sabre had procured. With a cyber to provide for
them, they had lacked for nothing, and, while the constant
travelling had been tiring, the good food had kept up their
strength.

Tassin leant
on her pommel and considered the castle at the end of their journey
while they rode along the road that led to it. Sabre reined in his
horse when it tossed its head, steadying its fretting.

Tassin turned
to Dena. "Will Sharmian see you?"

Dena nodded.
"Yes, of course. He was one of the few friends I had. Grisson died
six months after you left, and Sharmian was crowned a month later.
I came to his coronation."

"Good. Then
you're our ticket in, because I've never met him."

"We'll be
putting him in terrible danger."

"Great things
come from taking big risks," Tassin said. "If he helps me, he'll be
free of Torrian. I just hope he's a brave man."

Tassin urged
her horse into a canter towards the tall castle, built in ancient
times to defend against savage hordes after the holocaust. Red and
gold banners fluttered from its battlements.

"I see
Sharmian has different colours from Grisson," she commented.

"He took his
mother's colours. He disliked Grisson."

"I like him
already."

When they
arrived at the portcullis, a sentry in a smart red and gold uniform
emerged from a guardhouse beside it, buckling on his sword. Tassin
glimpsed a fire inside the hut; two more soldiers huddled over
it.

Dena rode over
to the guard. "Please tell King Sharmian that Princess Dena is here
to visit him."

The man
glanced at the rest of them with raised brows. "Of course,
Highness."

The sentry
vanished through the door in the gate and returned several minutes
later to open it with the aid of the other two soldiers. The
portcullis rumbled up, and Dena led the party into a sheltered
courtyard, where grooms came to take their horses and servants
appeared to carry their baggage. A flunky in a smart crimson
uniform led them through a tall door into an echoing corridor with
bare grey stone walls. The wind moaned in the battlements, giving
the place an eerie, dismal air. The servant showed them into a warm
room lighted by lamps and a roaring fire. Rugs softened the floor
and rich tapestries adorned the walls. Carved tables and chairs
were arranged rather haphazardly around it, and three spacious
sofas faced the fire. Two gangly wolfhounds looked up at their
entry, and one gave a half-hearted bark.

"Quiet,
Grimsby," a cultured voice said, and a man rose from one of the
sofas, turning to face them.

King Sharmian
bore no resemblance to Grisson, Tassin thought. His black hair and
fine brows matched his eyes, which were framed by ridiculously
thick lashes. He was a little shorter than Tarl, surprising in a
world dominated by tall, beefy men. A black-lined crimson smoking
jacket and satin trousers clad his slender form, and he held a
glass of red wine. His smile revealed white, slightly crooked teeth
as he put down his glass and stepped forward to greet Dena, took
her hand and raised it to his lips.

"Princess
Dena, this is a pleasant surprise. A little... um... surprising,
too."

Dena curtsied.
"Your Majesty. It's good to see you again."

"And you."
Sharmian glanced at Tassin. "You've brought friends?"

"Yes. I..."
Dena hesitated. "You must prepare yourself for a shock."

"Oh, god,
don't tell me Torrian's chosen a bride for me already?"

"What? Oh, no,
nothing like that, Your Majesty."

"Oh, good.
Please, enough with the honorifics. I thought we agreed.

"Sharmian."
Dena smiled, blushing.

"That's
better. Please, sit, have some wine."

"First... Well
perhaps we should sit down." Dena went over to a sofa and settled
upon it. Tassin took another, Sabre and Tarl beside her, while
Sharmian sat beside Dena.

"This
sounds... err... bad."

"Well, it is,
and it isn't, depending on how it turns out, I suppose."

"Are you going
to introduce your companions?"

"Yes." Dena
glanced at Tassin and drew a deep breath. "Allow me to introduce my
adopted sister, Queen Tassin Alrade of Arlin."

Sharmian's
mouth dropped open, and he stared at Tassin, who smiled and
inclined her head.

"King
Sharmian."

He closed his
mouth, shaking his head. "You are supposed to be dead."

"The tales of
my demise have been greatly exaggerated."

Sharmian stood
up, and Tassin rose to face him, extending her hand. He took it and
kissed the back of it, and she bowed her head.

"I am
honoured," Sharmian murmured. "Your name is steeped in legend and
mystery."

Tassin
introduced Sabre and Tarl as knights, and Sharmian nodded at them,
then turned back to Tassin. "This is amazing, but why do you travel
with just two knights? Where is Dellon?"

"Dellon
doesn't know I've returned, and I'd like to keep it that way for
now."

"You are in
exile?"

"In a manner
of speaking. I intend to reclaim my throne, but I will need your
help."

Sharmian swung
away, shaking his head. "Do not involve me, please."

Dena jumped
up. "Just hear her out, Sharmian."

"It was bad
enough what happened to you. Do you want the same thing to happen
to me?"

"It won't.
Listen to Tassin, please."

Sharmian said,
"I cannot help anyone. I am just a puppet."

"How would you
like to be free of Torrian's yoke; to rule in your own right?"
Tassin asked.

"That is not
possible."

"It is.
Support me, acknowledge me, provide me with a safe place to stay,
and you'll become my closest ally when I reclaim my throne. No
strings. I will give you my full support, and no one will take your
throne."

"If you
reclaim your throne, and that is a very big 'if'." Sharmian shook
his head again. "I cannot provide you with a safe haven if Torrian
finds out you are here, and my support will mean nothing in that
event. If I acknowledge you, I will lose my throne."

"Sharmian,
please," Dena said. "Tassin will get her throne back. She doesn't
fail when she sets out to do something, and, even if you lose yours
in the struggle, she'll see to it that you get it back."

"Unless
Torrian chops off my head. Where is her army? How can she do
anything when all she has are two nobles, and you? I could not even
help you, and I wanted to."

"I know. Just
listen to her plans before you decide. What harm can that do?"

He sighed.
"None, I suppose. But you should know, Queen Tassin, that my army
numbers five hundred men. Torrian took the rest. His demands for
tithes have emptied my coffers, and my people are beggars, at his
mercy. He has reduced Mandor to a servile kingdom. What can I
possibly do to help you?"

"Become my
ally. Acknowledge me as the Queen of Arlin, and proclaim your
support."

"And get my
head chopped off for my troubles. Between the two of us we do not
have enough power to raise the taxes in a hamlet. I only have
Dena's word that you are Queen Tassin. Do you have any proof?"

"Only him."
Tassin nodded at Sabre, who picked at a frayed cuff, and glanced up
in surprise.

Sharmian
looked confused. "How is he proof that you are the Queen of
Arlin?"

"Everyone
knows that the Queen of Arlin returned from the Death Zone with a
great warrior with lights on his head. Everyone knows he drove
Torrian away with magical weapons and restored me to my throne.
Everyone knows he was my beloved, and my champion."

"The warrior
mage?"

"Yes."

"I have heard
the tales too, but... May I see the lights?" Sharmian asked Sabre,
who sighed and removed the bandana that hid the control unit. The
young king stared at it. "Amazing. Can he really do magic?"

Tassin nodded.
"Yes."

Sharmian sank
down on the sofa, picked up his glass and took a gulp of wine. "So
if I acknowledge you and proclaim my support, what happens
then?"

Tassin
reclaimed her seat beside Sabre. "You attack Pradish."

"I beg your
pardon?"

"You find as
many conscripts as you can, raise an army of two or three thousand,
and invade Pradish. Torrian will send his army to defend his
kingdom, calling upon his ally, Dellon, for support. Then you
retreat, drawing them after you. We will slip back into Arlin and
go to my castle, where Dellon will give me back my crown or die.
Then I shall come to your aid."

Sharmian
smiled. "You make it sound so easy. Torrian will only need to send
a single company to crush my pathetic army."

"But he won't.
I know Torrian. There's no other threat to him, and he loves to
make war. He'll send everything he's got, and demand support from
his allies to prove his power over them. The news of my return will
spark unrest in Arlin. The people hate Dellon, and some of my
soldiers will rebel."

Sharmian gazed
into his wineglass, lost in thought, and Tassin studied him,
sympathising with his dilemma. He was in his early twenties, and
she sensed that he was a gentle, kindly man, unused to the
pressures of monarchy, unsure of himself, and faced with a
proposition that could either get him killed, or give him his
kingdom.

"Consider it,"
she urged. "You do not have to decide now."

"It is a bold
plan, the sort I would expect from a woman of your character, if
the tales about you are true. But my manners are lacking, you must
have some wine." He sat up and poured wine for all of them. "You
must be tired from your journey. We will dine together. I will give
you hospitality this night, at least."

Sharmian
clapped his hands and ordered a feast from the servant who emerged
from behind the velvet curtains. Tassin settled back and sipped her
wine, longing to say more, but knowing that if she pushed it, he
might well refuse.

Sharmian gazed
at Sabre. "What role will your warrior mage play in all this?"

"He will get
me into my castle and to Dellon."

"That will be
no mean feat. Ultimately, the success of your entire plan hinges on
him. If he fails, we are both dead. Dena too, I imagine."

"Yes. But he
will do it."

"With his
magic."

She inclined
her head. "You could call it that."

"I would like
to see this magic of his before I decide."

"Of course."
She turned to Sabre. "Would you, please?"

Sabre drew a
laser and glanced around for a target, spotting an ugly vase of
flowers on a table by the window. The flash of blue light was
accompanied by the peculiar buzz that lasers made in a confined
space. The vase exploded in a burst of steam and powdered pottery,
leaving behind a cloud of settling petals. A spot on the wall
beyond it glowed red for several seconds.

Sharmian
frowned at it. "Impressive. I wish he had not chosen my mother's
favourite vase, however."

"Sorry," Sabre
said.

Sharmian
sighed and turned his attention to Tassin again. "Where have you
been these last four years?"

"No one knows
that Sabre was taken away shortly after he drove Torrian from
Arlin. That was kept a secret, or Torrian would have returned. For
three years I sought a way to get him back, and then I found it. I
travelled very far to find him and free him from slavery."

"The story
about the magical sword?"

"True."

"Then you
travelled beyond the stars?"

"Yes."

Sharmian's
brows rose. "What is it like?"

"There are
many wonders, and many pitfalls. I have no wish to go back."

"Amazing." He
glanced up as a servant appeared in the doorway. "Ah, dinner is
ready. Let us eat."

 


****

 


Tassin gazed
across the walled garden, where roses bloomed out of the wind and a
few hardy trees threw a little shade on the grass. Mandor was a
poor kingdom partly because of the paucity of its land, which
yielded few crops other than wine and provided poor grazing for its
animals. It produced hardy beasts, a particularly swift breed of
horse, and tough people. Sharmian did not even seem like a
Mandorian. He was far too cultured and refined; a true gentleman
without a hint of toughness, even a little weak, if she allowed
herself to be uncharitable. Yet the choice he faced was a hard one,
and she did not envy him his decision.

Dena came over
with a bunch of roses and settled on the stone bench beside her,
sniffing them, then thrust them at Tassin.

"Smell good,
don't they?"

"Wonderful."
Tassin smiled and glanced at Sabre, who was engrossed in the fish
pond, staring into its depths.

"He hasn't
proposed yet, has he?" Dena asked.

"No."

"He will,
don't worry."

Tassin
inclined her head. "You like Sharmian, don't you?"

"He's
gorgeous."

"He likes you
too."

Dena looked
away. "As a friend."

"If you
encouraged him a little -"

"No."

"Why not?"

She shook her
head. "How could anyone love me?"

"I do."

"That's
different. I'm too ugly."

"What rubbish.
You're lovely."

Dena frowned.
"How can you say that? I'm deformed, a mutant."

"You're a
beautiful girl. Besides, it's not all about looks. You have a
wonderful personality, and that counts for more."

"He's too
handsome. He could have any beautiful girl he wanted." She sighed.
"Those dark eyes of his are like... pools of shadow. I get lost in
them if I don't look away."

"And he gazes
at you often, I've noticed. Last night at supper he spent most of
his time watching you, especially when you weren't looking."



"Did he?" Dena
bowed her head. "I didn’t notice. But it's probably pity."

"No, he
doesn't want you to notice, and it's not pity."

"When did you
become an authority on the subject? Have you and Sabre...?"

"No." Tassin
looked away. "We're going to be married first."

"He's a
patient man then."

"More than you
can imagine. But we were talking about you and Sharmian."

"There is no
me and Sharmian. He’s a handsome young king; I'm a mutant girl from
the Badlands."

“You’re a princess.” Tassin smiled. "And besides, stranger
things have happened. What about a queen and a warrior from beyond
the stars?"

"That's not so
strange. You're both gorgeous."

"Don't be so
pessimistic. Give him a chance. A little encouragement is all he
needs. He's way too shy and proper to do anything while you keep
him at arm's length."

"No. It would
never work. I'm not good enough for him. I never was, but
now...."

"But now what?
What's changed?"

Dena looked
away. "I don't want to talk about it."

"What has
happened? Is it to do with your imprisonment?"

The girl
jumped up and swung away.

Tassin
followed and grabbed her arm. "Tell me. What happened to you?"

"Let me
go!"

"No." Tassin
hugged her, despite her struggles. "Oh, god, it was Torrian, wasn't
it?"

Dena's legs
buckled, and Tassin knelt with her, holding her as she wept with
wild abandon. Sabre watched them with a frown, and Tassin knew he
was listening with his uncannily acute hearing. Tassin stroked
Dena's hair, holding her tight, her eyes stinging with tears of
grief and rage.

"Hush, it's
all right. I'll kill him, I swear it."

"It was his
revenge," Dena wailed.

"Then he will
know the wrath of mine."

"No one will
want me now. Even if Sharmian likes me, he'll spurn me when he
finds out."

"I don't think
he's like that," Tassin said.

"I do. He's a
traditionalist; an honourable man."

"You were
dishonoured."

Dena sobbed.
"Swear to me that you won't tell anyone."

"I will
not."

Dena jumped up
and ran into the castle, and Tassin stared after her with a leaden
heart. Sabre took her wrist and drew her to her feet, and she
turned to gaze into his silver eyes.

"But I will,"
he said.

"You
heard."

"Of
course."

"It's private.
Leave it alone."

He took her
hands, caressing them. "I didn't think I'd ever want to kill a man
again, after Previd. But I do now."

"I'll kill
Torrian myself."

"There's a
queue."

"And I'm at
the front."

He smiled.
"No, I think Dena's at the front, actually, but I might just push
in ahead of both of you."

"You'll have
to fight me to do it, and you swore..."

He drew her
into his arms. "I’ll just step around you if you get in my
way."

She sagged
against him. "Don't use your charms on me. It's not fair. You know
I can't resist you."

"Is that what
I'm doing? I thought I was just comforting you."

"Dena's the
one who needs comfort right now, and your comfort has a fatal
attraction for me."

Sabre released
her. "I'll go and see if she's all right."

Tassin nodded,
rubbing her arms, and he left her to stride into the castle, almost
bowling Sharmian over as he came out.

Sabre stepped
aside. "Excuse me."

"What is wrong
with Dena?” Sharmian demanded. “She ran past me as if Hellhounds
were after her. Is she all right?"

"She will
be."

"If someone
has upset her, I want to know."

"Then you
should ask her about it."

"She would not
speak to me."

Sabre tried to
go around him. "Then she doesn't want to tell you."

The young king
gripped his arm. "If you have upset her -"

"It wasn't me,
okay? Now I need to find her and talk to her."

Sharmian
released Sabre, looking uncertain. "I want to help."

"Then when you
find out what the problem is, be sympathetic, not judgemental."

"If you would
tell me, I would have the advantage of -"

"Not now. May
I pass?"

Sharmian
stepped aside, and Sabre marched into the castle.


 


 


 Chapter Ten

 


Sharmian
approached Tassin, struck afresh by her beauty. Combined with her
superb poise and grace, it gave her the bearing of a queen even in
her poor garb. He would never own such poise and bearing, being the
bastard son of a poor noblewoman who had spent her latter years in
a rundown mansion on the outskirts of a shabby village. His mother
had reviled his birth, the result of a drunken liaison at one of
Grisson's infamous parties. It had caused her husband to cast her
off, taking their children with him, and Sharmian's mother had
turned to drink. Banished from her social circle and pitied by her
peers, she had often beaten him as a child, just for being born.
Sometimes he had wondered why she had kept him. Now he was a poor
excuse for a king, the figurehead of a slave nation.

Tassin, on the
other hand, had been raised as a spoilt princess by a doting
father. Yet she had sought his help in her bid to regain her
rightful legacy. How ironic. Had she not needed his aid, he doubted
that she would have given him the time of day. She looked sad, and
he was filled with concern for Dena. His confrontation with Sabre
had been unnerving, and he hoped he had not shown how intimidating
he found the strange warrior mage. His fondness for Dena bothered
him. He could not fathom its source, for despite her elven quality
and gamin smile, she was plain compared to some of the ladies at
his court. Nevertheless, he did not like to see her upset.

"Tassin."

She turned to
him and smiled. "Sharmian."

He took her
hand and kissed the back of it, a trick he had learnt to charm his
mother. "I trust you slept well and enjoyed your breakfast. I
regret I was unable to join you."

"Your
hospitality is generous and gracious, My Lord."

"And gladly
given. If I may ask, what has upset Princess Dena?"

"I cannot tell
you."

"Is everyone
sworn to secrecy?"

"I am afraid
so. It is her secret, so only she can tell it."

"Then I shall
endeavour to persuade her to do so."

"I hope you
succeed," she said.

"Really? Does
it concern me?"

"Yes."

"Ah. The
ubiquitous answer to whet my appetite for more."

Tassin smiled
and plucked a rose. "Are you fond of my step-sister, Sharmian?"

"I am."

"How
fond?"

He smiled.
"Now you seek to learn my secrets, my lady."

"I do. Her
happiness is important to me."

"And how does
her happiness depend upon my fondness for her?"

"Are you
particularly dim-witted, my lord, or is this an act?"

Sharmian
looked down at his boots, his cheeks warming. "I see. I did not
think she liked me that much."

"Then you are
indeed a fool."

"She gave me
no inkling -"

"She does not
think she is good enough for such a handsome young king as
yourself."

He looked up
in surprise, then away when his eyes met hers. "Ah." He coughed.
"Um."

"Um?"

"Yes, it is a
word I use commonly, when I can think of nothing at all to
say."

"I see. So,
should I tell her to hope for more from you than friendship?"

He rubbed his
brow. "Ah, well. I do not know."

"How can you
not know?"

"You have put
me on the spot."

Tassin sniffed
the rose. "That was my intention. I do not beat about the woods; I
go straight to the heart of the matter and beat it until I get the
answers I want."

"So I see. You
have quite unnerved me."

"So easily?”
Tassin enquired. “ Are you a coward?"

"No, I do not
consider myself one, but I am faced with a beautiful, determined
queen of legendary stature quizzing me with merciless intent. The
bravest man would be unnerved."

"Hmm. Perhaps.
I am still waiting for an answer."

"Yes."
Sharmian studied his boots again. "What part of 'I am Torrian's
puppet' did you not understand?"

"He dictates
everything you do?"

"Absolutely.
And he has promised to find me a suitable wife."

"Ah, his
cousin, I will wager. A plump, plain woman easily ten years your
senior, and a widow to boot. Some say she poisoned her
husband."

Sharmian
winced inwardly, hoping it did not show, and frowned at his
boots.

"It would be
such a shame to see a handsome young king like yourself wed to such
a harpy."

"It is not as
if I have a choice. I do as he says, or lose my kingdom."

Tassin waved
the rose. "You always have a choice. You just have to exercise
it."

"Once more you
are urging me to help you."

She shook her
head. "No indeed, I am not. I am urging you to follow your heart if
you want happiness, as I did."

He sighed,
gazing across the garden. "I cannot choose my wife, so there is no
point in following my heart. And in any case, my being fond of Dena
does not necessarily mean I wish to wed her."

"But if you
decide to help me and our plans bear fruit, you will be free to
choose."

"Adding a
little extra incentive to sweeten the bitter cup?"

"Why is it a
bitter cup, My Lord?" Tassin plucked a white rose and sniffed
it.

"Because if I
help you, scores, nay hundreds of my countrymen will die."

"Ah yes, one
of the penalties of war. Life is full of risks, though. When I went
out into the stars to find Sabre, I could have been killed, and I
lost my kingdom as a result. These risks I knew about, and I was
prepared to take to get him back. I would do it again in a
heartbeat."

"But you only
risked yourself," he said. "I will be ordering thousands of men to
fight and die to free me from Torrian's yoke."

"It is their
battle too. They also suffer because of him. If you asked them, you
would find them eager to fight. Thousands died to save me from
marrying Torrian, and some of my knights thought me a fool, yet
still they did it, because I am their queen. They would fight for
you just because you are their king, but they have a stake in this
too. If you feel badly about it, ask for volunteers."

He frowned at
the flowerbed. "There are parts of your plan that I dislike."

"I am open to
suggestions. We will be equal partners in this venture, so you have
a say in it."

"This idea of
you going back to Arlin to claim your throne while I provide a
distraction to draw Torrian away from your castle. You will be
leaving me vulnerable. When he finds out what has happened, he will
wipe us out in revenge, and you will be too far away to help."

She inclined
her head. "I will send messengers to my generals who accompany him
at the same time as his spies will send messengers to inform him of
my return to power. They will join your side."

"And what if
you fail?"

"Then we will
all die."

He nodded.
"That is what I thought."

"But we have
the same thing to gain if we win. Our kingdoms."

"Even with
your warrior mage's magic, do you really think you can fight your
way into Dellon's castle and confront him?"

Tassin plucked
petals from the rose, revealing a modicum of agitation. "Yes. It is
risky, I admit, but I have gone up against greater odds and won
with Sabre. He is a one-man army."

"His magic is
impressive, I will grant you, but it will only take a single spear
or arrow, or sword thrust, to kill him."

"No, he is
pretty much invulnerable to such things. He can also see through
walls, and is stronger than ten men."

"Really? Now
you test my credulity, and my patience. Wild claims will not sway
me."

Tassin smiled.
"There is nothing wild about them, My Lord."

"Prove
it."

"All right. Do
you gamble?"

"I have been
known to lay gold on the horses and cards from time to time."

"Then let us
make a wager,” she said. “I will wager that Sabre will prove he is
all that I claim, and when he does, you will give me your
help."

"And if he
does not, I will not."


"Precisely."

Sharmian
considered. "If you are prepared to risk everything upon his
abilities, you must be telling the truth. In which case, I will
lose."

"I could be
bluffing."

"You could,
but I do not think so. I will not take your wager, My Lady, but if
you can prove your claim, it will sway me in your favour."

Tassin sighed,
looking frustrated. "You are a clever man. I dislike clever men,
they annoy me."

"Is your
warrior mage a dolt, then? You clearly like him."

"No, his
knowledge awes me, and he never uses it to frustrate or embarrass
me."

"And I do not
like being cornered by scheming women, not even lovely queens such
as yourself."

Tassin nodded,
plucking the last of the petals from the mutilated rose. "Who could
corner such a slippery eel as you, My Lord?"

"Not you,
apparently."

She tossed
away the flower. "When first we met, I thought you might be a
little weak, but now I see that you are just not as strong as
Torrian, which is no insult, for he is a brute. You must hate his
hold over you with a white-hot fury."

"I do."

"And yet you
present yourself as a mild-mannered fop to fool those around you
into believing that you are harmless, so if you must, you can
strike with impunity. Rather like a snake in the grass. You do not
see it until you are dead."

Sharmian
smiled. "And you, Queen Tassin, appear to be nothing more than a
lovely, sweet young lady, with your wide, innocent eyes pleading
for aid. But beneath that velvet and satin lurks a mind as sharp as
a razor and a determination that would put a donkey to shame. You
will attempt this madness even without my help, will you not?"

"Yes."

"Show me what
your warrior mage can do." Sharmian looked past her at Sabre, who
emerged from the castle, and she glanced around.

"Very
well."

Tassin
beckoned to Sabre, and slipped her hand into his when he arrived
beside her. "King Sharmian does not believe that you can see
through walls."

"I can't."

She frowned.
"Of course you can."

"Not if
they're made of stone."

"Right.” She
looked chagrined. “But you can see people we cannot see, in the
distance."

"Yes."

She turned to
gaze at the castle. "Apart from that old gardener, I cannot see
anyone from here, can you, King Sharmian?"

"No."

"So how many
people can you see, Sabre?"

He glanced
back at the castle. "There are four men in the stable yard,
presumably mucking out the stalls. Two people are approaching from
the east, along that road." He pointed to a belt of trees whence a
road emerged. "There's a man in the forest, over there, and fifteen
deer within my range, beyond those trees, as well as two men in the
guardhouse."

"That could be
pure guesswork," Sharmian said.

Sabre
shrugged. "But it isn't. The two people on the road will be
emerging from behind those trees... now."

Sharmian
stared at the belt of trees as two peasants came into view,
trudging along the road, carrying bundles. "The cook and his
assistant, coming back from the village." He looked bemused. "How
do you do that?"

"Magic."

He faced
Sabre. "Your queen tells me that you are as strong as ten men."

"More like
four. You want me to prove that, too?"

The King
considered, studying him. "No. I think you are telling the truth.
How is Dena?"

"Resting."

"And still you
are not going to tell me what has upset her."

"Nope."

"Is she afraid
that I will not help you?"

"You'd have to
ask her."

Sharmian
sighed. "It must be that. She is afraid that she will never be able
to return to her home, or that Torrian will hunt you all down and
execute you. This time she will share your fate, not merely be sent
to a lowly countess as governess to her great-grandchildren."

Sabre glanced
at Tassin, who shook her head, then turned her attention to
Sharmian once more. "Possibly a combination of all three, My
Lord."

"I dislike
secrets, and, if you want my help, I suggest you be more
forthcoming."

"You are
trying to force me to betray Dena?" Tassin asked.

"I assure you,
her secret is safe with me."

"But you are
the one she does not wish to know."

"Why?"
Sharmian threw up his hands in frustration. "What could she
possibly want to hide only from me, and what is so terrible that it
sends her running to her room in tears? What have I done?"

"It is not
what you have done, but what you may do, should you learn it."

"What I may
do? I do not understand."

"You are a
clever man, work it out. Countess De'vorice does not have any
great-grandchildren."

Sharmian
frowned. "So she was a servant? A lady-in-waiting to a countess?
Humiliating, but hardly damning. Does she think I will despise her
for accepting such a lowly position? She was ousted, for pity's
sake. Her fate was deplorable, but I would not blame her for it.
What kind of a bastard does she take me for?"

Tassin raised
her brows. "She thinks you are a very nice bastard, actually. A
handsome one, too."

He hesitated,
then smiled, shaking his head. "Touché. But how can I reassure her
if I do not know what it is she fears I might do something terrible
about?"

"Then you
should ask her, not us."

"Will she tell
me?"

Tassin
shrugged. "If you try hard enough to persuade her, possibly."

Sharmian
inclined his head. "Then if you will excuse me, I will go and talk
to her."


 


 


 Chapter Eleven

 


Sharmian
tapped on Dena's door, growing more frustrated when silence
answered him. When he had met her at his coronation, he had been
drawn to her in a way he could not explain. Many lovely ladies had
vied for his attention that night, and, although she was not as
pretty as them, she had a spark they lacked. He also suspected them
of scheming to entrap him for his crown, while Dena had seemed
unimpressed. Her slight deformity had escaped his notice until they
had danced, and afterwards he had become aware of her reluctance to
take to the floor. He was the only one she had danced with, but he
had assumed that it was because he was the host, and she had not
been able to politely refuse. He had found her conversation
interesting and lively, her laughter infectious, and her manner
demure without the false coyness so many ladies possessed.

This had made
him invite her to stay when the other guests left, and to his
surprise, she had accepted. Over the next three days he had got to
know her, and her departure had left him saddened, his castle
empty. He had written to her, and received long, interesting
missives in return, which had ended when Dellon ousted her. He had
sent an invitation for her to join him, but received no reply, and
the ensuing three years had been empty ones.

Sharmian had
grown bitter at her neglect of their friendship and refusal to
answer his letters, and stopped writing after a few months. Her
arrival the day before had been a shock, but her prior behaviour
diluted his happiness at seeing her again. Now she kept some
terrible secret from him, but shared it with Sabre and Tassin,
which angered him. Because of something he might do? What about
what she had done to him? It was time she told him why she had not
replied to his letters or accepted his invitation. She owed him an
explanation. He pushed open the door and walked in.

Dena sat on
the window seat, staring out at the hills. Her eyes were swollen
and red, and she clutched a crumpled handkerchief. The obvious
signs of her weeping made him hesitate, but he dismissed his doubts
and approached her. She looked up at him, averting her eyes
hastily.

"Please go
away, Sharmian."

"Not until you
tell me what is wrong."

"No. It's...
none of your business."

"You owe me an
explanation,” Sharmian said. “Why did you not accept my invitation
to come here after you were deposed? Why did you not answer any of
my letters after that?"

"I never
received them."

"Ah." He
paused, frowning. Nothing quite like having the rug completely
pulled out from under him with one short sentence. "But you could
have written to me anyway."

"No, I
couldn't."

"Why not? They
would not allow you?" He studied her profile.

"That's
right."

"And yet you
were able to come here with Queen Tassin. How was she able to see
you without being recognised?"

"She wasn't.
Sabre came and got me."

"So... no one
recognised him."

"No one saw
him."

"Ah, right."
Sharmian nodded. "So... you are upset because you were the
countess' servant? You think I will despise you for it?"

"I know you're
not..." She hesitated. "Yes, that's it."

"You know I am
not that petty." He hesitated, realising that that was what she had
been going to say. "Why are you lying to me?"

She looked
down at the handkerchief. "Stop interrogating me. Sabre just spent
half an hour calming me down. Do you want to make me cry
again?"

"No. I want to
know what the problem is, so we can solve it."

"We
can't."

"How do you
know if you will not tell me?"

"I know."

He shook his
head. "You do not know me that well. Do not presume to be able to
predict me. I know it is something you think I will revile or
despise you for, yet I cannot think of a single thing that would
make me do that."

"Can't
you?"

"No."

"Good, then
forget about it."

"No. I do not
like this secrecy," he said. "I thought we were friends. You are
judging me for something I have not done yet, and that is not fair.
You are putting words in my mouth that I have not spoken, and
gifted me with uncharitable feelings when you do not know them to
be true. Do you think so little of me?"

"I think too
much of you. I'm afraid I'll lose your friendship if I tell
you."

"You will not.
I am not a harsh judge. What can you have done that is so
terrible?"

Dena sighed
and fiddled with the crumpled handkerchief. "I'm lying to you. I
don't think I'll lose your friendship, and I haven't done anything
terrible. I'm just being stupid. It won't make any difference,
anyway."

"Good, then
why are you so upset?"

"Foolish
dreams, I suppose. Stupid, hopeless dreams." She shrugged, tugging
at the handkerchief.

"What dreams?
Tell me about them."

"No. You'll
think I'm pathetic, and I do have a little pride left."

He frowned,
starting to realise what she was talking about. "I think I
understand, and I am flattered. I wish I..." He shook his head
again. "Are you upset because I am going to be married to a woman
of Torrian's choosing? Is that the real reason you stopped writing?
But you knew that from the beginning. Or did you realise you wanted
more than friendship, and it is impossible? Did seeing me again
upset you this way?"

She leant
against the window frame. "Why must you ask so many questions? Let
it alone. Talking about it isn't going to help. I always knew there
could only be friendship between us."

"But you hoped
for more?"

"Like a fool.
There, are you satisfied now that I'm humiliated?" she
demanded.

"I did not
want to humiliate you, and you should not feel that way. I care a
great deal about you, and I value our friendship. The only reason
it cannot become anything more is that Torrian will arrange a
marriage for me. I have no choice."

"You would if
you helped Tassin and freed your kingdom from his rule."

"Has this all
been an elaborate ploy to sway my decision? Because it will not
work."

"Do you think
this was an act?" She frowned at him.

He hesitated.
"I do not like to think that. You would have to be a very good
actress."

"Well I'm
not."

"So your
secret is that you care for me, and had hoped for something more,
but now realise that it is impossible?"

"That about
sums it up."

"Then I am
sorry. I thought you only wanted friendship."

Dena shrugged.
"Well now you know."

"If
circumstances were different, I would like very much to... um...
court you, if that is what you would like me to do."

"Oh, stop it,
Sharmian. What is this, a pathetic attempt to stroke my ego? You
would never think of me that way, so don't try to pretend you
might."

"You do not
know that."

"Yes, I do!"
She sat up. "I'm deformed, remember? I have a hump! Don't try to
flatter me with your pity, I don't want it!"

"You do not
have a hump. And even if you did, what does it matter?"

"You could
have the most beautiful women in the land, one for your wife and a
dozen mistresses, if Torrian didn't have you by the short and
curlies."

"You think me
so shallow?" He swung away and headed for the door.

"Sharmian,
wait."

He turned at
the door, scowling.

Dena looked
down at the handkerchief, twisting it. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean
it. I know you're not like that, although it amazes me that you
aren't. But I don't believe that you would ever have feelings for
me, other than friendship."

"Because you
have a hump."

"Yes."

"If you did
have a hump, I might not." He walked back to her. "Your back is
slightly crooked, and you limp. What is so terrible about
that?"

"I really
don't want to talk about this."

"Well I do."
He sat on the seat beside her. "When you stopped writing, I missed
your letters. I got more pleasure from reading them than I did from
the flirting of pretty ladies at court functions. I still have all
of them, although I almost burnt them several times, I was so angry
with you for abandoning our friendship."

"Is that
supposed to make me feel better?"

"It is the
truth."

She sighed.
"When I was a girl, I used to dream that a handsome prince would
fall in love with me and sweep me off to his castle, where we would
live happily ever after. As I got older, I realised that it was a
stupid dream. It wasn't going to happen to me. Why would a handsome
prince fall in love with me when there are so many beautiful ladies
to choose from? Then I met you, not just a prince, but a king, and
more handsome than I had ever imagined."

Sharmian
looked away, embarrassed, and Dena went on, "You actually seemed to
like me, and you danced with me. Then you invited me to stay.
Still, I wouldn't allow myself to believe it was anything other
than an alliance with the Regent of Arlin. Even when you wrote to
me, I thought that. Now you're telling me that, if not for Torrian,
there's a chance there could be more than friendship between us.
Yet still it cannot, and will not happen, because of him."

Sharmian
longed to comfort her, but did not want to make the situation
worse. "Unfortunately, yes."

"Tassin will
regain her throne, even without your help. You'll just lose the
alliance she offered you, and you'll be under Torrian's whip for
the rest of your life. Unless I ask her to help you; then she
may."

"What are you
saying?"

"Nothing. It's
the truth."

He stood up,
angry again. "You are trying to manipulate me, and it will not
work."

"I know.
That's why I'm not. It's just the facts. You must make this
decision alone."

"And I have.
It is too much of a risk, and all your tears and veiled promises
will not sway me. I did not think you would stoop to such underhand
tactics."

"I'm not!"
Dena looked away. "Oh, what's the use? It's hopeless anyway. You're
hopeless."

Sharmian
stalked to the door and yanked it open, marching down the corridor
to the rose garden to confront Tassin and tell her his decision.
She sat on a bench talking to Sabre, and glanced up when he
approached, looking concerned.

"What is it,
My Lord? You look angry."

"I am. I have
made my decision. I want no part of this crazy scheme, warrior mage
or not. It is doomed from the start. Torrian will crush your little
rebellion and execute you."

Her brows
rose. "Dena told you?"

"Yes, and it
sickens me that she would stoop so low."

"Then you're a
lesser man than I had thought. I am disappointed, My Lord. I had
thought you were an honourable man."

Sharmian
glared at her, trying to ignore the flinty glint in Sabre's eyes.
"If you thought I could be manipulated by tears and promises, you
are very much mistaken, My Lady."

"What
promises?"

"That she
would reward my help with her affections. That was not like her.
You put her up to this, and I despise you for it. You thought to
play upon my friendship with her, and try to manipulate me with it.
Well, it will not work."

"I can see
that. But I put her up to nothing, and I thought you wanted to find
out her secret, yet you did not. You come marching out here under a
thundercloud and throw accusations around, yet from the sounds of
it, you have got completely the wrong end of the stick."

He shook his
head. "She told me that she would like more than friendship with
me, but it is hopeless because of Torrian, and that you will regain
your throne even without my help, leaving me under Torrian's yoke.
Unless, of course, she asks you to help me, which she will not if I
do not... court her, I suppose, or marry her perhaps? That is not
the secret?"

"No."

"Then what is
it, for pity's sake?"

"Dena is very
confused right now,” Tassin said. “I doubt you will get much sense
out of her, but I will not betray her, even so. If you want to know
the real secret, you will have to ask her."

"She is lying
to me."

"Of course she
is. She does not want you to know."

Sharmian threw
up his hands. "Fine, let her keep her secret then."

"You are angry
with her for no good reason. She was not trying to manipulate you,
My Lord."

"Well she
certainly did a good job of confusing me."

"No mean feat
with a clever man such as yourself. But she is also confused,
angry, sad and despairing. She longs for comfort, but she is afraid
of rejection."

"I do not
understand."

Tassin
inclined her head. "Then you need to talk to her some more. Her
secret is a dark and ugly thing. Do not let her mislead you again
if you want to know the truth."

"You want me
to know, do you not?"

"I think you
should, yes."

"Then tell me,
please."

She sighed,
gazing across the garden. "I cannot. It is too big, too...
private."

Sharmian
snorted and marched back into the castle, his anger and frustration
growing to explosive proportions. Banging open the door to Dena's
room, he marched in and stopped dead. Dena lay sobbing on the bed,
and raised a tear-ravaged face to glance at him before burying it
in the bedclothes again.

"Go away!" Her
shout was muffled.

"No." Sharmian
sat beside her and gripped her shoulders, dragged her out of the
bedclothes’ depths and turned her to face him. "Stop lying to me,
damn you. Tell me the truth."

"Why? You will
revile me. Spurn me."

"Why would I
do that? For pity's sake, have some faith in me. You have succeeded
in angering me beyond my wildest imaginings, and still you persist
with your stubbornness. How the hell can I spurn you when all we
have is friendship?"

"And that's
all we'll ever have, because you're too cowardly to fight Torrian,"
she said.

"You are
pushing it now, you really are. You are trying to play on
affections that right now hang by a thread. Do not lie to me again,
or our friendship ends here and now."

Dena looked
away, biting her lip, then glanced up at him again, wiping her
eyes. Sharmian waited, his impatience growing along with his anger.
She lifted a hand and stroked his cheek, surprising him. Her eyes
overflowed again, but she was calm now, almost too calm for his
liking.

"It was a
stupid dream, anyway," she said. "Even if I asked Tassin to free
your kingdom, even if it could be, you wouldn't want me. Who am I
trying to fool? Myself, of course. Stupid, stupid me. Your
curiosity is obviously stronger than your friendship, if you can so
easily cast it aside. Who cares? Not you. Your curiosity must be
satisfied, mustn't it, Your Majesty? And even if Tassin freed your
kingdom, and our friendship turned into more, you'd find out, and
then it would all be ruined. Better to ruin it now; end all hope.
Kinder, I suppose."

"Stop talking
in riddles."

She glared at
him. "I wasn't Countess De'vorice's servant. I was her prisoner. I
spent three years in her dungeon, in the pitch dark, cold and
starving. Sabre freed me."

His anger
drained away, leaving him chilled, and he released her. "That makes
no difference. Why do you think I would spurn you for that?"

"Not that."
She looked away. "Torrian came to visit me in the dungeon. Many
times."

He jumped up,
shaking his head. "No."

"Yes."

Sharmian swung
away, bumped into a chair and gripped the back of it. A lump of
anger and anguish blocked his throat. Dena lay back and closed her
eyes, looking peaceful, as if she had shed a heavy load, and now
was numb from carrying it. He had not realised until this moment
just how strong his affection for her was. White-hot fury coursed
through his veins, and his hands closed around the chair back as if
it was Torrian's neck.

Sharmian bowed
his head, fighting the urge to vent his rage on the hapless chair.
Releasing it, he flexed his aching hands, his mind in turmoil, then
walked back to the bed. Dena opened her eyes and gazed up at him,
the sorrow in their depths tearing his heart. She had the eyes of a
doe, soft and liquid, and they had been melting his heart since the
first time she had glanced at him. He sat on the bed beside her
again, searching for the right words.

"I ..." He
looked away, unable to meet her eyes. "I am sorry." He held her
hand. "But if you really thought I would spurn you for it, you are
a fool. I may be a bastard, but I am not a bad one." Her face
crumpled, and she wept again, to his horror. "Why are you crying
now?"

She shook her
head, tugged her hand free and covered her face as great,
shuddering sobs racked her.

Sharmian, his
confusion now complete, tried to think of a way to comfort her. "I
am going to find Torrian and cut out his heart myself, and then
bring it to you on a silver platter."

She giggled.
"You'll have to take a number."

"I beg your
pardon?"

"Tassin also
wants his heart on a plate, and I'll wager Sabre has promised it to
her."

"I think you
have a greater claim."

"We may have
to draw straws."

He nodded.
"You really thought I would revile you for what he did to you?"

"I was afraid.
You're not an easy man to predict, or to read." She wiped her eyes.
"I didn't dare to hope that you cared for me until Tassin told me
that she thought you did, and then I realised what this might do to
any chance we had of being together, if you freed yourself from
under his boot. So what will you do? Have you decided yet?"

"Yes. I will
help Tassin, as much as I can."

She smiled,
rubbing her eyes again. "Thank you."

"And we will
spend a great deal of time together, getting to know each other
better, I think."

"I'd like
that."

"So, all that
fuss and tears for nothing. Why did you not just tell me?"

"I was
ashamed. I didn't tell Tassin, she guessed. Sabre only knows
because he overheard. He has ears like a bat. I didn't want anyone
to know."

He nodded.
"But you knew that if our friendship turned into something more, I
would find out. If, of course, I was free to pursue it. Which, if
everything goes to plan, I will be."

"You want us
to be more than just friends?"

"I am quite
sure I just said that."

"Say it
again."

Sharmian took
her hand. "I knew you were special when I first met you, and I
wanted to get to know you better right away. The more time I spent
with you, the more fascinated I became. I have read all your
letters many times."

Dena sighed,
her eyes dreamy. "The first time I saw you, I thought I was going
to die. My heart stopped beating. I never imagined you would think
of me as anything other than a potential ally, a friend to be
curried for political reasons. When I heard about Torrian's hold
over you, I wanted to help you, but a day later I lost
everything."

"If I had
known what had happened to you, I would have done something." He
looked down, frowning. "But you gave me no clue that you liked me
this much. I might not have risked losing my crown on such a
foolhardy gamble."

"I didn't want
you to know that a pathetic cripple like me had feelings for
you.”

"What a fool
you are, to think so little of yourself."

"I had a good
reason. What's your excuse?"

He smiled.
"Aside from being Torrian's puppet, I also thought I had a good
reason. I am a bastard, after all."

"And I'm
adopted; a commoner by blood."

"But you are
still a princess, regent of the most powerful kingdom in the world.
I am the bastard king of a pauper nation, a puppet monarch with no
power, without the freedom even to choose my wife, whom Torrian put
on the throne so he could rule Mandor by proxy."

"I wouldn't
have cared if you'd been a beggar on the street."

Sharmian
kissed the back of her hand. "Are you all right now?"

"I will be, if
you hold me."

He shook his
head. "That would not be proper."

"I don't care.
There's no harm in an embrace between friends."

"Ah, but we
are not just friends anymore, we are courting now. Your queen had
better succeed."

Dena sat up
and hugged him. “I don’t care, and she will. Tassin has never
failed at anything. Once she makes up her mind to do something, I
pity anyone who stands in her way.”


 


 


 Chapter Twelve

 


Tassin gazed
at the assembled troops who stood before the castle in disorderly
ranks. Their polished helms flashed in the sun and the red and gold
pennants on their spears fluttered in the wind that always seemed
to blow in Mandor. Clearly most of them were raw recruits, but she
could sense their eagerness. Mounted veteran officers marshalled
them, resplendent in polished armour and spotless livery, their
cavorting destriers clad in chain mail and plumes. Beyond the men,
the drab landscape formed a dismal backdrop of grey crags and hardy
grass. A distant village nestled in a valley, where it gleaned a
little respite from the wind.

She turned to
Sharmian. "Four thousand? I only asked for three."

He shrugged,
smiling. "I was also surprised. Within a week of my call to arms
they were queuing at stations to enlist. These are the first to
join; other recruits are still in training."

"You cannot
train good soldiers in three weeks."

"No.
Unfortunately not, but they are good men, and courageous."

"Yes." She
smiled. "And how goes your courtship, My Lord?"

"Very well. We
have decided to be wed before the war starts."

"So soon? Is
that wise?"

"We may lose
our lives in it. We want to share our love first."

Tassin nodded.
"A thought that has crossed my mind many times." She glanced around
with a smile as Sabre came to her side.

Sharmian said,
"Dena tells me that you and Sir Sabre plan to wed. Perhaps we
should make it a double celebration."

She cast the
cyber a calculating look, which he ignored. "Unfortunately, my
marriage is a matter of state, and must be conducted in my kingdom
by my priests."

"You could
always have a second ceremony for officialdom."

"That is true,
but unlike you, I must wait to be asked. Perhaps you could give
Sabre the benefit of your wisdom. I shall leave you to it."

 


 


As Tassin
wandered off, Sabre cast Sharmian a flinty-eyed look. Nevertheless,
the young king met it with an honest gaze.

"Sir Sabre,
any man in your position would be eager to enter into a blessed
union with such a lovely girl."

"I'm not any
man."

"I do not
understand your reluctance."

Sabre leant on
the battlements and studied the soldiers. "That's my business."

"Is this a
political marriage on your part? Tassin's feelings are beyond
doubt, and it did appear to me as if you returned them."

"What possible
reason could there be for a political marriage between us?"

"Well, you are
a powerful sorcerer whom Tassin needs to aid her return to her
throne, and probably to keep it."

Sabre nodded.
"An interesting deduction, except for the fact that Tassin lost her
throne because she went in search of me."

"True. Then I
am at a loss."

Sabre
straightened and turned to him. "How about you do your thing and
I'll do mine?"

"Do you not
want to make Tassin happy?"

"Butt out,
Your Majesty."

Sabre walked
off, and Sharmian gazed after him, confused and disappointed. Dena
had asked him to persuade Tassin and Sabre to share their wedding
day, and he hated to disappoint her. Over the last three weeks he
had come to know her well, and his affection had grown in leaps and
bounds. Now he could hardly bear to be parted from her, and they
spent long hours talking and laughing together. He left the
battlements and went to tell her of Sabre's refusal.

 


****

 


Dena's
marriage to Sharmian took place three days later. The high priest
conducted it in the tiny chapel in the castle, and only a few close
friends attended. Dena wore a white satin gown whose skirt
comprised pointed lace panels that swirled when she moved. White
rosebuds adorned her hair, matched her bouquet and complemented the
pearl necklace Sharmian gave her on the day. The Mandorian King
looked dashing in an elegant outfit of royal blue with gold
embroidery, his modest crown encrusted with diamonds.

Dena insisted
that Sabre give her away, and Sharmian's tailors made the cyber a
black velvet suit picked out with silver designs, worn over a white
shirt. Tassin also received a gift from Sharmian in the form of a
dark blue silk gown ornamented with panels of cyan satin, its
bodice trimmed with tiny pearls. Even Tarl was given a quality dark
green suit. Dena chose Tassin as her maid of honour, and Sharmian's
cousin on his mother's side was best man.

After the
ceremony, the crowd gravitated to the orchard, where a merry feast
awaited it. Sharmian had hired jugglers, acrobats and musicians and
built a wooden platform for them, which would be used for dancing
later. While the guests dined on roast sucking pig and duck
accompanied by platters of spiced vegetables, jugs of gravy and
flasks of wine, three jugglers took to the stage first. Sabre
watched them each juggle four balls with a smile. He knew Tassin
would scoff at them, and she promptly did, nudging him.

"How many
balls could you juggle?"

He shrugged,
carving a slice from the roast pig on the platter in front of him.
"I don't know; I've never tried."

"Would you
like to see?"

"I think
they're doing fine."

"I'd like to
see."

He smiled.
"I'm not the entertainment."

"But you could
probably do twice as many."

"Maybe."

"Don't be coy,
Sabre."

"I'm not being
coy, I'm eating."

"When you've
finished then."

He sighed and
loaded his fork. "I'm much more interested in enjoying the
food."

"I want you to
try. Will you do it for me?"

Tarl, who sat
on the other side of the Queen leant closer. "The only limit to how
many balls Sabre could juggle is -"

"How many I'm
going to ram up your arse if you don't shut up," Sabre
remarked.

Tassin turned
to the ex-cyber technician. "Is what?"

"How high he
can toss them, and the wind factor," Tarl finished, shooting Sabre
a triumphant grin.

Sabre frowned
at her. "Don't encourage him."

"I wanted to
know."

"Great, now
that you do, I don't need to join the entertainment."

"But I want to
see you do it."

"There are
times when I want to see Tarl's head stuffed down a lavatory, but
we can't always have what we want, can we?"

Tassin
giggled. "That's not the same. They're just balls."

"And Tarl's
just a moron, so what?"

"Tarl's not a
moron, he's your friend. Don't be so nasty."

"The day I'm
nasty is the day I do stuff him down a toilet."

She tilted her
head, and the sunshine caught her eyes, making them glow deep
indigo. "Please?"

He speared
some vegetables. "No."

"Come on,
Sabre, I want everyone to admire your skills. I'm proud of
you."

Tarl eyed the
cyber’s plate. "You know, you should eat more meat and potatoes and
less vegetables, you need the protein and carbohydrates -"

"Tarl." Sabre
glared at him. "When I want your opinion on my eating habits, I'll
ask for it."

"Yeah, but
-"

"Shut it."

Tarl muttered,
"I'm just trying to help."

Tassin poured
Sabre a glass of wine. "If you're shy, this will help."

Tarl shook his
head, clearly horrified. "That's a bad idea."

"That just
makes me sleep," Sabre said.

"Just a few
sips. We have to toast the bride and groom, anyway."

Sabre
concentrated on eating while the jugglers finished their act amid
enthusiastic applause, and the acrobats took to the stage. The
guests gasped in awe when the three men performed simple backflips
and somersaults, cartwheels and handstands. Tassin nudged Sabre,
who was slicing more meat from the roast.

"You must show
them how much better you are at that."

"No."

Tarl snorted.
"He could make them look like rank amateurs."

Sabre shot him
a glare. "I could make you look like a man with a fork up his arse,
too. Doesn't mean I'll do it, though."

"Oh, please,"
Tassin said.

"I'm the
giver-away-of-the-bride, not the entertainment, okay?"

"For me?" She
batted her eyelashes at him, slipping her arm through his.

"No."

"You said
you'd do anything for me, and I'm not asking for much."

"I was talking
about life threatening situations, not showing off for a bunch of
primping nobles."

"I'll give you
a kiss," she said.

"That's not...
I don't..." He frowned, trapped.

Tassin looked
hurt. "You don't want a kiss?"

"No. I mean
yes, of course I do, just... ah, shit." Sabre pushed his plate away
and leant back.

"Fine, I won't
kiss you again."

Tarl shook his
head. "Now you've gone and dug yourself a big hole, bud."

"You stay out
of it," Sabre said. "Tassin, you know what I meant, so don't
pretend you don't."

"No, I don't."
She folded her arms and turned her head away.

"Of course you
do, I meant..." Sabre glanced around at their neighbours, some of
whom were listening unashamedly.

Tarl leant
closer to Tassin. "He meant he's not exactly keen on them, but he
wouldn't say no, so as not to hurt your feelings."

She nodded.
"That's what I thought."

"That's not
it." Sabre glared at Tarl. "Stop interfering."

"Hey, I'm just
trying to help. See, you've upset her now."

Sabre said, "I
didn't mean it to sound like it did."

She sighed,
looking mournful. "You said no, and I think you meant it."

"Many a slip
happens between brain and tongue," Tarl quipped, "especially when
they're not too well connected."

Sabre reached
past Tassin and gripped Tarl's collar, dragging him closer. "One
more word out of you, and I swear, I'll -"

"Hey!" Tassin
elbowed him. "You're squashing me."

Sabre released
Tarl, glaring at him, and sat back. "Sorry."

"I think
you'll have to make up for it now," Tarl said, picking up his glass
of wine.

"What did I
just say?" Sabre enquired.

Tassin turned
to him, her expression woeful. "Perhaps I could forgive you if
you'd just show us some tricks."

Sabre eyed
her, unsure now, and spotted Tarl leaning over to whisper to Dena,
whose eyes sparkled with mischief.

Tassin laid a
hand on Sabre's arm, drawing his attention back to her. "I do so
want to see you do those wonderful acrobatics again. It would make
me happy."

"I'm not
dressed for it." Sabre muttered, glaring at Tarl, who was
poker-faced.

"You could
change. It would only take a minute. I promise not to kiss you for
a whole week."

"I didn't mean
-"

"You said you
wanted her to stop,” Tarl pointed out. “What else could you have
meant?"

Sabre picked
up an apple and bounced it off ex-cyber tech’s forehead, making him
jump, and Dena giggled. Undeterred, Tarl rose to his feet and
announced, "By special request of Queen Tassin and Queen Dena, Sir
Sabre has agreed to give a demonstration of his acrobatic
skills."

"No I didn't,"
Sabre retorted as the guests applauded.

"Come on,
Sabre," Dena cried, clapping. "I want to see it too!"

Tassin rose
and tried to drag him out of his chair. "You can't say no to Dena,
it's her wedding day."

"Oh, for..."
Sabre stood up when Tarl joined the struggle, and the ex-technician
pushed him towards the stage, where the acrobats had formed a
wobbly pyramid. They retreated, shooting Sabre scornful looks. Tarl
stopped beside the stage and picked up the jugglers' balls.

"I'll throw
you stuff, you juggle it."

"No tables or
chairs."

"Now there's
an idea!"

"I mean it.
Don't think I won't clobber you if you do."

"Fine. No
tables or chairs."

Tarl threw him
the balls in quick succession, and Sabre juggled them with ease.
The nobles applauded, and Dena giggled with delight. Tarl snorted
and went over to the table to collect more ammunition, adding three
apples, two empty wine bottles and three glasses to the mix. Sabre
increased the height of the circle to accommodate the new items
without any problem.

Tarl returned
to the table and collected an empty ale jug, two plates and a
serving bowl, adding them to the ring of flying objects above
Sabre.

"This may even
get interesting," he muttered, glancing around.

Making his way
over to the jugglers' bag of tricks, he found ten torches, two of
which the jugglers had used earlier. Lighting them one by one, he
tossed them to Sabre, who glared at him.

"That's
enough."

"Oh come on,
we're only getting started."

Tarl looked at
the guests, who were spellbound by the number and variety of
objects now flying over Sabre with perfect precision, his hands
moving in a blur at the base of the circle. The jugglers gaped, and
then one handed more stuff to Tarl. Gasps came from the audience
when eight rings, four skittles and seven more balls were added
effortlessly to the circle. Tarl collared a gawping servant and
ordered a dozen raw eggs, and the boy ran off. A gust of wind
forced Sabre to side-step and correct the circle, which widened a
little. Tarl added the eggs to the mix, and more gasps came from
the guests.

"That's
enough, Tarl," Sabre said.

"Just a few
more."

Tarl looked
around and spotted an unopened keg of ale at the end of the table.
He brought it to the edge of the stage.

Sabre eyed
him. "Don't be bloody ridiculous."

"You can do
it, here, catch." He lobbed the keg to Sabre, who caught it and
sent it flying into the air.

Tarl nodded.
"See?"

"No more."

Tarl chuckled
and picked up a haunch of meat, tossing it to Sabre. The cyber
added it to the circle, glaring at Tarl, then threw one of the
balls at him, making him jump aside to avoid it. The rest of the
balls followed it in quick succession, all of them with deadly
accuracy, and Tarl hopped and yelped as they bounced off him. The
rings and skittles followed, the latter making him grunt as they
thudded into his chest, his evasive antics useless.

The guests
laughed while he leapt about, especially when the haunch of meat
hit him in the midriff. Having rid himself of all the unbreakable
objects, Sabre sank to one knee and put down the rest as they fell
into his hands. The eggs he put in the serving platter, the plates
he stacked and the glasses he placed in a row. Finally he was left
with the ten torches, which he tossed to the gawping jugglers. It
took all three of them to field the burning brands and put them
out.

Empty-handed
at last, Sabre stood up as the guests clapped and cheered, rising
to their feet to show their appreciation. The cyber looked away in
embarrassment, then glared at Tarl and strode towards him. Tarl
retreated to Tassin's side, and she stepped into Sabre's path.

"That was
wonderful."

"He's going to
get his arse kicked this time, for sure."

"Not now. Go
and change."

"What? No,
that's enough."

Tassin took
his hand and dragged him towards the castle. "I'll come with
you."

"Tassin,
please."

"You put the
jugglers to shame, but the acrobats still look scornful."

"I don't
care."

She stopped
and turned to him, out of sight of the guests. "I'll give you a
kiss."

"You're not
really angry, then?"

She cupped his
cheek, smiling. "We were teasing you, you great lummox."

"Teasing."

"Yes." She
stood on tiptoe and wound her arms around his neck. "I could never
be angry with you."

"That's not
fair."

"You want me
to be angry with you?"

"No, I
meant..."

She giggled.
"I know."

Sabre growled
and swept her up, tossing her over his shoulder. She shrieked as he
loped into the castle, pounded on his back and laughed. In his
room, Sabre tossed her on the bed and straddled her, pinning her
wrists.

"That was
wicked of you, picking on a defenceless cyber like that. You had me
going there for a while."

"I know." She
grinned. "That's why it so much fun."

"Evil
woman."

"Are you going
to punish me?" Her eyes widened.

Sabre studied
her. "You're teasing again, right?"

"That
depends."

"On what?"

"On the
punishment."

He cocked his
head. "What did you have in mind?"

"I don't know,
you're in charge. There's not much I can do about it."

He glanced at
her wrists. "True. But you don't seem to be struggling very
much."

"Not in the
least. I have you exactly where I want you."

"Really."
Sabre considered. "I thought I was in charge?"

"Men always
think they are, but it's seldom the case."

"And how many
men have you had in this position?"

"Only
one."

Sabre released
her and sat back. Tassin sat up and began to unbutton his
tunic.

"What are you
doing?" he enquired.

"Helping you
undress, of course."

"Why?"

"So you can
change."

"I can manage
it."

"But I want to
help."

In a few
moments, she pulled his tunic off and tossed it aside, and his
shirt followed the tunic even faster. Sabre sat on the bed to pull
off his boots before she could start on his trousers. Tassin
brought his cyber clothes, and he eyed her.

"You're going
to watch?"

"No, I'm going
to help."

He shook his
head. "I don't think so."

"Why not? It's
not as if you'll be naked, and even if you were, we're going to be
husband and wife one day."

"But we're not
yet."

She shrugged.
"It's not as if I haven't seen you in your underwear before."

"How would you
like it if I watched you undress?"

"I wouldn't
mind in the least."

Sabre sighed,
shaking his head. "Fine, stay if you want."


 


 


 Chapter Thirteen

 


Tassin watched
him strip down to his shorts and don his cyber issue clothes, her
overtly admiring gaze making him a little uncomfortable and
embarrassed. When she walked back to the feast with him, an air of
expectation had fallen over the guests. Tarl had enlisted the aid
of several servants to rig a wooden bar some four metres above the
ground, supported by rickety scaffolding and ropes attached to
pegs.

Sabre eyed it,
then Tarl. "You're kidding, right?"

"No.
Acrobatics on the ground is too easy for you. This will be a little
bit of a challenge."

"That's not
going to be strong enough."

"It's pretty
sturdy, and these fine lads are going to brace it as well." Tarl
indicated the servants.

"You're going
to pay for this."

"It'll be
worth it. I've always wanted to see a cyber show off."

"Didn't you
see enough of them being put through their paces on Myon Two?"
Sabre asked.

"That was
different."

"How?"

Tarl shrugged.
"It was a set exercise, and they didn’t enjoy it."

“Who says I’m going to enjoy this?”

“Oh, I think you will, even if just a little, and you
should.”

Sabre glanced
around at the guests, who appeared spellbound. Tassin looked a bit
doubtful, but took her seat beside Dena. Tarl stepped back and
gestured to the bar, and the servants braced themselves. Sabre
sighed and looked up at it, gauging its width, which was no more
than six centimetres. He leapt up and grabbed it, swung himself
atop it and stood up. A soft 'ooh' came from the audience. Sabre
walked to the end of the bar, his arms at his sides, then flung
himself into a series of backflips, his hands and feet finding the
bar with unerring accuracy.

Reaching the
end, he repeated the manoeuvre in forward somersaults, the bar
bouncing under his weight. A louder 'aaah' of amazement came from
the guests, but he was just warming up. Back flipping to the
middle, he did a handstand, then swung himself around the bar three
times, performing a handstand at the top of each swing for several
seconds. Tiring of that, he stood up again and leap into a triple
twisting backflip, wobbling just a little when he landed as the bar
creaked and bent under his weight. The guests gasped.

Sabre did a
forward triple twisting somersault, then jumped off the bar, caught
it and swung around it. Releasing it at the top of the swing, he
did a quadruple twist and grabbed the bar as he fell. Swinging
around it again, he released it at the top and did two back spins
before catching it once more. Letting it go as he swung upwards, he
landed on his feet and stood up, then ran to the end and jumped
off, performed four somersaults and landed easily. The guests sat
in stunned silence for several seconds, then burst into
enthusiastic applause, shouting their accolades. Sabre returned to
his seat, frowning at Tarl when he grinned.

Tassin smiled
at him, her eyes sparkling. "That was incredible."

Sabre
shrugged, pouring a glass of water. "Standard cyber
capabilities."

"Don't do
that. Those skills are yours. You should be proud of them."

He sipped the
water, watching the servants dismantle the scaffolding. "Well, I
guess I could always become an entertainer."

Tassin took
his hand. "You can be whatever you want. I just want you to be
happy."

"Anything will
be a vast improvement on being a cyber host."

"Don't settle
for anything less than what you want."

He nodded,
lifted her hand and kissed it. "I won't."

Later that
evening, Sabre caught Tarl unawares and emptied a flagon of ale
over his head, much to the amusement of all but Tarl, who had the
grace to take it in good humour. Tassin insisted that Sabre change
back into the velvet suit for the dancing and take to the floor
with her several times. Finally the newlyweds retired, the guests
left, and Sabre escorted Tassin to her room before going to
bed.

 


****

 


The following
morning, Dena joined Tassin and Sabre in the sunroom for breakfast,
and Tassin smiled at her when she flopped down opposite them.

"How are you
this morning?"


"Wonderful."

"Good. That's
how you're supposed to feel after your wedding night."

Sharmian came
in, and Dena jumped up to kiss him. The young King looked a trifle
embarrassed by her effusion, but took it well.

"All is
prepared, Tassin," he announced. "Four thousand men are ready to
march on Pradish tomorrow. Another thousand are in training, and
more are still enlisting."

"A force to be
reckoned with. As soon as you attack Lord Morrel, Torrian will come
to his aid, and we leave for Arlin. Your wedding guests will spread
the word of my return, and Torrian will come himself. He will think
I will be with you."

"He is no
fool. He may set a trap for you at your castle in case you go
there."

She nodded. "I
am expecting a trap at the castle. If Torrian does not set one,
Dellon will."

"Then you must
take some men with you, to counter it."

"We intend to
travel there in secret. We can hardly do that with a troop of men,
and if Torrian or Dellon learn of our location, a troop will not
keep us safe. As long as there are only a few of us, and we stay in
the wild lands, they will not know for certain where we are,
although they will probably suspect that I might to go to the
castle to confront Dellon. Keeping them guessing will be the best
strategy, then they have no way to prepare well for either
situation."

"But how will
you counter the trap at your castle? Surely you will not rely
solely upon Sir Sabre's skills, impressive though they are. He is
only one man."

Tassin glanced
at the cyber. "I hope some of my men who remain at the castle can
be persuaded to join us when they see me. If not, then yes, I shall
be relying solely on Sabre."

"You have a
great deal of faith in him."

"I have seen
what he can do."

Sharmian
nodded, sipping the cup of tea Dena had poured for him. "I am
tempted to make a stand with the men I have. I believe they could
do serious damage to Torrian's army."

"Then you
would be a fool. Torrian will bring a large force, possibly six
thousand men, and you will be crushed. You must retreat as soon as
he draws close, and keep him at a safe distance. He will be loath
to give up the chase after travelling so far to confront you, and
that will give me time to establish my rule in Arlin. If enough of
my men turn against him when they learn of my return, they will
join you, and I ask that you heed my generals, who are skilled at
warfare. Torrian may attack them when they leave, in which case
they will keep him busy."

"If none of
them turn against him, I will be on my own," he said.


"Unfortunately, yes, until I can come to your aid. In that case,
you must circle around and march to Arlin, where you will join
forces with me."

"If all your
soldiers remain with Torrian, what army will you have left to fight
with? And there's Bardock."

Tassin
inclined her head. "There is that. It is unlikely, however, that
all my men will remain loyal to Dellon. Bardock will have to march
for a month to join the battle."

"But if it
happens, we will lose."

Sabre looked
up. "Then we cut off the head of the snake, and the rest will
die."

"Kill Torrian?
That will not be easy while he is encamped with an army. Who will
do it?"

"I will."

Tassin nodded.
"That would be a last resort. Not because I am averse to killing
Torrian, even though it will throw Pradish into chaos, but because
it will be dangerous."

"Not if I use
a laser. I can kill him from a kilometre away in open country."

"Why don't we
do that then?" Dena asked, looking excited. "That way we can stop
the war before it even starts."

Tassin shook
her head. "Tempting though that idea is, it is not a good one. I
did not mean it was dangerous for Sabre to kill him, I meant the
consequences will be dire. He would be charged with Torrian's
murder. The Pradish nobles and royals will demand his execution,
and, when I refuse, they will foment war between Arlin and Pradish
with the aid of Traynar."

"If I kill him
from a distance, no one will know who did it,” Sabre pointed out.
“They might even think it was a bolt of lightning, or divine
intervention, since they’re a superstitious bunch of
primitives."

"That plan
will only work if Torrian is with the army that comes to Mandor. He
might stay in Arlin. But finding out if he is with his army will
put us in danger. We cannot risk it."

"We'll pass
his army on the way to Arlin. I could spy on him in disguise."

"He'll have
scouts. It's too dangerous. I need you with me, to protect me. If I
fall into Torrian's hands, he'll kill me."

Sabre nodded,
leaning back with a sigh. "All right. Your plan is better."

"Thank you. A
fine compliment from one so skilled in the art of warfare."

"Usually, the
loss of one life would be inconsequential, but in this case it
would result in defeat. That's not a common scenario. People whose
lives can affect the future of an entire country don't usually go
into battle. Which is why you mustn't."

Tassin smiled.
"I don't know what's going to happen, but I don't plan to lead any
cavalry charges."

"Good, then
you've acquired some sense since the last time, when you wanted
to."

"That was an
impulse brought on by extreme duress."

"But you would
have done it," he said.

"Must we argue
about this now?"

He shrugged,
looking away. "I just don't want a repeat performance."

"I can't
guarantee that. I would do whatever it took to save you, and you
know it."

"That would be
foolish."

"No it
wouldn't. All I’ve done has been to rescue you. What would be the
point if I lost you?"

Sabre glanced
at her, then away again. "Perhaps this isn't a good time to discuss
it."

"There is no
discussion. That's just the way it is. If you think I'm going to
stand by and do nothing while you're killed, you're a fool."

"And if you
rush in and get yourself killed to save me, so are you," he
said.

"Fine, we're
both fools, because you'd do the same for me."

"Yeah, but I'm
not the Queen."

Tassin
frowned. "My title would mean nothing without you. If it cost your
life to regain it, I'd rather not even try."

"I'm a lot
harder to kill than you, okay? This plan isn't without risk, but I
think you're the one who will need protection, not me."

"If we're
going to die in this conflict, we'll do it together."

Dena sniffed
and wiped her eyes. "As will Sharmian and I."

Sabre raised
his hands. "This is ridiculous. No one's going to die."

Tassin nodded.
"I agree. So we stick to the plan. Tomorrow Sharmian will leave for
Lord Morrel's estate, and I'll set off for Arlin with Sabre and
Tarl."

"I'm going
with Sharmian," said Dena.

Sharmian shook
his head. "No, you're staying here."

"I'll be safer
with you and the army than in a poorly defended castle, which
Torrian will certainly loot."

"Dena's
right," Tassin said. "She should stay with you, My Lord. If Torrian
captures her, he'll use her as a hostage."

"Very well."
Sharmian did not appear to be particularly averse to the idea.

Sabre asked,
"So, you're utterly committed to this course of action, Sharmian?
You have no doubts, no remorse? You intend to see it through to the
end?"

The King’s
brows rose. "Of course. Why would you doubt it?"

Sabre studied
him for several seconds. "It's a big step."

"I'm aware of
that, but I want my kingdom free of Torrian's tyranny."

"Of
course."

Sharmian rose
to his feet. "I must attend to matters."

As soon as the
door closed behind him, Tassin turned to Sabre asked, "Did he
pass?"

"Yeah. Flying
colours."

Dena frowned.
"What did you do?"

"Just made
certain Sharmian doesn't have a hidden agenda," Tassin said.

"How could you
doubt him? He's my husband!"

"Affection can
be faked, and your marriage would be of no consequence if he
planned to hand you over to Torrian."

"But he
doesn't, does he?" Dena demanded.

"No."

"You shouldn't
have doubted him." She rose and stomped out.

Tassin sighed.
"Love is so blind."

"You should
have waited until we were alone," Sabre said.

"It wasn't my
idea to test him."

"Dena didn't
know what I did."

She nodded.
"War is an ill thing. All this ugliness and death could be avoided
if you would just call Fairen."

"I won't ask a
boy to fight my battles for me."

"A boy with
the power to achieve so easily what we must fight and many good men
must die for. He wouldn't mind."

"It wouldn't
be right,” he said. “Overlords only intervene in problems involving
entire planets, or solar systems, not in the petty wars of
countries on backwater worlds."

"Or where
their affections dictate."

"My life isn't
in danger, or yours, and we may not be. We can do this without his
help."

"But it's not
without risk, so why must we wait until we're in danger, by which
time it might be too late? We've been through so much, and come so
far; why must we risk it all now? If you're killed, everything will
have been for nothing."

He took her
hand. "Hey, have a little faith in me."

"I have the
utmost faith in you. I know what you can do. You don't have to
prove it."

"Is that what
you think I'm doing?"

"Are you?"

"No."

She nodded,
biting her lip. "Good. I'm just so afraid that something terrible
will happen, when we're so close to achieving our goal."

"This is just
another bump in the road, and there’s going to be plenty more. If
you think all our troubles will be over once you get your crown
back, you’re dreaming. I’m still got a mega-corporation after my
blood, and an Overlord. This is a long way from being over."


 


 


 Chapter Fourteen

 


Tassin gazed
at the tall grey walls of her keep, her heart filled with a
poignant mixture of joy and anguish. The sight of it brought a rush
of homesickness and memories, blighted by Dellon's green and yellow
colours flying from the battlements. She wished she could march
inside and rip down the offending flag.

The journey
from Mandor had been achieved without mishap, thanks to Sabre's
scanners, which had kept them safe from Torrian's scouts and picked
up the leading edge of the army.

Judging by the
number of soldiers patrolling her castle���s battlements, Dellon had
kept a sizeable force at the castle, as she had suspected he would.
Torrian's colours were not in evidence, which meant he had left
with his troops, to her relief. Torrian's absence would make it
easier. Once Sabre had Dellon hostage, the battle would be won,
essentially. Nothing had gone that smoothly since she had left
Arlin, however, and she was sure something would go wrong
again.

Tassin glanced
around as Sabre came to her side. They stood within the forest,
hidden from the castle. He cast her a smile when she slipped her
hand into his.

"Are you ready
for this?" he asked.

"No. Are
you?"

He shrugged.
"The longer we wait, the more Sharmian and Dena are at risk. I'll
go at first light, while Dellon is still in bed. Once I have him,
I'll order your banner raised and the gates opened, and you walk in
and take over."

"You make it
sound so easy."

"If all goes
to plan, it will be. Just stay away until you see the banner, no
matter what, okay?"

She sighed.
"We don't even know how many men he has in there. It could be as
many as three hundred."

"It won't
matter. Don't be so pessimistic."

 


 


They returned
to the campfire, where Tarl cooked the two rabbits Sabre had shot
before they camped. Sabre stared into the flames while he accessed
the image of the map of the castle Tassin had drawn, which the
cyber had stored, and studied it again. The King's bedchamber was
on the far side, overlooking the sweeping valley beyond. To reach
it, he would have to scale the wall, but that did not daunt him.
What awaited him inside the room was his only cause for
concern.

After Tassin
fell sleep in her blankets, Sabre pondered what lay ahead, and the
potential pitfalls. Tarl sat opposite, huddled in a blanket,
yawning. Sabre looked up as the cyber tech rose and came around the
fire to sit next to him.

Sabre raised
his brows. "Do you want to hold my hand now, too?"

Tarl chuckled.
"Not really. Just wanted to make sure you're ready for
tomorrow."

"Do I need a
tune up?"

"Your attitude
does." Tarl sighed. "Three hundred is a lot of soldiers, bud."

"They only
have primitive weapons."

"Which, in
some ways, are worse than modern ones. You'll be almost blind to
them."

"I don't plan
to fight them,” Sabre said. “Once I have the King, the battle is
won."

"But you might
have to if things go wrong."

Sabre
shrugged. "I have two lasers, with a full complement of power
packs, a grenade launcher and full cyber armour."

"What's your
bio-status?"

"I knew that
was coming."

"Yeah, you
should by now. What is it?"

"Eighty-seven
per cent."

Tarl grimaced.
"That's not so good."

"I'll
survive."

"Yeah, you
probably will, but you have to win."

"I'll do my
best. You just keep Tassin here until you see her banner. Don't let
her come rushing in there, no matter what you see or hear."

"I will," Tarl
said.

"I'm counting
on you. It's important."

"When have I
let you down?"

"You
haven't... yet."

Tarl added
wood to the fire. "I want you to know, I have only the greatest
admiration for you. You... you're a real good guy, better than me.
You should be proud of how far you've come, and how well you've
adjusted. I am."

"You make it
sound like you don't expect to see me after tomorrow."

"Who knows?
I'm not nearly indestructible, like you."

"And if
anything happens to Tassin, I'll kill you myself."

Tarl smiled.
"No, you won't, but don't worry, I'll look after her."

"You'd
better."

"Count on it.
Night bud." Tarl rose and thumped Sabre on the back hard enough to
make the cyber sway, then retreated quickly to the other side of
the fire, grinning.

Sabre
chuckled, shaking his head. "Pathetic."

 


 


Sabre crouched
behind a hedge at the bottom of the castle's eastern wall, gazing
up at the window high above. Dawn's first faint light brightened
the sky, and dew whitened the grass. A quartet of yawning,
bleary-eyed guards had wandered past a minute earlier, and the time
had come to scale the wall. Rising, he walked over to it and set
his fingers into the cracks between the stones, pulled himself up
and slipped the toes of his boots into more cracks. Using these,
and the tiny ledges made by protruding stones, he worked his way up
the wall, pressed against it.

When he
reached the window two storeys above, he swarmed over the ledge and
dropped down inside, where a pair of green velvet curtains
concealed him. The scanners showed two life signs in a four-poster
bed on the other side of the room, and another two outside the
suite’s main doors, detectable through the archway that led into
the lounge. The structural scanners mapped everything that was not
stone, which appeared as a green grid, impenetrable. Glad that
Dellon did not keep hounds in his room, Sabre opened the curtains a
crack and peered out at a spacious chamber. Tapestries and
portraits adorned its walls, and several rugs warmed the granite
floor. A carved wardrobe stood against one wall and a dressing
table with a lacy cloth on it, spread with pots and brushes, stood
against another. Sabre turned his attention to the bed's occupants.
A plump blonde girl lay beside the weedy nineteen-year-old King,
her arm flung across his narrow chest.

Sabre pushed
through the curtains and walked across the room on silent feet.
Bending, he pressed his fingers to the woman's throat. Her eyes
opened and widened before they glazed and closed again. Pulling her
arm off the youth’s chest, Sabre moved her aside and gripped
Dellon's throat, tightening his grip when the King woke with a
gasp.

"One sound,
and I cut off your air," he said.

Dellon gulped
and nodded, his brown eyes riveted to the brow band. His thin face
bore the pockmarks of a bad case of acne, and his frightened gasps
through his open mouth, with its full, slack lips, stank of
halitosis. He also honked of body odour, and the combined stenches
offended the cyber’s keen olfactory senses. He found it hard to
believe that this ill-washed youth was related to Tassin at all.
Sabre dragged him off the bed, discovering that he was naked with a
grunt of disgust. Drawing a laser, he held it up.

"Do you know
what this is?"

The youth
nodded.

"Good. Get
dressed."

Sabre released
him, and he grabbed a pair of royal blue velvet trousers off the
floor and pulled them on. When he had also donned a rather wrinkled
and smelly off-white shirt and royal blue jacket, the cyber stepped
closer and jabbed him in the chest with the laser.

"Let's go. You
tell the guards to stand down, and do exactly what I say, or you
die, got it?"

Dellon nodded,
and Sabre wondered why he was being so co-operative. It might be
cowardice, but it seemed too easy. Gripping the back of Dellon's
collar, he frog-marched him through the lounge and made him push
open the brass-hinged oak doors. They emerged into a narrow
corridor with bare grey stone walls, where the sleepy guards
snapped to attention, trying to salute and hang onto their spears
at the same time. The pair, clad in faded green and gold livery
under chain mail, their helmets bearing tufts of yellow feathers,
gaped at Sabre when he followed the King, reaching for their
swords.

"Hold!" Dellon
yelled, too loudly for Sabre's liking.

The guards
froze, and Sabre wondered if they were Tassin's men, or Dellon's.
"Queen Tassin has returned,” he informed them. “Spread the word,
and tell your comrades that if anyone tries to attack me, I'll kill
the King. All those who wish to keep their heads should reclaim
their loyalty to the Queen and help me take the castle. They'll be
rewarded. Go."

The soldiers
backed away, then loped off, their mail jingling. Sabre headed for
the broad staircase that ran down the wall on his right, trundling
Dellon along by his scruff, the laser pressed to the back of his
head. They encountered another two sentries at the bottom of the
staircase, whom he advised of the Queen's return and sent trotting
off to spread the news. Making his way through the grand,
banner-hung entrance hall, he headed for the tall doors that led
into the courtyard. The pair of sentries that guarded them pushed
open the portal at his command, retreating.

Emerging into
the cobbled courtyard, he glanced at the scanners. Fifteen men
patrolled the ten-metre tall battlements that enclosed the yard,
and a quartet guarded the main gates. A few spluttering torches
still burnt in wall sconces, but the sky had brightened to pale
pink. He could just make out the forms of the soldiers on the
battlements, and the cloth-draped laser cannons he had installed
four years ago. Dellon’s colours, a rampant yellow panther on a
green field, flew above the gatehouse, steps leading up to it.

Marching
Dellon to the middle of the courtyard, he stopped and shouted,
"Queen Tassin has returned! Make one hostile move, and Dellon dies.
Take down that flag and run up the Queen's colours, now!"

A full minute
of stunned silence fell before a man on the battlements went to the
main flagpole to take down Dellon's banner. Sentries emerged from
the gatehouse to gape at Sabre, and he pointed the laser at
them.

"Go and stand
over there by the wall. You men on the walls, come down and join
them."

They descended
the steps, one soldier trotting ahead towards a door on one side of
the courtyard.

"Stop!" Sabre
bellowed, and the man froze. "Where do you think you're going?"

"To fetch the
Queen's colours."

"Right. Make
it quick."

"Yes,
sir."

The man
vanished through the door, and the rest of the soldiers joined the
sentries, muttering. The man on the battlements struck Dellon's
colours and joined the group, and Sabre glanced around at the door
through which the other soldier had left, wishing he would hurry
up. The lack of resistance made him uneasy, and he wondered at
Dellon's continued silence. Was it possible that the skinny boy was
too cowardly to even protest, or was something else afoot?

Sabre waved
the laser at the soldiers. "One of you, open the gates."

A grizzled
veteran headed for gates, and Sabre jammed the laser's muzzle into
the side of Dellon's head, making him wince.

"The rest of
you, remove your swords and armour."

A sergeant
stepped forward. "Sir, we're the Queen's men. We'll help you."

The red light
that flashed in Sabre’s mind told him the man lied. He did not want
to reveal his ability to sense lies just yet, however. "Right, and
I should just take your word for it. Throw your weapons over there
by the wall, and be quick."

As the men
threw their weapons down with a clatter, the soldier returned with
a piece of cloth and trotted up to the battlements. The portcullis
rattled up, and Sabre glanced at the open gates, his brows drawing
together. Everything was going too smoothly, and his suspicion grew
more acute. No inkling of rebellion showed on the soldiers' faces;
not even a hint of resentment or anger, and the King was far too
compliant. Something was not right. If this was a trap, it was
quite an obvious one, but it could only be one if his hostage was
not Dellon. He shook the King and pressed the laser harder against
his head.

"You are
Dellon, aren't you?"

"Y-yes."

Sabre raised
his voice to address the soldiers. "Is this your King?"

They nodded,
and one replied, "Yes, sir."

The warning
light flashed in Sabre's mind again, and he swung towards the man
who stood by the flagpole, preparing to run up the Queen’s colours.
"Stop!"

The man
lowered the flag he held and stepped back, and Sabre cursed,
wondering what he was going to do now. They were all lying,
including the pimply youth he held hostage, who was probably the
cook's cousin. He had double checked by asking the men because the
youth's agitation was such that the cyber was unable to be certain
he was lying. Now he was sure. He was in a trap, but it was not
intended for him and would not spring until Tassin came, which she
would only do when her banner was raised. He shoved the scrawny
young man away and drew his other laser, wagging it at the
wide-eyed youth.

"You can go
and join them. I know you're all lying."

Sabre glanced
up at the battlements again, where the soldier was attaching
Tassin's flag to the lanyard. "Hey! You! Drop that and get down
here, now!"

The man
continued to tie the knot, fumbling in his haste. Sabre shot him,
and he collapsed with a grunt. Now Sabre would have to take the
castle on his own, or escape. He wondered how many men were hidden
in the fortress, cursing Dellon's duplicity. A great many men would
have to die, and he did not relish the prospect of killing them. If
he made his escape, however, Tassin would be in grave danger, for
Dellon would send troops to hunt her down and kill her. They would
be on the run again, back to the almost identical predicament they
had been in when they had fled from Torrian four years ago, only
now Sharmian would be doomed, too.

The plan to
take the King hostage had seemed like a good one, even though he
did not know what Dellon looked like. Tassin's description had been
detailed, and he had thought it would be enough. The youth he had
found in the King's bedchamber bore a close enough resemblance to
fool him, however. He should have asked him if he was the King,
then the cyber would have picked up on his lie, but he had gone on
the assumption that the youth in the King’s bed who matched his
description was the monarch. The cyber would have checked. Once
again, he had failed where the cyber would have succeeded, through
his human ability to make mistakes. He signalled to the soldier by
the gate, indicating that he should rejoin his fellows. Sabre kept
his weapons trained on the men, and waved them towards one of the
doorways that led off the courtyard.

"Get going,
inside."

Sabre needed
cover; he was too exposed in the open without a human shield.
Realising that someone else could run up the Queen's colours after
he had quit the courtyard, he wagged a laser at a man at the back
of the group.

"You! Go and
fetch that flag. Try to raise it, and you'll die like your friend.
Run!"

The soldier
raced up to the battlements, and Sabre watched him while the
scanners tracked the men who headed for the door. His heart rate
and breathing quickened, and a rush of adrenalin heated his muscles
and made his hands shake. The cyber’s battle schematics appeared in
his mind, mapping the courtyard and all the potential foes in it,
their weapons and the potential trajectories of missiles they might
fire. Twelve more life signs appeared, some on the battlements, who
must have emerged from the keep where the wall joined it. Others
appeared at windows and doors that faced the courtyard, and blue
lines on the cyber’s blueprint indicated their lines of fire. Sabre
shot the soldier who was heading for the flagpole, then dropped and
spun to strafe the new life signs as vicious hisses filled the air.
Arrows buzzed over his head, several hitting the soldiers behind
him, who scattered, racing for their weapons. Three of his shots
hit their targets, and two archers slumped in windows and one on
the battlements. Another volley hissed from the remaining men, and
Sabre dived aside.

Arrows
ricocheted off the cobbles beside him with tinny clinks as he hit
the ground and rolled, shooting five more men. Two bolts hit the
walls with crackling pops. Nine soldiers reclaimed their weapons
and charged him from behind. He spun, cutting them down with a
sweeping lash of blue light. Rolling to the wall, he jumped up and
ran towards a door, eager to quit the rain of arrows. A tug on his
arm told him that he had been hit, and he glanced down at the black
crossbow bolt that protruded from it. Ducking into the doorway, he
turned and fired at the flagpole, shearing it off with a sizzling
crack.

Pressing his
back to the wall just inside the door, he glanced up and down the
empty corridor. If none of the men in the courtyard were Tassin's,
it could only mean that Dellon had already incarcerated them. He
sprinted down the passage, heading for the dungeons. Any form of
reinforcement would do, even unarmed men. A man stepped out of a
doorway ahead and tried to ram a spear through his gut. Sabre leapt
over it, kicked downwards as he did so and snapped the shaft. He
fired point-blank at the soldier, blowing away his face an instant
before he hit him. The corpse sprawled, and Sabre sailed over it as
arrows hissed after him.

Three thudded
into his armoured back and one glanced off his scalp, ripping a
gash. Four men leapt out from behind a corner, swords raised. Sabre
jumped aside, aimed and snapped off four shots without thinking
about it. The cyber had started to override him, speeding up his
reactions to milliseconds as it spotted enemies and predicted their
movements. He let it guide him, shooting men who tried to charge
him from the side or leapt at him from doorways and corners. Arrows
whizzed past, and more thudded into his armour, one slicing through
the skin of his biceps.

Sabre leapt
down the dungeon stairs three at a time, the hail of arrows
momentarily cut off. A soldier thrust a sword at him from a
doorway, and the blade skittered off his abdominal armour. His
right hand snapped around and fired in the instant he passed the
door, felling the man. Two sentries waited at the bottom of the
steps, crossbows aimed. The bolts thudded into his chest armour,
and they fell as he fired. He reloaded and loped down the passage
to the cells.

Pausing
outside the first, he peered in through the barred window at the
top of the sturdy oak door. The shadowy forms of men moved about
inside, assuring him that it was occupied. The old-style lock
required a large key to draw back the thick bolt that fastened it,
and he had neither a key nor the time to find one or burn through
the door. The corridor was narrow, but he moved to the opposite
side of it and pushed off the wall. Reaching the door in a bound,
he leapt at it, channelling all his power and momentum into his
right leg. His foot hit the door square in the centre, smashing it
inwards with a terrific bang and clatter of splintered wood. A
dozen men gaped at him in the guttering light of a smutty torch,
several rubbing bruises where bits of the door had bounced off
them.

Sabre pointed
a laser at them. "Are you Queen Tassin's men?"

Most of them
nodded, and an officer, judging by his commanding demeanour and the
silver braid on his sleeves, stepped forward. "Has the Queen
returned?"

"Yes. Arm
yourselves and free the rest."

"She's truly
alive?"

"Yes, now
hurry up!"

The officer
glanced back. "The Queen!"

The men boiled
out and charged down the corridor to take the dead sentries’
weapons, and one dashed back with a bunch of keys to open the other
cells. Sabre leant against the wall to snap off the arrows that
protruded from his back. Blood ran down the side of his head and
dripped from his elbow, but neither wound was serious. His
bio-status was eighty-four per cent, still good. He cursed the
habit he had picked up from Tarl and pushed himself away from the
wall, heading for the stairs as more men emerged from the cells to
join him. He had to find Dellon.


 


 


 Chapter Fifteen

 


Tassin chewed
her lip as she stared at the distant castle. Her horse stamped and
tossed its head, champing at the bit. Tarl sat on his mount beside
her, both of them hidden just within the forest's bounds by a veil
of leaves. Her heart had leapt when Dellon's colours had fallen,
but the flagpole had remained bare and her tension had grown with
every passing moment. Then the popping cracks of distant laser
shots had reached them, and her heart had turned to lead. Something
had gone wrong yet again, and she longed to race to Sabre's aid.
Glancing at Tarl, she glimpsed the worry in his eyes before he
noticed her attention and cast her a confident smile.

"We must help
him," she said, frowning.

"Nope. We stay
here and wait. He's more than capable of dealing with a few
primitive soldiers."

"They have
laser cannons. They could use them against him."

Tarl shook his
head. "Sabre told me they face outwards, and can't be turned
around."

"That was four
years ago."

"Then they've
probably forgotten how to use them."

Tassin gazed
at the open gate, biting her lip again. A group of riders clattered
over the drawbridge, and Tarl cursed.

"We've got to
get out of here. They're coming for you."

"But Sabre
-"

"Bugger Sabre,
he can look after himself. I'm the one who has to look after you,
now come on!"

Tassin glared
at him. "I will not run like a coward."

"Damn, but
you're a stubborn bloody female! You can't take on that lot, and
they have orders to kill you on sight, I'll bet my left arm on it.
Let's go!"

The soldiers,
led by three armoured knights, thundered closer, and Tarl's horse
cavorted as he tugged on the reins. Tassin drew a laser from the
folds of her skirt, and he gaped at her.

She said, "We
can fight them. We have better weapons!"

"Where the
hell did you get that? Did Sabre give it to you? He's an idiot! Put
it away!"

"I will not
abandon him!"

Tarl reined
his horse closer and reached over to snatch the weapon from
her.

"Hey! Give
that back!" she yelled.

"No."

Tarl tucked
the laser into his waistband and grabbed her horse's reins,
ignoring her growl of rage. Yanking the beast's head around, he
spurred his mount into the woods. He angled away from the
approaching troops, who followed the path that led into the woods
further down. Tassin tried to pull her reins from his grip, jerking
her horse's mouth, and it half reared in protest. Tarl hung on.

"We have to
help him!" she shouted. "Let go!"

"No way. I
promised I'd keep you safe. If I don't, he'll kill me."

"If you don't
let go of my horse, I'll kill you!"

"I'll take my
chances."

A thud made
Tarl glance back, amazed to find that Tassin had jumped off her
horse. She scrambled to her feet and ran back towards the castle.
Tarl pulled his horse to a skidding halt and swung it around,
cantering after her. The Queen dodged behind a tree when he tried
to grab her, and he yanked his horse to a stop and jumped down. He
caught her as she made a dash for it, jerking her to a halt. She
slapped him, making his ear ring.

Tarl swore.
"What the hell do you think you're going to do, apart from get
yourself killed?"

"Help him! You
have a laser, you can help him too!"

"He doesn't
need our help!" Tarl glanced around and cursed as the horses
galloped off after the mounted group that had vanished into the
forest down the road. "Great! Now we're on foot, being chased by
mounted soldiers!"

Tassin tried
to pull free, but he hung on, twisting her arm until she hissed
with pain.

"Let me go!
When Sabre hears of this, you'll be sorry!"

"I'll be even
sorrier if you get killed. Come on, we've got to hide."

"I will not
hide like some -" Tassin broke off as he swung away, dragging her
after him.

"They'll
backtrack those horses right to us. We need to get away from here,
and fast," he said.

"Let me go,
you oaf!"

Tarl hauled
her through the forest, and she cursed as she tripped over roots
and was forced to duck under branches. Soon she panted, and he
glanced back as hoof beats approached. He looked around and headed
for a huge, spreading oak whose knobbly, twisted trunk offered easy
access to its branches. Stopping beside it, he yanked her closer
and tried to shove her up the tree, but she fought him, kicking his
shins. He swore as her fingernails raked his cheek, then slapped
her, making her gasp.

"How dare
you?" she demanded.

"Get up the
bloody tree, or I'll knock you out and carry you!"

She raked him
with a scornful look. "You couldn't!"

Realising that
she was probably right, Tarl gripped her waist and flung her up the
tree, forcing her to grab it. He scrambled up after her, shoving
her from behind. Tassin squeaked in outrage at his rough handling,
but could not turn back while he pushed her, and he forced her to
scramble into the branches.

When they were
high enough that the lower branches hid them from view, Tarl found
a fork and wedged himself into it, pulled Tassin close and clamped
a hand over her mouth. She clawed at his fingers, mumbling muffled
curses. He caught her hands and pinned them to her waist in a
crushing grip, holding his breath as the cavalrymen passed
below.

 


****

 


Sabre headed
along a corridor towards a thudding sound, rounding a corner to
find a group of Tassin's soldiers trying to break down a stout
door. They used a wooden statue as a battering ram, and bits of its
smashed head littered the floor. Not bothering to waste time asking
what was inside, Sabre fired at the lock, then kicked the door open
to reveal a room full of swords and armour. The men crowded in,
grabbing weapons, and he left them to it, continuing his search for
Dellon. There was an unpleasant possibility that the King had left
with Torrian, but he doubted it.

A man leapt
from a doorway beside him and tried to impale him with a sword.
Sabre smashed him aside with a back-handed blow, the soldier's
helmet saving him from a crushed skull. The sound of running,
booted feet made Sabre swing around and raise his lasers. The group
of Tassin's men that had armed itself from the armoury appeared
around the corner, and he lowered his weapons as the soldiers ran
up to him.

"Sir," the
sergeant who led them said. "What do you want us to do?"

"Kill as many
of Dellon's men as you can, or imprison them. Do you know where the
King is?"

The officer
shook his head. "Where's the Queen?"

"Waiting in
the forest until it's safe. Is Dellon in the castle?"

"Yes sir, as
far as I know, but we've been locked up since Torrian left."

"If you find
him, bring him to me."

"Yes,
sir."

The sergeant
ordered his men to follow him, and most of them ran off with him,
leaving four, who eyed Sabre. The cyber turned and continued down
the corridor, the soldiers following. He glimpsed a battle raging
in the courtyard through the windows, the air abuzz with arrows. A
surprising number of Tassin's men had been in the dungeons, and,
now armed, put up a good fight. Sabre headed for the throne room,
where he hoped to find Dellon hiding.

The structural
scanners mapped the new corridors as he passed along them, adding
them to the map the cyber had from the last time he had been here.
This appeared to be a little-used part of the castle, the rooms
filled with dusty furnishings, ornaments and long forgotten coats
of arms. According to the cyber's old map, the throne room was
beyond the wall ahead, but when he reached it there was no door. He
cursed, glancing around.

"You have to
go around, sir," one of soldiers who followed him said, nodding to
his right.

Sabre headed
in that direction, brushing aside a curtain to enter yet another
dusty room. This one had many tarnished shields on the walls, and a
door on his left. He strode over to it, then paused. Beyond was the
throne room, and a trap if Dellon was in there. He checked his
lasers, ejected the half-charged crystals and reloaded. According
to the scanners, five men stood on the other side of the door, but
the stone walls hid the rest of the room. He glanced at the four
soldiers, wishing he had more men with him, then scanned the door,
which was unlocked. Doubtless the armed men within were waiting for
him to walk into their trap.

Retreating a
few paces, he considered the solid, brass bound door. If he opened
it and walked in, the men inside would certainly ambush him. He
needed the element of surprise, and for that, he had to make a
sudden entrance. Tassin’s soldiers looked puzzled by his antics,
swapping bemused glances. Sabre charged the door and leapt. His
boots hit it with a tremendous bang and smashed it down with a
screech of tearing wood. It bounced as it hit the floor,
disintegrating into thick planks that bounced away. Sabre landed
running, then dropped and rolled as swords swished over his head
and crossbow bolts buzzed past. He leapt up, spinning to scan the
room. Dozens of armoured knights closed in on him with naked
swords. He dropped and rolled again, raised his lasers and snapped
off a series of rapid shots. The knights' armour absorbed the
bolts, glowing spots appearing on it, and he switched his targets
from chests to heads, since the helmets' metal was thinner. Two
knights collapsed, tugging off their helms, the rest came on
undeterred.

The four
soldiers who had followed him in went down under the scything
blades within minutes, making him wish he had sent them for
reinforcements instead. Sabre rolled and ducked to avoid the
slashing weapons and snapped off shots that brought grunts of pain.
He jumped up as several swords whistled towards him. One bounced
off his thigh armour, making him stagger. Spotting the throne
nearby, he shot the two knights who blocked his path and sprang
onto the back of it, firing into the crowd. One laser died, and he
tossed it aside, then the other went dead two shots later. He flung
it in a knight’s face and dived at him, bearing him to the ground
with a metallic crash.

Sabre smashed
his fist into the knight's visor, dented it and knocked the man
unconscious. Twisting as swords stabbed down at him, he wrenched
the weapon from the knight's lax fingers and raised it to parry a
blow aimed at his neck. A ring of steel-clad brawn closed in, and
he turned to deflect blades with showers of sparks.

A sword hacked
into the armour on his back, almost thrusting him onto a blade. He
smashed the weapon aside, swung and charged the men beside him.
Leaping high, he plunged his sword into a knight's throat, and he
went down with a great clatter. Sabre jumped over the body and onto
the throne again, gaining a height advantage. Weapons slashed at
his legs, forcing him to jump over them, balanced on the throne's
arm.

According to
the scanners, twenty-seven knights surrounded him, and he had only
killed five so far. With a cyber's prodigious, spring-loaded grace,
he leapt over the warriors and backed away as they came after him,
thrusting his sword into any weakness. Some tried to circle behind
him, but he speeded up his retreat towards the far wall, foiling
them. They broke into a rattling run, and Sabre turned and sprinted
for the wall. Running up it, he pushed himself off and performed a
graceful somersault, landing behind his foes. He cut two down
before the rest swung and charged him again. Sabre turned and
ran.

 


****

 


Tarl gazed
down at the troops who milled below, his hand clamped over the
furious Queen's mouth. The men had returned a few minutes earlier,
and searched the ground for tracks. Soon they would realise he was
up the tree, and then there would be trouble. Tassin squirmed,
forcing him to tighten his grip.

He bent to
whisper in her ear, "They're going to find us. When they do, I'm
going to let you go and use my laser. You climb higher up the tree.
They probably have crossbows. I'll give you your laser then,
okay?"

Tassin nodded,
mumbling, but he kept his hand over her mouth. There was still a
slight chance that the soldiers would not spot them, and he did not
want to make their discovery a certainly by letting Tassin give
them away. Some of the men dismounted to examine the ground,
approaching the tree, then looked up, peering through the leaves.
He froze, not daring to breathe, his grip on the Queen tightening
again.

One of the
knights pointed and yelled, and Tarl cursed. Releasing Tassin, he
boosted her up the tree, freeing his hands to reach for the lasers
in his belt. He thrust one at her, then turned to fire at the men
below. Two fell with choked grunts, and a couple of crossbow bolts
hissed past. Blue fire strafed the soldiers from above as Tassin
fired, and three more men fell. Tarl scrambled further up the tree,
seeking shelter amongst its branches. A tug on his leg made him sag
and grip the branch. He shoved Tassin higher, climbing after
her.

Settling into
another fork, he fired again, the laser bolts searing through the
leaves. More blue fire hissed from above, and yells of pain came
from below. Tarl fingered the back of his leg. A quarrel protruded
from it, and his hand came away bloody. Hoping that he was not
going to bleed to death, he fired at the men again as one tried to
climb up after them. The soldier fell with a cry when a laser bolt
hit him in the chest, and another collapsed in a heap as his head
exploded in a red mist.

 


 


Sabre sprang
onto the throne again, swinging his sword in a flashing arc that
hit a knight on the helm with a clang, sending him staggering. Cuts
oozed on his arms and thighs where blades had caught him while he
moved amongst them with a cyber's peerless speed. The cyber guided
him, projecting potential sword strokes and warning of danger
behind him. The number of knights had dwindled to twenty-two, and
some were injured. Their armour made them cumbersome, but also hard
to hurt. Two had the imprint of his boot indented in their chest
armour where he had kicked them, lifting them off their feet with
the force of his blow. Whereas an unarmoured man would have died,
however, they had recovered and rejoined the fight.

A glance
inward at his bio-status found that it had dropped to seventy-five
per cent. He was still convinced one of the knights was Dellon, but
there was no way to tell which. Sweat ran down him inside his
armour, mingling with blood from the cuts on his neck and arms to
drip from his elbows and wrists. Steam rose from him in the chill
air. His core temperature was a hundred and four degrees. He spun
as a sword slashed at his legs, jumped over it and rammed his blade
into the chest of a knight beside him, shearing through the man's
armour with a metallic shriek.

The knight
collapsed, pulling Sabre off the throne. He yanked the sword free
with another screech of tortured steel, dropped and rolled to his
feet beside a knight, punching him in the face. The helm's visor
bent, and the man stumbled back with a grunt. Concern for Tassin
gnawed at Sabre. He longed to quit the battle to search for her,
but that meant abandoning the castle to Dellon. The usurper king’s
soldiers were undoubtedly aware of her presence in the forest
outside by now, and probably searched for her. If they captured
her, the conflict would be lost. A sword clanged against the side
of his head, making stars burst in his eyes. He sidestepped a blade
that skimmed past his ribs, his armour now tattered and dented.

Battle sounds
still came from the courtyard, and he wondered who was winning. He
parried a blade aimed at his neck and ducked under another. Jumping
sideways, he drove his sword into the armpit of a knight who made
the mistake of exposing his flank. The man went down, and Sabre
yanked the bloody weapon out to slash at a knight behind him and
parry a stab at his back. He kicked a man in front of him in the
crotch. The metal codpiece dented with a bong, and the man reeled
away, roaring with pain. Sabre hoped it was Dellon.

Spinning, he
chopped at a man's neck, shearing through the chain mail to slice
open his jugular in a spray of blood. Realising that his sword had
become blunt, he bent to wrench a fresh one from a dead fist,
dropping the battered weapon. The cyber flashed a warning, and he
sprang aside as two armoured giants charged him, trying to crush
him between them. Another sword bounced off his neck. He ducked and
spun, but space to manoeuvre was becoming scarce as the knot of
knights dwindled, tightening the ring around him. He punched a
knight in the crotch, and the man stumbled back with a strangled
howl. The problem with a suit of armour was that it did not allow a
man to protect that vital area, and armour was not much good
against a cyber.

Sabre charged
into the gap, performed a handspring and landed on his feet outside
the ring of knights, but dropped his sword in the process. He
scooped up another fallen weapon as the knights charged again,
skipped back and ran at the wall. Once more he sailed over their
heads, staggering a little on landing as his knees almost buckled.
He glanced at his bio-status, which had dropped to sixty-nine per
cent. Blood ran from shallow wounds on his arms and legs, weakening
him, and he wondered if he was going to be able to defeat the
fifteen steel-clad warriors who still faced him.

They were
tiring too, and some swayed with exhaustion. A few quit the battle
to rest, leaning on their swords. While they were able to fight him
in relays, however, he had not stopped moving since he had kicked
down the door. Still, they were slowing, which compensated somewhat
for his increasing fatigue. Blood slimed the floor and splattered
the walls, ran down priceless tapestries and soaked ornate carpets.
Tassin's throne had several deep cuts in it where swords had missed
him and chopped deep into the black wood.

The knights
charged him with a roar, and once more he sprinted across the room,
heading for the opposite wall. The cyber flashed a warning as he
ran up it, and too late he realised that a chain ran from it to the
vast chandelier in the centre of the throne room. By that time he
was airborne, and he twisted, cat-like, tucking up his legs. The
chain clipped one of his boots and sent him spinning. He crashed to
the floor, banged his head and wrenched his arm as he landed on one
shoulder. The sword clattered from his hand as his arm went
numb.

The knights
closed in as he regained his feet with an agile twist, stars
flashing in his eyes. His right arm hung useless, and he kicked a
metal-clad giant, sending him stumbling back with a foot-shaped
dent in his armour. A knight tried to skewer Sabre from behind, and
he flung himself forwards. Catching himself on his left hand, he
kicked the man in the chest and sent him sprawling with a great
crash, noting that his bio-status was now sixty-one per cent.

 


****

 


Tassin peered
through the leaves, spotted a movement and fired. A man collapsed
with a cough. As far as she could tell, only two men remained, and
a hot blue flash from below felled one of them. The survivor
spurred his horse and galloped away. Tarl glanced up at her, his
face pale and drawn, his eyes filled with pain. Although she was
still furious with him, concern shot through her.

He forced a
weak smile. "That was the last of them. We're okay."

"Are you
hurt?"

He nodded,
groping around the back of his thigh. "Got a bolt. It's bleeding
bad."

"Let's get out
of this damned tree."

Tassin tucked
her laser into her tunic pocket and scrambled down to him,
concerned afresh by his haggard appearance.

He managed a
lopsided smile. "Damn, this hurts like hell. I don't know how Sabre
does it, I really don't."

"Come on;
climb down so I can have a look at it."

Tarl groaned
and eased himself out of the fork, wincing and grimacing as he
descended, favouring his injured leg. On the forest floor, he sank
down, holding his leg up so the bolt did not touch the ground.
Tassin landed beside him, glancing around. Two of the soldiers'
horses stood a short distance away, their reins snagged on a bush.
Approaching Tarl, she peered under his leg.

"Lie on your
stomach, I can't see." Tarl rolled over with another groan, and
Tassin eyed the quarrel. "I should pull it out, then I can bandage
it."

"No way, I'll
bet that thing's got a barbed head."

"Maybe not. It
has to come out, and the sooner the better."

"If it's
barbed, it's only going to do more damage."

Tassin went
over to a corpse and searched it, found a pouch of slim bolts and
held one up for Tarl to see. "No barbs. They're hunting
quarrels."

"Okay. It's
still going to hurt like hell."

"Don't be such
a sissy. Sabre would pull it out himself."

"Sabre's a
goddamned cyber."

"He still
feels pain."

"Of course he
does, but he's used to it."

Tassin
squatted beside him. "Do you really think a person can get used to
pain?"

"To a certain
extent, yes."

"Well then,
it's time you experienced some, then you'll know a little of what
those poor cybers suffered at your hands."

Tarl grimaced.
"You're a heartless cow."

"It's going to
hurt even more if I leave it in."

"Okay, okay,
just make it quick."

Tassin used a
scrap of cloth cut from one of the dead men's tunics to grip the
blood-slimed bolt, and jerked it out. Tarl let out a blood-curdling
howl that made the horses shy, and Tassin stared at him in
amazement.

"You truly are
a coward."

"Let me stick
that in you and pull it out, then we'll see how much noise you
make," he said, gasping.

"I have seen
Sabre bear far more pain than that without as much as a groan."

"Like I said,
he's a bloody cyber. He's suffered since he was a child."

She nodded.
"Torturers." Cutting a dead soldier's shirt into strips, she bound
Tarl's thigh, ignoring his groans, gritted teeth and grimaces. Then
she caught the horses and led them back to him.

"Now we're
going to the castle to see what's happened to Sabre, whether you
like it or not. I want see that he's okay."

"Only if your
flag is flying."

"Even if it's
not. He might need our help."

"No, you
can't. If you go charging in there you might make it worse for him.
If Dellon takes you hostage, it's over."

She glowered
at him. "I won't leave him there to die if I can help him."

"But if -"

"Enough! I'm
going, with or without you."

Tarl groaned
and shook his head. "He'll kill me."

"Get on the
damned horse."

"Tassin -"

"Now!"

Tarl sighed
and climbed to his feet, hopping. It took almost half an hour to
get him into the saddle, and Tassin knew he was being deliberately
difficult, to buy time. Her concern for Sabre burnt in her heart
like a hot coal, and she almost abandoned the cyber tech. When at
last he was on the horse, she mounted and cantered back the way
they had come, Tarl grunting and groaning at every jolting stride.
Tassin paused at the edge of the forest to study her castle. The
flagpole was gone, but the gates stood open and black smoke rose
from some of the keep’s windows in lazy coils. Dread clutched her
heart at the fortress’ ominous stillness.

Tarl gazed at
it with narrowed eyes. "Well, the battle seems to be over. But who
won?"

"You said
Sabre would win."

"He should
have."

"So let's go
and see."

Tassin spurred
her horse towards the drawbridge, and Tarl groaned as his mount
raced after her.


 


 


 Chapter Sixteen

 


Sabre raised
an aching arm and thrust it into the chest of a swaying knight,
making the man step back. Two more moved closer with plodding
steps, reaching for him. He tried to avoid them, but his legs
buckled and he fell to his knees. His bio-status was at forty-two
per cent, and a red warning light flashed deep in his mind. Only
four of the beefy knights remained on their feet. Several groaned
and twitched on the floor, too weak to rise while burdened with
armour; the others lay still in blood pools. One knight stood
behind the three. Sabre groped for a sword with his left hand, his
right arm still numb.

"Hold him,"
the fourth knight said in a rasping voice. He pulled off his helmet
to reveal the thin, pockmarked face of a weedy nineteen-year-old
youth who matched Tassin's description perfectly, his lank brown
hair plastered to his scalp with sweat. His armour bore hardly any
damage, indicating that he had abstained from most of the conflict,
and had probably only darted in occasionally for a stab at Sabre
before retreating again.

Sabre raised
his head to glare at him. "Dellon."

"King Dellon,
commoner scum."

"Dellon the
dolt," Sabre bowed his head and chuckled.

A knight
kicked away the sword the cyber reached for, and another hauled him
to his knees. After he had lost the use of his right arm, the
combat had continued in close-quarter fighting. He had dispatched
seven more knights with his feet and a left-handed sword, but it
had cost him dearly. Bruises ached all over him from where he had
rolled across the floor or dived aside, some from the hefty punches
knights had occasionally landed, as well as sword strokes that had
bounced off his armour. Blood ran from fresh cuts on his neck and
arms. His bio-status was ticking down rapidly; already it had
dropped to forty-one per cent. All his reserves had been used up,
and blood loss drained much of his remaining strength.

Dellon hefted
his sword as the knights dragged Sabre closer, making pain shoot
from his injured shoulder. He turned his head towards the one on
his right, mumbling. The man leant closer in a natural reaction,
and Sabre head-butted him in the side of his helmet, left an oblong
dent and sent him staggering away. The third knight stepped up to
take his place, and Dellon approached.

"So, warrior
mage, at last you are defeated."

Sabre raised
his head and smiled. "It cost you, though."

Dellon glanced
around. "Indeed. But it was worth it. With you gone, Tassin is at
my mercy, and will meet my sword's blade soon enough."

"A nice cousin
you are."

"I am the
King! She abandoned us. She has no right to return now!"

"She came to
save me, and she has more courage than you and all your cronies put
together."

Dellon
snorted, walking around to stand beside Sabre. "She should not have
wasted her time, then."

Sabre twisted
his neck to keep Dellon in sight. "You think you can chop my head
off, huh?"

"You think I
cannot?"

"I'll bet
you're going to have a jolly good try."

"You are not
invincible."

"Nope, but I
am pretty well bloody indestructible."

Dellon raised
the sword. "We shall see. Hold him."

The knights
forced Sabre to bow down, twisted his arms behind his back and
caused fresh pain to lance from his shoulder, which he suspected
was broken. He sagged as a wave of weakness washed over him. His
bio-status had dropped to thirty-nine per cent. The strange thing
was, he mused dully, his bio-status would continue to fall even
though he was no longer exerting himself. He had burnt up all his
fuel, as well as most of his reserves. He was burning muscle tissue
now, and, as a consequence, his condition would continue to worsen
for a while yet. The knights cursed and held him up.

Dellon swung
his sword high. As he brought the blade whistling down, a scream
echoed around the room. The sword hit the back of Sabre's neck and
bounced off, smashing his face into the ground. The impact jarred
the hilt from Dellon's hands, and the weapon hit the floor with a
shrill clatter. Stars swirled in Sabre's eyes, blinding him. The
brow band had taken the brunt of the impact, and he recognised the
anguished voice that cried his name from the courtyard door.

"Energy
burst," he muttered.

A surge of
strength suffused him as the cyber dumped adrenalin into his
system. His bio-status shot up to forty-two per cent, and he
wrenched his left arm free. Rising to his feet, he punched Dellon
in the face. The Prince crashed to the floor, and soldiers boiled
into the throne room, surrounding Sabre. He recognised some of them
from the dungeons, and knew he could relax. They were Tassin's men.
The energy burst was used up, and his bio-status plummeted to
thirty-five per cent. Sabre fell to his knees and sank back on his
haunches, his head bowed. He swayed, then keeled over on his
back.

 


 


Tassin ran
towards Sabre, Tarl overtaking her at a spritely hobble, muttering
curses. Her men went over to disarm the three swaying knights.
Tassin fell to her knees in the blood as Tarl felt for the pulse in
the cyber's neck, his brows knotted.

"His
heartbeat's still over two hundred. He must have lost a lot of
blood." He peered at the brow band. "He's unconscious, and probably
in the red."

Tassin gazed
at Sabre's peaceful, blood-splattered face. Blood oozed from cuts
on his arms, legs and neck, and his armour was sliced and dented.
Tarl shouted for bandages, and a soldier ran out. Tassin glanced
around at the carnage in her throne room. Her eyes flinched from
the sprays of blood on the walls and hangings. Crimson pools spread
across the floor, and armour-clad bodies lay sprawled in them.

She counted
the corpses. "He defeated twenty-three knights."

Tarl looked at
her. "Something must have happened. He shouldn't be in this
state."

"Dellon tried
to cut his head off."

The ex-cyber
tech chuckled. "That was pretty dumb of him."

"The sword...
bounced off."

Tarl nodded
and lifted Sabre, revealing a deep, oozing cut on the back of his
neck. A gleam of gold winked through the blood in it. "You can't
behead a cyber."

"Will he be
all right?"

"Sure, he just
needs a lot of stitches and rest. I wish I had a drip and some
medications, but he'll recover without them. He won't be of any use
to you for a while, though."

"I don't care
about that," Tassin said. "The castle is taken. He will not have to
fight again."

Tarl examined
Sabre's shoulder, probed the joint and lifted his arm to rotate it.
"That's what the problem was. He's broken his shoulder."

"He was
fighting with only one arm?"

"Yeah. I don't
know for how long, though."

Tassin rose to
her feet and called her captain, ordering a stretcher. The soldier
returned with bandages, and Tarl bound Sabre's wounds before the
cyber was carried to a bedchamber, Tarl limping beside him.

The Queen
turned to her captain. “Send messengers to my generals in Torrian's
army, commanding them to turn against the King and fight on
Sharmian's side. Also, send messengers to all of my loyal lords and
ask for soldiers to defend my castle.”

The captain
bowed and ran off, shouting at his men. Tassin trotted after the
stretcher, catching up as they lifted Sabre onto a sumptuous
four-poster bed in one of the more luxurious bedchambers.

The soldiers
left, and Tassin perched on the edge of the bed to gaze at Sabre
while Tarl continued his examination.

"How is he
doing?"

Tarl shot her
an amused glance. "Much the same as he was five minutes ago. He's
in shock, and the cyber's compensating. Right now it's dumping
blood from his liver and scrubbing adrenalin from his system to
slow his heart. That will cause his blood pressure to drop, but it
will also slow the drain on his resources. When it's done all it
can, I think it'll shut down."

She eyed the
flashing control unit. Most of the lights were red. "It did once
before, when he was still enslaved by it. He was in a terrible
fight, and afterwards all the lights went off for more than a
week."

"Yeah, well,
this time he'll wake up when he's ready, not when that damned thing
decides the host has recovered sufficiently to be a useful tool
again."

"You're sure
he's going to be all right?"

Tarl nodded,
frowning. "I wish I had the equipment to monitor him, though, and
the drugs to speed up his healing. His shoulder might be
permanently damaged without regeneration agents."

"That was his
last battle."

"Still, when
Fairen comes to visit I'm going to ask him for a few things. Sabre
won't want to have a shoulder that's stiff and aches for the rest
of his life, will he?"

She shook her
head. "You must fix it."

"I will." He
glanced at her, his fingers on Sabre's pulse. "How goes your
war?"

She sighed. "I
have sent messages. Now it just remains to be seen who will obey my
orders."

 


****

 


Sabre drifted
back to consciousness, becoming aware that he lay on a soft bed,
sheets covering him. His shoulder ached, and tingles of pain came
from his arms and thighs. His head pounded and his neck throbbed.
He consulted the cyber's data, which informed him that his
bio-status was at forty-nine per cent. An amber warning light
flashed, indicating dehydration. His tongue was stuck to the roof
of his mouth, and he swallowed, grimacing as he tasted bile.

Opening his
eyes, he stared at the swathes of rich blue cloth above him,
letting his gaze drift down to the carved wooden posts that held it
up, then over to a hunched form beside his bed. Tarl sat in a
cushioned chair with his chin sunk on his chest, his eyes closed.
He shifted, and a soft snore escaped him. Late afternoon sunlight
poured in through the windows of a sumptuous bed chamber, gilding
ornate carved furniture and thick woollen rugs. Gold-framed
portraits and landscapes hung on the grey stone walls, and a breeze
swayed the heavy blue velvet curtains that framed the tall
diamond-paned windows.

"Tarl." It
emerged as a whisper, and Sabre coughed, trying to summon some spit
into his mouth. "Tarl."

The cyber
tech's eyes opened, then his head jerked up and he winced, rubbing
his neck. He glanced at Sabre and smiled. "You're awake."

"No kidding. I
need some water."

Tarl poured a
cup full, and Sabre pushed himself up against the mound of cushions
behind him, taking it from Tarl when he would have held it to the
cyber's lips.

"I don't need
you to damn well feed me, you moron."

"Bud, you lost
a hell of a lot of blood."

Sabre drained
the cup and held it out. "You don't say? More. Where's Tassin?"

Tarl refilled
the cup. "Attending to affairs of state. Seems she's going to be
busy for a while, sorting out Torrian's mess."

"And
Torrian?"

"She sent a
message to her generals in his army. Won’t be long before he’s
defeated and captured, then Sharmian will bring him here in
chains."

"That should
be good."

The ex-tech
leant closer, his eyes on the brow band. "How do you feel?"

"Forty-nine
per cent."

"That's not
what I asked."

"But it's what
you wanted to know."

Tarl sighed.
"A simple 'fine', or 'okay' would have done."

"How about
'shitty'?"

"That will
do."

Sabre glanced
down at the cast on his shoulder and right arm, which was strapped
to his chest. "You like tying me up, don't you?"

"You have a
broken shoulder, bud."

"Ah, I thought
it felt a bit funny."

"A bit
funny?"

"Yeah, it
didn't work too well for the second half of the fight."

Tarl shook his
head. "What happened?"

"A
miscalculation." Sabre drained the cup and held it out again.

Tarl refilled
it. "What happened?"

"I did a
wall-walk with a backflip and hit an overhead cable."

"And you
landed on your shoulder."

"Yeah, and my
head, but that bounced."

Tarl snorted
and chuckled.

Sabre sipped
the water. "How bad is it?"

"Hard to tell
without x-rays, but pretty bad, I reckon."

"I bet you can
fix it with a screwdriver and a pair of pliers."

"No, I would
need regeneration drugs and monitoring equipment."

"Right." Sabre
held out the empty cup once more. "I'll ask Fairen to drop some
off."

Tarl refilled
the cup. "That would be great."

"I’m
kidding."

"I'm not.
Without the drugs, you may have permanent damage, scarring and a
constant ache there, as well as loss of movement and strength. You
may even lose some hand function."

"I'm not going
to bug Fairen. Besides, I'm done with fighting."

"Fairen
wouldn't mind, and you won't like being a cripple."

Sabre sipped
the water. "Okay, I'll ask him."

"Good." Tarl
glanced at the brow band again. "The cyber shut down for six days;
had me a bit worried. It rebooted yesterday, but it didn't try to
take over again, did it?"

"Nope. Those
shiny girls fixed it good. So I've been out for a week?"

"Yeah. You
needed the rest."

"No wonder I'm
so damned thirsty."

"If I'd had a
drip...."

Sabre sighed.
"You can bring me some painkillers. I have one hell of a
headache."

"Right." Tarl
left, returning a minute later with two pills from the cyber's
medical kit. Sabre took them, then handed him the empty cup and
slid down in the bed, closing his eyes.

"Thanks. Now
you can piss off and let me get some sleep. The cyber flashes a
warning light when you're around. Cyber techs set off all my
alarms."


"Bullshit."

Sabre
smiled.

 


 


When Sabre
woke again, the room was dark and he was alone, and he used the
bracelet to send a brief message to Fairen.

The cyber’s
chronometer told him it was almost midday, local time, when Tarl
woke him up to inform him that a pile of equipment had materialised
in a field close to the castle during the night. A squad of
soldiers had hauled it into one of the disused rooms, where the
ex-cyber tech had spent three hours setting it up. Tarl led him to
the freshly scrubbed room, where a faint scent of antiseptic hung
in the air. A sheet of plasfoam covered the floor, and a squat
machine he recognised as a control unit interface and scanner stood
beside a modern, moulded plastic bench-like bed. A trolley held an
assortment of syringes, drugs and instruments, and five floating
globes provided light. Sabre lay down, and Tarl hooked up his
equipment, totally engrossed.

Sabre watched
him hum around the room, adjust cables and plug equipment into a
neosin power pack by the wall.

"Back in your
element, aren't you, bud? Another cyber to fix."

Tarl
approached the bed, a cable in one hand. "I could always leave you
a cripple."

"Nah, you'd
never do that. Can't stand to see high-tech machinery damaged, can
you?"

Tarl sat on
the stool beside the bed, putting down the cable. "If high-tech
machinery was all you were, I'd shut you down and stuff you in a
damned cupboard, you annoying bastard. And you want to be fixed,
otherwise you wouldn't have asked Fairen to send this stuff."

"You're right,
I do. Why be crippled, when with a few injections and some electric
shocks I can be as good as new?"

Tarl plugged
the end of the cable into the cyber's access port. "Lucky for you.
Pity I can't upload a new personality while I'm at it."

Sabre
chuckled, and Tarl turned to the monitor, tapped some keys and read
the information that scrolled up the screen.

"Okay, well,
you're at fifty-one per cent now -"

"I know
that."

"Right." Tarl
tapped some more keys, and frowned. "Uh oh..."

"What?"

"According to
this, the cyber is registered to Myon Two."

"Yeah, those
bastards changed it."

"Doesn't seem
like a good idea to me."

"So change
it."

Tarl shook his
head. "I can't. I'd need the super user codes for this control
unit."

Sabre frowned.
"Then I'll change it."

Tarl shot him
a surprised look. "Can you do that?"

Sabre closed
his eyes, concentrating on the cyber's database. It appeared in the
darkness of his mind, and he ordered it to purge the data. The
information scrolled up, the registered owner's field now blank. It
scrolled up again, and the control unit's serial number was blank.
It scrolled up once more, and all the control codes and passwords
were gone, leaving the entire registration database empty.

"Wow," Tarl
muttered.

Sabre opened
his eyes. "How's that?"

Tarl stared at
the monitor, which displayed the same information Sabre had just
seen in his mind. "Bloody amazing."

"Now no part
of me belongs to anyone else."

"Great. Let's
get you fixed up then."

Tarl attached
a drip to Sabre's arm and injected it with several drugs, which he
said were vitamins, DNA-activating agents to speed up his healing,
and a mild sedative. Tarl cut away the cast and undid the
strapping, and Sabre closed his eyes while the tech worked. He
opened them again when Tarl swung the arm of a squat instrument
next to his stool over the cyber's shoulder and peered through the
round lens on the end of it.

"Yep, it's
broken all right," he said. "Smashed, in fact. Worse than I
thought. The ball of the joint is snapped off. The barrinium
doesn't extend to the end of it. It's one of the weaknesses R and D
was never able to fix. They would have had to replace the entire
joint, which would have cost too much. The shaft is broken into
three, no, four pieces. You must have fallen on it really
hard."

Sabre stared
at the ceiling. "Not really. I only fell about four metres. It was
just the awkwardness of it, and the angle."

"You didn't
break your fall with your arms?"

"Couldn't. I
hit the floor almost head first, and I was spinning."

"Right. Well
it's a good thing you asked Fairen to send this stuff, otherwise
you'd be permanently crippled."

Sabre closed
his eyes. "Just fix it."

Tarl pulled
the equipment trolley to the side of the bed and filled syringes,
laying them out in a row. "The ligaments are torn as well, so I'm
going to have to do two lots of regeneration agents, one for the
bones and one for the ligaments. You really need an operation; some
of those chips are floating."

"Check my neck
too, will you? It twinges."

Tarl moved the
disk-lens, frowning. "Yeah, you've cracked two vertebrae." He moved
the lens again. "And your collar bone. You did a good job."

Sabre sighed
as a wave of lethargy washed over him, from the sedative, he
assumed. Tarl picked up a syringe and pushed the needle into
Sabre's shoulder, peering through the lens as he guided it to the
damaged area.

 


 


Tarl watched
the dark fluid seep into Sabre's joint, amazed that the cyber did
not even flinch as he probed deeper with the needle, injecting two
more damaged areas. The syringe emptied, and he pulled the needle
out, picking up another full one. The regeneration drug would only
remain active for about five minutes, and the shocks had to be
given during that time. He pumped the drug into two more damaged
areas, then picked up a syringe containing the bone regeneration
drug and probed into the cracked areas, hoping the floating bits
would rejoin when he administered the shocks. Sabre appeared to
have fallen asleep, and he injected a second dose. He picked up the
tiny paddles and placed them against the cyber's shoulder, shocking
the joint.

When he had
given the requisite three shocks, he glanced at Sabre. The cyber's
eyes were open, and he stared at the ceiling again with a dull,
blank look. Tarl examined the joint with the lens, finding that
ninety per cent of the damage was repaired, then started on Sabre's
neck. He marvelled afresh at how the cyber lay there without a word
of complaint or any sign of pain while he stuck the big needles
deep into the cracks in his bones, then shocked the area again.
When he had fixed the broken collar bone, Tarl examined the rest of
his patient, who had hairline cracks in his hand and finger bones,
doubtless from punching armour-clad knights. More hairline
fractures ran through the bones of his feet, and one toe was
broken.

Tarl filled
another syringe and repaired the broken toe, then continued his
examination, finding a torn ligament in Sabre's hip and a ripped
tendon in his left elbow. Finally he inspected Sabre's skull and
repaired a cracked nasal bone. He sat back with a sigh, rubbing his
neck.

"All done.
Good as new, bud."

Tarl switched
off the drip, replaced the empty bag and realised that he had been
working on the cyber for four hours. Rolling his chair over to the
monitor, he checked the control unit's readouts. Sabre's bio-status
was fifty-six per cent, his heart rate had returned to the normal
resting rate of thirty beats per minute, and his blood pressure was
normal. Unplugging the access cable from the control unit, he
switched the monitor off and turned to his patient.

"How do you
feel now?"

A slight smile
tugged at Sabre's lips. "Like a piece of equipment."

"You know,
normal people get fixed in pretty much the same way, with
injections and drips and stitches."

"Normal
people."

"People with
no cybernetic enhancements."

"Ah." Sabre
sat up and swung his legs off the couch. "Or alien DNA."

"Yeah."

The cyber
flexed his right hand and rotated his arm, finding his shoulder's
mobility restored. "Good job, bud." He held out his hand.
"Thanks."

Tarl eyed the
proffered hand, then his eyes flicked up to meet Sabre's, trying to
fathom his mood. Knowing what a cyber could do, he was a little
wary of grasping a hand that could be held out in genuine
friendship, or, knowing Sabre, as punishment for all the needle
pricks.

Sabre smiled.
"You don't trust me."

"Look, I know
the injections hurt, but -"

"You don't
trust me."

Tarl sighed
and grasped the cyber's hand, which closed on his with only enough
force to grip his in a brief handclasp. Sabre snorted and chuckled
when he released Tarl's hand, then leant forward and thumped him on
the back hard enough to make him cough and groan.

"You had that
coming."

Tarl groaned
again, trying to rub his stinging back. "You're a bastard."

Sabre shrugged
and nodded. "Probably." He glanced at the full drip bag attached to
his arm. "I suppose you want me to lie here until this is finished
now, too?"

"Yeah, one
more bag will speed your recovery a lot."

The cyber lay
down again, closing his eyes.


 


 


 Chapter Seventeen

 


Tassin walked
along a dim corridor, her heart fluttering. A servant had informed
her of Sabre's waking only minutes ago, while she was bent over a
pile of parchment, signing decrees and offers of alliance from
Arlin's lords. She had been apprised of his whereabouts, and wished
she could run to him. Servants stepped from her path, bowing, and
she turned into a passage that led to an unused area of the castle,
closed off many years ago. She had visited him every day while he
had been unconscious, sat beside him and held his hand, hoping he
would wake. Affairs of state took up most of her time, but whatever
free time she had she spent at his bedside. She pushed open the
third door along the passage and entered a bright room filled with
modern equipment.

Sabre lay on a
white, moulded plastic bed. Tarl removed a drip from his arm and
took down the empty bag. Arriving at Sabre's side, she gazed down
at him. His eyes glowed silver when they flicked up to meet hers.
Spots of blood flecked his right shoulder, along with small round
red areas. Her throat closed, and hot tears filled her eyes as she
slid her arms around his neck and laid her cheek on his
shoulder.

He tensed a
little, but held her, rubbing her back. "Hey, it's okay, I'm fine.
Tarl fixed me."

She gulped.
"I'm just so glad you're all right."

"I'm all
better, promise. Don't cry."

Tassin
straightened, blinking. "I'm not crying."

"Right. Of
course not; warrior queens don't cry."

"No, they
don't."

"Good. You
must have got dust in your eyes then."

She rubbed
them. "It's dusty in those corridors."

Sabre sat up
and studied her. "Are you okay?"

"Yes, fine."
She hugged him again. "I was so worried about you."

"It was just a
broken shoulder."

"No, I meant
when you were fighting Dellon's men."

"Ah,
right."

"I wanted to
help you, but he wouldn't let me." Tassin drew back to glare at
Tarl.

"Really? What
did he do?"

"He manhandled
me, dragged me around, and pushed me up a tree."

"Manhandled
you?"

Tassin nodded,
frowning. "He was rude."

"Was he now?"
Sabre shot Tarl a narrow-eyed glance. "He pushed you up a
tree?"

"And he
dragged me around. I have bruises." She pushed up her sleeves, but
her arms were unmarked. "I had them."

"Really."
Sabre slid off the couch and turned to Tarl. "So why didn't you
have him flogged?"

"It doesn't
merit a flogging."

"It definitely
merits something, though, don't you agree?"

"Yes." Tassin
was a little uncertain now, glancing at Tarl, who looked from one
to the other, his mouth open.

Sabre
approached Tarl, his attitude menacing, and the luckless cyber tech
jumped up and backed away, raising his hands.

"Hey, hang on,
bud, I was keeping her safe, like you asked me to. She would have
come running in here and got herself killed!"

"By shoving
her around?"

"I didn't
shove her!"

Sabre closed
the gap when Tarl encountered the wall, and his hands shot out to
grip the tech's shoulders. Tarl flinched, shook his head and tried
to push Sabre away.

"Wait! Sabre,
don't, I..."

Sabre yanked
Tarl into a bear hug, and the tech’s air left him in a groan.
Tassin was sure his ribs must have creaked in protest.

"Thanks bud."
Sabre held him away and grinned, patting him on the shoulder, then
gripped his neck and gave him a little shake.

Tarl clasped
his ribs, looking confused and relieved.

Tassin's mouth
dropped open in astonishment. "'Thanks, bud'?"

Sabre turned
to her. "Absolutely. He kept you safe, like I asked him to."

"He gave me
bruises!"

"I don't see
any, and, even if he did, he must have had to, and I'll bet he had
more than you."

"I did," Tarl
agreed. "She slapped and scratched."

"I wanted to
help you," she said, glaring at Tarl.

Sabre sighed
and approached her. "All you'd have done was get in the middle of
everything and caused more problems. You might have been hurt."

She frowned at
him. “Do you have any idea how worried I was? I heard the laser
shots coming from the castle, and...”

“Hey, hush.” Sabre drew her into his arms. “I know you were
worried, but you mustn’t try to come to my rescue, okay? No matter
how much you want to. If you do, I’ll just end up having to protect
you as well, which makes it more difficult for me. Killing… Combat
is what I’m designed for. I’m good at it.”

Tarl slipped
out and closed the door behind him.

She hugged
Sabre, shaking her head. “I can’t stop worrying about you, and
you’re not invincible. Dellon might have killed you if I hadn’t got
there when I did.”

"Not a chance.
He was already defeated, he just didn’t know it yet, and his
knights were finished. I relaxed when your men arrived; otherwise
I’d have kept going long enough to finish them off, too."

“It looked to me a lot like he was trying to chop off your
head.”

“He was, but I knew he couldn’t, and I knew when he tried, he’d
lose his sword and then he’d be easier to kill. I had everything
under control.”

 


 


Tassin held
him tighter. “You’re just trying to stop me worrying about you next
time, but there isn’t going to be a next time. I don’t ever want
you to have to fight again.”

“That would be nice, but I don’t think Myon Two is going to
give up any time soon. Now they know I have something they want,
the gene sequence for fire-resistant skin, they’re going to come
after me even more. They want to use me as a prototype, to show
clients so they’ll place orders and pay deposits for the new cybers
that will be ready in twenty years’ time. Sooner, if they can retro
fit it with a gene-splicing virus.”

She leant back
to look up at him. “But you’re safe on Omega.”

“Like I said before, I don’t think the fact that this is a
restricted world will stop them.”

“Then you’ll be safe in the castle.”

He shook his
head. “Not if they send cybers.”

“So what are you saying? That it’s hopeless? After all we’ve
been through to get you here, where I thought you’d be safe,
they’re going to come and take you away again?”

Sabre
hesitated, loath to alarm her further and ruin her triumph. “No.
Look, I don’t know what’s going to happen. Maybe they won’t. Maybe
Fairen’s order will prevent them. Let’s hope for that, okay?”

“I will, but you had better not be thinking about leaving. You
promised to stay, and if you leave I’ll just hunt you down
again.”

He smiled. “I
know.”

“Good.”

Tassin pulled
him closer and stood on tiptoe to kiss him, her lips soft and warm.
A sudden, powerful urge to lash out at her almost overwhelmed him,
and he drew back and released her, rubbed his brow and encountered
the cyber band. When she had hugged him earlier, he had discovered
that the flashing light in his mind had returned, only now it was a
red proximity warning, and much more intrusive. He had switched it
off, but now he had this new, alarming compulsion that could only
come from the control unit, and the fact that it was directed at
Tassin perturbed him.

She frowned at
him, clearly puzzled. “What’s wrong?”

"I don’t
know." He gripped the brow band, the longing to rip it off that so
often filled him stronger than ever.

“It’s that damned thing, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

Tassin sank
down on the exam couch. “Is there no end to that thing’s…
cruelties? What did it do to you now?”

“Maybe it was just a malfunction.”

“You’re not a damned machine.”

“Part of me is,” he said, and she slumped, her attitude
despondent. Sabre sat beside her and enfolded her in his arms. “I’m
sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.” She turned to him and hugged him. “I
just wish you weren’t…”

“A cyborg?”

“Yeah. Maybe Tarl can help?”

“Maybe.”

Tassin drew
back and glared at the control unit. “Please switch it off.”

“Why?”

She met his
eyes. “Just to see what happens.”

“Nothing happens.” He looked away from her pleading gaze, and
the control unit’s virtual dashboard and scanner information
vanished as he turned it off.

“How do you feel now?”

“Empty.”

“You miss it?”

Sabre
shrugged. “I guess so, in a way. I’m used to it. It’s like half of
me is gone, now.”

“I thought you’d be glad to be rid of it.”

“I am, but… I don’t really feel complete without it. It’s part
of who I am.”

Tassin shook
her head. “It’s part of who you were. Without it, you’re entirely
human. Isn’t that what you want to be?”

“I haven’t stopped being a cyborg just because I’ve switched
off the control unit. Sure, I feel less like one, but it just makes
me a crippled cyborg.”

She hesitated,
looking doubtful. “I really don’t want you to be… Maybe you just
need to get used to being without it.”

He took her
hand, frowning at it. “You don’t understand.”

“Explain it to me, then. Why would you want to keep something
you hate?”

“It provides useful information… and it guides me.”

“How can you learn to be human when you’re being guided by a
machine? Let’s ask Tarl.”

He nodded. “I
will.”

“So call him.”

He looked up
at her in alarm. “No, not now.”

“Why not?”

“You… I can’t tell him… with you here. You won’t like
it.”

“You don’t know that. I might not mind it.”

He shook his
head. “No, you definitely won’t like it.”

“I want to know.”

“I’m sure you do.”

“How can I help you if I don’t know what the problem
is?”

Sabre realised
that she was not going to give up. Tassin never did, and he could
not lie to her. Neither could he tell her the whole truth, as that
would certainly upset her, but he could tell her part of it. He
just hoped she would not find even that too upsetting.

“You can’t help.” He sighed. "It gave me a proximity warning,
okay? A red light. It used to be just an amber alert."

"What does
that mean?"

"It reacted as
if you’re a stranger."

"So, what, now
it doesn’t like me?"

"No, it
doesn’t have likes or dislikes, but something’s changed."

"You’re right,
I don’t like it,” she said. “I really don’t want you to have
warning lights flashing in your brain every time I come close to
you. I thought that stopped after you got control of the brow
band?"

"It did. It
won’t do it again. I’ve stopped it now."

"Oh. Okay,
good." She stood up. “I must go; I have a lot of work to do."

Tassin left,
and Sabre bowed his head, pondering this new and unwelcome turn of
events. Although he was able to stop the warning light, the urge to
lash out at her was far more alarming. A minute later Tarl came in,
his brows rising at Sabre’s despondent pose.

"What’s wrong,
bud?" Sabre explained, and the cyber tech looked thoughtful. "If
the spacer who loaned you to her told Myon Two that you had a
relationship with a woman, perhaps they added something to the
cyber's programming to prevent it from happening again, in the
unlikely event that she succeeded in tracking you down and freeing
you again."

"She swore she
would, and, knowing Tassin, she would have told Manutim that, too,
in no uncertain terms. Could it be another software patch?"

"It's
possible.”

Sabre looked
down at his hand, clenching it. "Could you find it?"

Tarl shook his
head. "Bud, there are over five hundred terabytes of information
and programming in the control unit. Searching through it would
take years. There's no operating system as such, except the cyber
itself. Why don't you just order it to find out?"

Sabre switched
the control unit on and closed his eyes, concentrating on the
streams of scrolling data that appeared in his mind at his command.
He opened them again a second later.

"Nothing's
been added, but something has been deleted."

"What?"

"Subroutine
X783."

"Can you
recover it?"

Sabre shook
his head.

"Okay, lie
down; let's see what I can do."

The cyber
stretched out on the exam couch, and Tarl plugged the access cable
into the edge of the brow band again. He tapped the keys on his
console and studied the information that scrolled up his
screen.

"I don't see
it. How do you know it's been deleted?"

"There's an
index marker in the DAT, but no data."

Tarl typed a
command on the keypad. "The entire X series of subroutines is
dedicated to biological functions and human interactions, but what
harm could deleting one do?"

"How would I
know? I'm just the tool."

"Okay, I've
found the marker; let's see if I can restore the data." Tarl typed
on the keyboard for several minutes, his brow furrowed in
concentration, then nodded. "There, got it." He read the words that
scrolled up the screen. "Oh, shit."

"What?"

"It's a
passive response subroutine." He scowled. "Those bastards!"

"What?"

Tarl turned
his stool to face Sabre. "There are tens of thousands of
subroutines in the control unit, some for the most insignificant
matters, and a few of them are vital."

"I don't need
a lecture; just tell me what they did."

"X783 is a
minor subroutine that deals with contact, and what contact
constitutes a threat and what doesn't. While cybers will only allow
their owners to touch them, this is a safety feature for rare
occasions when a stranger might get the urge to kiss a cyber, or
hug him. It tells the cyber that in such a situation, if no threat
is sensed, he shouldn't react with damaging force, but just a
defensive measure, like pushing the person away. By deleting it,
Cybercorp intended that you would be capable of doing serious harm
to someone who gave you a kiss or hug. The lack of this information
made the defensive subroutines, which your brain still uses as
reference data, that much more... intrusive, I suppose. Without the
passive response to contact, all you had were the active response
subroutines."

“This must be why I had a proximity alert light every time
Tassin was close to me, even when she owned the cyber or had
command privilege.”

Tarl nodded.
“Yeah, this would do it.”

“You've restored it now, though, right?"

"Yeah. They
couldn't erase it without formatting the storage medium, and you
can't format a brain. All they did was delete the path to it from
the DAT in the control unit, which hid it from you,
apparently."

“Why didn’t I know what they did?” Sabre asked.

“It was a minor programming change, not something that would be
included in the cyber’s interface with the brain, although you
found the missing link pretty easily when you looked for
it.”

"How many
passive response subroutines are there?"

"Over a five
thousand, dealing with word phrases, hand gestures, eye movements,
and all the different kinds of unintelligible noises people
sometimes make. It has to deal with every aspect of human
interaction, and it must know how to respond to every single
one."

"So what
should the cyber's response have been, to a kiss?"

Tarl shrugged.
"From his owner, nothing, from a stranger, a push away."

Sabre sat up.
"That's it."

"What?"

"After Tassin
freed me, she owned the cyber, so all I had was a proximity alert.
Even after the cyber was registered to Fairen, she had command
privilege, now she doesn’t even have that. I deleted all the
registration data after the battle, remember? That’s why the cyber
gave me a proximity warning instead of an alert, which I switched
off, but then when she kissed me I had a strong urge to lash out at
her. It was scary."

Tarl nodded.
"Sure, if she had command privilege, or was the cyber's owner, her
proximity wouldn't have triggered your stranger response
subroutine. When Grundel reregistered the cyber with Myon Two, he
must have overlooked her command privilege, so you were okay until
you purged the data. Also, the more intimate the contact, the more
powerful the response would be, so, while you only had a warning
light for hugs, you had a far more violent reaction to a kiss."

"How does it
work?"

"Well, it's
like conditioning. When you perceive something, you automatically
look for an appropriate response to it. Normal people learn this
stuff while they're growing up, or as they go along, but yours is
all programmed into your reference data. Like if I do this..." Tarl
raised his middle finger. "What would your response be?"

Sabre lifted
his hand and raised the same finger. "What does it mean?"

"That's a bit
of programmer humour. But that's how it works. You just know how to
respond, don't you?"

"Yeah."

"Reference
data. You’ll just have to register her as the cyber’s owner again,
and, now that I’ve restored that subroutine, you won’t’ have any
more urges to clobber her."

“That’s a relief.” Sabre accessed the control unit’s
registration information and wrote Tassin’s name in the ‘owner’
field and saved it. He only wanted one person to own any part of
him, and that was the girl who already owned his heart, and would
never hurt or betray him.

“Yeah, that must have been pretty shitty,” Tarl said. “Good
thing you have none of those reactions to me, because of my tattoo.
I doubt you’d have made such an effort to hold back, in my case.”
He unplugged the data cable, coiled it and hung it on the machine.
"I know why Fairen finds you so pleasant to be around, as an
empath. Your mind is uncluttered, unemotional. A purely functional
data storage facility, devoid of all the usual baggage people
acquire while they're growing up. To him, it must be like a nice
cool shower." He hesitated. "Would you mind if I ran some
tests?"

"What
kind?"

"To see how
you react to certain things. I want to see how human you’re
becoming."

Sabre nodded.
"Okay."

"I'll have to
ask some personal questions."

"Okay."

"Lie down."
Tarl patted the table. "And close your eyes."

"You want to
do it now?"

"Why not? You
have something better to do?”

Sabre lay back
and closed his eyes. "I guess not."

"Good. Okay,
so… I know Tassin means a lot to you, but how do you know you love
her? Describe your feelings."

"I enjoy being
with her -"

"Define
enjoy."

"It makes me
happy."

"Define
happy."

Sabre sighed.
"Warm, here." He tapped his chest. "Relaxed, untroubled. I smile a
lot."

"Okay. How
would you feel if another man kissed her, and she liked it?"

Sabre's brow
furrowed. "I don't know. Nothing."

"You wouldn't
be angry?"

"Not if she
liked it."

"You wouldn't
be sad?" Tarl asked.

"No."

"Not even a
little?"

"No." Sabre
opened his eyes. "That's not normal, is it?"

"Not for a
human. For a cyber, it is."

"Why should it
make me sad?"

"Because it
would mean that she liked another man, maybe more than you. It
should actually make you jealous."

"Define
jealous."

Tarl gazed
down at Sabre. "You know what, bud? This is a shitty idea. Let's
just forget it."

"Why?"

"Because I
feel like I'm questioning a bloody machine, and I don't like it."
He jumped up and walked away, rubbing his neck.

Sabre sat up.
"Why does that bother you?"

"Because
you're my friend!" Tarl swung around, scowling. "You saved my life.
I want you to be human."

"I am."

"No, you're
not. You still don't think like a human. You don't have the right
emotional responses."

"So you think
I'm not human?"

Tarl walked
back, shaking his head. "I look at you, I see a man. I talk to you,
I hear a machine. I don't know what the hell you are. Your
responses seem normal. You even make jokes, but it's... You're...
Damn it! Why did you give Tassin all your air when you were in the
pod?"

"I love her. I
wanted to save her."

"Oh, god. Now
I understand."

"What?"

"It's your
conditioning. Access subroutine W473. Read what it says."

Sabre frowned.
"The cyber-bio unit is expendable. Primary function: owner
preservation. Secondary function: preservation of persons with
command privilege or those designated by owner or persons with
command privilege. Cyber unit preservation allowed only if owner
and persons with command privilege or those designated -"

"Okay, okay,
it goes on and on. Basically what it says is that all those people
are more important than you, and you can't put your life above
theirs, or avoid injury if you have to stick your hand in a meat
grinder to save them. That's why you wouldn't feel sad or jealous
if Tassin liked another man. Your conditioning tells you that
you're not important enough. You would just accept it. Why are you
so bitter about being treated like equipment?"

"Because I
still remember what it was like to be equipment, made to stand
guard for hours without moving, unable to say what I wanted, cut up
and tortured, packed into a casket when I wasn’t needed… Sometimes
when you do stuff to me, or carp about my bio-status, it makes feel
like I’m still equipment, and that makes me angry. I know I’ll
never be a real man, but..."

"Okay, okay."
Tarl returned to Sabre’s side and plugged the cable into the brow
band again, reading the monitor. "Your heart rate is up to one
forty. You're experiencing an emotional reaction. Maybe the only
other one you have, apart from your feelings for Tassin. But it's
something."

Sabre looked
up at him. "What does that tell you?"

"That, in
time, you could develop other emotional responses, like jealousy.
It's a good sign."

Sabre
unplugged the cable. "And when you stop plugging me into a monitor,
that will be a good sign that you've stopped treating me like
equipment."

"You're
angry." Tarl shook his head. "The only way to piss you off is to
treat you like a machine."

"Or hurt
Tassin."

"Yeah, that's
because for a whole year, the cyber forced you to protect her. It's
become part of your conditioning."

"No." Sabre
stared into space, frowning. "It's not that. The cyber did prompt
me, and punished me on occasion, but I wanted to help her. I was
trapped by it, yeah, but I didn't mind so much.

"Why is
that?"

He hesitated,
looking a little embarrassed. "I thought she was beautiful, and...
I wanted to stay with her, look after her."

Tarl nodded.
"I guess some basic instincts weren’t completely cut off by the
brain block. You developed a stunted set of emotional responses in
the year you were with her before, I would guess. When those
memories were blocked off, you became a clean slate, as Myon Two
intended. Although your memories have been restored, the emotional
responses you developed haven't, so you're back to square one in
that department. But, given enough time, you will develop them
again. You need another year or so of uncomplicated human
interaction. You have a massive inferiority complex, and you're
suffering from post-traumatic stress."

"Great." Sabre
sighed. "Is there any hang up I don't have?"

"What do you
think you'd feel if I died?"

"I don't know.
Sad?"

"That's what
you should feel, yeah. But you're just guessing, aren't you? You
can't actually imagine feeling sad about my death."

"Not really.
Maybe I'd feel it, though, if it happened. I could always kill you
and find out."

Tarl chuckled.
"Yeah, right. You hate killing, remember? Why is that?"

"It's...
something I was forced to do. It's what I was designed to do,
and... I don't want to hurt people. I never did."

Tarl placed a
hand on Sabre's shoulder. "That's because you're a good guy, bud.
No amount of conditioning or programming can ever change your
personality."

Sabre rose and
went to the door, glancing back before opening it. "Thanks."

The tech
smiled and waved a depreciating hand. He leant back, then realised
that the stool had no back, grabbed the trolley as he fell and
landed with a grunt and a shrill clatter of instruments. Sabre
chuckled and left the cyber-tech to pick himself up out of the
debris.

Sabre pushed
open the door to his room and froze as an alien life sign appeared
on the scanners, sweeping the room with his eyes. A strange grey
lump lay in the middle of the bed, and he approached it, trying to
make out what it was. A pointed-eared head lifted, and yellow eyes
gazed up at him from a black bandit's mask.

Sabre grinned.
"Purr!"

The mosscat
stretched, revealing pointed teeth in a strange grin, and his
disembodied voice spoke from the air before him. "Friend Sabre.
It's about time you returned."

"It's great to
see you, Purr. Where have you been hiding?"

"In the
forest, for the last three years."

Sabre sat on
the edge of the bed. "Are you well?"

"I'm fine. I
was getting fat, anyway. This land is easy to live in for me."

"Yeah, a Death
Zone creature would find it easy."

Purr sat up
and groomed his belly fur. "I had a feeling Tassin would find you.
She doesn't give up, that one. She ransacked this castle for three
years, looking for that sword."

"Yeah, she was
pissed off with me for hiding it."

"It's good
that you're back. I'm glad."

"Me too."


 


 


 Chapter Eighteen

 


Sabre kicked
the empty laser cradle on the battlements and turned away with a
curse. The tarpaulin that had covered it lay in a crumpled heap at
his feet, where he had dropped it after tugging it off. Evidently
Torrian, or Dellon, had left the cradles covered to give the
impression that the castle was still armed. Tassin’s guard sergeant
had informed her of the weapons’ removal shortly after her return,
and she had told Sabre about it at breakfast that morning, a day
after Tarl had repaired the damage to the cyber’s shoulder.

The ammunition
was also gone, along with the soldiers he had trained, and he knew
everything now resided at Torrian’s castle, where the laser cannons
were doubtless installed. It came as no surprise, but it
complicated matters. Tassin was once more vulnerable, and Torrian
now held all the power, his fortress impregnable and his army
undefeatable. Sabre had no doubt the King would start a new war as
soon as he was returned to his kingdom, and, armed with the laser
cannons, he would win it in a few hours. Sabre leant on the rampart
and gazed across the forest, pondering. He would have to go to
Torrian’s fortress and disable the weapons, since they were too
heavy to steal from under an army’s nose.

Torrian would
also have to die now. He was a vindictive man who would want
revenge, and, having once owned such powerful weapons, he would not
rest until he had more. Now that the Death Zone was gone, crossing
the Badlands to find more would be fairly easy. Some men would
still die from radiation poisoning, but Torrian would get what he
wanted in the end. He straightened and turned at the sound of
footsteps. Tassin approached, her eyes skipping off the empty
cradle to meet his with deep sorrow in their depths. She looked
lovely in one of her rich court gowns, this one a deep burgundy
with salmon pink lace on the sleeves and skirt and a matching
bodice hugging her tiny waist. Her hair was swept up in a simple,
elegant coil, and a delicate emerald necklace nestled in the hollow
of her throat.

She came to
him and slipped her hand into his. “I suppose we should have
expected this to happen.”

“Oh, I did. Torrian would never leave such powerful weapons in
the hands of a lesser king, especially a dolt like Dellon. All he’s
done is signed his own death warrant, though. I guess he didn’t
expect you to return, or me, for that matter. It’s a pity he didn’t
blow his own head off while he was learning how to use them, but I
guess that would be too much to hope for. This means I’ll have to
kill him as soon as he returns to his kingdom.”

"How will you
do it?" she asked.

“I’ll snipe him. It will be quicker and more merciful than he
deserves, but no one will see me. I’ll also have to disable those
laser cannons, or whatever shithead cousin inherits might be just
as gung-ho with them as Torrian. We won’t be safe as long as
they’re in enemy hands.”

Her eyes
widened in alarm. “That will be dangerous.”

“Not all that dangerous, for me.” He smiled. “He may have got
his hands on modern weapons that can be used against us, but you
have the best weapon of all.”

“What?”

“Me.”

She frowned
and shook her head. “You’re not –”

“Yeah, I am. It’s okay, really. Tarl’s right, this is what I
do. It’s what I am, and I’m good at it. With me on your side,
you’ve got no worries. I have one huge advantage over all other
weapons, too.”

“What’s that?”

“I can’t be turned against you.”

She looked
down at his hand, biting her lip. “I really don’t want you to have
to do this, Sabre.”

“I know. I must, though, and you know it.”

“Yes. I wish it was different. To me, you’re the man I love,
not a weapon. I don’t care what you or Tarl say. I will never think
of you like that.”

“Hey.” He cupped her chin with his free hand and raised her
head to gaze into her eyes. “I know that. It’s just one of the many
reasons I love you, and I want to do this for you – for us. I have
a stake in our future, too, you know.”

She nodded.
“Yes, you do. I hope that makes it easier for you.”

“Hell, this isn’t a hard mission. Piece of cake, in fact.
There’s no way a bunch of primitives, even armed with modern
weapons, which I bet they can barely use, can hope to win against a
cyber, or even be a threat. I won’t get a scratch, I guarantee
it.”

“Normally I would object to being called a primitive, but I
won’t argue with you on that point today.”

“Good.” He smiled. “You’re not quite a cave woman, but you do
have some pretty hairy attributes.”

She giggled.
“Like what?”

“Like being the most diabolically determined female in the
universe, luckily for me, and a warrior queen, of course. And
you’re not coming
with me.”

“I know.” Tassin stepped closer and slipped her arms around
him. “I wish I could, but I’m needed here, so you’ll have to manage
alone. Or take some men.”

He hugged her.
“No, I don’t need any help; they’ll only get in the way.”

“Promise me you’ll be careful.”

He chuckled
and kissed the top of her head, inhaling the warm clean scent of
her hair, which reminded him of roses. “That’s like telling a shark
to be careful in a pond full of minnows. This will be like child’s
play to me, so don’t worry, okay? I’d offer to bring you his head,
but I intend to blow it into a red mist.”

She shuddered.
“I don’t want his head. I just want an end to strife, and with
Torrian, this is the only way, I think.”

“Yeah, I should have killed him last time I was here, then he
wouldn’t have been able to hurt Dena and put that little shit,
Dellon, on your throne. It’s time to end him.”

She managed a
smile, although it was clearly forced. "If you’re suspected of it,
it will start a war with Pradish, because I won’t hand you over for
execution.”

“Even if you did, they’d have a hell of a job trying to chop
off my head.”

“If you think I will even let them try, you’re very much
mistaken. If his investigators accuse you, I’ll give you an alibi,
but unfortunately I have the greatest motive for wanting him dead,
other than Dena, and no one else knows what he did to
her.”

“I doubt they’ll accuse me,” he said. “They won’t be able to
prove anything, even if they do, so tell them I went exploring or
something.”

“Unfortunately, it will throw Pradish into chaos, since he has
no heir. His cousins will vie for the throne.”

“Good. It will keep them busy. If it causes too much shit, they
should hold elections and become a democracy. It’s time Omega Five
modernised, since it will soon be rejoining the rest of civilised
society. I’m sure a thriving tourist trade will spring up, for
people who want a taste of medieval culture.”

She drew back
to look up at him. “What about Arlin? Do you think it should also
be democratic?”

“Hey, Arlin’s got a great queen, but, in all honesty, I’d
rather you weren’t one. I’d much rather live in a comfy little
cottage, not a big draughty castle, and think how much more time
we’d have to spend together if you weren’t busy all day with
affairs of state?”

“That’s true. I’ve never considered the option of stepping
down. I was born to my post, and giving it up is hard to
contemplate, especially after we fought so hard to regain it. There
is something to be said of anonymity and a simple life, though.
Running a kingdom is hard work.”

“You should give it some serious thought,” he said. “We had to
get rid of Dellon, so it was still worth it. I’d give up being a
cyber in a heartbeat if I could, and I was born to my post, too. Be
glad you have the option.”

“I am. I will think about it.”

 


****

 


King Sharmian
gazed across the field at the distant dark mass of Torrian's army,
his eyes narrowed in the early morning sunlight. For a month he had
retreated across his lands, leading Torrian on a meandering course
that kept him away from towns and villages, always staying out of
his reach. Mounted raiding parties had caused minor skirmishes and
cost a few lives, but Torrian's foot soldiers could not catch up,
and the armies had yet to meet in battle. Sharmian was weary of
running now. He longed to confront Torrian in an all-out battle,
but heeded Tassin's advice and kept away. When he spoke of making a
stand, Dena reminded him of it.

Sharmian
raised his spyglass, and his mouth dropped open in surprise. An
entire legion of soldiers had broken away from the main host and
marched towards Sharmian's camp. As he watched, a second company
detached and headed towards him. A squirm of fear went through his
gut, and he studied their banners. A rearing golden stallion on a
royal blue field waved in the wind, and his heart leapt. Lowering
his glass, he turned to the general who stood beside him.

"Ready the
troops. Queen Tassin's men are leaving Torrian's camp. If his men
attack them, we will join them in battle and crush that
bastard."

The general
saluted and marched off to shout orders at the men, rousing them to
arms. Sharmian glanced down as a hand slipped into his, smiling at
Dena.

"Queen Tassin
has triumphed," he said. "Her troops are leaving Torrian."

She smiled at
him. "I knew Sabre wouldn't fail."

He raised her
hand to kiss the back of it. "That man is amazing."

"Will you
fight Torrian now?"

"Yes. With
Tassin’s seasoned troops on my side, we will crush him and take him
to her in chains."

"I think
she'll like that. And so will I."

 


 


Sharmian
arrived at the castle two weeks later, with a battered Torrian in
chains. He confided to Sabre that Dena had taken her revenge in
many little ways, chuckling at the variety of ideas she had come up
with to make Torrian's life a misery. Sharmian had contented
himself with a good punch that had blackened Torrian's eye. Dellon
had been convicted of treason and sent to the dungeons a few days
after his defeat.

The day after
Sharmian’s arrival, Tassin convened her court for Torrian’s
audience, and settled upon her throne, surrounded by her court and
adorned with the trappings of her rank. She had to put on a show of
censure for the benefit of her court, to ensure suspicion did not
fall on her or Sabre when Torrian met his end. The King was brought
before her in chains, smeared with mud and blood, his rich clothes
in rags. She had asked Sabre to attend, and he stood on her right,
clad in a simple grey suit. He clasped his hands behind his back in
a cyber's resting stance, which he adopted without thought.

Dena stood on
the Queen’s left, with Sharmian beside her. Torrian glared at them
all with equal venom when the soldiers stopped him in front of the
dais, forcing him to look up at Tassin. She scowled at him, her
dark eyes filled with hate.

"King Torrian.
You colluded with my cousin to usurp my appointed regent, then
sought to stop me from reclaiming my throne. In addition, you
imprisoned Princess Dena, and treated her brutally. What have you
to say?"

His lips
curled in a sneer. "I do not answer to you. Or to anyone! You can
do nothing to me."

"This is true,
unfortunately. However, I have signed alliances with Mandor and
Olgara, and any future attempts by you to interfere with the
Kingdom of Arlin will be met with deadly force. You are banished
from all three kingdoms. I also hereby claim recompense for the
suffering of my people due to your plotting, and lay a tithe on
Pradish. For the next fifty years, you will pay it or the three
kingdoms of this alliance will invade and take it by force. The
tithe will be paid annually, in gold."

"I will pay
you nothing!"

Tassin's
knuckles whitened as she gripped the scarred arms of her throne.
"Then it will be taken from you."

"You will pay
in blood if you try, and you will not succeed. I have the weapons
that spit light that you used against me, so you will not
prevail."

"Then you will
start a war that will doom all of us and destroy this world, just
as the ancients almost did."

"I will crush
you!"

Tassin lifted
her head in regal disdain. "He is mad. Take him away."

The guards
marched the King out, and Tassin shot Sabre a quick glance before
she rose and left the throne room through the door at the back. A
hubbub started as her nobles conferred. Sabre hesitated, glancing
at Dena, who chewed her lip, then followed the Queen to her
chambers. She stood before the big glass-paned doors that opened
into the gardens. The soft cream curtains billowed in the breeze,
and a faint frown furrowed her brow as she glanced around at his
entry.

Tassin walked
into the garden, and Sabre caught up and fell into step beside her.
After a few paces she stopped and turned to him. "You know what
will make me really happy, don’t you?"

"Yeah." He
sighed and sat on a bench. "But I still have to sort out all the
shit in my head. Most of it was force-fed to me, some is the result
of the trauma I experienced, and the stuff that should be there,
isn't. That's what Tarl says, and I think he's right. I have to try
to adjust to being a human being. Can you understand that?"

She sank down
beside him. "Yes, I think so, but we must be betrothed. Otherwise
there will be suitors vying for my hand and that will be
tiresome."

"Okay." He
smiled, and Tassin slipped her hand into his.

"Next week, at
the celebration of my return and Dena's marriage, I'll make you a
lord, then all that will remain will be for you to propose. Once
we're married, you'll be the Prince Consort." She hesitated. "For a
while, at least. I have thought about your suggestion, and it
appeals to me. I shall start the process for democratisation, but
I’ll have to rule until a president is elected, then I’ll step
down. We will have that little cottage in the woods, where we can
live and raise our children in peace."

He glanced at
her, raising his brows. "I can't have children. I explained that to
you."

"I know, but I
want them. Will you ask Tarl if what was done to you can be
reversed?"

"What if it
can’t?" He gazed across the garden. "I don't know if that's such a
good idea, anyway. I have alien DNA, remember?"

"Yes, but I
don't see what harm that can do. You have... a heritage from a
higher being. How can that be a bad thing?"

Sabre shook
his head. "This isn't something we have to deal with now."

"No. For now,
I'm just happy we can live peacefully, and you won't ever have to
fight again."

Sabre turned
to face her, and she met his gaze as he raised a hand to stroke her
hair where it curled around her ear, marvelling at how soft her
skin was. His fingers traced the curve of her cheek and came to
rest beneath her jaw. His heart ached with the strange, sometimes
painful emotion she evoked in him, which he had come to treasure.
It made him feel alive, and human, and the look in her eyes made
him feel important. To her, he knew he was, just as she was to him.
To her, he was human. He leant forward and kissed her, and her
hands crept around his neck and pulled him closer. When he drew
back, her azure eyes sparkled. She smiled and hugged him, and he
held her close.

Sabre gazed across the garden, where birds carolled in the
trees and insects buzzed about their business. A breeze stirred the
yellowing autumnal leaves, sending some fluttering to the grass,
where stoic gardeners raked them up. The prospect of a peaceful
life appealed to him on many levels, but the bitter voice that
shouted its vitriol from the dark recess of his mind still mocked
him whenever he thought about how much he wanted to be human, and
he could not silence it, no matter how hard he tried.
Cyborg!

 


****

 


Sabre crouched
atop a shallow knoll and studied the fortress on the far side of
the valley, using the tiny camera in the brow band, which gave him
a magnified view of Torrian’s stronghold. A village surrounded the
collection of tall, brown stone buildings, poorly defended, in his
opinion, by a rather low crenulated rampart. A river had been
diverted to pass around the castle in walled canals, forming a
moat. Sabre had left Tassin’s castle the day after Torrian had
departed, guarded by a battalion of her men, to be escorted to the
border and released. The worry in her eyes had warmed his heart
when she had said goodbye, and he wished there was some way to
convince her that the only person who had cause for concern was
Torrian.

Sabre had
opted to disable the laser cannons first, and the easiest way to do
that was to destroy the power crystals. Once Torrian was dead,
whoever took over, whether it was one of his cousins or a
democratic government, was unlikely to attack Arlin. Still, he
wanted to make sure Pradish could never threaten Arlin again.

Sabre watched
the castle until after midnight, then mounted his horse and set off
across the valley. A steady trot brought him to the village within
half an hour, and he tethered his mount to a tree on the outskirts
and loped through the deserted streets. A couple of dogs barked as
he ghosted past, and once he had to avoid a couple of wandering
soldiers, most likely members of the Watch, but, for the most part,
even they were asleep at this time of night. When he arrived at the
castle, the drawbridge was lowered and the portcullis raised.
Evidently Torrian did not think he was at risk, which was mighty
foolish of him, in Sabre’s opinion.

Two guards
marched up and down just inside the portcullis, and Sabre loped
over the drawbridge when they turned away and took cover in the
darkness of the arched, two-metre deep gateway. The men passed each
other in the middle of the road on their patrol, and he waited in
the shadows until they were together, then strode towards them.
They stopped and gaped at him in surprise, the usual reaction of a
normal man to an unexpected event, and he used the second of shock
recovery time to reach them. He punched them in unison, one with
each fist, using just enough strength to knock them unconscious,
and they collapsed with a rattle of armour and clatter of spears.
Sabre dragged them into the guardhouse and dumped them on the
floor, closed the door and headed for the closest stairs that led
to the battlements.

The scanners
detected four more sentries patrolling the ramparts, and he
ascended the steps and paused at the top. He tracked the men until
they moved away from him, and then trotted to the closest laser
cannon. He used the cyber’s night vision, and there was no moon, so
the guards would be almost blind in the gloom. The few guttering
torches on the walls only made it worse for them, too. Pausing
beside the weapon, he crouched and groped under the tarpaulin for
the power pack eject button, popped the crystal out and tucked it
into the pouch he had brought to carry them in.

The sentries
still wandered away, and he trotted to the next weapon and repeated
the procedure. He waited for a pair of guards to pass beyond a wall
before going to the next laser cannon. It was really unfair, he
mused, to use all his hi-tech capabilities against a bunch of
primitives. Not a challenge at all. His only impairment was the
presence of so much stone, something not found in a modern
environment. Half an hour of power pack collection disarmed all the
weapons on the battlements without raising the alarm. Torrian had
mounted all but one, which, Sabre guessed, was probably in the
armoury with the ammo. Finding the arsenal presented a little more
of a challenge, due to the stone walls, and the longer it took, the
more chance there was of the gatehouse sentries being discovered,
or waking up. He needed a guide.

The guards
patrolled in pairs, so he would have to knock one man out and take
the other hostage. The battlements were too exposed for that, with
nowhere to hide the unconscious man, so he descended to the cobbled
courtyard and checked the scanners for the closest pair of
sentries. Not finding any, he cursed, then remembered the already
unconscious gate guards. They were still out cold, and he used one
man’s belt to tie him up, then slapped the other one until he came
around with a gasp, opening his mouth to bellow in alarm. Sabre
clamped a hand over the sentry’s mouth and raised a finger to his
lips.

“Make a sound, and you die.” He drew a laser and held it up.
“Do you know what this is?”

The man, a
scruffy individual with red hair and a pockmarked face, nodded.

Sabre removed
his hand. “Good. Now, you’re going to tell me where the laser
cannons’ ammunition is stored, got it?”

The sentry
looked confused, shaking his head.

“The magical weapons,” Sabre explained. “Tell me to where the
crystals that power them are stored, and don’t lie, because I’ll
know.”

The guard
nodded, and Sabre gripped his arm and hauled him to his feet,
shoving him against the wall. “Talk.”

The redhead
gulped. “Go across the courtyard, around the side of the main
building, and all the way to the back of the alley. On the left is
the stable yard, and on the right are storerooms. The third door
along is the armoury.”

The cyber
informed Sabre that the man told the truth, and he nodded, then
slammed the guard’s head against the wall, knocking him out again.
The poor sod would have one hell of a headache when he woke up, he
reflected. As a precaution, he tore up one of the men’s cloaks and
bound the second man too, gagging both of them. It did not hurt to
be cautious. Closing the door behind him, he left the guardhouse
and followed the sentry’s directions. It was now almost two in the
morning, and the fortress was deserted except for sleepy guards,
most of whom had found somewhere to sit and doze. His night vision
made the courtyard and alley almost as bright as day, but a glance
with normal vision assured him that it was, in fact, pitch
dark.

The armoury
had a stout oak door bound with iron, and the lock was primitive.
That posed more of a problem than a modern access panel, which the
cyber could have hacked in a few seconds. Kicking the door in would
make too much noise, and he did not have a lock pick. The
structural scanners revealed a sturdy bolt, too strong to easily
break with pressure, and he cursed, glancing around. He probably
should have asked the gate guard where the keys were. For a moment
he was flummoxed, then he drew a laser and considered it. The laser
cannon power crystals would not fit his pistols, but he had brought
a good supply of extra crystals with him. Burning through wood with
a laser was not ideal, especially with the risk of fire it posed,
but it seemed to be the only option.

Setting the
beam to fine, he aimed it at the door just above the lock, switched
to normal vision and pressed the trigger. The brilliant blue light
seared his eyes even so, but it would have blinded him had he been
using night vision. The laser made a soft hum as it crisped through
the wood, yellow flames sprouting from the edges of the incision.
The seasoned oak did not catch fire easily, but he had to pause
twice to snuff out flames before they took hold. When the laser had
burnt all the way around the lock, Sabre holstered the hot weapon
and gave the door a shove that broke it free of the lock and made
it swing inwards. Switching back to night vision, he entered a room
stacked with swords, spears, shields, lances, bows and bushels of
arrows. The box of power packs was at the back, and it looked like
it contained most of the spares he had brought across the desert.
The missing cannon, however, was not there.

Sabre paused
to consider this. Chances were, Torrian had it mounted on his
bedroom wall, or in his throne room, as a trophy, alongside the
stuffed bear heads and antlers, and, if it was loaded, one power
pack would not be enough to do much damage. There were several
power crystals missing, but they might have been used for training
or pot shots; he was sure Torrian would have amused himself with
his new toys. If not for the stone walls, he could have located the
missing weapon with the scanners, but searching for it would take
far too long and be risky. He still had to get rid of the power
crystals he had, which he had no intention of lugging around. They
were useless without the weapons that used them, and detaching one
of the mounted cannons would be risky, too. He had intended to take
the loose one, but now his plans had changed.

Selecting a
crystal from the box, he switched to normal vision and hurled it at
the far wall. It shattered with a fairly loud bang and a hot flash.
Oddly, the ten-centimetre-long crystals were cool, yet the
amplified light they emitted was super-hot. Sabre threw the rest of
the power crystals against the wall in quick succession, since the
light and noise might attract attention. When three crystals
remained, a warning light alerted him to the scanners information,
which showed a life sign in the doorway behind him. Sabre spun and
reached the sleepy sentry in a bound, sending him sprawling with a
punch. Returning to the box, he smashed the last three crystals,
switched back to night vision and headed for the door. The sentry
struggled to sit up, pawing at his bloody nose. Sabre kicked him in
the head as he passed, knocking him senseless, and sprinted towards
the gate. If one guard was roused, chances were others would be
too.

Several life
signs moved towards the armoury on the scanners, two of them in the
alley Sabre would have to pass through to reach the gate. He might
be able to slip past them in the dark, but the brow band’s lights
would probably give him away. Usually, on a stealth mission like an
assassination, a special cover was fitted to the brow band that hid
the lights whilst leaving the sensors exposed. The control unit’s
lights served two purposes, first to identify a cyber so he was
never mistaken for a normal man, and secondly to provide
information about the host’s functionality and physical status. A
technician could tell at a glance whether a cyber was experiencing
a variety of impairments, and most owners knew enough to glean an
idea of a cyber’s problems by studying the lights. Of course, a
simpler method was to ask the cyber about it, but occasionally that
was not an option. Everyone knew that a lot of red lights meant the
cyber was damaged. He wished bio-status was one of the indicators
available on a brow band, so Tarl did not have to ask him about it
all the time.

Sabre chose
speed instead of stealth. The alarm would soon be raised when the
senseless guard outside the armoury was discovered, anyway, at
which time someone would probably close the portcullis and severely
hamper his escape. He did not fancy having to leap off the
battlements into the moat. It would be cold and wet. He raced
towards the two guards in the alley, who gaped at him, able only to
see a collection of little lights approaching them at high speed,
accompanied by the soft thud of footfalls. Being superstitious
primitives, they leapt aside with alarmed shouts as he passed them.
As he sprinted towards the gate, he regretted not having flattened
them when they continued to bellow in alarm, and two men raced for
the portcullis. A cyber was capable of a flat out run of over
forty-five kilometres per hour, but it would not be enough. A
soldier hit the lever that released the portcullis, and it rumbled
down.

“Bugger.”

Sabre swerved
and headed for the flight of steps that led up to the battlements,
where men converged to block his remaining escape route. Now things
would get ugly, and possibly deadly. He drew a laser and reached
into the pouch that contained the power crystals he had taken from
the battlement lasers, grabbed one and hurled it at the soldiers.
It shattered on the wall behind them with a bang and flash, making
them jump and recoil with shouts of alarm. Sabre bounded up the
steps three at a time, hurling another crystal to add to the
confusion. The bright flashes would rob the soldiers of whatever
night sight they had, although they also forced him to switch off
the night vision each time. At the top of the steps, he shoved a
man off the battlements and sprinted for the outer wall as the rest
finally drew their swords.

Leaping onto a
crenulation without slowing, he sprang off it. The wall was not
high enough that he would be hurt if he landed on solid ground, and
he hoped he had sufficient momentum to clear the moat. The ground
rushed up at him, and he glimpsed glinting water just before he
plunged into it. Sabre cursed, but let himself sink to the bottom.
Archers had probably been dragged from their beds by now, who would
take pot shots at him as he climbed out if he did so here. His feet
hit a muddy bottom, and he turned downstream and swam up to where
there were less likely to be obstacles like sunken trees that might
snag him. With more than ten minutes of air, he would be far
downstream of the castle before he was forced to surface.

When he swam
to the surface nine minutes later, the fortress was a distant
silhouette, torch-waving men running around on the ramparts. It
reminded him of his escape from the Orokan city, four years ago,
although that had been in a swamp. He swam to the bank, hauled
himself out and made his way to his horse, which he rode to his
camp in the forest. Now he just had to wait for the furore to calm
down, and kill Torrian.

Sabre waited
in the forest for two days while search parties roamed up and down
the river, then invaded the forest, but none came close to his
camp. On the third day, the countryside was devoid of searching
soldiers, and he returned to his shallow knoll to spy on the
castle. Using the brow band’s magnifier, he watched soldiers and
officers come and go from the fortress and patrol the walls,
waiting for his quarry to appear. At dusk, he shot a small buck for
dinner before settling down in his little tent for the night. The
following morning, he returned to his vantage at dawn, yawning and
scratching his itchy scalp. He needed a bath. The river had been
fairly clean, but without soap the dip had done no good. Stretching
out on the grass, he magnified the fort and scanned it for the
pompous, overdressed King.

Torrian
appeared on the ramparts at midday, accompanied by two older men
who were presumably his generals or advisors. The former, judging
by their military air, he deduced after watching them for a few
minutes. The trio wandered along the wall, pausing to pull a
tarpaulin off a now-useless laser cannon.

Sabre smiled
and muttered, “Yup, they’re just useless pieces of metal now.”

To his
surprise, one of the generals drew a glittering power crystal from
a pouch and pushed it into the laser cannon. So, they still had
one, but it would do them little good. Ten full-power shots would
expend it. Still, it was annoying. He drew a laser pistol and
adjusted it to full power and fine, lay down on his stomach again
and activated the cyber’s targeting scanners. Blue cross-hairs
appeared in his magnified vision, and a red cross marked the spot
where his laser was aimed. It was rather like one of the VR games
he had played with Fairen, he mused, only more fun.

“Time to die, shithead.”

The trio
wandered over to another laser cannon, and Sabre watched them,
curious. The general pulled the tarp off it and produced a second
power crystal, loading the weapon, and the cyber frowned. Just how
many more power crystals did they have? Had Torrian already
smuggled more across the desert? It made no difference, though,
Torrian was still going to die, but Sabre decided to scout around a
bit afterwards and see what he could find out. Raising the laser,
he lined up the red cross with the blue cross-hairs positioned on
Torrian’s head, his aim rock steady. The King faced one of the
officers, side-on to Sabre, and spoke animatedly, gesturing. Sabre
wondered what his last words would be as he pressed the trigger. At
the same instant, Torrian’s head exploded. The officer recoiled as
the red mist sprayed his face.

Sabre smiled.
“Gotcha.”

Torrian’s
corpse tottered and collapsed, and the blood-splattered officer
stepped back, his face stretched in horror. Sabre wondered what was
going through his mind. Perhaps he thought Torrian’s head had
become so swollen it had finally exploded on its own. He chuckled.
He was quite glad to kill Torrian, who had caused Tassin so much
trouble and hurt Dena. Then again, he had a lot to thank the King
for, too, for if not for him, Sabre would never have met the feisty
Queen or got free of the control unit. Nonetheless, Torrian was a
brutish rapist pig, and the world would be a better place without
him. The men on the ramparts ran around in confusion, and Sabre
continued to watch them. The man Torrian had been speaking to
crouched over the laser cannon he had just loaded, and, to Sabre’s
surprise, swung it towards his position.

The cyber
flattened himself as much as he could, and the control unit flashed
a warning in his mind, that the cannon had just gone hot. That did
not unduly surprise him, but he was fairly sure he was pretty much
invisible in the grass, and almost a kilometre from the castle, to
boot. The ground half a metre to his right hissed and turned molten
in an arrow-straight furrow, the grass that edged it catching
alight as a high-powered laser beam cut through it. Sabre rolled
down the slope, out of sight. The man was a fairly good shot,
although he had compensated for wind when it did not affect a
laser. That meant he had used the telescopic sights, which was odd
for a primitive, although not impossible. The control unit flashed
a warning, and he glanced at the scanner info, his blood chilling.
A cyber emerged from the fortress, mounted on an air-bike. It
seemed that Torrian had been in contact with spacers, and Sabre
suspected who it might be. Since he had lost Tassin’s support,
Manutim had probably found a new ally in Torrian.

Rising to his
feet, Sabre sprinted for the cover of the trees five hundred metres
to his right, another hissing furrow of glowing soil slashing the
ground behind him. He was pretty sure whoever had ordered the cyber
to hunt him down did not realise that he was one too, as he risked
losing his expensive hi-tech equipment. He should have, though, for
only a crack marksman with a sniper scope, or a cyber, could have
made the shot that had killed Torrian. Safe behind a tree, he
checked his lasers, both of which were fully charged, while he
waited for the cyber to arrive. He watched him on the scanners and
listened to the approaching whine of the air-bike, which stopped
two hundred metres away, just beyond the trees. The cyber
dismounted and approached on foot. The structural scanners mapped
the terrain between him and his foe, who dodged from tree to
tree.

Sabre crouched
and peered around the tree, a laser aimed. As the cyber darted
between two trees, he snapped off a shot that missed by a hair. He
had little chance of hitting the cyber; he had to wait for the unit
to attack, then he would be forced to break cover. The enemy cyber
stopped behind a tree next Sabre’s, and he tensed, his heart
speeding up. The cyber leapt into the open, dropped into a roll and
snapped off four shots that hit the tree where Sabre had been an
instant before. He was already diving away, firing at the rolling
cyber. His shots hit the ground the cyber had just vacated, and he
dodged behind another tree. When two armed cybers fought, he
thought bitterly, it generally continued without injury until their
weapons ran out, then changed to unarmed combat.

According to
the scanners, his foe had a fully stocked weapons’ harness, so he
had just as much ammo as Sabre. He had no intention of wasting his
ammunition on such an elusive target, however; he might need it
when the rest of the shitheads in the fortress joined the fight,
although he would prefer to forego that pleasure. Changing tactics,
he holstered his weapons and broke cover, racing towards the cyber,
who snapped off four more shots that hit Sabre in the chest. His
skin flamed with pain, but he reached his foe in a few strides,
bowled him over and straddled him. Sabre’s unusual tactic evidently
took his enemy by surprise, since this was not something a cyber
would do. Sabre smashed his fist into the cyber’s face, then jerked
his arms apart as his foe tried to jam his lasers into Sabre’s
ears, bashing his arms away. Sabre punched the cyber in the face
again, smashing his nose flat, and rolled away as his opponent
tossed him off with a powerful heave.

Sabre lunged
after the cyber as he sprang to his feet, tackled him around the
legs and brought him down again. The cyber still tried to aim his
lasers, but Sabre smacked them away each time, whilst inflicting
damage with his fists. The enemy cyber was loath to give up charged
weapons, but as long as he held them he could not use his fists.
The butt of a laser pistol cracked into the side of Sabre’s head,
making stars spin in his vision. His opponent seemed to be a tad
slower than he should be, indicating that he might be a B-grade.
The uneven terrain made acrobatics inadvisable, but the cyber was
unable to shoot Sabre again now that he was close enough to punch
the weapons away.

The fight
continued in a graceful ballet of lunging, leaping, punching,
blocking, rolling and diving, the close combat Sabre forced on his
foe earning both fighters plenty of bruises. The enemy cyber got
off occasional shots that missed, and his lasers died. Since Sabre
stayed close to him, his adversary could not reload, and tossed the
weapons away to free his hands. Sabre charged him, receiving a
powerful punch on his head that made it ring like a gong, but he
flattened his adversary and straddled him again, only this time he
was armed and the other cyber was not. Sabre snatched a laser from
a thigh holster as his opponent grabbed the knife in his webbing.
Sabre gripped the cyber’s throat and pressed the laser to his eye.
The cyber plunged the knife into Sabre’s flank, smashing his laser
away.

The fighters
rolled away in opposite directions and leapt to their feet, and the
conflict resumed. Sabre revised his tactics again. He had thought
brute force might bring a quick victory, but it had only led to
quick injuries. He wanted the fight over with, although it seemed
that the men in the castle did not want to get involved in a cyber
fight, and the laser cannon operator was presumably afraid of
hitting the wrong cyber.

Sabre’s heart
cruised at two hundred and thirty beats per minute, sweat ran down
him, and his bio-status was at eighty-seven per cent. He fell back
into normal cyber fighting style, letting the control unit guide
him. If he was up against a B-grade, as he suspected, he would win
with these tactics, due to his split second advantage in speed. He
scanned his opponent for the weaknesses a B-grade would have, and
found that his left humerus was not plated and he had a gap on the
left side of his skull plating.

Sabre leapt
high in a spinning kick, but his foe dived into a backflip, evading
Sabre’s boot. It took another half an hour, but he landed a kick on
his opponent’s left humerus and snapped the bone. Still, the fight
raged on, and Sabre’s bio-status dropped to seventy-four per cent.
He suspected that his enemy’s was lower, however, since the B-grade
was slowing. Even so, defeating a cyber was almost impossible, even
for another cyber. Usually, it ended up in a double death draw.
Even if he did win, it would leave him exhausted. Coming to a
decision, he sprinted for the air-bike, the B-grade hot on his
heels. He leapt aboard the vehicle, which heeled on its antigravity
under his weight, and thumbed the ‘start’ button. His foe jumped
aboard, but Sabre kicked him off and gunned the air-bike, shooting
away.

The cyber
chased after him for a few paces, then stopped, but Sabre had a
good weapon at his disposal now, and swung the air-bike towards his
opponent. The cyber sprinted for the trees, zigzagging. He turned
an instant before Sabre smashed the bike into him and grabbed the
front of it, being lifted off his feet. Sabre accelerated towards
the nearest tree. The impact sent him tumbling over the handlebars,
but he twisted and landed on his feet, swinging around to face his
enemy. The cyber still clung to the smashed front of the bike,
which drifted away, tilted under his weight. His chest was pushed
in, bending his reinforced ribs, and he gaped for air. Sabre
straightened, his breath coming in rapid gasps, and watched the
B-grade die. Cybers always died ugly, cruel deaths, he reflected
bitterly, simply because they were so hard to kill. The B-grade’s
brow band sparkled with red lights, and he convulsed, trying to
suck air into his flattened chest. His hands slipped off the bike
and he collapsed, twitching.

Sabre went
over to him and crouched, gazing down at him. “Sorry, brother.”

It seemed as
if the B-grade’s eyes met his for an instant, and his neck muscles
jerked in a nod, but it was probably just spasms. This was only the
third cyber he had killed, in all the fights he had had. Soil
hissed in a molten line beside him, and Sabre yanked out his knife,
slashed through the B-grade’s webbing and stripped it off, then
leapt up and loped into the forest. The idiot who manned the laser
cannon was still compensating for the wind, though not as much. The
bike was wrecked, and Sabre sprinted for his horse, scooping up the
B-grade’s discarded weapons on his way. The webbing was full of
power crystals and grenades, doubling his arsenal. He tightened the
startled, shying beast’s girth and swung aboard, urging the gelding
into a canter towards the village.

As he
expected, when he got halfway around the village, the scanners
picked up a craft parked in a field beyond it. It had not been
there when he had gone to the castle three days before. Sabre urged
his horse into a gallop, knowing the spacers would be heading for
their shuttle, too. Three horsemen came into view on a road on his
left, also galloping for the shuttle. They knew if he reached it
before them, he would take it. He had already cost them an air-bike
and a cyber; a shuttle would hurt their pockets even more. Sabre
stood up in his stirrups to absorb his mount’s bouncing stride with
his knees, like a jockey, and drew a laser. He sighted along it,
not needing the targeting scanners, and snapped off three
shots.

Two men
crumpled and fell off their horses; the third slumped, but hung on.
Sabre shot him again, and he joined his buddies on the road. The
loose horses slowed to a canter, then turned and headed home. Sabre
stopped and searched the bodies, coming away with more weapons and
cash. He remounted his horse and cantered to the shuttle, where he
stripped off the beast’s tack and released it. The craft was a
V-class Etron Mini-bus, often used by tourist companies, economical
and comfortable. He settled into the pilot’s seat and aimed the
cyber at the console, hacking the AI in two seconds. Guiding the
shuttle into the air, he mused that, thanks to the spacers, he at
least had a quick form of transport home. Otherwise he would have
had to endure three weeks of posterior pain on top of his bruises
and exhaustion. His head pounded, his arms throbbed and his fists
ached, and he took two painkillers as the shuttle shot towards
Arlin.


 


 


 


 Chapter Nineteen

 


Tassin raised
a hand to her mouth as Sabre stepped out of the shuttle, looking
like she wanted to be sick, and Tarl’s mouth dropped open. Sabre
had just landed the stolen craft in the field next to her castle,
and she, Tarl and a bunch of soldiers had emerged to meet it, which
did not please Sabre. She should have stayed in the castle, where
she was safe, not run out to meet who knew who landing in a strange
shuttle. His irritation was supplanted by surprise at her reaction
to the sight of him. He even glanced behind him, but he was
definitely the object of her horror. Tarl approached, looking
concerned.

“Hey, bud, you okay?”

“Yeah, fine.”

“You look like shit. Where the hell did you find a cyber to
fight?”

“Torrian’s castle. Long story.” He eyed Tassin.

She lowered
her hand and swallowed hard. “Sabre… what happened to you?”

“Had a bit of a run in. Hey, you should see what the other guy
looks like.”

She clearly
did not get the joke. “What does he look like?”

“Dead. What’s wrong?”

“You killed a cyber?” Tarl asked, frowning as he reached for
the side of Sabre’s head.

“Yeah. Just a B-grade. What the hell, Tarl?” He ducked away
from the cyber tech’s hand, frowning.

Tarl lowered
it. “Bud, you need to come to the lab right now.”

“Why?” Sabre realised that something must be wrong with his
head and raised a hand to finger the spot where the B-grade had
tried to knock it off with a pistol butt. His fingers brushed a
flap of skin, then Tarl grabbed his wrist.

“Leave it. Come, I’ll stitch it up. How long ago did it
happen?”

“An hour, maybe.”

“Okay, good.” The cyber tech towed him towards the
castle.

Sabre shot a
quick, embarrassed glance at Tassin, who still stared at him with
wide eyes, and muttered to Tarl, “Ah, crap. Does it look that
bad?”

“Your plating’s exposed.”

“Shit.”

“Oh, I don’t think it will put her off, never fear. It’s not
like your hairy butt’s hanging out or anything.”

“My butt’s not hairy.”

Tarl chuckled.
“Whatever.”

“And I wasn’t … I just don’t want to scare her.”

“Scare Tassin?” Tarl glanced at him with raised brows. “Just
how hard did that B-grade hit you?”

“Look, shut the hell up, okay? I told her I wasn’t going to
have to fight, and then I come back with half my head hanging
off.”

“Not half –”

“You know what I mean.”

Tarl grinned.
“It’s not that bad, bud, it’s just she’s never seen anything like
it before, I reckon.”

“Oh, great, so my freak factor just doubled.”

“Nah, it’s just shock. And she knows you’re a freak, I told her
so.”

Tarl led him
into the lab and pushed him down on the medical exam couch, turning
to rummage in the cabinets. Tassin’s eyes flicked over him
uncertainly, but the wound was on the other side of his head. He
held out a hand, and she came over to take it.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked.

“Yeah, it’s nothing, really. I can’t even feel it.”

Tarl turned
his head. “That’s because you’ve got enough adrenalin in you to put
a herd of elephants into overdrive for a month.”

“Shut up, Tarl.”

Tassin studied
him, raising her free hand to stroke his cheek where, he seemed to
recall, the B-grade had kicked him at some point. “Your poor
face.”

“It will heal. It wasn’t that great to begin with. Maybe it’s
an improvement?”

“No.” She shook her head. “You weren’t supposed to fight again.
I’m so sorry, Sabre.”

“What? No, it wasn’t your fault. Torrian has –
had spacer allies,
probably Manutim.”

“Had? He’s dead?”

“Of course he’s dead.” Sabre glanced sideways as Tarl sprayed
the side of his scalp with anaesthetic, which also made it bleed
again. “I watched his head explode in a puff of red.”

Tassin smiled,
a little tentatively. “It sounds like you enjoyed that part.”

“I did, actually. He deserved it, the shithead. In fact, it was
too quick for him, after what he did. I didn’t enjoy the cyber they
sent after me, though.”

“What happened?” Tarl asked, pulling a stitch tight.

“I think the guy Torrian was talking to thought he died of an
ego attack.”

She giggled,
her eyes shimmering. “Oh, Sabre…”

“Hey.” He cupped her cheek. “I’m okay. Don’t feel bad. I
smashed his ammo, killed his cyber, wrecked his air-bike, shot
three of his buddies and stole his shuttle. He’s having a bad
day.”

She giggled
again. “It sounds like you had a pretty good one.”

“I did. He’ll think twice, or maybe even three times, before
helping any of Torrian’s cousins now he knows I’ll go there and
kick the shit out of him.”

She smiled.
“Are you sure you’re all right? You sound… happy about it.”

“Yeah, I’m hyped up, but kind of in a good way. I should have
killed that bastard three years ago, but at least you’re safe
now.”

“I think that B-grade kicked him in the head too hard,” Tarl
muttered.

Tassin’s face
fell. “Really?”

“No, he’s kidding,” Sabre said. “Shut up, Tarl.”

The cyber tech
chuckled and shot her a reassuring smile. “He’s fine. Like he said,
he’s hyped up. It would take a sledgehammer to even knock some
sense into him.”

“Tarl…”

She cupped his
cheek. “But you’re hurt.”

“He’s not feeling much pain yet,” Tarl told her. “Wait a few
hours; then he won’t be so cheerful.”

“Did anyone see you?” she asked.

Sabre
hesitated. “Only the guy who fired the laser cannon, I think,
unless others used the telescopic sights, too. Some guards saw me
three nights earlier when I smashed the crystals, but I reckon they
think I drowned in the moat. None of them got a good look at me,
except one of the gate guards.”

“Laser cannon?”

“Yeah, he was taking pot shots at me from the
castle.”

“But you weren’t hit?”

“Not by that, but the cyber shot me… four times, I
think.”

“Where?” Tarl demanded.

“My chest.”

“Right, get your shirt off,” Tarl said. “And now you can tell
us the whole story, too.”

Sabre sighed
and stripped off his shirt, relating the entire tale while the
cyber tech treated the slight burns on his chest. Tassin sat beside
him and held his hand, and at the end of it heaved a deep sigh. “So
many men saw you.”

“They can’t prove anything. It could have been another cyber,
since we know there was at least one other on the planet, and maybe
there are more. I have an alibi, and I was here just three hours
after Torrian was shot. Hide the shuttle, and they can’t prove
anything. Besides, they might be so glad to get rid of Torrian they
won’t even investigate it. As far as they know, his head exploded.
Who’s to say why? He looked pretty pissed off at the
time.”

She giggled
again. “It’s not funny.”

“Then why are you laughing?” He grinned.

“It sounds funny.”

“Oh, it was funny, trust me. It just went boom.” He spread his
hands in a throwing motion, delighted that he was able to make her
laugh, as he had wanted to do for so long.

Tarl finished
taping a dressing to the cyber’s chest and moved away, and Tassin
gave Sabre a fierce hug. He enfolded her in his arms, stroking her
hair as he turned his head to whisper in her ear, “I think I need a
shower.”

She giggled
and drew back to kiss him on the lips, wrinkling her nose. “You’re
right.”

Tarl turned
with a grunt of annoyance as Sabre slid off the exam table. “I just
put that dressing on.”

“Then you can put another one on when I’m finished. I know you
live to patch me up.” Sabre thumped Tarl on the back as he walked
past, making the cyber tech groan and clutch his spine,
cursing.

“You little shit.”

 


****

 


Tassin set her
glass of wine down on the low table and settled back on the settee,
turning to look at Sabre, how sat beside her. He appeared
distracted, gazing into the fire that blazed in the hearth in front
of them. They sat in the lounge of her suite, and had just finished
a pleasant supper in her private dining room.

Three months
had passed since Torrian’s demise, and the populace of Pradish,
after a month of turmoil, had elected a council to govern it.
Torrian’s cousins had fought amongst themselves in a brutal civil
war that had ended when three had been killed and the last two had
been imprisoned by the newly elected council. The investigators
into the King’s death had visited Castle Alrade and made enquiries,
but without proof had been unable to bring charges against Sabre.
He had taken the shuttle across the Badlands and returned with more
laser cannons from the ruined pre-war city to re-arm her castle, a
simple matter that had taken a few hours with a high-speed vehicle
at his disposal.

A week ago, in
a brief ceremony at one of her court sessions, she had given him
the rank of lord, an elevation that had not surprised or dismayed
her nobles and advisors, since he had earned it many times over.
With the title had come a modest estate with a rambling mansion and
several cottages, where she planned to live with him after her
abdication. There was a great deal of resistance to her suggestion
that Arlin become a democracy, so she had decided to choose a
council herself to govern the kingdom and remain as a
figurehead.

Ever since
Sabre had made the suggestion and voiced his preference, all she
wanted was a peaceful life with him, without the weight of the
kingdom on her shoulders. She spent most of her time with him now,
delegating affairs of state to her most trusted advisors. Tassin
rode with him in the woods, swam in the lake and went exploring in
the shuttle, although she feared his flying would give her grey
hairs. Sabre did everything at high speed, she had learnt, and it
took a great deal of courage to share in his wild pursuits. She
knew, however, that she was never safer than when she was in his
company, hair-raising though it sometimes was. At other times, he
was a tranquil companion with a quick wit, a wry sense of humour
and an endless supply of information on just about anything in the
universe. She had not thought it was possible to love him more than
she had done three and a half years ago, but her feelings had grown
deeper.

Tassin roused
from her reverie when Sabre took her hand, and turned to find him
studying her with raised brows.

“Did you enjoy your trip to La-la-land?”

“Quite a lot, yes,” she said.

Sabre smiled
and lowered his eyes to her hand, his fingers caressing it, sending
shivers through her. It never ceased to amaze her how his touch
made her tremble, especially since she was not the sort of girl who
trembled easily. He dug in the pocket of his dark grey tunic and
drew out something that sparkled, and her breath caught. He lifted
her hand and slipped the ring onto her finger, then raised her hand
and kissed the back of it. Tassin stared at the delicate diamond
solitaire, her heart thudding. When she raised her eyes to his, he
met her gaze with a smile. Her heart seemed on the brink of
bursting, and she fought the urge to throw herself into his arms.
Several seconds ticked past.

“Are you going to ask me something?” she finally
enquired.

“Nope.”

She spread her
hand and gazed at the ring. “You’re supposed to, you know.”

“I know. But I already know what your answer will
be.”

“Still, it’s traditional.”

His smile
widened. “Are you going to insist?”

“I think I must.”

“Okay.” He lowered his eyes to her hand again. “Tassin… will
you –?”

“Yes.” She flung her arms around his neck and hugged him with
all her strength, and he enfolded her in his arms and held her
close.

Several
minutes later, she drew back to gaze into his eyes. “I’ve dreamt
about this moment for over three years. So many times, I thought
I’d lost you…” She blinked. “All I want is to spend the rest of my
life with you.”

“Hey…” He stroked the hair from her brow, trailing his fingers
down the side of her face. “I’m not going anywhere,
okay?”

“Promise?”

He clasped her
face and leant forward to kiss her, whispering, “Promise.”

 


****


 


 


The Cyber Chronicles
saga continues in Book VIII, Scorpion Lord, Book IX,
Precipice, and many more
as yet unwritten.
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