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Chains of Tartarus





I know not with what weapons World War III will be fought, but World War IV will be fought with sticks and stones.





Albert Einstein





You can't say that civilization don't advance, however, for in every war they kill you in a new way.





Will Rogers





Health and Safety Warning - As the last document in this series was graded as a class-three primitive memetic virus, it should be impossible for you to be reading this disclaimer. A thorough mind-scrub was ordered for every being who came into contact with that pernicious assemblage of lies and half-truths, so the very fact that you know of this sequel hints at treason. However, if you must persist, know that this document is even more virulent than the last, and that the Multiplicity Mental Hygeine Department has imposed a mandatory brain-wipe order on anyone who in any way copies, disseminates or discusses its contents. Really, people, it's for your own good...





Subpraetor Kweel, Departmental Hierophant
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Progress Report





Uploaded by: Technician Zhe Aurham Gexxis III





Location: THREE-DIMENSIONAL SPACE GRID REFERENCE LJ-9032487529087-298478-XX-9





Standing Orders:


* Track and trace missing Technic Hierophant Gharfos Nyl Meraxxis IV.





* Research the possibility of appropriating the primitive weapon alluded to in Operative Nyl's communiques.





* Undertake said appropriation, if viable.





* Maintain the structural cohestion of reality at this location until such time as local lifeforms can be inducted into the Multiplicity.





My Lord Praetor; Subpraetors Major and Minor; Hierophantic Councilbeings and Esteemed Fellows of the Technic Academy -





It is my sad duty to report to you the defection and quite probable madness of our brother-in-servitude Gharfos Nyl.





As you well know, the lure of being worshipped as a local deity by primitive species is a powerful temptation for creatures such as ourselves. I fear that Technician Nyl has, to borrow a term from the apes who infest this rock, 'gone native' in the worst possible way.





My initial investigations revolved around the sequestrated memories of one





Kaito Kayzi, Human, age twenty-seven; Jaqub Yaqub Hassan, Human, age thirty-one, and Abdulafia 330, Gene-sequenced warfighter, age one hundred and twenty-five.





Through them, and diverse records from closed-circuit cameras, spy satellites, biomechanical surveillance drones &c I have been able to piece together a very troubling picture of Nyl's actions leading up to the present crisis.





It is his stated intention to utilise an energy-patterning system known as 'The Forge' to effect a synthesis between our blessed Multiplicty and the benighted Unity of the Motherbrain - and one other, a Denizen of the Planes Beyond.





This last entity is able to exist here only due to the threadbare nature of time and space at this location; in it's own world it is powerful beyond imagining.





My only heartening piece of news is that Gharfos Nyl has been captured; though not by myself. He remains in thrall of a human faction he once led in the role of a primitive theocrat.





Otherwise the news is grim - I beseech you to call off your fleets and stand down! This grid-location is far more fragile than even our own savants and skryers ever imagined, and all-out war would likely begin a Metatemporal Fray that could unravel this entire universe.





My research remains ongoing and duly dilligent - I hope to find some way to disable the Forge and thus render the need for conflict null and void. As to Technician Nyl; his current incapacitiation should make him an easy target for an Inux Shorg snatch-and-grab team.





It is my sincere hope that this world may one day achieve upliftment into the ranks of the Praetor's grace; to that end I must now press on with my investigations.





Yours in the Light of His Power,





Technician Zhe Aurham Gexxis III, Exoethnological Specialist





The edge of the Shaman's obsidian knife bit deep, through skin and flesh, all the way down to the bone. Blood welled hot and wet around it as the shaman's apprentice looked up at him expectantly, her eyes as round and white as moons in the firelight.





She pulled her leather torniquet tight as the knife slipped free, black blood dripping from its blade.





"See there, child. See the taint of the darkness in him. That is why I must do this thing, to win back his soul from the Devourer."





He didn't want it to end this way. When the winter wind came skirling down off the peaks he felt every one of his sixty-seven years as a dull ache in his bones. And it took strength to wrestle with the Devourer, in the outer dark where no mortal foot could tread...





"I see it, Father." whispered the young girl at his side, her face smeared with soot and ochre. "With the Spirit Eye, I can see it... breathing. Coiling like a serpent in him..."





The old man grunted to himself; as near to praise as he'd ever come. If she truly saw, perhaps she was ready. After all, he must have been a green youth once too.





"Then hold him, and begin the invocation. His soul has gone deep, and it will take some time to set him free."





If I can do it at all. Unless this is the last time, the time when it has me in his place....





A man lay between them, swaddled in deer-hide and wolfskin, wrapped up as tight as a baby but for the gap in the skins which exposed his bleeding chest. Thongs of hide clattering with bones and uncut gems lay unlaced there, a neat circle in which the black blood twisted and boiled, dripping upward from the knife-cut and evaporating into





smoke.





He had been wounded in battle, cut down when the bloodthirst had him in its jaws. And now his body incubated horrors - he would awaken as a monster, a soulless one, if the ritual failed.





Or he'd never wake at all, taking his foolish savior with him. If that happened, the girl's first task as shaman would be to cut their blackened hearts out...





"Be careful, Old Father." she said, pressing his gnarled old hand between hers. "This one - "





"This one is the same as all the others. The Gods walk with me, child."





But in his soul he knew he was a liar, and a dead man. It didn't change a thing. The shaman of the tribe wielded power beyond the dreams of petty warlords, but in the end he had to pay his due.





His apprentice's hands were shaking as she passed him a cup of bluefire, the heady aroma of the broth igniting sparks behind his eyes. He'd fasted all day to be ready for this moment, and used up half of his supply of rare herbs and powders to make the





sacred potion.





Now he put the cup to his lips and felt the hot, slippery flame of the bluefire coiling down into his belly, awakening power from the earth below him. It blazed up his spine like summer lightning, pouring down from the sky and falling across his upturned face like rain.





His Spirit Eye cracked open, the lids peeling back as it swelled bigger and bigger, stripping away his mortal flesh as he hatched from his body like a newborn snake from its leathery egg. And he stepped into the outer dark, naked, his years cast aside as galaxies of blue tattoos lit up across his skin.





There was the man he had come to rescue, bound to the darkness with thick, dripping webs of shadow. Hunched over his fevered body was the bent and twisted from of the nameless one, the Devourer, its hands working madly like black spiders as they marked the fallen warrior as its own.





"He is not for you." said the shaman, in a voice of grim authority. "Not tonight, or any night, or ever, until the sun is drowned beneath the ocean."





The thing turned to face him then, its bones cracking and popping as it's head twisted around on an impossibly long neck. Its face may have once been human, but now it was contorted with evil glee, a slick black mask slashed with glittering teeth.





"Then you know the price, old man. You know the wager your ancestors made. You'll fight me for him, with your soul as forfeit?"





In this place between worlds the shaman was young again, young and strong for one last time. He stepped forward, clenching his fists as the Devourer peeled itself away from its prey, leaving the crawling purple tattoos it had been etching into the man's skin unfinished.





"I'll fight you for him, with my soul as forfeit. But you and I both know, demon, that even if I win I'm not going back. My life ends tonight, so I offer you a deal. You'll have a second chance at me if you take a blood-oath now, to leave my people be for ten more winters."





His apprentice needed time, time to learn and to earn the respect of the tribe. If he could buy her ten whole years...





The Devourer picked its way toward him on stilted legs, sniffing at the air as if to scent out any duplicity in his words. Blue radience from the shaman's tattooed skin lit up its oily face as it leered down at him.





"Oh, I'd gladly take a second bite at this morsel, Old Father. So many years we could share together with your pain...." it giggled obscenely, drooling with anticipation. "Done! I swear, by all things vile and unholy, ten winters shall your people have without knowing my sweet touch. And your little one... will ripen into a fruit all the sweeter to taste."





The look on the shaman's face was grim as he brought his hands out to either side,





conjuring up a circle in which they would fight. The half-scarified warrior looked down on them from his tangled web, his eyes wide and terrified. Half of his face was flayed bare to the bone, and iron needles studded the raw meat of his lips and cheek.





"Enough of your games, demon." grated the shaman, balling his fists and crouching in a wrestler's pose. "Come and take me if you can. I promise, the only pain tonight will be your own."





Then the blackness blurred, a snarl of wet white teeth and sizzling claws, and the Devourer was on him, eclipsing the spiral swirls across his skin. Light and dark, distilled in essence, knotted and twisted in a death-embrace as old as time itself...





One last time.





And this time, for keeps.





Part Three- Saprophyte





If you were to destroy in mankind the belief in immortality, not only love but every living force maintaining the life of the world would at once be dried up. Moreover, nothing then would be immoral, everything would be permissible, even cannibalism.





Fyodor Dostoyevsky





The imagination is far better at inventing tortures than life because the imagination is a demon within us and it knows where to strike, where it hurts.





Anais Nin





You can discover what your enemy fears most by observing the means he uses to frighten you.





Eric Hoffer





This ain’t rock n roll – this is genocide! David Bowie
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Onne The Practyse Of Demonologie;





Bynding Of Denizennes Of The Planes Infernal


Thirteenth Century Folio,





Ascribed to the Alchemist Cornelius Gracchus Trismegistus, Executed for the practice of witchcraft – 1322 anno domine, Kingdom of Aragon, northern Spain.





“Having scribed ye pentacle, for to contain thee malicious fiend, great care muste be tayk’n to preserve and gird aboute this vital forme! Much fell affront hath been donne unto the careless wretch who, thynking himselfe ward ‘gainst the Demonne he hath rais’d, will tread apon the ‘scribed lines of bloode, or yet topple but a single blacke candle, to hys miserie!





For truly I entreat ye, the spawne of Lucifer be cunnyng and vyle, wont to feaste apon the flesh of those who entrappe them.





Hie ye also to my warnyinge – when thou must excise the possessed, touch them not by your fleshe, for the fiend within will not shy from enslavement of a more potent forme, indeed, the earthy frame of a Magister is to them the most toothsome of repasts...”





Technician Zhe considered the sun – a vast and bloated thing squatting at the centre of its merciless gravity well. It had them in its grip now, relentless.





Aegis wasn’t just in free-fall, however - a battery of vast sublight engines powered the immense ship down toward Mercury faster than any sunbound comet, while its razor-sharp suite of electronic scanners and probes quartered the void ahead for any trace of the Multiplicity. Zhe had taught it well what to expect; the A.I slaves he’d socketed into its command systems were advanced enough to know caution - and fear.





They’d shunted a clutch of faster-than-light drones into superspace as Aegis roared through the orbit of Venus, popping open in the target zone like silicon and aluminum flowers, each one a mass of interrogator systems.





And now they screamed their warning, lighting up the combat screens in the airless vault of Aegis' command deck.





There – skimming through the radioactive soup of the sun’s corona - a gravitonic distortion which twisted up the fabric of space and time. It was a living creature the size of a small moon – a vast hollow sphere which the hastily tutored Aegis picked as a Multiplicity portal unit. Output models painted the sentient carrier-ship as a knot of burning red in the minds of Aegis’ A.I. commanders, crosschecking schematics and battle reports to isolate its weak points.





They were depressingly few in number.





But the human-built death machine had a few surprises of its own to share with the Effortless Subjugation. Aegis had been built just after its hulking sister ship – it was just a little more advanced, a little faster, its weapons systems that tiny increment sharper than those of Abraxas. During the centuries it had spent mothballed in dry-dock Kronos had worked it over remotely, using the semi-autonomous systems of Terminal Station to upgrade its titanic armaments – a little surprise for the Blacksteel Explorator System known as Everdark.





Of course, that whole situation didn’t exactly pan out smoothly for the great machine – and if the very final demise of the Xerxes was any yardstick of comparison, it wouldn’t have lasted very long in pitched battle with the Motherbrain's finest.





Let alone the Battle of Mars... that debacle was too painful to think about.





All of this would have worried Technician Zhe if the A.I.-slaved destroyer were his last line of defense – but Aegis was expendable. He just hoped that the spaceborne fortress packed enough stopping power to slow the advance of the Multiplicity - for an hour at the outside.





Enough time to recover the Chrome Ark.





Why the damnable renegade Nyl hadn’t gone straight for that potent artifact was a mystery in itself but everything about his erstwhile colleague pointed to a total breakdown of neural functions. The poor twisted, crystallized thing was as mad as a





veteran of the Hallucigenia Wars.





Tactically (a fact backed up by several of Zhe’s slaved subprocessors) the Ark was his best chance of stopping the two alien fleets from clashing in Earth orbit – an event which would no doubt tear this whole universe apart at the seams.





Perhaps after having a few of their precious Sentient Combat Systems shot out from under them the Kataphrakt commanders of the Multiplicity fleet would even deign to negotiate.





Well, anything was worth a try ...





“Attention, Mitochondriate Vessel ‘Effortless Subjugation’ – this is the Authorized Multiplicity Technician for this reality, Zhe Aurham Gexxis III!” bellowed the comm systems of Aegis. “Please stand down and shut off your portal unit immediately!”





All this was delivered in the clipped Codespeak Twelve of the Technic Academy, the multiversal patois of the Technicians. Static looped and howled on the open band for a second or two, the song of solar flares and hard radiation. Then;





“Primitive Vessel, you are in breach of Praetorian Accord 1119/c – impersonating a registered Technician of the Multiplicity. Although I must say you’ve piqued my curiosity – just how did you manage to capture one of the slippery little silver bastards?”





Back on Earth, draping another bandolier of bullets across his chest, Zhe gritted his multitude of teeth in frustrated anger. Typical bloody Kataphrakt! Never any faith in the other castes!





“The punishment for your crime is, as usual, complete obliteration. We’ll scoop young Zhe Aurham Gexxis out of the wreckage when we’re done.” purred Yrr, untwisting the cloak from about his bulbous ship.





The rippling, pulsing surface of the portal at its core glared out at Aegis like an accusing eye.





“Kataphrakt Commander, I assure you, this vessel is officially commandeered by a registered Technician! YOU are in breach of Praetorian Special Order 9092/d – Unlicensed Military Action in an Unstable Reality! I must ask you to shut down your portal IMMEDIATELY.”





Zhe could just imagine the fleet of the Multiplicity darkening the sky, being blasted to ashes and slivers by the Forge, a weapon which they couldn’t even imagine. One which was impossible anywhere but this fragile, bubble-thin universe...





“I tire of your charade, Primitive!” growled the Kataphrakt, as spiraling vortices began to spin about the portal at the Subjugation’s heart. “We are here under special order of Subpraetor S’Stho Himself, Marshall of the Fleet! If you were a real Technician, you’d know that means our ancient enemy is here too!”





Now a jagged tear ripped through the blinding light of the portal, a gateway into another reality. Through there, in the gelid cold of the Null Storage Strata thousands of ships would be waiting, packed to the gills (literally, in some cases) with the deadly forces of the Multiplicity.





“Hegemonic Destiny – Peace Through Extinction – You two may clear our path. This dry-space toy has wasted enough of our time.”





Well, it had stalled them for a minute or two. Enough time for Zhe to strap himself up with armaments and ammunition, and to plot a path through the broken maze of Elysium’s empty streets to the R.T. Now it was up to the A.I.s to sell themselves as dearly as possible, and hopefully cripple the Subjugation’s portal. He only hoped that Abraxas would be equally successful.





Light flared in a tiny point, visible even against the blazing disc of the sun, a flash which collapsed into an iris of darkness.





The portal had opened.





Aegis watched, wary, as two massive new signatures carved red trails across its gravitonic scanners, arrowhead things tearing through the star’s corona and out, looping in toward its position. Frantic cross-references picked them – Teuthis Princeps fighting creatures, backbone of the Multiplicity fleet. Obviously Subpraetor S’Stho was taking no chances – both the Hegemonic Destiny and the Peace Through Extinction were hardened veterans, crewed by Excisor thralls who’d seen action against the Unity in hundreds of universes.





Just ten minutes, thought Zhe. Just five. Just until I reach the Ark.





He cinched the belt of bullets tight around his chest and ran for the door, while out in the orbit of Mercury space flared hot and bright with gigaton explosions.











There was nothing in the dark but the clatter and chime of swinging hooks on chains – that and the smell of stale dry blood.





It was shadows on shadows down here in the duel level, down in the shaft where Simeon Blaire stalked his noble prey.





The second round was always this way - a tense and bloody struggle, one-on-one in the cold black nethers of some Lord's spire. Designing and maintaining the razor-wire cages, trap-haunted labyrinths and electrified slaughter-zones was a lucrative business in its own right. The fact that seventy-four other pairs of nobles were pitted against each other in an assortment of tiny private hells all around him did nothing to help Simeon's mood.





He swarmed up a hanging length of chain, hand over hand, feeling the icy steel between his fingers pulling at his warm skin. The shaft was below zero - a chasm which smelled of freon and death, hung with meathook chains and sprouting steel pillars like a nightmare forest.





Somewhere - crouched on a platform atop one of those columns or hanging like a vast bat amid the swinging chains - was Vasily Valchek - his predator and prey.





Simeon's breath hissed out from between clenched teeth as he hauled himself up the chain, trying to keep his ascent silent. It was to be nothing but bare hands this time, the host's rules. Bare hands, and bare-ass naked but for a hovering twist of silk borne up by antigrav cherubs to protect his modesty.





The thin layer of painted-on black latex which clothed him was useless against the cold, but it did give him an edge in the dark. He hoped that the viewers out there in T.V. land could see him – especially that traitorous fool of a Direktor. Now and then he heard the whine and creak of unseen cameras following him, their nightsight threedeeo lenses tracking his every move. This would be ratings gold - Valchek was on his short list, one of the handful of nobles he hadn't yet killed. Out there, gamblers were clutching tote forms to their hearts and praying.





The wires in his head were silent.





Normally the aching, exultant feeling of being utterly lit came down on him about now - right before the knife went in, before necks snapped and blood flowed red. But the Master was silent tonight. The goddamn betrayer was playing this one close to his chest.





He thought Blaire was finished.





He thought that he was safe, and that his lordly toy would be unable to follow through without a snarl of wire and plastic in his skull telling him when to strike, how to angle his hand just so ...





Blaire would teach him hard not to underestimate the warlord of the razor clique. But first...





He saw it, up above. In a sliver of blue-grey light lancing down into the shaft, chopped up by the whirling blades of a rusted-out extractor fan. A glitter like falling stars, a cloud of frozen breath steaming in the air. Valchek, the little fool. Probably pissing himself with terror. The mat had been ripped out from under these noble dilettantes, and no mistake...





Simeon swung his chain out wide and leaped, arcing in to land on the sheared-off top of a metal column. Razor hooks whispered by as he flew, twisting and rolling in mid air to land with his feet together - perfect, silent, as the chains behind him rattled and clanked in the dark. Valchek whipped his head from left to right, seeking in vain. The black wraith was right across the shaft from him now, watching, waiting.





Blaire would have grinned, but he was sure that his teeth would flash white in the gloom. It was enough to know that even without Ascher's hand on the switch he was still the very best in the Game.





Vasily was whispering in the darkness.





“Oh please no don’t let him find me, please let it all be a lie, it’s a lie, yes, a ratings stunt, we can’t be allowed to die, the machine...the machine wouldn’t let him do this...not now, not in the dark like this...”





Simeon cocked his head to one side, his crystal-black eyes zooming in to focus on the terrified Lord as his fingers reached out to pluck a skull-faced cherub from the air. There, in his hands. A tiny chain of beads, slipping through his fingers as he crouched in fearful anticipation. He was praying.





“Oh God, um...almighty, please, I’ve never believed, not until now, not until they told me that...that we were going to die here...but this relic, it’s yours...your people tried to buy it from my family...”





In the hard blue light behind Simeon’s eyes he could see tears rolling down Vasily Valchek’s face, his hands trembling as they worked the jade rosary. His lips twisted into a snarl of disgust.





“If you let me live, great one, I’ll give it to them! I’ll...I’ll renounce my title, I’ll go and live among them in the R.T! I’ll give all of the riches of House Valchek to your chosen one, God! Just deliver me from Simeon Blaire...”





Such desperation. Simeon knew how it felt, that black pit opening up around you, the sure knowledge that if you were to die there would be no House Lancaster to bring you back, no Kronos to save you. But he was wary as he knotted the black silk about his waist, the cherubs hanging at his hips like guns. Because he remembered what came next, when your one and only life was hanging by a thread. That’s when your raw instincts were ripped bare, and you fought like a demon to stay alive.





That was his edge, and he knew that more than one of his enemies would unlock it too, before this night was over.





Some, of them, at least.





But probably not Valchek.





Simeon hadn’t run bawling to the ghost of a dead god when he faced oblivion. And to even suggest living amongst the filth of the R.T – he would be doing the wretch a favor when he killed him.





Simeon coiled himself up like a panther and sprung out into the cold air of the shaft, descending on the pale and huddled form of Vasily Valchek in a blur of deeper shadow. He lashed out with one hand, avoiding a disemboweling hook by a whisper, and caught a length of swinging chain, pivoting around it in a tight little arc. His other hand snapped up a thinner chain, looping in some slack, feeling the cruel spikes which studded its links cut into his skin.





Valchek had no idea what was coming down on him. All he felt was a swirling eddy in the chill air, all he heard was the chime and clatter of chains. And then it struck - a sudden savage blow hammering him to his knees, jointed steel pulled tight about his neck like a constricting snake...





His head snapped to one side with terrible force, and he heard the crack of sundering bones behind a rush of pseudomorphine. Vasily slithered across the narrow platform, the rosary slipping from his grasp, and his scream of pain and astonishment echoed up and down the shaft as his fingers scrabbled for purchase. The icy metal denied him. There was a brief second in which he thought he would fall all the way to the spiked floor of the pit, that Simeon would laugh as his body twisted on impaling steel. But it was much worse.





As he fell into darkness the chain around his neck snapped taut, almost wrenching his head from his shoulders. His fingers clawed madly at the choking chain which held him up, slowly crushing the life out of him - but to no avail. His body twitched and thrashed like a hooked marlin, dangling in the cold black throat of the shaft.





Then he felt it – a hot exhalation of breath against his cheek, the low and gloating laughter of his nemesis, hanging upside down in the chains right next to him. Valchek’s face was turning purple as he twisted and struggled.





Blaire grinned as he watched Vasily slowly losing his battle to stay alive.





“The Vatican God cares nothing for us, my Lord.” he whispered, his breath steaming an inch from Valchek’s ear. “We are his rivals, not his slaves!”





He twitched the choking chain with one hand, laughing as his victim bucked and heaved, ripping his fingernails bloody on the unyielding metal.





“But it’s your lucky day, Vasily. Direktor Ascher wasn’t lying – if you die here, it’s forever. So you’re not going to perish in chains. I’m going to let you go.”





Blaire waited until his words sunk in – until he saw a flicker of hope on Valchek’s bruise-purple features. Then he flicked his wrist, unlooping the chain from around his neck. For a second the doomed Lord hung there in the air, gasping for breath, and then gravity took hold.





He fell away into the dark with a pitiful scream, down and down, while Simeon’s laughter echoed up the shaft to bounce back in a storm of echoes. Many seconds later there came a final, sickening crunch from below – and a single tiny click from off in the shadows. Blaire would have missed it were he not so impeccably upgraded. It was the unmistakable the sound of a gun being loaded.


His mind jumped back to the threedeeos he’d seen of Ascher’s fall of the black assassin who had cut him down so close to his goal. Of the vast plasma blast which had torn his body apart in an instant, archaeotech from the wars of the apocalypse...





“Rivals to godhood, are we, Simeon?” asked a hissing, malicious voice in the dark. “Then the ends must surely justify the means – Gods are infallible, you know.”





Blaire was utterly vulnerable – dangling from the chains by one foot while his enemy trained the muzzle of some impossibly destructive cannon on his head. For the first time in as long as he could remember he felt the fear. It crackled along his nerves like summer lightning.





“Allow me to quote from the Vatican’s book, before we finish our business, then.” said the assassin, his voice coming in from all sides as echoes. “ ...For you will know my name is the Lord when I lay my vengeance upon thee!”





For a second the blue strobeflash of plasma filled the shaft, blazing from the razor edges of a thousand wicked hooks, a furious conflagration which roared through the space where Blaire’s shadow had hung.





By then, he was already long gone.











Kaito Kayzi plunged into the mouth of hell, his rage turning to incredulous fear as he fell. There was almost no way that this plan could work – but incineration in the guts of the Kraken seemed inevitable either way. Kaito had read parts of the Vatican Dogma – just to secure the good graces of the Black Technologists, really – and he knew about the fall of Lucifer from heaven. Now he had a fair idea of how the doomed angel had felt.


The flamelight rippled across his red concussion armor as he plunged down into the maw of the monster, stifling a scream behind his hysterical grin. Lashing tentacles the girth of telegraph poles scythed through the air all around him; he fell through loops of rusted steel, between snapping pincers which missed shearing him in half by inches.





There – only a little further down was Hassan, his bulky shadow reaching out with a silver hand that flashed sullen red in the light of the Kraken’s fires. The I-beam he stood on was sagging now, twisted out of shape as the ravening tentacles of the beast tore the Valley View’s foundations to scrap.





Only an instant’s window, only one chance to grab those knife-tipped fingers...





Kaito’s mind was used to the brain-melting suicide plunge into the seas of blue light inside the Wetsystems – he just had to pretend that this was the same. Calculations unfolded behind his eyes, tracing his trajectory, the arc of his fall...





The jolt nearly pulled his arm from its socket, but Hassan caught him. The fractured I-Beam sagged down as the big biker took up his friend’s weight, arresting his plunge with a grunt of pain.





“Shit, K – you should lay off the junk food. I almost broke a sweat catching you there.”





Down here the heat was intense, and Hassan’s face ran freely with sweat as he grinned, just as manic and doomed as his hacker buddy. The sequestrator pistol spun around one of his meaty fingers as he handed it across.





“One shot, Kayzi. I’ll feed this son of a bitch a meal it’ll choke on, then you hit the controls.”





The steel beneath their feet was definitely giving way now – it dipped alarmingly as something behind the wall gave way.


“Alright – I’m ready.” said Kaito, feeling the pistol jack into his bio-onboard network. Ancient code seethed up his arm from the little device, meshing with the slick interface of his Ashishi-built systems.





“And if this one goes to shit, just let me say...”





Hassan stopped him short, dragging him back from the edge as the Kraken lunged up at them, shaking the whole crumbling structure of the Mall.





“Just don’t fuck it up! Now, let’s GO!”





Without another word the silver-handed giant turned to the broken wall, wrapping his fingers around the jagged edges of a steel panel. The huge chunk of masonry was at least eight feet to a side, riveted in place centuries ago by long-scrapped constructor mekan. But the Kraken had loosened it just enough for Hassan to get a grip. Tendons stood out on his neck like high-tension wires as he struggled against it, gritting his teeth as he took the strain. Seams across his shoulders burst as he heaved, sweat flying as he thrashed left and right.





Then the first rivet came free, skimming past Kaito’s face like a bullet. The next came a second later, and then the Kayzi had to cower behind his friend as the hammered slugs flew like rain.





“Here we go, Kaito! I’ll see you through the other side!” yelled Hassan, pulling the slab of metal free with a grinding, crunching cacophony. The beam they stood on shook as its final welds began to tear loose.





And then he lifted the great panel of metal over his head, roaring like an animal in rage and pain, and cast it down into the Kraken’s horrific mouth.





An instant later he grabbed Kaito’s arm, and leaped after it.











Nguyen had built the battlewagon as best as he could – as well as anyone could, considering who it was made for. But steel and rubber and gasoline could only do so much, and CeeAn was grinding the poor vehicle to pieces as she tried to wring even more speed out of its roaring vee-eight.





The mall was coming down in pieces around her, forcing her to twist the wheel left and right, wrenching the battlewagon around heaps of flaming rubble and pits gaping in the hot metal floor. She was glad that Cressmeyer had gotten out when he had – the last thing she needed now was a passenger ruining the upholstery with uncontrollable fear.





CeeAn herself was a little twitchy about blasting through a collapsing building at one-forty miles an hour, but it wasn’t like she had a choice.





Abdulafia’s signal was weak, pulsing fitfully like a failing heartbeat. And in the white-scored lines of the Vision she could see the thing which had awakened beneath them – a colossus of armored steel struggling up out of its oily grave.





The battlewagon shot out into space, whipping the veils of smoke behind it into a frenzy as it soared out over a burning abyss. The impact when it landed almost cracked her brand new teeth, the four smoking tires leaving great scrawls of bubbling black rubber across the treadplate of the main concourse.





This was the place.





As if on cue the engine of the machine spat out one final belch of sooty flame and died, its supercharger winding down with a sad whine. CeeAn levered herself up and out of the driver’s seat, pushing her goggles up on her forehead. Twin rings of oil and soot rimmed her eyes like overblown makeup.





She was close, now – close enough to push on through the smoke and heat with only the Vision to guide her. She snapped down a filter mask and a pair of thermalscope shades anyhow – there was no way she’d let her precious new flesh be ‘vaped first time out of the tank. Devine would never shut up about it, for one thing – and then there was the cash she’d bet on herself to last at least three missions.





Behind her CeeAn heard a great groaning, shattering noise, and felt the building convulse as a section of girder fell three floors down to smash her battlewagon to scrap. More work for Nguyen, then – if she managed to get out of here alive.





Her insurance on that front came in the form of two bulky silver autoinjectors, stuffed with a savage dose of ‘dreno. This shit had been the cream of the crop from their last little raid – rarefied juice which the Submagus Alchemists swore came from highborn glands.





Careful now – she knew from her Vision that she was getting close to the edge of a vast chasm. If there was any doubt in her mind it was dispelled when a claw-tipped tentacle erupted through the floor like a runaway subway train, smashing its way out through a sagging wall.





Wherever shit like that was happening, Abdulafia 330 was bound to be close by.





Sure enough, as she slid the last few feet on her belly, there he was. CeeAn poked her head out over the pit, looking down a sheer and smooth wall of metal to where her fellow Ashishi perched on the handle of his favorite stiletto. Just too far down for a desperate leap and not a handhold in sight.





“Up here, boy!” she yelled, her voice amplified by speakers in her filter mask. “This makes us two for two, ‘Afia – if I save your ass one more time I’ll officially own it!”





He looked up – she was annoyed to see that he wasn’t in the least bit surprised – and pointed down into the maw of the machine below him, a flaming orifice filled with saws and grinders. He was shouting something, but she couldn’t make it out.





Oh well – CeeAn hefted one of the two autoinjectors and clipped it to her shoulder pauldron, feeling the soft pad of the needle-head nestle up against her jugular. She dangled the other over the abyss until she was sure that ‘Afia had seen it, then let it go.





The ‘dreno slammed into her a second later, a roaring blast of euphoria which bent the world around her brain like hot steel.





Oh, this was good stuff!





Raw power raved and crackled through her factory-fresh body, a feeling indescribable to all but those who've had to live as patterned light.





Her bioelectric field flared like a nuclear blast, whipping up the smoke into a towering figure, an exact replica of CeeAn twenty feet tall, surrounded by a corona of purple light. It was hard to ride this one out, hard to keep control of the rush and focus it just right...





Then a blast of white fire came up out of the pit, a solar flare which blew the roof off the crumbling Valley View in a neat circle. Flickering tongues of black lightning wreathed the searing beam, and CeeAn could see chunks of cybernetic tentacles and claws rising in the heart of the pyroclasm, ablated away to ashes by its furious power.





In the Vision she saw the Kraken writhing in pain and fury, lashing out with its remaining razortipped arms blind.





The Mall gave a terrible lunge like a foundering supertanker, and the floor dipped, the angles of the place suddenly made all wrong...





Then she saw it – a shadow in the core of the flare, a humanoid form cut out in black from the savage white light. A snarl of dreadlocks stood out from its head like the snakes of the Medusa, and as the terrible radiance faded Cee could make out the features of Abdulafia 330, hovering in midair with his eyes rolled back to blazing whites.


The Vision sliced through her like razorwires then, showing her the insane truth. His field was unfurled all around them, burning up his body like candle wax. He was holding the Valley View together with raw power, and he couldn’t possibly last long.





CEEAN – THE NODE! VERLAINE HAS FALLEN TO A SEQUESTRATOR – A THING WE HAVE NEVER FACED BEFORE. YOU MUST REACH THE NODE, AND WHEN YOU DO...





I’LL TRY TO OPERATE.





The voice came in from everywhere, a choir of harmonics torn from the tortured steel of the building itself. Questioning him now was not an option if only because any distraction could bring tons of masonry down on them both.





“Show me.” she said, reaching out one hand to the black cutout shape in its blaze of white light.





And the Vision scribbled across the air in front of her, a jagged trace leading her on through the mall, immune to the smoke now, immune to the fire. The same force which gave ‘Afia the power to hold together an entire sector of Elysium wrapped her in a hard shell of patterned energy, a suit of impenetrable armor which let her leap from floor to floor like a ninja, thirty feet with each step.





There, up ahead, the node. And within, a churning nest of gelid black snakes, wrapped up around the shattered mind of Magus Verlaine. They were just in time.











The rogue Cyben! Direktor Ascher could hardly contain his delight as he watched the Celebrants at the gates being torn to pieces by that exquisite death-dealing engine. In another time and place Octavio would have given any sum of money to have Tsien in his pit-fight leagues – but here and now he was glad to have him running rampant in the beltway’s quiet streets.





A better diversion couldn’t be imagined – it would certainly take Kronos some time to assemble another Celebrant squad on this night of nights. Unless the Grandmaster of the Grief Division took this failure personally... as he sincerely hoped would be the case.





The green LCD clock still flashed its triumphant row of zeros in the bottom of the Direktor’s sensorium dome, floating over the top of a thousand scenes of carnage.





He caught little traces, here and there of other games afoot in the Last City tonight. Those who profited from the chaos he had brewed up would no doubt thank him - if they ever found out about his patronage.





The forces of the RT were creeping in at the seams, the Pit Ferals were restless, sending strike teams of savages up the spillway to plunder what they could before the Ashishim or the Vatican beat them back. And other, less partisan elements were getting their cut at the same time.





Octavio was reaching out to a little group of them now, calling in a very old debt by remote control.





One of his ubiquitous flycams skimmed through the hot and oily air down in the bowels of the city, in one of the deep-buried manufactoria owned by Consolidated Industries. His legions of A.I. spies had drilled their way into the camera networks of a thousand such places over the years – strategic points where any amount of things could go spectacularly wrong. This one was a weapons development plant, and tonight’s trouble took the form of four desperate and dangerous outlaws – the Emerald City





Gang. The little party Lieutenant Tsien had thrown at the beltway gates had bought him enough time to tie up a loose end, and these were just the people to take care of it for him.





The flycam followed a path of destruction which Big Leon had carved through the factory modules, a trail of ragged holes through walls of metal and plasticrete. Here and there headless bodies clad in the black uniform of Consolidated security bore mute testament to the accuracy of the Tin Man’s guns, and shredded scraps of flesh and armor chunks evidenced the rage of the one they called the Scarecrow.





Oh yes, these folks were just Mr Ascher’s type – professionals. His flycam caught up with them in the main vault of the manufactorium, a spherical steel womb flashing strobe-light red as alarms split the air.





Leon was wrestling with the three-foot-thick door of the facility’s secure store, his hairy arms bulging with impossible musculature. About the top-heavy giant’s neck a collar blazed with searing voltage, goading him on to fury. It seemed that the door was going to rip from its bolts any second now...





The other three looked on, unfazed by the carnage they stood amongst. It appeared that an unfortunate Consolidated fire team had made their last stand here, before the great lockway – and that they’d lost in a spectacular fashion. The Scarecrow – an old acquaintance of Direktor Ascher’s – was carefully cleaning off his knife-fingered gauntlets with a scrap of white silk, resplendent in a three-piece tweed suit spattered liberally with gore. Tin Man looked almost as if he’d run down in a half-crouch, the muzzles of his twin rifles splayed to cover the whole room. Only a fool would believe it, though – Ascher’s flycam could see the shimmering field which surrounded the battered and scarred old robot, the electronic senses which scanned the whole manufactorium for the merest trace of movement. Without countermeasures so advanced that they were all but science fiction the Flycam would never have gotten this far.





Finally – ah, sweet regret! Lady Alvarez looked just as good today as she had back in Ascher’s heyday, a sylph in red leather, twisting the controls of Leon’s collar with a sadistic grin. That one – well, Leynna Mendelev-Singh was fiery, but Ruby Alvarez was pure incandescence. Young Octavio’s one proposition to her had nearly cost him certain tender parts of his anatomy. The fact of her cataclysmic fall from grace made her seem even more attractive to the jaded old Direktor – when all of this was through, perhaps ...





But for now, it was strictly business.





The Scarecrow rubbed his knife-bladed hands together with glee as Leon gave a final bellow and heave, ripping the door from its moorings in a shower of fractured plasticrete. Shrouded amid the clouds of dust which billowed up around it, Ascher’s flycam alighted on the tip of a dead guard’s finger, it’s abdomen splitting into four





hovering segments. Each one hissed out from the carapace of the little machine, forming a frame in midair in which flickering green light bloomed and congealed...





A perfect replica of the Direktor stepped through that ethereal doorway, a hologram dressed to the nines in pressed white cotton, his silver-tipped cane clicking on the bloodied tiles.





As the Emerald City Gang looked expectantly through the dust into the containment vault he tucked his cane under one arm and began to applaud.





At once the Tin Man came back to life, his flashing green eyes casting out laser-targeting beams to pin the segments of the flycam through Ascher’s incorporeal form. The Direktor looked down with disgust at the four slim traceries of light marring his suit. He tipped the brim of his panama hat and raised one eyebrow.





“And hello to you too, my cybernetic friend. Just hold off for a second, would you? I’ve got to talk to the kid who buys your batteries.”





The Tin Man had no face, as such – just a crude skeletal grimace painted across the front of his scuffed head-dome. Nevertheless, the look he shot Ascher was pure murder.





“And what do you want down here, Direktor?” asked the Scarecrow in his clipped English accent – studiously copied from old twodeeos, no doubt. “This little raid is being funded by our Celestial friends, and last time I checked, they were no allies of yours. They don’t let their citizens watch...entertainments of the type you provide.”





His eyes flashed rage from behind the plastic mask he wore.





Ascher smirked, glad to see that his old friend hadn’t lost his sense of humor. Some people would hold it against you if you turned them into a pitfighter, but Aitken Straw apparently wasn’t one of them.





“I’m here to see Miss Alvarez, actually.” he said “The fact that I find you going about what I assume is your legitimate business here is hardly my concern.” He gestured with his cane at the human wreckage all around them, the shattered vault door, the hole in the reinforced wall.





“Who’s the funny little man?” asked Big Leon, his face split in an idiot grin now that the power to his shock collar had been switched off. “I can see through him I can, he’s funny, yes he is.”





Lady Alvarez silenced the malformed giant with one slim finger across his lips, slipping the controls to his collar into her pocket as she stalked through the rubble and blood toward Mr Ascher.





“Who says we have anything to talk about?” she asked, her thin face twisted into a scowl. “All I’ve ever had from you and your damned network is bad publicity and worse photographs.”





Direktor Ascher smiled, twirling his cane between his fingers like a stage magician.





“Oh, I think you’ll find you owe me one, miss. You see, I once had a talented young editor on my staff - who for one reason or another had to be gotten out of the way.”





Off in the corner of his vision he saw the Scarecrow’s hands clench, his razor-sharp claws slicing into his palms. Ahh – so that was why he’d stayed quiet about old times. He’d never told Ruby how he came to be the thing he was ...





Well, he was about to have a talk-show moment.





“The little snot thought that he should get a better cut from the pitfights I was shamelessly rigging – and perhaps he was right. Anyhow, he tried to blackmail me - and that, as you know, is a recipe for swift obliteration.”





Lady Alvarez nodded, cool – that kind of reasoning was right out of her lexicon. The Scarecrow, however, looked like he wanted to rip Octavio’s face off and spit on it. “Anyhow, I thought of a much better fix. I had him worked over by my biotects – amateurs compared to Lancaster’s boys, but skilled in their own special ways. By the time they were finished he was a pit-fight dog you could bet your life savings on. Then I had them wire him up with a cerebro-blocker – a little black box that turned off his higher functions. The damn thing could only eat, shit and kill after they soldered him up.”





Oh, he was glad he’d come here as a holo – not that he had any choice, but nonetheless – if he’d been standing here in the flesh the Scarecrow would have already reduced him to bloody ribbons.





“You see, nobody would believe a thing like that. Godawfully ugly, mindless – he was better than dead. And then you had your little run-in with the Direktoriat, and I thought to myself – why not give you a hand?”





This was just a step too far, and the Scarecrow stalked forward, his butcher-knife fingers crooked at Ascher’s incorporeal throat.





“And I suppose you’re going to tell her that this was your mercy, Octavio?” he spat, ripping the plastic mask from his face with an obscene sucking sound. Beneath the shell of plastic he was a skinless horror, stitched up with wires, his eyes welded under domes of diamondglass. “All you did was put the switch in my head and deliver me to her.





After that, I was just doing it to survive...”





Ruby stared at him, aghast, her hands going to the twin railpistols at her belt. “You were his puppet all along? All these years, Straw?”





The Scarecrow’s ravaged face was twisted with rage and shame and self-loathing.





“No! He’s got no control over me! This was just his way of getting rid of me!”





The Direktor wished he could have been filming this intimate little moment, but other concerns were far more pressing. He stepped between Ruby and Aitken Straw before they could fall on each other in fury.





“My dear Miss Alvarez, it was all about your legend. After people saw you kill Lord Delroy and Lady Erdminster in glorious threedeeo their appetites were whetted for more! You killed them outside the Game, and your whole clan into the bargain! It was beautiful footage, and I just had to have the exclusive...”





“So you sent me a little helper marked with tracers...” she hissed, pointing one of her bulky pistols right through Ascher’s chest at the Scarecrow. “Do you realize how many times we’ve almost been killed because of your bloody coverage?”





“The key word there is ‘almost’, Ruby.” said Octavio, still smiling. “And now – do you have any idea what the common man thinks of the Emerald City Gang? Are you familiar with the pre-apocalyptic legend of Robin Hood? They think you oppose the Council of Hierarchs because they’re cruel and corrupt!”





Well, that elicited a laugh from all of them – even a blast of static from the Tin Man. “Crueler than us? More corrupt? Please, Direktor. If you think that we owe you a favor based on a story that flimsy, you must be as mad as they say you are.”





The Scarecrow jumped on it, sliding his mask back on as he pointed at Octavio with one scarred silver claw.





“That’s right! He lies! I’ve never betrayed us – never! All the times we’ve been scanned and rigged and chopped by our clients – they never found a single tracer.”





Now Direktor Ascher’s grin widened to shark-like proportions, as he used one thumb to hinge open the top of his cane.





“There was no need, mister Straw.” he said, rubbing his thumb around the little flashing red button there revealed. “You’re carrying something much worse – something I can trace with a little bit of stolen clonehunter gear. You see, my biotects didn’t just fit you out as a killer. They spliced you with a little extra twist as well.”





Now all eyes were on the Scarecrow, as if the gang expected something vast and alien and toothy to erupt from his heaving chest.





“Munitorium Necrovirus 392 – I’m sure you’re familiar with its uses, Tin Man.” The scarred old mekan nodded once, with a squeak of corroded bearings. “A sample from the apocalyptic wars, woven into each and every organ of our friend the Scarecrow. Believe me, if I hit this switch you won’t be able to run fast enough.





<<He’s correct>> said the Tin Man, his voice a crudely synthesized whine. <<Even my semibiological structures would be prey to it. Kronos would quarantine this whole facility and flood it with cryogenic fluid anyhow, as soon as it found out. I don’t suspect that the Direktor cares much about collateral casualties>>





Now he was really glad that he was only woven light – the look that Ruby Alvarez focused on him was enough to incinerate asbestos.





“So it’s blackmail, then? You should have just cut to the chase, Octavio – I totally understand that kind of game. The only question is – what do you want from us?”





Ascher snapped his glowing fingers in midair, and a glossy photograph appeared in his hand, animated ink writhing across its surface.





“This guy was one of mine – just like Mister Straw there. But he’s interfered with my plans one time too many – not to mention associating with some very undesirable folks who you may have issues with.”





Ruby leaned forward, squinting at the photograph as it rippled and morphed through frames.





“Ashishim? That one’s wearing an operative crescent unit – and those guns are definitely R.T. ordnance. But who’s the main target?”





“I’m sending a through a bio file right now – get a printout from your metal friend.” said the Direktor, pinning the photo to the air in front of Ruby’s face.





The grainy black-and-white picture showed a trio of blurred figures firing huge revolvers up at the camera – a little dark-haired man in cycle armor, a dreadlocked Ashishi in a ragged cloak, and, centre-shot, the hulking figure of Jaqub Hassan.





“Now - get cleaned up here, and get to it, team.” said Ascher, rubbing his hands together with mirth. “I sincerely hope that our little chat hasn’t affected your morale – I expect utter professionalism from all of you on this one, or else...” his thumb hovered over the red button, mocking them. “What happens between you afterwards – well, that’s up to you.”





The holo blinked out, then, leaving the Emerald City Gang standing shellshocked amid the rubble and ruin of the secure chamber.





“Well, I guess we’ve got no choice.” sighed Ruby, her shoulders sagging. “Aitken, don’t look at me like that – he’s played us all for suckers, not just you! Leon, get in there and fetch those flamethrowers for the Celestials. Tin Man, start scanning the datanet for a trace on Jaqub Hassan. The sooner we get this over with, the sooner we can start planning how to get that shit out of Straw, and how we can put the hurt on that damned Direktor Ascher!”











The disease was spreading behind the sealed airlock of Illuminatus Zeon’s sanctum, propagated by the tiny rat-thing which had first slipped the chains of his control. Crawling, seething, probing, the black mass of the Worm had found its way into the bodies of those unfortunates which had been bait for it – the broken and the damned who had suffered through the Illuminatus’ alien experiments. Now they were subsumed beneath the awful power of its dimension-spanning hunger, their skins slicked over with black ooze as they crawled and staggered from their containment pods and slithered out of their manacles. They were a ragged band of the undead, their humanity compacted down to a mute prayer for death in their eyes. But the Worm loved them – they were the perfect hosts, feeding it on suffering as they jerked at the end of its psionic puppet strings.





Of course, in ages past the vast creature hadn't known emotion – it had fed blindly, out of necessity. The joy of inflicting pain, the exultation of control, the delights of torture and slow death – these were all utterly human traits it had absorbed along with its food. For some reason it was invariably the wicked who feared the transition through death where it hunted.





Now it experienced other human emotions through its vassals – the things it called Saprophytes. If felt frustration and anger, locked in a cage girded about by the impenetrable fields of the Illuminatus’ vivisected Devilfish. That long-suffering thing’s tiny brain was kept deep behind the walls of foot-thick steel that formed the sanctum, and there was no way that the Worm could possess it. There were only two ways out of the little laboratory – through the triple-sealed airlock door, or out through the Wetsystems, through the tortured mind of Magus Verlaine. Unfortunately he, too was locked down tight – something would have to come in from outside of him to open the gates and allow the Worm to escape. The little trick which the Illuminatus had taught it – how to jump into a hardwired mind through the datanet – would let it devour whomever it desired if it could only force its way through...





To this end a trio of ghoulish, dissected things were hard at work on the captive Magus even now, two of them holding his metal body down while another (the original little rat-homunculus fused to its shoulder) sent rippling tendrils of dark matter in through the gaps in his armor, prying and twisting at his biological systems. So far, they hadn’t even gotten so much as a twitch from the torpid Ashishi, but the trying itself was so satisfying – practice for the torments they would soon visit upon every living thing in this pitiful place.





Then Verlaine’s eyes shot open, and his body convulsed as if lightning coursed through his metal frame.





“No! Please! Don’t open the node! It’s already here! You can’t help me...save yourself!”





Oh, it was just too sweet! Through the seething, nourishing waves of pain which flowed from Verlaine’s tormented mind the Worm could feel something scratching at the other side of the portal, trying to open a path into the Magus’ head. Oily black teeth smiled from a score of twisted faces, and ichor-dripping tongues licked cadaverous lips in anticipation. Thorny tendrils quested blindly from gaping wounds and hollow eyesockets, tasting the psionic signiature of the fool who would release them. All they needed was a single crack in the door...











When the mind of a magus sped through the glassy labyrinth of the Wetsystems, through the reefs of data beneath their seas of light, it blazed a trail behind it like the map of a telephone message through a vast antique switchboard.





Some of the best - the elite Dataslaves of the Liquid Tong and the sleuths and hacks of Omnivasive - could split themselves at critical junctures, tracing two or three paths at once. A handful of masters and savants were disciplined enough to fragment out ten or twelve times; operators like Kaito Kayzi and the hosts of the SubMagi. Watching them cut ice was like watching a shoal of fish trailing liquid fire behind them, weaving a net through the network.





These veterans were the most precise and careful of their brethren – because losing your trace meant losing your mind into a hungry melange of the recorded dead.





Operators who survived learned that you had to pull all those speeding fragments back in before you hit eject – or a part of you would never come out of the machine. If you were lucky it’d just be some of your memories – if not, it’d be the parts which kept your vital organs ticking.





Anybody inside right now would be amazed at the skill and recklessness of a certain mystery operator – right up until the curling fractal backwash of his run blew them right out of their ‘mersive rigs. This guy wasn’t leaving a single trail behind him – not even the tight little meshwork of a seasoned vet. His trace, dripping hot-pink virals, ramified out through the wetsystems like a jagged burst of coral, now twenty traces, now two hundred, now twenty thousand...





Behind it the seas flickered with static, and the pastel glass of a million interface connections iced over hard-candy pink, thrashing with pixilated cilia. The thing was a spreading shutdown, and it was utterly desperate.





Kronos felt the paralysis tearing through its vast bulk, slicing off a thousand servitor mekan and semi-autonomous systems in an instant before the great machine could even react. The supercomputer hesitated for a millisecond or two, disbelieving, as the viral explosion mushroomed out from the R.T, out from the very core of Ashishim territory, blacking out the entire zone where the reclamationists were fighting. Some kind of metaviral from the Vatican’s Black Technologists? Perhaps a digital smokescreen conjured up by the Illuminatus himself? It scarcely mattered – it was eating into the tender pseudocerebrum of the Wetsystems at an alarming rate, and it would have to be stopped.





It was only as the massively powerful avatar of Kronos came hammering down through the salty blue depths that it noticed the burning core of life within the writhing heads of the great coral – this thing was no A.I. program, no matter how complex.





It was the Illuminatus himself, a presence the machine hadn’t felt since Reclamation Day.





Illuminatus Zeon – now stripped back to his true form as Technician Nyl – brought his millions of blazing traces back together as he felt Kronos descending on him, a hammerhead the size of a city.





The great machine was pure godlike here, but he was a Technician of the Multiplicity – a being who had fought so many foes that even the mightiest seemed trivial. The sinewy silver alien flexed his claws, calling his foe’s fury down with a toothy sneer.





Kronos punched through the intricate filigree of Nyl’s pink coral in a raging storm of corkscrew fractals, shattering the bed of the virtual ocean, a black glass abyssal plain stretching out flat in every direction. Below that shimmering barrier, Nyl knew, the imprisoned minds and souls of millions writhed in nigh-eternal bondage, waiting to be mercifully disintegrated as fuel for the Forge.





Now fissures skittered out from the machine avatar’s impact point, ripping the smooth black glass apart left and right, speeding out towards the horizons in an eyeblink. Now the entire Wetsystem shuddered with precisely emulated hydrostatic shock as the crack began to grind open, an impossible maw gaping wider and wider, letting the tiny figure of Nyl glimpse the roiling lava beneath.





It was a blood-red heart of throbbing pain, a vision of uttermost hell.


From out of it, something began to rise...





Kronos loomed up out of the system core like a nation-bestriding colossus, bigger than mountains, his face a flickering patchwork of stolen features stitched together with searing light. Before him Nyl was like a tiny child before a god – it seemed as if the machine could snuff him out between two fingers.





But instead of cowering, the Technician began to laugh, a noise like metal plates grinding together deep in his otherdimensional throat.





“Oh, you’re such a showman, Kronos! What an entrance! Am I supposed to be impressed? I, who have seen the living suns of the Multiplicity feeding on whole planets?”





The giant avatar of the Machine looked down on him with a petulant scowl on its





colossal face, its mismatched teeth flickering with static about their edges.





<<This may just be the last thing you see, outworlder!>> it rumbled in a voice of





steel and thunder. <<Especially if you don’t reverse whatever vile program you’ve used





to interfere with my Wetsystems! Ten thousand dead, you alien fool, and for WHAT?>> Nyl sighed, his shoulders sagging.





“If I had enough time to explain it to you – and to explain the mathematics of what I was explaining – then I still wouldn’t bother. Something’s coming through that makes what I’m doing here look like...like some human metaphor for NOTHING!”





Kronos’s huge eyes narrowed, suspicious, as his vast mouth clamped down into a furious grimace.





<<The Unity-Thing? We know, we know! And our defenses for it are primed – we had hoped that you would hold up your end of the bargain, from all those years ago. Tell, me, Technician - What does disabling my greatest weapon achieve against your so-called Slavesystem?>>


“Not THAT! Not even CLOSE! Something infinitely worse, Kronos! And if it wins, the Unity can have your damned planet. This whole Dimension will have to be quarantined...but you’ll be dead and gone long before the interstice locks are welded shut.” said Nyl, his silver skin bubbling and boiling with rage. “I thought I could bend it to my will – I thought it could defeat the Blacksteel. But I...may have miscalculated...”





<<You risked my world for nothing!>> roared Kronos, slamming his fists against the glass seabed. Red light flared from between a million cracks. <<And you would leave me defenseless against both the Unity-thing and whatever you have now unleashed! Foolish creature!>>





The machine avatar brought its hands up and out, splaying its immense fingers over Nyl’s head as if to crush him. <<I should never have given in to you all those years past, you crawling thing! Now I think I’ll rectify my mistake!>>





Kronos slammed its palms together, twin walls collapsing in like the jaws of a hydraulic crusher. But Nyl was ready for it – his defenses here in the Wetsystems were slaved to the core of the Chrome Ark, and now he drew upon a little of its power. Of course, there were nowhere near as many dead souls within the little prototype as there were inside the shell of the Last City – but Nyl could afford to burn his reserves up like cigarettes, while Kronos needed his for the Forge.





Nyl made a gesture with one clawed hand and twenty glowing spheres of white ice sprung from his virtual flesh, swelling and bursting from his quicksilver skin like boils. Each one rotated slowly in the turbulent water, studded with wickedly sharp transparent spikes.





They spun about him in a tight helical orbit, glowing from within with an eerie green light, and where they touched the hands of Kronos they clawed ragged tracks of static across his flesh – eating away at his very substance. The huge avatar pulled back in shock and pain, howling wordlessly as the virtual seas were whipped to storms and whirlpools around him.





“Just let me finish, you stupid pile of scrap-metal!” shouted Nyl, all his frustration and rage crackling between his ice-spheres as a chain of cerulean lightning. “I won’t hesitate to feed you to the Ark piece by piece if you try to stop me – and that’ll be MERCY compared to what the Worm will do to you!”





Now Kronos was a little smaller – part of his monstrous form had been leeched out by the touch of those Arkborn things which whirled and spun about the twitching body of Nyl.





<<The transfer works both ways, Technician!>> said Kronos, flexing his knuckles. <<I can just as easily swallow up the power of your precious Ark – I’ve had years to prepare my offensive systems for this moment...>>





As the Technician watched each of the avatar’s fingertips split in two, then in two again, and again, branching out until the thing’s immense arms ended in thrashing rootwork of coiling tentacles.





<<At least three for every one of your precious thralls, Illuminatus!>> it spat. <<I’ll tear them screaming from you, and then you’ll follow them down!>>





Below them the chasm gaped wide, great pseudopods and tottering towers of red plasm heaving and shuddering within. They burned with a palpable hunger, willing one or the other of their tormentors to fall.





Nyl focused his power, and his claw-tipped fingers made a series of passes before his face. Each of his Arkborn spheres split down the middle, and then once again, multiplying like fecund bacteria.





“If you really must do this here and now, machine, I suggest you get it over with. I have a lot to do out in the real world, and you’re still in my way.”





Between the two foes the virtual waters of the Wetsystems began to flicker and coruscate with red, as though gallons of blood were billowing up from the chasm below. Jagged strobe-flashes of darkness leaped from Kronos’s writhing fingertips, from Nyl’s claws, from the icy spikes of his Arkborn.





<<Impressive, but your theatrics are useless, outworlder!>> bellowed the machine avatar, as a million upon a million saw-toothed mouths snapped open and shut at the end of his maze of tendrils.





“What do you mean MY theatrics? Aren’t YOU doing that?” asked the Technician, narrowing his blazing white eyes in suspicion.





Then both of them felt it at once – the sensation of a demon claw slitting the taut skin of reality open, the sound of squealing and popping and grinding glass...





“Too late! Too late! It’s gotten through!” howled Nyl, gathering his Arkborn up around himself in a seething spiral cloud. “I’ll have to finish this delightful little conversation later, Kronos – It’s about time I quit this sinking ship of a planet.”





For only the second time in its existence Kronos felt actual pain – the pain of a thorny black parasite ripping through its steel and concrete flesh. Somebody had opened a door for the Worm.





<<Outworlder! Technician! What...What should I do?>> stammered the machine, its pretension of godhood crumbling and sloughing away.


“Shut down every sector of the Wetsystems you can still control. It’s not fully manifest yet – but when it is, you don’t want it in there. That kind of meal would make it almost powerful enough to destroy me.” Nyl was in his element now – poised on the razor edge of disaster that Technicians of the Multiplicity lived to navigate. “That’s





what I was trying to do, until I was so rudely interrupted.”





Kronos’s entire body was flickering through colors now, its outline hashed with static, the supercomputer’s stolen face crazed with empty patches of null blackness. It screamed, silent, breaking down in shards and flickers of code.





“I just hope whoever opened the gateway can close it in time.”





Then the world flashed yellow and black, curled up into a sphere of blazing white light; a cube of darkness peppered with green strings of numbers...and the Wetsystems spat him out.





From the other side of the pitted steel airlock door where he slumped Technician Nyl could hear the sound of triumphant laughter.











As soon as her hand reached out into the Node CeeAn blacked out. She was lined up with Abdulafia, their energy fields coiled tight into a stabbing spiral databore as he ripped the defenses from the tiny photonic array.





She watched those last seconds in slow motion – the metal around the node cut away, melting and evaporating in a perfect sphere as the tip of the bore struck home. A gelid black liquid crawling all over the thing in her Vision – a living disease surging up, hungry, like no kind of ice she’d ever seen. No human countermeasure at all, she realized - far too late.





Their final leap left them no choice but to stab the databore in to the hilt, and as it slid into the node she caught sight of Abdulafia’s face in a flashburst of black light. He KNEW what was in there. He’d felt it before...





All that in the moment before it reached up into her brain with razortipped claws, showing her what was happening to Magus Verlaine – and promising to do the same to them all.





'Afia fought it for a second longer – his desperation and resolve pushing him beyond the limits of his flesh as he struggled to excise the horror from Verlaine’s tortured mind.





By the end of that interminable instant he was just trying to kill the poor doomed Magus. Then he was trying to sacrifice himself to stop the infection from bursting out...





It was his shame which undid him – the knowledge that he had failed, that the foul sequestrator within Verlaine had won – despair seemed to feed the beast, and it ripped through his brain with a howl of triumph, tearing apart his concentration. His whole being felt forced between whirling black grinders and hooked flensing rollers, shredded piece by bloody piece...





It had needed him. He was the key – and he was so much better than the Worm had hoped for. Abdulafia’s power held together the entire Valley View Mall – with all its wetsystem components, all its data cabling, all its connections to the rest of Elysium. It leaped out from his bio-onboard, coursing across his expanded energy field like filthy liquid corruption, porting into a thousand vulnerable points and out across the Last City.


It was all too much for the Ashishi’s body to bear – the ‘Chrome in his system was running dry, fading out into the brutal ache of a planet-sized comedown. In the Vision he saw his carefully constructed energy shell crack and shatter, rolling back and peeling away from the tottering hulk of the Valley View.





Bolts sheared as ‘Afia reeled on the edge of unconsciousness, mocking laughter ringing in his head. Girders, pushed beyond breaking point snapped like dry tinder, sending cascades of concrete and glass flying.





He saw CeeAn falling, her own energy field shattered, down through fire and smoke and ruin...





The field folded up like glass origami, back into the ball of pain and humiliation which was Abdulafia’s aching head. Blackness clamped down on him like a fist.





Then the tipping point came, and the floor heeled up and over. A rumbling noise was coming closer, rising up through the foundations as he lashed out blindly in the choking dark.





And with the roar and crash and scream of a tightly localized apocalypse, the Valley View Mall ceased to exist.











Peace Through Extinction caught a delicate nuclear explosion just as it began to blossom from its warhead core, wrapping it in unbreakable shells of energy. With a flick of one quarter-mile tentacle it flung the deadly little sphere back toward the Aegis, snapping its three cruel beaks in drooling hunger.





Another gigaton bomb exploded off above the plane of the ecliptic, up where its sibling-ship Hegemonic Destiny was preparing its own assault. The Excisor thralls who operated its bonded weapon systems were swarming and seething across its broad arrowhead back, preparing its battery of masers and plasma cannons to carve through the upstart primitive’s paper-thin hull. The Destiny slipped sideways through superspace for a second, curling neatly around the edge of the blast, surfing its shockwave to ride in closer to Aegis, into shooting distance. A blaze of hard radiation stitched the side of the human ship, bursting pods of liquid oxygen and vaporizing





delicate heat sinks, but to no avail. There was no living thing aboard the dreadnought to suffer the assault, and now Aegis was in the perfect position to counterstrike...





First, that incoming stasis shell – the vast Assemblers in the heart of the Aegis hummed for a brief second, spinning out a thick cable of silver silk. The seething nanostuff shot from a turret in the ship’s flank like liquid lightning, wrapping the frozen nuclear explosion in clinging thread. Then mutating, reforming, using part of itself as reaction mass – slinging the little energy shell out on a new course, right into the path of the Hegemonic Destiny. This time there was no room for maneuver, no time to weave its vast energy fields and slip sideways. The full brunt of the nuclear explosion punched into the living ship’s back, the blast shaped by a silver cocoon of nanofibers which howled exultantly as they disintegrated.





Of course a mere gigaton strike wasn’t enough to fell a fully-grown Teuthis Princeps; but the poor unprotected Excisors manning its nonbiological weapons were far less resilient. Hundreds of the little black-suited homunculi were scoured away in the heart of the explosion, reduced to molten metal and roiling gases along with the bonded masers they tended.





Destiny’s three-foot-thick shell blackened and cooked, while gamma radiation blistered the living substrate beneath, forcing vast nervejam blocks to clamp down across the whole area. They let just enough agony percolate through to the thing’s brain to whip it into a snarling fury.





Inside the great diamond bubble which replaced one of the Teuthis’ eyes its slave-bonded Captain bucked and writhed in his zero-gee straps. A pair of hulking Bastarnae-caste warrior thralls clamped his body in their scissor pincers, while tiny meditech creatures scuttled over his bulging cranial dome.





The Hegemonic Destiny slewed around in a tight arc, its one eye rolling and its beaks snapping vacuum. The Captain’s battery of tiny black optical sensors bulged wide as he recovered from the shock, hundreds of hypodermic mouthparts and probes sluicing his brain with alien endorphins.





“Ready the Bores! Ready the Grapples! Bring her up to ramming speed!”





Aegis was already rolling up and away from the pair of sentient fighting machines, its huge bulk rising out of the ecliptic plane on jets of ion fire. As it maneuvered its Assemblers were busily pumping out a cloud of twitching, shifting drone-things – needles and discs, spinning cubes and pulsing pyramids of gleaming chrome. Most of these were foils to counter the swarm of chitinous smart torpedoes which rose from the shell of the Peace Through Extinction like an oily black cloud, living things controlled by slaved ganglia all homing in on the Aegis’ vital systems.





They met the cloud of countermeasures head-on, some exploding in bursts of deadly radiation, others gnashing and chewing into the nanoassembled munitions with diamond-hard teeth, yet others whiplashing and twisting hard to win through to their prey.


Once again the lack of a human crew saved the Aegis – the most agile smart torpedoes contained supertoxic gases, flesh-melting viruses and hordes of deadly parasites built up from the Multiplicity’s knowledge of terrestrial biology. In the airless vaults and corridors of the Aegis they were worse than useless – and the drill-tipped living siege-engines which delivered them were dissected and examined within seconds by Zhe’s merciless A.I.s. Deadly information hissed across the subether, sparking mutations in the nanomechanical drones Aegis had spawned.





A blazing broadside of plasma blasts raked them as they fell in toward the Peace Through Extinction, shredding hundreds. But there were thousands now, as the Aegis tapped its entire bulk elemental mass in a single desperate gamble. Living submunitions suffered explosive decompression as silver discs sliced them clean through, dipping and weaving between the two vast combatants like a haze of static. Now the cube-form countermeasures were breaking through the Extinction’s defenses, extruding cruel barbed spikes as they sunk into the space creature’s unnaturally tough outer shell. Excisor thralls rushed to pry them loose, swathing them with chains, burning them with hand-held x-ray laserbeams, battering at them with hammers – but all in vain. The chrome parasites made themselves firm, studding the broad back of the Extinction like mechanical ticks.





The A.I. cores inside the Aegis counted down as the swarms did battle, watching their drones burrow into the alien ship’s flesh. Below that oil-black crust of horn and chitin the ship’s complex nervous system ramified through acres of hot meat – all the way down to the tiny slaved brain which was welded to the Captain’s extended skull.





Now it was just a matter of hacking the system - a task to which the A.I.s were uniquely suited.





Their preoccupation nearly cost them their tenuous existence, then, as the Hegemonic Destiny slammed into the side of the Aegis with a force like planetary collision, its prime feeder tentacles scoring deep gashes in the dreadnought's metal hide. Their bone hooks hissed with monomolecular sawteeth, parting steel and aluminum like paper.





The great space predator howled silently in the vacuum as it tore through a cluster of fuel tanks, and jets of searing gas bathed its body in agony. Its smaller tentacles slammed home and twisted, crumpling the skeletal superstructure of the human vessel. The combined strength of their gravitonic fields and tons of heaving muscle almost snapped the Aegis in half.





With their secret weapons spent the A.I. cores were forced to more primitive means of defense. Autoturrets raked the Teuthis with heavy explosive, massed gatling cannons tore chunks from its nuke-burned and blistered hide in a bloody swathe. Arterial clamps slammed down as the few remaining Excisors aboard scrabbled to fill in the wounds with fast-setting foam.





Amid the blaring alert sirens and flickering neon of the Aegis’ bridge one tiny green icon snapped to the front of a shuddering digital display screen. The parasites had reached a critical mass as they battened themselves onto the body of the Peace Through Extinction. Vital systems fell one by one to the rapacious databores of Zhe’s A.I. slaves below the space-creature’s shell, even as the hordes of Excisors which swarmed over its body like lice battled to pry the throbbing silver cubes loose.





There – the mind of the Teuthis Rex was cut free from its tethers, severed from the spinal nervebridge which plugged it into its Captain’s bloated skull. Now it just needed the right motivation...





The A.I.s knew they had to act swiftly – the Hegemonic Destiny would soon shear the narrow waist of the human-built dreadnought in two, cutting off its weapons and command modules from the drive systems out in the ship’s tail. Critical cables and tubes floated limp in the vacuum as the great beast’s tentacles tore chunks from the Aegis, driven on by the spur of its Captain’s rage.





The prow of the Aegis split open as the A.I. systems made their final gambit, shutting down one by one as their ship was torn apart around them. Within the stubby nosecone, nestled between massed banks of smart torpedo launchers and squat multi-masers lay the heat-sink studded barrel of an immense cannon – a straight tap from the dreadnought's immensely powerful drives. Those titanic engines could fold space like paper, punching the massive bulk of the Aegis clear through to the orbit of Neptune in a single jump. Nothing, of course, compared to the delicate gravitonic manipulators of the Multiplicity, but enough savage brutality to erase whole asteroids when





belligerently applied.





This was to have been the final argument against separatism for the mining nations of the belt. Now it’s arcing, spitting muzzle was trained right at the bulging violet eye of the Peace Through Extinction, poised to evaporate that otherdimensional creature in a heartbeat.





Without it’s Captain’s voice, with all its cybernetic shackles broken, the Extinction followed its blind instincts. With a complex knotting and twining of tentacles the living starship tore space open and slipped sideways, out of the firing line of that deadly beam.





And the countermeasures struck, fouling its gravitonic field, unbalancing the titanic forces unleashed – ripping the poor creature in two as the rift it had opened scissored shut, a blade as sharp as the edge of reality. Its psionic screech ripped through the mind of every Mitochondriate in the solar system.





Even Zhe, racing through the darkened streets of dead Elysium felt it like a icepick through his skull.





The Hegemonic Destiny went wild, lashing out in a fit of primal fury, tearing its own immense tentacles to ribbons as it’s captain howled in pain. Too many memories came seething up through his vast cerebrum at the sound of the Extinction’s demise –





whole armadas of living ships incinerated off Gahg’raaal Tho, the feeling of his bonded vessel’s skin being ripped and torn by the cruel saws and lasers of Blacksteel Voidhunters...





The pain of a thousand years of war and loss came down on him like a sledgehammer, and it spread through the ship and its Thralls like a virus. Hopelessly entangled, burning with rage, the Destiny didn’t even notice the clutch of tiny escape drones which burst from the ruined hulk of the Aegis, each one carrying a pared-down but very self-satisfied A.I. core. They dropped into subspace, ten tiny ripples on the face of the sun, just as the Aegis began building up a charge in its drives to self destruct.





“ENOUGH!” roared Kataphrakt Yrr, pounding his battle-claws down on the arms of his command throne hard enough to shatter the intricately carved bone. “This really DOES look like the work of a Technician! Only one of those slimy little g’gghakkiin could use primitive tools like those against us so readily.” Of course, in his considerable pride the Kataphrakt wouldn’t even think about the awful alternative...





“Open the portal and bring that vessel through, before it can erase itself! I want to take it apart down to the atoms! I want EVIDENCE of this Zhe Aurham Gexxis’ TREACHERY! He’ll be begging for death before the Subpraetor in mere hours!”





“Oh yes master! What a delicious command!” burbled the Effortless Subjugation, it’s tiny mind suffused with glee. “Shall I separate the Hegemonic Destiny from the human craft before I bring them into stasis?”





Yrr twitched and snarled, his smaller, more gracile secondary hands flickering over the control boards of his ship.





“No – let that overgrown mollusk stew for a while in the null. I want both the Destiny and its Captain to think about how they’ve let mighty S’Stho and their Praetor down toady – and what those worthies might do about it.”


With a grim little smile on both his mouths the Kataphrakt manipulated a pseudopod of light out from the carrier-ship’s portal, sending it writhing across the vacuum to envelop the Aegis, along with the great Teuthis Princeps which clasped it in a death-embrace.





“Perhaps they can whet their appetites on the two of them before they begin punishing this damned Tecnhician Zhe.”





DOCUMENT INSERT – MULTIPLICITY ARCHIVES DEPARTMENT





There is a world in which it has won. One reality sideways, in a place which failed to exist due to a single tiny twist of probability.





It broke through back in the dawn of history - when men still defined their nations by the strength of steel and the fortitude of stone; when superstition and credulity named the Worm as the enemy of God, the architect of sorrow, the harbinger of extinction....





In a universe only glimpsed by the great skrying lenses of the Multiplicity another Earth lies under the thrall of another Adversary. The subpraetors have decreed that this reality is compromised – the interstice locks have been sealed tight, and the doomed denizens of that parallel Earth will never be released from their torment.





It swept across their world with the most deadly tools its slaves could muster – the sword, the axe, the hulking siege-engine. It preyed on their religion, and came in the form of a heaving horde of the dead, an army which blackened the land like an earthbound locust swarm, firelight glinting from their bloodied blades.





Cities fell across countless petty kingdoms as people of every creed and color became fodder for the hungry dead, prey to the cruel appetites of their Exalted, those who welcomed the Adversary in its might.





It gave to them the darkest desires a twisted mind could conjure, and screams echoed across the globe, prayers in a thousand tongues went unanswered.





In time, those tongues were torn from broken jaws, whole plains were forested with the twitching crucified, and the vast pyres rose like smoking mountains, seeding the clouds with reeking ashes.





The survivors fought grimly, but with dwindling hope. They had seen things which made it all the more simple for the Adversary to crack open their minds. Cannibal feasts under the blood-red moon. Howling massacres of the feeble and old, women and children fed into black iron machines...


Death was no respite as it ran rampant across the scarred face of that other Earth, raising pyramids of skulls to its own glory with a billion cold dead hands, lashing its psionic whips to goad its servants on to new atrocities.





Soon, it was only the dead who remained – no rest for them, no respite from the bondage of the Worm, only an endless stumbling nightmare as they dragged themselves across blasted wastelands under blackened skies.





For this other Earth, this place where even the Blacksteel Unity in all its artificial might dared not go, was more than just a feeding-place for the Adversary. That dimension-spanning creature had cracked open time and space around the poor doomed planet for a reason – one which even the hardened skryers of the Multiplicity regarded with sick horror.





Deep in the dying fires of the accursed Earth something stirred, as the seething energies of the Adversary were poured into its wasted shell. It could never heave its entire impossible bulk across the threshold and into three-dimensional space.





It would never bridge the voids between the stars and feast on alien pain. But its seed was growing. And its young would awaken perfectly adjusted to this ripe new reality.





It would be born insatiably hungry.





Regarding the Instability at: THREE-DIMENSIONAL SPACE GRID REFERENCE LJ-9032487529087-298478-XX-9 - Supervising Technician: Gharfos Nyl





The Black Technologists believe that there's an afterlife like this. Just fire and pain and fear, on and on, eternal....





Damnation was the thought foremost in Kaito's mind as he fell screaming into an abyss of fire, the sweat evaporating from his tortured skin. He cursed fate and fortune and every god he knew, figuring that no imaginary hell could compete with his current predicament.





It was all he could do to keep his Bio-Onboard running slick as he plunged down behind Jaq Hassan, that great ogreish maniac’s hand clamped around his arm like a trash compactor’s jaws. He could hear a scream over the roar and piston-thunder of the great beast – it was almost certainly his, but little details like that were out of his control.





Everything – all the concentration and focus he usually used to carve through the wetsystems – was bound up in the point of a needle now, the barbed spike of his sequestrator pistol. His upgraded eyes blurred with salt tears as they fell, flames blazing up around the red-hot edges of their metal slab, through a threshing tangle of tentacles... and into the grinding maw of the Kraken.


Just when he was sure they’d never make it, that he couldn’t possibly hit the hubcap-sized interface plate inside the thing’s gnashing, blazing craw, the world flashed white. The plugs which studded his skin and the back of his skull buzzed as if they'd all been jacked into separate ‘mersive rigs, and for a second he felt the power of Abdulafia 330 - juiced to the eyeballs and beyond on potent ‘chrome.





Time slowed down for them in that blazing, crystalline instant, and he could feel the Ashishim guiding his hand, lining up the concentric crosshairs in his eyes with the barrel of the pistol, with the gleaming circle of his target. Even the flames were sluggish now, curling up around the metal slab like seaspray, jagged and glassy smooth. He could see every drop of sweat, every pore on Hassan’s skin as he surfed down the maelstrom, his teeth gritted in a rictus of determination and savage joy.





It all lined up just as the white strobe-blast faded; a trio of target locks blinking green, his finger squeezing the trigger... and the world came back online in a blurring, howling rush, the Kraken squealing in ultrasonic pain as ‘Afia lashed out at it with raw power.





It was one of those sweet shots that seemed to guide itself – the needle lancing out through the smoke and flames and heat-haze, trailing its wire behind it, curving in to pierce the very centre of the interface...





A direct hit. Microscale wires unfurled from the sequestrator's tip, tearing into the Kraken's mind. And back up the wire it came, a virtual contact shock, rolling Kaito's eyes back in their sockets. His body went limp in Jaq's grasp, flying out behind him like a battle-flag.





Hassan kicked off the panel of cherry-red steel, leaving the soles of his boots behind as smoking puddles of rubber.





The Kayzi never saw the massive chunk of metal jam in the rollers and blades of the Kraken’s craw, shutting down its onslaught with a screech of tortured bearings. Jaq dragged him along, dead weight, as he leapt up and away from the smoking, sparking mouth of the metal beast. He clambered up between twitching mandibles tipped with drills and saws, using them as a makeshift ladder, desperate to be out of the way when they whirred back to life...





Finally, the great bullet-shaped brow of the thing. Jaq manhandled the Kayzi up and over, dragging himself up between the black glass blisters of the Kraken's eyes. Kaito slammed down onto its hot metal skin like a sack of meat, his eyes white and blank. He was inside the mind of the machine now, fighting for control. A slim loop of wire spilled from the muzzle of his sequestrator pistol, still clutched in one white-knuckled fist, a silver thread trailing down into the Kraken's maw. And the giant machine was silenced.





“Kaito! Hey, Kayzi! We made it, man! We’re still alive!” yelled Jaq, shaking his buddy’s limp body with one massive paw. “How about that shit!” Below them the Kraken groaned, working the indigestible chunk out of its furnace maw with the tip of one tentacle. “Are you there, Kaito? Oh, hells...” Hassan’s fist came down on one of it’s bubble-dome eyes as he stared into the slack, lifeless face of his associate, blistered and red from the heat.





He was barely breathing, but a febrile pulse still beat in his neck, and lights flickered in waves across the bio-onboard monitors set into the flesh of his wrists.





The heat down here was life-sapping, and Hassan could feel his own skin pulled tight and raw across his skull. No doubt he looked just as bad as he felt – but not half as bad as he’d look if Kaito couldn’t finish what he was doing inside the Kraken’s mind soon.





Beneath Jaq’s feet the plated hide of the beast shuddered, and a fountain of blazing shards spewed out from its mouth – the remains of that huge metal plate, reduced to splinters. The pistons were hissing and thumping again, the great grinders and saws spinning up as the machine recovered from it’s choking fit. Even the disrupting blast of power which had come down just before Kaito took his shot had only injured the Kraken – and now it was searching for its tormentors, sliding the tips of its remaining tentacles around the walls of the shaft as it tried to discover their hiding places.





It would only be a matter of time until it’s tiny computer brain thought to check in its one blind spot – right behind its optic battery, on top of its head. And when that happened, they’d likely suffer the same fate as the metal slag which slopped and hissed in the creature’s furnace belly.





Hassan could see from his vantage point the thousands of jointed steel legs which protruded from its bloated body, inching it ever upward out of the pit with jackhammer-tipped claws. The sound of metal clattering on concrete echoed down in the dark as the Kraken shat out ingots of alloy, the by-product of its insatiably programmed hunger.





All he could do now was keep a firm grip on his friend, try to recall the fragments of childhood prayers which still echoed in his drug-burned brain - and wait.











This wasn’t like the Wetsystems at all. To say that the interface through the sequestrator pistol was primitive would be a gross understatement – the thing had been designed on the fly during wartime, made to be operated by the crude cyber-enhanced field ops of the Terminus Separatist Army.





Kaito had seen pictures of those ancestral warriors in historical twodeeos, and their integrated systems were to his bio-onboard what a wooden club is to a machine pistol. You’d think that it would be easy, working through such an ancient cutout, but the Kayzi was used to level upon level of sophistication holding him up above the raw code of the Wetsystems. The sequestrator opened a channel between the antiquated microchip brain of the Kraken and his own mind, bridging the gap with bare mathematics.





This was the kind of stuff that the electromagi ran as practice, as a tactical fall-back position, or just for kicks. Now he had to run it like some kind of twentieth-century hacker, wrestling with actual alphanumerics. Lucky, then, that there was a wide streak of savant in his chromosomes – he was almost as fast as the Kraken itself, and he was far more enhanced.





Kaito gritted his teeth and punched it up a few levels, twisting and shattering the endless white-on-black datafield as he forced the interface to meet him halfway. He was blind for a second, and then the resolution dropped in, hazy, a mess of jagged polygons scattered across endless darkness. Shift up again, and again, the pixels shrinking down, vertices multiplying, and his world became a primitive videogame, a scene out of some two-k vintage shoot-em-up. The Kraken’s tiny cluster of electric ganglia weren’t meant to mesh with modern systems like his – this was the best they could do. But something about the place was familiar.





He could feel it like dull toothache – the same whispered echo of suffering which had come through from Zone Doubt, the grating background agony of a mind enslaved.





Now that he knew what it was, he could remember it rubbing up against him in the Wetsystems hundreds of times. It scared the hell out of him – but turning back was worse.





Kaito’s avatar slipped through the corridors of a badly raytraced little maze, a grey metal warren studded with crude sixteen-bit icons, access ports to the Kraken’s myriad subsystems. He was getting warmer – the blurring ache was in his bones now, drawing him onward almost against his will, through sliding, clicking bulkhead doors painted in only one pixel thick. Zone had suffered enough in just those few months, tied down and vivisected to control PDR 909. But this machine was ancient – a millennium old if it was a day – and all that time someone had been held in a crude parody of life to sustain it.





“One thousand, one hundred and three years.”





The voice came in from everywhere at once, as Kaito stepped through a final flickering virtual door and into the heart of the machine.





“Twenty seven days, three hours, fourteen minutes, and nine seconds.”





Even with his mind torn out of his body down a skein of wire, Kaito tasted bile in the back of his throat. This was how the poor damned thing chose to show itself?





“So many years alone...” hissed a voice of bubbling decay, sighing up from out of the blackened throat of a corpse. “I’m quite mad, you know! Quite utterly mad, or so the monitor programs tell me. They shut down my body for seven hundred years, but... they left my thoughts on standby.”





The room which Kaito stood in was a globe, a vast sphere of rusted metal almost a quarter full with steaming virtual sewage. From the doorway where the Kayzi stood a thin catwalk of steel mesh arced out over it. The foetid liquid writhed with repetitious fractals, a crude program which also tried to shunt an artificial stench directly into Kaito’s olfactory nerves.





He counted himself lucky that the ancient code was so crude– otherwise he may have been able to smell the room’s denizen, a thing less human than a vast teratoma, a cancer with a lopsided face strapped and chained to the very centre of its prison-chamber.





“Twenty-seven seconds between resets, for all those years. I haven’t had a thought more than half a minute long in all that time – and of course, most of them started with ‘what am I?’...”





The thing screamed then, as a red-hot lancet stabbed slowly into its heaving side, venting a stream of poorly-rendered blood and pus. Rings of cruel surgical tools orbited the unfortunate creature, now and then poking and slicing and shocking it, forcing it to concentrate on working the Kraken’s massive bulk.





“Who....who were you? What’s your name?” asked Kaito, his revulsion tempered with pity.





“My name?” slobbered the slave-mind of the Kraken, its face lost amid rolls of doughy flesh “I...I had a name, once. But I was a fool, you see. I thought that immortality was within my grasp.”





Kaito cursed silently to himself – a name would make this a whole lot easier. He certainly didn’t like the way that the creature’s one good eye was fixed hungrily on his avatar, flickering back and forth along the bright silver trace of his cable link to the sequestrator.





“I couldn’t wait to shuck off my old flesh, back then. The sales pitch from BionLab Gaudi was too slick for me, what with the cancer eating away at my bones... But now – I’d do just about anything to taste again. To breathe, and sleep, even just to shit again! Bliss!”





The Kraken was utterly fixated on that little twist of wire, now, its milky white eye brimming with overwhelming lust. Kaito tried to cram down his disgust, to see the poor pitiful thing for what it really was – the result of centuries of slavery.





The foetid mass was nothing but the self-disgust of a mind enslaved and tormented; beneath it was a human being. One which - if he was any judge of character - would sell what remained of its soul to steal the Kayzi’s body. As the Core Drone had pointed out so eloquently, the sequestration line ran both ways.





“Don’t even think about it.” he said, letting a blaze of gleaming black ice swirl up around his virtual form “We’ve come a long way since your time, ancient – if you try to take me down it’ll be suicide.”





True enough – the viral countermeasures which seethed and dripped from Kaito’s pixilated skin would tear this whole feeble shell to ribbons in a heartbeat. Except that then there’d be no way to control the machine which it empowered...





When the creature at the Kraken’s heart spoke again there was a note of pathetic pleading to its voice, a petulant whine which sickened Kaito almost as much as its bloated and rotting visage.





“Please... please, sir – if you’ve come so far, can’t you spare some flesh for me? Just a little body, please – a cripple, a child, I don’t care! Just....just set me free! A thousand years of slavery, kind sir – that was never in the contract ...”





Its mewling pleas were cut off as another red-hot spike slid into its flesh, eliciting a howl of anguish which tapered off into screeching modem noise.





“All I can do is store you.” said Kaito “They’ve compressed you down to such a small size – I’d be surprised if they even let you run your subconscious in such a tiny system. But even if you survived years of reintegration, the best we could offer you is a mekan body. BionLab Gaudi was nuked to ashes centuries ago, and they’d have had your full template.”





That was definitely the wrong thing to say.





“Storage! Stasis! NEVER AGAIN!” roared the mind of the Kraken, its diseased bulk shuddering with outrage. “At least awake I can destroy! I can use this filthy thing they’ve slaved me to, and punish the living!” Its one weeping eye narrowed with animal cunning as it leaned forward in its creaking harness.





“There were two of you out there, weren’t there? So where’s your friend, hmm? Shall we take a look?”





In the air between them a shimmering screen snapped open, a twodeeo feed wracked with static. The image jumped and slewed wildly as the Kraken’s parasitic brain switched from camera to camera, scanning the video feeds from the tip of each coiling tentacle. It didn’t take long for one of them to spot Jaq Hassan, crouched atop the head of the mechanical beast out there in realspace, holding onto the barely living body of the Kayzi with his bionic hand.





“I wouldn’t want to crush him, now, would I?” hissed the abomination, as ropes of glistening drool spilled from its black-lipped mouth. “But the choice is yours, friend. Give me your flesh, and he'll be spared. Otherwise....”





The tentacle which hovered over Jaq like a cobra whipped sideways too fast to follow, its wickedly hooked tip carving a yard-deep furrow in the solid metal wall of the shaft. Slick, sinuous, it curled back again, the tip of its hook weaving in the air inches from Hassan’s pallid face.





“Just think....you’ll be immortal! Immortal like me! I’m a god, little man, a power beyond reckoning!” it was utterly crazed now, whatever humanity it had left subsumed beneath its rage and bile. “They told me that I’d work for a few years, ten at the most, just until the bioengineers got their cloning procedures right. By now they must have, hmm? So you’ll just be stuck here a little while...”





It must have read the look of fury and revulsion on Kaito’s face; must have guessed that he’d never give in to its obscene demands. Over the cold centuries the man who BionLab Gaudi had tricked and enslaved had built this cancerous shell for his mind – and he’d grown out to fill it with sick, hateful despite. The thought of that thing pulling his body on over itself like a glove was too much to bear.





There was no mistaking his look of utter loathing as he stared into its single bulging eye – and while he imagined horrors the creature struck.





The trick was so simple a freshman neophyte could have deflected it with a thought – but Kaito was still reeling with shock. The Kraken threw him a loop, a glitch shuddering through the system, fouling his connection for an instant. And in that instant it changed, swelling and twisting as the crudely raytraced world fell back in, as the Kayzi scrambled for his precious countermeasures.





Mouths like bleeding wounds opened in the heaving belly of the beast, studded with teeth like triangles of flat white light, flickering about the edges. A battery of polygonal grins which hinged open, each one lashing out with a red and rubbery tongue.





Kaito saw them for what they really were primitive icebreakers, virals designed to exploit loopholes in code now centuries obsolete. Still – they had to be countered. Even if his own bio-onboard was sharp enough to shrug off such a pitiful assault like rain, there was no guarantee that the sequestrator was so advanced. And if his link to the outside world was broken, he’d have this thing as a roommate for millennia.





Perhaps, he thought as he activated his suite of countermeasures, this would be a mercy. If he had been bound and tortured for endless centuries, would he still posess the luxury of morals?





As the thick ropes of oily muscle wrapped themselves around his arms and legs he let the ice go live, almost feeling sorry for the abomination which was trying to kill him.





The countermeasures had been programmed by somebody with a geek’s sense of humor – they manifested themselves as an actual sheen of black ice over his avatar’s fleshtone skin, a crystal matrix built of chunky polygons. They came up over him like glass armor, encysting the tentacles of the Kraken and sprouting a forest of delicate crystal spikes. This was tech’ the likes of which the machine’s creators could never have imagined – and it hit the feeble virals which attacked Kaito like a flamethrower playing over fresh snow. The tortured screams of the creature reached new heights of rage and agony as its writhing tongues froze solid, the ice crawling like a disease ever closer to its cancerous body.





“You’re....killing me! I can feel it! The monitors are shutting down!”





Now the ice was creeping across its pasty flesh, freezing its slavering mouths open. The single vast eye darted back and forth, still dripping mucous which turned to crystal shards as it met the oncoming wave.





“I’m dying! This....is what it feels like...this	”





The eye stopped as black ice closed in on it from all sides, a coruscating sheen like rainbow oil playing across its raytraced surface. It stared directly into Kaito’s own as the disease gripped it, moving in relentlessly toward that gaping black pupil.





“Thank you.”





Then the cracks tore through its skin, through the virtual flesh which it had encysted around itself. The cracks shot out like little hair-thin lightning bolts, widening, shaking loose chunks of pixilated meat already fading out to grey.





There was a sound like a single great intake of breath.





And the thing shattered, the world shattered, and the walls came down around him, curtains falling away from endless walls of whirring machinery.





All he had to do was reach out his hand, spread his fingers just right, and slip them in between the wheels...











Jaq felt the shock as every one of the Kraken’s jackhammer claws bit into the concrete at once. He saw the lights shut down in the battery of evil little eyes right beneath his feet.





As the lamps and the flames of the great machine flickered out he watched its thrashing tentacles stop dead in the air, and then seem to wilt, lifeless, coiling back up around its steaming maw. The grinders and rollers and saws were silent.





A last ingot of glowing alloy clattered from the thing’s rectal chute to hiss away into the dark. Then there was only a ghastly moan, a rattling, choking sound in the gloom like the noise of the living dead.





Kaito groaned and rolled weakly onto his side, his hands making feeble clutching motions as he pulled his nervous system tight around himself. His shaking fingers found a little light-bubble on his cyclewear and popped it on, illuminating his pallid face with a tight galaxy of LEDs. Then he spat out a lump of something indescribable and swore.





That, at least, was a good sign. Jaq had seen his friend come up out of a wetsystems run before, and the dreadful hangover face and bleary eyes were just the same. Too bad there wasn’t any coffee to smooth out the bumps this time around.





“You had me worried there for a second, you crazy little bastard.” growled Hassan as his buddy levered himself painfully upright. “Especially when that thing nearly took my head off. You might want to tell me if that’s gonna happen again.”





Kaito shook the sequestrator pistol off his hand – useless – and the one-shot miracle of ‘tech slithered over the skin of the Kraken and off into free-fall. He looked like a three-day corpse, like that hairy guy in the Vatican iconographs.





“YOU want to try it next time, meathead?” grated the Kayzi, massaging the chrome bumps at his temples as though his skull were eggshell-thin. “I really didn’t need to see that thing in there. Kind of puts me off using this old scrap-heap altogether.”





Jaq grunted, noncommittal – all that magus shit went right over his head.





“So what, we wait for a lift out of here? Your Ashishi buddy already left, about the time we were halfway down this thing’s throat.”





The Kayzi lay back on the rusted composite plating, his black-rimmed eyes still twitchy from the disconnect.





“There’s no way I’m going back in there.” he whispered, and the look in his eyes was enough to wipe the smile from Hassan’s face. “I say we just climb up and out – then we call up a favor from those R.T. boys, ride out the trouble down in some bomb shelter. I’m good for a couple of weeks credit on hard rations and canned water. Things are likely to be a little crazy in the Subcity for a while.”





Hassan nodded – strategy was Kaito’s department. And with Blaire running around up there, it would be best if he kept his face away from Omnivasive’s cameras.





“So we take a vacation deep downtown. What happens after we get b...”





His mouth kept moving, but the words were drowned out by a noise so vast it came in through his bones, leaving his eardrums out of the loop. The pit shuddered and heaved as girders and plates sheared away from above them, falling in slow-motion to rattle and slam off the concrete walls. One or two punched into the tough hide of the Kraken itself, sending up showers of incandescent sparks.





One look up the shaft was enough to convince them both of the worst. The Valley View mall had stood up to a lot of punishment in the last couple of hours – war and fire and worse. Now the tormented structure was coming loose all over – hawsers snapping like twine, bolts shearing away, welds tearing asunder. Far above, up through a tangle of twisted girders and sparking cables the roof of the mall split open, and flames licked up toward the low ceiling of clouds. A dirigible laden down with immense twodeeo screens caught the full brunt of the explosion, igniting like a paper lantern as its thin plastic gasbag flashed into flame. Flickering rags of molten LCD matrix hung from its blackened skeleton for a second – the laughing face of Octavio Ascher. Then it fell from the sky, broken, hammering into the shell of the Valley View with a sound like a death-knell.





Hassan saw the mooring antenna from the airship’s nosecone come down the shaft like an impaling spike, whispering through the smoke, miraculously missing the snarl of broken masonry and wire which choked its concrete throat. It hissed past into the depths while the big biker watched with a mixture of awe and horror. Kaito, ever the practical one, was busy down among the Kraken’s eyes, a rusty old screwdriver clutched in one hand. Jaq recognized it as the one he’d been given by poor little B-Zerk, what seemed like weeks ago.





“Hells, Hassan, are you just gonna watch the fireworks until something brains you, or are you gonna help me with this hatch?” yelled the Kayzi over the cacophony of sundering steel and concrete. “C’mon, get your back into it!”





Jaq stooped to where Kaito was working, feverishly pulling the screws from a painted-over access hatch. Sure enough, there were two inset handles cut into the scarred metal. He planted his feet as sparks and ashes fell like rain around them both, and wrapped his fingers tight around the rust-scabbed steel.





“I thought you said...you didn’t....want to go back....in there!” he grunted, shifting the slab from side to side, sending up a spray of powdered rust. “That’s got it!”





With a sudden lurch the ancient hatchway came open, popping up on four telescoping rails to let loose a foetid exhalation of stale air. Hassan peered inside as Kaito wedged it open, jamming B-Zerk’s screwdriver deep into the mechanism. A ladder disappeared down into the gloom, a warm and oily chasm which echoed with the sound of thumping machinery.





He nearly lost his footing and fell in as the whole city shook, sending another shower of debris down the pit to shatter and thunder all around them.





“See, that’s the kind of thing that can change a person’s mind.” said the Kayzi dryly, swinging his legs over the edge and onto the ladder. “I’ve got all the schematics in my head, Jaq, and this thing is pretty much invulnerable. Which I can’t say for your skull, no matter how thick it is....are you coming, or what?”





Hassan scowled, squeezing his huge frame down the hatch after his friend. “Just pull the screwdriver out when you’re inside. It’ll seal itself.” came Kaito’s voice out of the dark.





“Sure, sure – lead on, why don’t you!” muttered Hassan, working the little tool





loose with his chrome fingers. “You want me to carry your goddam luggage while I’m at it?”





Then the hatch clanged shut, and darkness swallowed him up. Bolts rammed home, locking them in with a horribly final clicking sound. Jaq sighed, fumbling with one boot for the next rung of the ladder. Hopefully there’d be some emergency rations inside this damnable thing – perhaps even some medicinal alcohol. It couldn’t be all bad news...





Outside, a support girder the size of a semi-trailer sagged and bent, twisting and cracking away from its mooring bolts, sending an avalanche of concrete chunks and broken metal cascading down the pit. The sounds of the Valley view’s death throes were muffled by the thick composite armor of the Kraken – a hideous chorus of rending and tearing and screams.





Then it gave, and even the sound was torn apart, riven by the deep bass rumble of vast destruction.





Tons of debris slithered down the side of the Last City, an artificial rockslide, plowing whole neighborhoods under as it went. Looters and rioters, R.T. gunjacks and Comp Div troopers were buried together as the Mall died, taking a swathe of the borderlands and a slice of the Celestial Kingdom with it as it cut a path down to the oily waters of the Atlantic.





Tons of broken rubble piled up over the Kraken, denting and scarring its sncient hide and smashing its searchlights dark. Its lifeless mechanical tentacles were tangled up with twisted steel and smoldering wires, a choking plug of debris hundreds of feet thick.





Inside its belly, sweating as they climbed, Hassan and Kaito were buried alive.











The years had been unkind to Kronos.





None of its precious specimens must ever know, but its power had become far less than absolute as rust and decay took their toll.





Every year there were less and less acolytes trained to repair its labyrinthine insides, and every year there were less crucial parts, less wire and silicon and steel to spare.





Where once the guardian of Elysium had been omniscient, with a billion robot hands slaved to its seething mind, now it was a shadow of itself, only able to concentrate on a paltry ten or twenty tasks at once.





It had given so much of itself to the Forge...





Too much, perhaps... but Kronos hadn't been programmed to emulate emotions as foolish as regret.





Hence, of course, its ever-growing reliance on personality constructs torn out of the wetsystems.





Now even those had failed. The Cyben weren't enough. Even its human thralls weren't nearly enough. Kronos had no choice but to lash out with every last mekan and slaved war-droid in its arsenal.





Swift brutality was the only option - because if Kronos' mind frayed any further the machine which sustained it might suffer a catastrophic systems crash. Inside its great cogitator core dials pushed into the red as lights flickered and died one by one...





Luckily flesh was no match for steel.





Wherever the rusted war-machines went they drove the rioters before them in howling, screaming waves, reaping the slow and the sick and the old with blades and cannons.





The few hard-bitten commandos of the Reclamation who still held out against Kronos' army were being picked off one by one by things the world had thankfully forgotten – thing that the machine had hoped to never revive again after the global holocaust had all but destroyed humanity.





Some were gigantic, Tankhunter mekan and Demolishers with guns for faces, things which were meant to be unleashed on cities from the air, unfolding from their drop-cocoons to cut bloody swathes through whole neighborhoods. Others were infinitesimal killers, insects of steel and carbon fiber which could paralyze with a sting dipped in toxin, or even enslave the bio-onboard systems of their prey with cruel databores in their needle-tipped feet. Yet others made up for their rusting obsolescence with sheer weight of numbers, steamrolling over battalions of rioters and R.T. warriors in a clicking, whirring advance which left nothing alive behind it.





And with the Chrome Ark on shutdown, its power hoarded by a Illuminatus insane with fear, the machines marched unopposed.





The crude weapons and fists of the subcitizens - many of whom were only out for what they could steal in the wholesale sack of the city – were no match for military hardware, no matter how many centuries out of date. At least the Cyben, grim as they were, had been designed to uphold the rule of law. The things which Kronos dredged up from the secret chambers and long-forgotten storage tombs beneath the city were made for war, often blasting each other to pieces in an excess of electronic fury.





It was brutal - but it was efficient. Looters and rioters, traitors and R.T. zealots, followers of Simeon Blaire and Pope Joan and the Confucian Emperor - all of them were swept away before the storm.





Part of Kronos - the Devil’s Advocate program which perched on its virtual shoulder - whispered that Simeon had a right to attempt the great Trials, no matter how he had ascended the bloody hierarchy of the Game. By fair means or foul, he had proven himself to be a consummate predator. If he pulled through, against all odds, then the blue-ribboned malcontents who fought for him would be patriots. If he shared the fate of Lord Aristotle Reilley, they’d be nothing but a smear of charcoal and grease across the treadplate.





And if Octavio Ascher thought that he was playing the system by championing young Blaire's cause, he'd be in for a world of disappointment...





Kronos turned its attention to a lurching camera-feed, the cybernetic eyes in the head of a giant warmekan, striding down the centre of the Transdome Highway with its immense cannon arms swinging ponderously at its sides. There was time, now, for the machine to take care of some loose ends – to indulge in a little humanity. It had been built to emulate emotions, to share the condition of its makers. That’s why it was able to know the pricking of frustration, and the joy of revenge.





Up in the pale plastic world of the Belt, Kronos’s currently most hated living thing laughed as he watched the city come apart at the seams. The twitching chunk of flesh named Direktor Octavio Ascher was slated to die tonight – although no doubt he had some kind of tedious scheme in mind to prolong his existence. To think that mere hours ago Kronos had praised his resourcefulness!





No matter – the hulking war-mekan could be spared, now that the riots had been suppressed. Octavio Ascher was smart, certainly – but no amount of guile would save him from an entire war-force of city-leveling automatons bent on his destruction.





As the lumbering colossi swung about, cutting up a switchback and falling into stiff formation behind their leader, the machine caught sight of a capering human figure, dodging the piledriver feet of the tankhunters, brandishing an expensive longrifle as he ducked and weaved. The man was well past his prime, no battle-hardened R.T. gunjack, but there was a furious light in his eyes and a bloody bandanna cinched tight around his head.





With precisely emulated shock Kronos recognized Centurion Benoic, a dry old policy analyst from the Direktoriat.





Let him come along, thought the machine. Tonight it felt a little empathy for the obsolete, after all...





Over a thousand years of vigilance and planning, and it had come down to this - rusted machines, insane personality constructs leeched from its precious Forge, and even human beings doing the work of its lost sub-totalities. The city must never know. Faith was powerful, but paper-thin, and if any of them realized how far Kronos had fallen...





Now came the hardest part. Now it would have to reduce itself even further to contain the infection of the Worm. Vast banks of switches flickered before Kronos' eyes, each one connected to a live sector of artificial brain tissue. If the otherdimensional disease were to get inside then all those years would have been for nothing. It may have only been a machine, a pseudocerebrate, but Kronos still felt a stab of fear as it cycled the access codes and shut the first switch. Part of it died then, narrowing its mind even further than years of decay had already done. And that was only the first... there were fourteen hundred more to go...











Simeon had been waiting all his life to hear that mocking voice come up out of the dark.





His Master had warned him about the one they called the Hand of Kronos, the machine's enforcer - the assassin who'd obliterated his dreams in a blast of plasma fire.





Lord Blaire had run 'mersive programs extrapolated from that brutal attack over and over again, mapping the killer's technique onto fighting holograms in his white plastic dojo. He’d matched the plasma cannon to its serial numbers and its manufactorium; the damned thing was a millennium old, kept oiled and clean by eyeless mekan in Kronos’s spire-armory. He'd suffered through Octavio's endless remeniscences of glory so that he wouldn't falter and fall when he heard that voice in his ear...





Knowledge was power.





He heard the reloading bolt of the assassin's cannon click back, and he knew that it would take exactly twenty-nine seconds for the coils of the antiquated weapon to power up again. Plenty of time to do what Direktor Ascher never could.





Simeon slid down a cold, slippery length of chain head-first, a controlled dive down into the darkness of the shaft. He leaped away from the chain as it ran out, the wicked hook at its terminus scraping past his black-painted belly by a whisper. From chain to chain he fell, while his hunter followed, leaping from the spiked walls, from the icy metal columns which towered up around him. Twenty-seven, twenty-eight....


Simeon jinked sideways right on cue, swinging out wide as a blast of hot blue plasma evaporated the chain which he had held a second before. Hissing droplets of molten metal flew around him, glowing red in the gloom. If only he knew the assassin’s true identity – his phyle, his clan, his name, any key to his weaknesses.





In the meantime, he’d have to play it very cautious.





Blaire landed with catlike grace on the floor of the shaft, slipping his taut body between a forest of razor-sharp blades still wet with the remains of the late Lord Valchek. Ah, well – at least he could count that poor fool’s name off his list. Now it was time to prepare some countermeasures.





Careful, lest the serrated teeth of the spikes cut through his clammy skin... Simeon knelt down, gripping one of the metal blades where it was screwed into the concrete floor. With one palm on either side he twisted with all his nano-boosted might, gritting his teeth as the cold steel resisted him. It came loose slowly, grinding, the tiny noise surely giving his position away as clearly as a phosphorous flare. Time was of the essence – eighteen seconds already... Half a turn, and the screw began to spin smoothly .





Blaire spun the jagged blade up out of its mounting with a single savage twist, catching it as it spiraled up into the air. He bent his other hand forward, making a fist, and the rubberized latex paint which skinned him over split, revealing a gunmetal hole in the top of his arm. Four little jaws, like the chuck of a power drill whirred open as he screwed the four-foot blade in place, gripping tight as he made it secure. Now his left arm terminated in a cruel curved sword; a thing much like the blades of bone Octavio Ascher had fought him with in the bowels of the Black Palace. Twenty-six seconds, and the gladius array’s illegal modifications were meshing with the sword, ramifying wires through its gleaming stainless-steel. Twenty-eight, and the whole thing was crackling with power, a pale nimbus of blue illuminating the garden of sharp steel around him, the shredded body of Vasily Valchek. And coming in from above, an answering spark of cerulean light, blossoming from a shadow with stickman arms and legs, a white grin cut across its face...





The technique was called yadome-jutsu, one of the secrets ripped from Mr Murai’s private computer terminal by the skilled hackers of Omnivasive. A long time ago it was used by the greatest kenshin to slice apart swarms of arrows in midair.





Now, with the aid of Simeon’s hot gladius system, the ancient martial art deflected a blast of searing plasma which could have incinerated a tank. The blade’s magnetic field flared with crawling flickers of lightning as he swung at the fireball, deflecting it off to one side with a noise like shattering stone. Smoke and flames billowed from the wall of the shaft as the plasma blast punched neatly through it, sizzling through machines and pipes and cables beyond, out in the automated guts of Spire-house Jaegenn.





Blaire braced his feet against the flat edges of two jagged spikes, leveling the point of his own glowing sword right up at his attacker’s chest. Smiling, he anticipated the shock, the scream as the assassin was impaled...





Impossibly, it never happened. The black-clad figure arrested its fall by riding the shockwave of the blast sideways, reacting so fast that Simeon knew he must be a member of the Razor Clique. He flew into the wall of the shaft feet-first, bracing the metal sides of his boots against two cruel barbs, setting up a terrible screech of tortured metal and a shower of sparks. Then he dropped the last four feet, spiderlike, to poise on the tips of the impaling blades, gripping four of them between his fingers and toes. Like the footwear of the Koga-ninja, the assassin’s boots were split down the middle, allowing him to clench the razor steel with precision. The great plasma cannon hung loose, swinging by a thick strap of webbing from the man’s shoulders.





For a second they were completely still, glaring hatred at each other as alarms and firefighting systems yowled and clamored in the sundered belly of the spire-house. In the creeping mist and chill of the shaft the only light was from the assassin’s plasma gun, coiled fire seething beneath its burnished casing as it charged up again.









It was he who broke first, propelling himself up out of his precarious crouch with superhuman agility. As soon as his pupils narrowed Blaire was swinging, his blade humming through the air in a blur. But he was too slow – finally matched against a foe who was his equal. The black-clad killer flew backward in a tight somersault, seeming to land among the knives and barbs as if he knew where every last one was embedded. His momentum made the plasma gun swing up on its straps; as soon as it reached the horizontal he snatched it out of free-fall and pulled the trigger.





This time it was Simeon who was too fast – his embedded blade came around on the backswing, flowing smoothly from attack to defense as he deflected the plasma blast through another wall. Yadome-Jutsu.





“You’ll have to do much better than that, I’m afraid.” said the warrior Lord, stalking forward through the impaling spikes, lopping them off left and right with his crackling sword. The nanoenhanced blade slid through steel as smoothly as unarmored flesh. “Now, are you going to tell me who you are before I kill you? I’d hate to send a wreath to the wrong family.”


The assassin kept just out of his reach, nimbly picking his way across the tips of the spikes, landing with a series of tiny clicks as his split-toed boots clamped down tight. Simeon had a better view of his adversary now – a creature costumed all in charcoal black, its face a crude death-mask of white paint scrawled across a cowl like an executioner’s hood. The material wasn’t just warpaint like his own; it was diamond-fiber mesh, supple and tough, able to stop bullets and turn blades. He would have to be fiendishly precise.





Luckily, that was just his specialty.





“No? How very unsporting of you, my Lord.” chided Blaire, slipping forward again, his bladed hand up over his shoulder, hovering like a scorpion sting. “I suppose that means you’d like an unmarked grave, as well?”





It was a guess, pure conjecture. Simeon only guessed that the assassin was one of his noble peers because of his sheer speed and ferocity – but it seemed that he had struck a nerve.





This time his foe came at him not with the heavy plasma gun, still building up another killing charge, but with a set of hooked claws which snapped out from his wrists as he leaped. The skull-faced killer propelled himself from his perch with his arms crossed in front of his face, slicing at Blaire with the claws in a scissor motion, then reversing his swing as the Kheptarch backpedaled, one set of blades coming in high, the other low.





Simeon felt the flat of an impaling spike up against his back – lucky, there, that it hadn’t been the jagged cutting edge. With only one sword with which to defend himself he parried the undercutting claw, leaning back over the top of the spike as the other whispered through the air an inch from his face.





For a second the tip of the impaling steel pricked blood from the back of his neck, and then he lunged forward, using his sword locked in the assassin’s blades to force him back. As Blaire came to his feet the killer’s free claw raked across his chest, peeling back paint and skin and flesh, tracing three livid gashes over his heart.


Scenting blood the assassin pulled back his claw to strike, a straight vicious stab which would have gone clean through Simeon’s chest, had he not at that moment planted his foot right in the middle of the man’s solar plexus. It was a strike a professional kickboxer would have envied, catching the assassin off guard and sending him flying, out of control, between the forest of razor sharp blades.





For a frozen instant the plasma cannon looped up on its straps, hanging in the air between the splayed arms and legs of its owner - then Blaire’s blade came up and around, slicing through the webbing with a sound like guitar strings breaking. The warrior Lord reversed the gun in midair, just as its charge indicator snapped live, blinking green LEDs.





Confoundingly it was Valchek who ruined his moment of triumph – instead of being sliced apart by the blades which studded the floor of the shaft Blaire’s assailant came up against the dead aristocrat’s body.





The assassin grinned through the ragged hole in his cowl, his fall broken by the raw meat of Vasily’s corpse. Simeon swore the bastard actually winked at him as he leaped straight upward, using the poor dead Lord’s face as a stepping stone to propel himself up among the chains.





Blaire’s plasma blast roared across the shaft, lighting the dark for a brief instant, evaporating Valchek and the spikes he was transfixed by. Once again the titanic energies unleashed by the pre-apocalyptic cannon cored out a neat section of Lysander Jaegenn’s home, the edges of bulkhead walls and cleanly severed pipes glowing cherry red as sirens wailed and flame-retardant foam hissed from countless nozzles.


Simeon racked the slide on the antique gun, and raised it over his head in one hand, the other surmounted by the flickering spike of his bonded sword.





“Run, you coward!” he bellowed, his voice chasing the fleeing spider-figure up the shaft. “Run! Because you’re being hunted, you bastard! HUNTED!”





Simeon leaped to the chase, propelling himself off the wall, up to the sheared top of a black iron column. This was much more satisfying than dispensing with Vasily Valchek – this was going to be fun.





In the back of his mind the warrior Lord exalted he’d beaten his erstwhile master once again. The killer who had brought Octavio Ascher low was fleeing from Simeon Blaire, disarmed and doomed.





He’d be sure to remind the old man of that little fact when they met – before Simeon finished the job that this assassin had failed to complete.





 another tiny circular airlock and into the control room of the Kraken. There were a lot of things in the world designed for men of diminutive proportions- sometimes it seemed like the whole damned place was built just for Kaito Kayzi. Jaq had problems with chairs, with clothes, with motorcycles, with pens, and especially with chopsticks. Elysium was just too poorly constructed for a gentleman of his prodigious size.





The tiny control globe in the core of the Kraken seemed to be no exception – well, at least in here everything appeared to have been extruded from a single vast lump of stainless steel, but nevertheless, the floor was the only place to sit. His head was still level with Kaito’s, even though the little hacker had commandeered the best seat in the house, a swivel chair festooned with switches and lights and tiny screens.





“I think I can actually drive this thing.” he said, his eyes caressing the banks of controls as if they were so much candy. “They built this beast to be run by unaugmented grunts – it’s just a matter of finding the ignition.”





“I think it’s going to be a little more difficult than boosting a car, Kayzi.” said Hassan, leaning back and rummaging through the plastic lockers and boxes in the rear of the tiny control cabin. “Otherwise somebody would have stolen it already.”





He bobbed up again with a handful of silvery wafers – survival rations vacuum-sealed more than a thousand years ago. “What do you reckon – apricot or beef wellington?” he asked, sifting through the identical foil packets with their cheap paper labels. “The use-by date’s only out by three hundred years – should be fine.”





Kaito wasn’t listening – he’d retreated into that glazed-eyed dream state which came over him whenever he was deeply integrated with his own bio-onboard systems. He snapped out of it with a shake of his head, a comedown twitch which sparked through him like raw voltage.





“Yeah – got the schematics. I just do this.” His finger stabbed down once, twice, and the pitch of the rumbling machinery all around them changed slightly. There was a sense of the whole vast device waiting to lurch into motion, its gears spinning loose.





“Then engage the manual override sequence	there....now the control sticks are live....and we throw it into reverse....”





There was a shuddering, grinding noise, and the immense construction machine rocked backwards, making Hassan lose his fistful of ancient protein bars. Flatscreen monitors in front of Kaito’s command chair went live – each one of them showing a tangled mass of rubble and mangled steel. The piston legs of the Kraken scrabbled





against the walls of the shaft as the great plug of debris held it in place, pinning it by the wreckage of its claw-tipped tentacles.





Jaq’s head had caught up with the back wall of the cabin with a resounding smack – anybody else would probably been out cold.





“Nice driving, Kaito!” he grumbled, massaging his skull with one hand. “Reminds me why we both have separate motorcycles.”





The Kayzi spun his chair around with a frustrated scowl, one hand still tapdancing over the keyboards blind. The Kraken’s manual was still in his head, of course – ripped out of the machine when he’d euthanased it’s controlling personality.





“Jaq, does any of this strike you as out of the ordinary? We’re sitting in the control room of a thousand-year-old mechanical sea-monster, the soul of which, for want of a better term, I’ve just erased. We got here after our new friend, the most wanted operative of the Ashishim, brought down an entire shopping mall on our heads, after – and I want to make this part extra clear – battling a renegade Cyben built out of that bent bastard Eddie Tsien. And you’re...” Kaito paused at this point to swipe a foil packet out of Hassan’s hands and squint at its label. “You’re more concerned about some dehydrated lobster bisque packaged when our great-great-granddads weren’t even born!”





Jaq shrugged, clamping his teeth down on a rubbery mat of woven protein which claimed to be a chicken hot pot. Perhaps it should have been added to boiling water – perhaps it would have made no difference.





“Well, you have your bad days. Take it as it comes.” he said, chewing the great wad of freeze-dried pulp stoically. “Hey, you gonna eat that lobster, or what?”





A little vein was throbbing up on the Kayzi’s temple, a sure sign that he was about to lose his composure. Before he could draw in enough breath to start cursing Jaq leaned forward, right up in his face, and jammed a stick of alleged hot pot into his mouth.





“Kaito, I’m well past being worried about this shit. I went past panic about an hour ago. And before you say it, yeah, I knew about Eddie Tsien as well. I know who he used to be – my boss at Omnivasive showed me the photos. But you know what? I don’t care. I’m along for the ride. I’m not going to be mister fuckin’ crazy old Jaq Hassan this time. Reason being, last time things went all to hell like this, and I let it get to me, I got played. My whole family burned.”





He reached up with one chrome finger and hinged Kaito’s jaw shut around the glistening field ration, the grin on his face betrayed by the glittering madness in his eyes.





“So this time, I’m just going to go with it. So what. You just do your thing, and when I need to do mine, like back there with the hatch, and with those Cyben drones, I’ll just do that too. So don’t mind me. I’m cool. I’m goddam copacetic.”





Anybody else looking at his face in that instant would have started praying for a painless death.





Kaito took a big bite of his chicken hot-pot, his fingers slowly creeping away from the keyboard, still twitching in midair. He swallowed, hard.





“Allright. That’s great, Jaq. That’s fine. I – I think it was all getting to me there. You’re right, it’s been a bad day. A long, fucked up, insanely bad day.”





His eyebrows lifted- first the left, then the right.


“Y’know, this shit isn’t half bad. Three hundred years out of date or not.”





Kaito nearly jumped out of his skin when the intercom howled and crackled into life behind him – his head clocked the low ceiling of the command module with a noise like a ringing bell. The sound which came through was at once very familiar and utterly terrifying.





It was Abdulafia 330, and something in his strained, tortured voice spoke of a mind which had gazed into the depths of hell.





“This is an open transmission to anyone still alive out there.” hissed the comm unit, while looping feedback tried to drown out the Ashishim’s voice. “Evacuate the Subcity immediately! There has been a critical containment breach, code zero-two-nine, repeat, a critical containment breach, zero, two, nine...” Crosscut chatter on the Ashishi band rose up in a babble of protest and disbelief.





“How’s he getting through?” asked Hassan, leaning in to twist the dials of the intercom at random. The message slewed out and in of a haze of static.





“It’s the R.T. band. Jacked from the old Terminus Lib Army, back in the days before the Reclamation.” explained Kaito, elbowing Jaq out of the way. He fine-tuned a little wheel on the black box, and ‘Afia’s voice came through clear again.


“This is not a test, this is not a drill – evacuate immediately! I confirm, code zerotwo-nine – extraterrestrial incursion. Pull back to the first defense perimeter and await the instructions of your commanders. Celestial HQ, Confederate HQ, Vatican High Command, please, you have to believe me! This is no time for us to be fighting turf wars! It’s loose in the Valley View sector, right above the CK synthesoy vats. The whole mall’s down, the wetsystems are locked out...if anyone can hear me, please respond. This is Operational Commander Abdulafia 330 of the Ashishim Collective. This is an open transmission to any survivors – code zero-two-nine! Code...”





After a mad scrabble among the dangling wires and plugs of the communications console, Kaito finally found a handset – an old-school trucker’s mike with a little button on the side.





“Confirm please, Abdulafia 330 this is Kayzi and Hassan aboard the Kraken. Our little plan came off without a hitch. What’s this about an incursion? Is it that... that thing in Verlaine’s head?”





For a second the flashback stripped his defenses bare, a memory etched into his seething brain and the choking wires of his bio-onboard. It was a viral which straddled the boundary between metal and meat, flashing images of the poor Magus’ suffering in front of his eyes in a hot black whirlwind of terror. His knuckles clenched white around the handset – so tight he forgot to let his finger off the button.





“....out of Verlaine, and into the Wetsystems! It’s mutated faster than anything I’d ever believed possible! We have to pull out of the city, Kaito – we need to be cut off from Elysium, and especially from Kronos. When that creature gets its claws into the master controls we’re all going to want to be very, very far away.”





Kaito was more than a little unnerved by the sheer panic in the battle-clone’s voice – if he was worried what the hell should the rest of them be thinking?





“Why quit the city?” he asked, trying to keep his composure “Surely that’s a bit drastic, even if the virus is alien. I saw it too, remember, and I’ll admit it ain’t pretty. But given enough time and enough processing power we can crack this mother. If we can’t, nobody can.”





There was a pause as crackling static cooked on the airwaves. Kaito was unpleasantly certain he could hear screams mixed up with the white noise.





“Kayzi....listen. I let it loose. It was trapped in Magus Verlaine’s body – locked up tight. But I had to be the big hero, didn’t I? I had to try. And it SHOWED me	it showed me what it wants to do with this world. It’s....perverse. Just sick. It’s not just a danger to the Wetsystems, or to those of us who’re hardwired. It feeds on suffering, Kaito, human suffering. You’ve seen the first secret of the Magi – the dead souls in the machine. When it gets to them it’s going to increase its power a thousandfold.”





It was the hoarse whisper of a man defeated – a voice on the edge of death. Kaito wondered, not for the first time, how Abdulafia had survived the collapse of the Valley View. Or indeed, if he had survived it....





He had to keep the Ashishi agent focused, or else he was going to lose himself in despair.





“I’ve seen them, ‘Afia. I know what you guys are working for, now. You have to set them free. I gotta admit, it all sounded pretty tripped out and spiritual, until I saw the truth of it....”





When it came back Abdulafia’s voice was bitter, filled with spite.





“That doesn’t matter now – It doesn’t matter that you Subcity fools thought we were mad. It doesn’t matter that we had to tempt guys like you with power and secrets, when the truth seemed like a drugged-out conspiracy. What you need to know is the LAST secret, the one they only tell the highest echelon of the indoctrinated. What that thing found out from poor damned Verlaine.”





Even Hassan was on the edge of his seat by now, leaning in over the comm. unit as wails and moans sifted out of the static. Kaito could just picture the Ashishim somewhere in the dark, crushed between layers of broken concrete, drawing a final heaving breath.





“Those souls, the dead ones, the things in the Wetsystems – it’s been storing them up since it was built. All of us in the inner circle have heard the final transmission, the last command which Kronos’s makers gave it before the missiles hit. It wants to save us."





He paused fro a second, fighting for air.





"It's... it’s figured out how to remake the Earth, remake everyone and everything on it as if the Separatist Wars never happened. It’s built a thing called the Forge....and it needs all those personalities to drive it. It wants to stitch them together into a net that shrouds the Earth, use them to pattern a vast field of energy, and run it like one big Assembler. It’ll remake each blade of grass, every city, every last inch of the old Earth again, from the atoms up. But it needs two things to accomplish its purpose. The first is a staggering amount of souls – human personalities to weave the energy mesh. It’s gonna burn them up like gasoline."





Kaito could hear great slabs of stone and steel grinding together behind the Ashishi's voice, the aftershocks of the Valley View's collapse. At any second they could slip...





"The other thing is – it needs a living, breathing human being to operate the Forge. So as much as we hate that vile machine, and what it's done, we must accept that its Book of Manifest Dogma is technically correct. There will be a rebirth, and for it to occur there does need to be an Emperor of Elysium. It’s just that now	now it looks like it’s going to be that...that...atrocity. That abomination will possess the machine as easily as it did Verlaine. And then – you can probably guess what kind of a world it wants to create. Me, I don’t have to. I’ve already been shown.”





Kaito reeled back, stunned, his mind scrabbling at the edge of madness. It was too much to take in all at once.





“It promised me that I would be one of it’s Exalted – that I’d have no choice. For setting it free I’d become one of its priesthood, in a world more cruel than any hell. The sum of all hells, really – that thing has has no imagination. It’s only got a stitched-up patchwork of every nightmare ever dreamed. I’ll be lord over that, forever – or at least until its spawn hatches. That’s the plan, you see. It wants to feed until it’s gravid, and then it'll split in two, like a giant bacterium. Its seed will germinate in the Earth’s core, and emerge to devour this whole universe, one galaxy at a time.”





There was a racking sob, an anguished, rattling breath.


“And it all started with me! I’m responsible!”





Kaito didn’t resist when Hassan’s huge arm came in over his shoulder and plucked the mike from his hand. He was still utterly stunned by the implications of ‘Afia’s confession – still trying desperately to explain it away as some kind of hysterical hallucination.





“Listen up, Ashishi.” growled Jaq, ripping off another chunk of freeze-dried protein with his teeth. “I’ve just given this little speech to my friend here, and I don’t like repeating myself. But if what you’re saying is true – and it sounds like you believe it – then self-pity ain’t gonna help. I saw what you can do, back there at the Valley View. Me, I’m a simple man. If I see a problem, I just beat it down. Perhaps because I’m not as sharp as you or the Kayzi here – but it usually works.” He masticated loudly for a second, crushing the handset in his huge meaty fingers. “I haven’t got any special training, or an army behind me like you do. I haven’t got brains, or wetwiring, or any tricks. I can’t do that freaky thing that you do, with all the damn fireworks out of nowhere. But if some piece of shit comes crawling from out of space and tries to take my city, I’m going to fight.”





Kaito looked on in disbelief – this was a living legend his friend was lecturing, a warrior who had actually fought in the Reclamation! When he looked at Hassan’s face the Kayzi could guess what was going on behind his eyes – the rippling animated flames of his tattoos writhed and twisted across his skin, a constant reminder. He was in the grip of his own personal nightmare...





“If you lose it now everyone you care about will die. If you lose control your enemy has you by the balls. And when you come back down, when you realize what you’ve done, then you’ll know despair. Then you’ll want to die. Right now, you still have a choice.”





Kaito knew he was speaking from personal experience. And the pain gave his words vehemence, gave them an edge which cut through the static and the feedback, right into Abdulafia’s tortured mind.





“You don’t understand!” he wailed, blurring the signal as his rage and shame overcame him. “It can’t be fought! The more you kill, the more it feeds – all I could hope to do is take as many people to safety as possible. But I’m going to die here. I’m trapped under tons of rubble, and if it shifts....”





Now Kaito was back on the keyboards, sweat beading his brow as his fingers moved in a blur. The Wetsystems were in tatters, but the old fiber-optic network was still live, and this ancient machine was plugged in, communicating with others of its kind across the city. The archaic interface he’d seen when he confronted the Kraken’s mind was all he needed to take the outmoded system apart....





“Sit tight, ‘Afia.” said the Kayzi, pulling the mike back on its cable. “I think I can get you out of there. Then we can talk about evacuating the city.”





There was a grinding noise for a second, and a tortured ultrasonic squeal. Kaito caught himself praying to the blessed Saint Ilya (something he hadn’t done since the age of six) that the debris hadn’t just crushed ‘Afia flat.





“Allright. Allright. I – I think I can last about another twenty minutes. That’s as much power as I’ve got left, from that last hit of ambrosia. But if we’re going to do this at all, we’re going to do it right. I need you guys to go and get some help – help from outside the city. There’s a guy out there who owes me a favor.”





Kaito breathed out, catching a glimpse of Jaq’s grinning face reflected in the monitors. All the Ashishi had needed was a little push in the right direction.





“I don’t know if you’re a big threedeeo fan, but you may have heard of Deuteronomy Jones.” said Abdulafia, his voice growing stronger by the second. Kaito could imagine him forcing the layers of rubble apart with renewed vigor, down there in the dark. “Most of the time he’s just a crazy evangelist, but you don’t carve up Omnivasive’s network like that without some serious skills. You know how they’ve been trying to get his head on a plate for the last decade or two? Well, there’s a reason that he’s never been found. It’s called the Archangel Uriel.”





While he listened, Kaito was still blazing a trail of devastation through the ramshackle remnants of Elysium’s fiber-optic network, marveling at the number of millennium-age machines still live and drawing power from the city’s core. Taking control of one of them would be strange – kind of like trying to drive while wearing boxing gloves. But he’d just spotted the perfect tool for the job, striding down the transdome ring-road as if there was a parade in town.





“O.K, ‘Afia – I think we’re good to go down here. How do we get Preacher Jones on our team?”





The Kayzi could just imagine Abdualfia’s pained smile, deep under a mountain of twisted metal and fractured concrete.





“All you have to do is swim out and surprise him, K. I’m sure that thing you’re riding in will help him to see our point of view.”











Abraxas met its prey out amidst the frozen rocky maze of the asteroid belt, stepping down from lightspeed to lay up among the tumbling boulders and hide.





In astronomical terms this was barely out of spitting distance from Earth, but it had been necessary for the great battleship to wait, its slaved A.I.s instructed to sit tight and observe the fate of its sister ship. If the Kataphrakt-Commander of the Multiplicity fleet could be persuaded to see reason, there would be no need for its suicidal mission.





As it transpired the Aegis had proved only a minor distraction to the Praetor’s finest – an FTL messenger drone had given the Abraxas a full update microseconds before it slipped into superspace.





Now the great spacecraft hid in the shadow of a long-dead mining colony, a spider in the centre of an electronic web. Thousands of smart munitions were seeded across this sector of the belt – stealth-black things packed with nuclear explosives, shielded from the senses of their prey by swaddling layers of foam. The Blacksteel fleet, still formed into a massive jagged sphere, would pass right through their ambush on its way toward the Earth – and here, the A.I. cores fervently hoped, it would be stopped in its tracks.





The ships it was facing were utterly unlike the exploratory system Everdark – they were prefabricated tubes the size of skyscrapers, bristling with weapons at one end and driven by powerful thrusters at the other. There seemed to be little danger of them shifting and transforming like the fluid exploratory; or of them overwhelming a swarm of smart munitions as easily as they had done the doomed, overconfident Xerxes. But despite all its preparations the faceted mind of Abraxas was worried. Or rather, it had been infected with a little of Technician Zhe’s anxiety; he knew full well the excesses of destruction the Unity were capable of.





Abraxas’ cause for concern was ramped up to the verge of electronic panic as it watched the massive, moon-sized slavesystem battle fleet roll and split open, shedding immense cylinder-ships as it came in toward the belt. Had it somehow betrayed its presence? Could the Blacksteel really pick out its shape behind the asteroid mine, its systems all tangled up with those of the dead colony inside the rock?





Almost assuredly not – at least according to the records Zhe had uploaded into Abraxas’ computer brain. The Unity were a vast and ungainly conglomerate – a foe who conquered galaxies by main force rather than by guile and cunning. Some of their fighting units, the Hastatii and Triarii battle robots, had been in production for more than twenty thousand years without any significant upgrades. The Motherbrain’s only concession to tactics was to paint the lumbering hulks a different color depending on the terrain where they fought. A thing like Everdark, the pinnacle of Blacksteel ingenuity, was still only allowed just enough autonomy to appear clever.





No, Abraxas wouldn’t be betrayed by some new twist of Unity tech.





It would be undone by the very people it had been designed to subjugate.





When the first of the Blacksteel ships came within hailing distance something inside the asteroid sensed its vast bulk, and systems which had lain dormant for a thousand years crackled into life again. In black chambers carved into the frozen rock mummified corpses floated in vacuum, starved and suffocated when the Earth forgot them. But their voices were preserved in the indelible optic cores of their computer systems. What the war-fleet of the Blacksteel Unity heard as they closed in on Abraxas’ hiding place was their final cry for help.





“Please – anybody! This is Colony Nine-Theta, Terminus Mining Company subunit twenty seven... we’re out of supplies. The water purifiers are shot. The air scrubbers are down to twenty percent capacity...Dear God, they’re already talking about cannibalism in the labor habs. We haven’t had a supply ship from Earth in three months, no news, no transmissions...Political Officer Grant tells us its just solar radiation blocking the signal, but I’m not sure anymore. Please, if anybody can hear us, this is Nine-Theta, requesting immediate assistance...”





The microwave transmission drew in the Blacksteel slaveships like the taint of blood in shark-infested water, fifty of the outriding cylinders pointing their cannon-studded noses in toward the asteroid. Behind its deceptively solid bulk the Abraxas cowered, hoping beyond hope that the vast mass of the Unity fleet was in range of its munitions.





Panic sparked across the void faster than any radio message. Every cannon, every bomb in the whole damned sector seemed to detonate at once.





Fifty Blacksteel ships cupped the asteroid in a half-circle formation, while the jagged ball of the Motherbrain’s main fleet hung back, watching, analyzing. It saw the stealth munitions go live, spiraling in toward its vanguard, even as their plasma lances ignited, transfixing Colony Nine-Theta in a cross of fire.





Abraxas’ A.I. cores worked feverishly in that blazing instant, trying to redirect their nuclear weapons against the main bulk of the Unity fleet. Most of the smart bombs were already inexorably locked in on their targets though – isolating the fifty outrider ships as a very clear and present threat.





Even as the asteroid’s shell cracked and shattered the swarm of nukes hammered into the Unity forces like a hellish rain. The radiation storm ripped through energy shields drained to the point of critical weakness as full power was pumped through their plasma lance batteries.





Abraxas never saw the vanguard of the Blacksteel fleet detonate in a chain of vivid explosions – the sequestrated dreadnought was blasted to ashes and molten metal as forces able to disintegrate whole cities collided around it. Asteroid Nine-Theta simply ceased to exist, ablated away to nothing in an instant. Even the Motherbrain of the Unity never knew that the Abraxas had existed.


Zhe winced with sympathetic pain as he watched the whole sorry spectacle played out in one of his optical reticules. Fifty ships out of five hundred – if anything the Abraxas’ stealthy ambush had fared worse than Aegis’ full-frontal assault. And he had only just reached the gates of the R.T. – an immense barred portal which was still blazoned with the rusted arms of the Ashishim. There was only one problem, and it squatted in front of the gates like a bloated sentinel, its tiny eyes burning red as hot coals in a face like liquid bitumen.





It seemed that not everything in the city was dead. And not every shred of the Adversary was trapped inside the crystallized tomb of Technician Nyl.





The thing which waited at the Ashishim gates was a Saprophyte – an eater of the dead, slave to the Worm. By its size, and the contorted faces and bodies which made up its patchwork bulk, Zhe guessed that it had been one of the Exalted, those who had welcomed the coming of the great beast.





Perhaps – if Zhe was lucky – it was cut off from the Adversary now, dormant. If his current luck held, though, it was awake again after seventeen years of torpor, and it didn’t need it’s master to survive. Just food.





Zhe had no more time to waste – his defenses were down, and the fleets of his people and their enemies were converging on the Earth. Unless he wanted to see many, many more Saprophytes in the near future, he’d have to deal with this one, now.





DOCUMENT INSERT: MULTIPLICITY ARCHIVES DEPARTMENT





Revelations 11.6:





These have the power to shut up the sky, that it may not rain during the days of their prophecy. They have power over the waters, to turn them into blood, and to strike the earth with every plague, as often as they desire.





“Of course, you have to realize that all the plagues and wars and hellfire of the Revelations are just metaphorical – we wouldn't have it any other way. If all of the things in that book were absolutely certain to happen, do you think we'd have bothered with the Reclamation? Do you think, with that kind of future ahead of them that our people would have any interest in our Kingdom on Earth, instead of in Heaven? I mean, come on, people! It's not likely to rain blood tomorrow, but we'll still have to meet our quarterly output quota.”





Father Zaccharias Morton, Ecclesiarch/Accountant of the Vatican's Monastic Manufactorium Department.





He came at it fast, unseen, a just a flicker across the dead air, a pair of winking blades in his hands. He knew all about how useless bullets were against the Saprophytes – the damned things were already dead, after all...





All he knew about the vile creatures came from Nyl – from his meticulous records compiled in trying to capture one. And there was a single fact in those terabytes of data which matched up exactly with the myths of this horrible little world – cold iron would stop them, even if hot lead wouldn't.





The Exalted was much bigger up close than it had seemed from his hiding place.





Still, Zhe was committed to his attack, now – the huge lumpen creature had spotted him, and its immense jaw creaked open in a toothy smile as it flowed around to face him. There were hundreds of arms and faces smothered under the oily skin of the beast – fragments of the victims it slowly fed on. They'd been trapped there, rotting for seventeen years, preserved while it languished in torpor.





But there was only one mind controlling the whole foetid mass of the Exalted – the tiny human head which swelled like a pustule from its hulking shoulders.


Scarred, misshapen, a thing with black pools of tar for eyes and a mouth stretched out wide and toothy like that of some abyssal anglerfish.





Zhe leaped, the blades spinning in his hands, too fast for the sluggish Saprophyte to follow. The Worm may have given its favored ones autonomy but they needed its presence to live. And now it was coiled up like a parasite inside the false Illuminatus, encysted in crystal.





This should be too easy...





One knife went in, smooth, carving open the Saprophyte's neck in a spray of hissing black blood. The other was aimed for its eye – and it almost got there. Then the Exalted lashed out with its tongue, wrapping it in burning coils around Zhe's wrist.





It was no use for him to struggle, the great oily loops of flesh only cinched tighter as he tried desperately to saw at them with his knife.





“Yesssss	come to usss, feeed ussssss!” rasped the voice of the Exalted in his





mind, using the dripping black arms which burst from its chest to bind him in a suffocating embrace. “We knew you would c-comme fffffor the Ark. We – we have beeeen waiting ffffor you!”





Now Zhe's boots had disappeared into the bubbling slime of the Exalted's body – he was slowly being fed into its boiling depths by a dozen rotting hands.





“Who – what were you?” he asked, trying to buy a second or two's reprieve. The knife was slippery in his hands. “Can you remember when you were human? Any of you?”





The sick, heaving laughter which echoed in his head put paid to any thoughts of compassion.





“We werrre the sssssacrifice of the Ashishim, outworlder. We are a living monument t-to theirrr fffailure. Now you can join ussss...”


He felt the despair, the self-loathing which came in on the same frequency as that sick laughter, and he knew that it was true. This thing – this abomination was built from the flesh of those who had been left behind. Their sacrifice had allowed thousands to escape – but the horror, as the Saprophyte horde descended on them...





That would have made them sweeter prey, in the end, and nothing more.





He was up to his waist now, and he could feel the unnatural rot of the Saprophyte eating away his camo-optics mesh, ablating away his armor. Soon it would reach his quicksilver skin, and then the pain would start. When that happened, there would be no turning back. He'd be wide open to the Exalted, a feast of suffering which would last forever. Technicians of the Multiplicity could never be destroyed – but it seemed that there was a fate much worse. Zhe could suddenly see exactly why Technician Nyl hadn't wanted to subject himself to integration. Not when he could use Zhe as a decoy.





Up to his neck, now, and the hands were unclamped from around his body, melting back into the black melange of the Saprophyte. He could feel the armor cracking and boiling away, the underlayers of thermal weave beginning to dissolve as he struggled to find....





There! The Exalted was different from other Saprophytes – just a little more alive than its oily, rotten brethren. And despite its bloated, horrific body, it still remembered what a human being needed to live.





Zhe gripped the creature's beating heart in one clawed hand, feeling the great football-sized organ thump and twitch in his grasp.





“No! Noooooo! You musssst be devoured! You mussssssst....”





But what Zhe must do, apart from become a meal of suffering for the Exalted he would never know.





In that second the knife went in, just as the seething stuff of its body came up to Zhe's eyes. Once, twice, hacking away the rotten meat and twisted tendons, ripping and tearing like a mad beast....





Zhe took one final breath as he went under, wrenching with all his might at the Exalted's heart...





And it fell apart around him just as he felt his aching lungs could endure no more, burst like a balloon of filth, spilling brittle bones and steaming sludge all over the gateway plaza.





Zhe was left gasping, naked, a skinny little silver homunculus draped in corroded weaponry, befouled from head to foot with black slime. In one hand, the jagged stump of a combat knife, rusted down to almost nothing. In the other, the still-twitching black heart of a Saprophyte Exalted, which deflated as he watched with a sad little hiss of escaping gas.





He really hoped there weren't too many more of those things down below.











At the age of nine, Dravin Coyle was pushed off the swings in the scrappy little wasteland park behind Hab-Block 18a-North. He walked away with his head down, while the jeering laughter of the other kids sleeted off him like rain.





Seventeen minutes later he returned with his father’s quaint old under-and-over shotgun and blew a hole in the bully responsible the size of a hydroponic watermelon.





From that day on, his future was sealed. The judge at juve court had given him two choices – exile, or Comp. Div. academy. Even a messed-up kid like Dravin knew that he’d be raw meat in the Pit – so he zipped up his blue boilersuit and started his training that very afternoon.





Eleven years later he’d finished framing up the rest of those cruel little bastards who’d laughed at him, popping them one by one for narco busts and seditious activities. His chief found the file, did the maths, and sent the whole mess up to Admin for processing, thinking he’d be glad to see the back of his most volatile, screwloose officer.





The upper hierarchy didn’t drop him, though. They knew raw, vicious talent when they saw it. That’s how Dravin Coyle got bumped up to the Special Squad.





CDSTS - Compliance Division Special Tactical Services to their friends - were the elite of the elite. Out of the skeleton crew of living officers on the force, these were top hundred tooled-up psychopaths who could still point a gun in the right direction. They were the kind of people who, as children, wore camo paint and brought along buck





knives when playing hide and seek. In Elysium’s meaner habs this was probably not a bad idea – but in principle it was still creepy. Being selected for the CDSTS was a mark of some distinction on the force, akin to being the first Viking berserker onto the beach during a raid.





Tonight the ‘Tac (as they liked to call themselves) were hitting it hard, reveling in the chaos which gripped the city. All kinds of random carnage seethed and crackled across the open band – collapsing buildings, crashing airships, running gunfights, massive explosions – but the elite strike-force of the Comp Div were taking the opportunity to settle some fairly long-standing scores.





They were trying to crack Hab 99.





Senior Sergeant Crenshaw had put it best, thought C-Tac Constable Coyle. Let the automated systems and the Cyben hold down the R.T. Let the rank-and-file keep those rioters in check – hells, all they were doing was shifting stolen property around from one hab to another. But the Rude Boys, well, they had been top mongrels in the lower levels for a few years now, almost like a little reclamation all on their own. The other gangs in their criminal strata were whipped into submission, and the bigger players were, as usual, sitting on the sidelines waiting for each other to move. Meantime, the Rude Boys had ‘retired’ a number of cops – on and off duty – loudly proclaiming that hab 99 was safer with them as the law.





Pure bad publicity, that. Fighting words if ever any existed.





That’s why Dravin and his little squad of Special Constables were crouched in the dark, in an alleyway off Rockwell Plaza. This was the no-mans-land which encircled hab 99, and in the hazy gloom which filtered down light-wells in the metal ceiling the entire ‘Tac force was creeping into position, silenced machineguns ready, night-vision rigs clamped tight around their grim faces.





Nobody, the Senior Sergeant had told them, would think it was personal tonight. There were any number of perfectly legitimate reasons that the stronghold of Grady Townsend and his band of thugs could accidentally catch fire, or collapse, or explode. Choosing one would be a job for the deskbound slugs back in Central Administration.





As far as he was concerned, this was all like the swing-pushing incident, on a much grander scale. Everybody in the ‘Tac had the same psych profile as Dravin Coyle, and now they were actually given guns by the Direktoriat and turned loose on the city.





Now they chain-smoked, and waited, and muttered their little prayers... for what? Any God worth his halo would spit on C-Tac and all its bloody works...





The signal came through hot, just as cramp was setting into Coyle’s legs.





A jolt of adrenaline and power blazed through his body as the autoinjectors on his wrists pumped him full of blue meth, and he screamed as he sprinted across the rubble-strewn plaza toward his squad’s insertion point. Scribbles of rusted razorwire and blazing oildrums were the only obstacles out in the killing ground; the only cover as well. Dravin jinked left and right, expecting snipers’ bullets to chew up the concrete at his heels, but nothing came down from the steel-clad cube of Hab 99 except a confused shout, then the mournful bellow of a salvaged foghorn.





By the time any gunfire came popping and rattling from the slit windows above he and his men had already slid in tight to the wall, their jumpsuits smeared with grey dust. Coyle ticked them of one by one. Clements, Fitch, and the huge, balled-up form of Junior Constable Gormann, his whole body like a clenched fist. The matt-black slab of his standard-issue automatic looked tiny in his giant hands.





Some criminals, SS Crenshaw had told him, were so bad that the force needed them. Hence the explosive collar lovingly embraced by the meaty folds of Gormann’s neck. A little aerial poked up from his shaven skull, linked back to fire support.





“All right, men – we’re going to go in hard, hit them while they’re still confused, and dust off before any of those little bastards can link their CCTV into the datanet. The public want this to be the work of some other gang, and the brass want them to believe it. Then next week we’ll have a mandate to wax those poor suckers for mass murder. So, badges off, safety off, and shoot any little chemhead scum you get in your sights. Junior Constable Gormann – you’re along to provide collateral damage. So try to break everything you get your hands on. Really mess the place up...as if you’d do it any other way.”





The big man’s face split in a blood-curdling grin then, a gash of blackened teeth opening in a cross-hatched nightmare of scar tissue.





“Sure thing, boss. Gonna mash ‘em up funtime!”





Dravin shuddered a little – the Junior Constable was a bit much, even by the standards of CDSTS.





“Clements, Fitch, I’ll take point, you lay down covering fire. Room by room, gentlemen. And if any of us bag Grady Townsend, we split the reward four ways. That’s teamwork, that is.”





The squaddies mumbled their assent, checking and rechecking their weapons as they waited for the tech boys to blow the doors of the Hab. Grady’s Rude Boys may have been nothing but a street gang, but their bullets were as good as anyone else’s – the last thing any trooper wanted to hear when he drew down on one was his weapon jamming. The radio feed buzzed and popped in Dravin’s ear.





“Two nine, two nine, this is fire support. We’re primed to roll on three, two, one...”





The crackling voice was cut off as a slim, four-winged rocket grenade came scudding in over Rockwell Plaza, one of a hissing swarm controlled by the wireheads of the support branch. By now the big guns had opened up from above – scavenged military junk belching out high-explosive shells.





They’d never hit anything with those ancient bangers – the C-Tac boys were already in place, waiting for the doors to pop. Still, the clouds of smoke and the thunderous roar of guns drowned out the staccato burst of explosions as the battering-ram munitions struck home.





Fitch was through the door before the last shreds of burning fiber-foam hit the deck, tucking and rolling, going in low as Clements went high, their combat torches snapping on as they quartered the room. Dravin went in at a half crouch, right down the middle, with Gormann lumbering along behind him. The place was cavernous a whole floor of apartments knocked out into a maze of crumbling drywall and dripping exposed plumbing. Dust billowed and seethed in the gloom, setting up grey phantom shapes which twisted in the air under the beam of the squad’s gun-mounted torches.





Then the shooting started.





It was Gormann who caught it – the big, meaty target – a clear shot right through one melon-sized bicep. The big man howled in frustrated pain, raking the murk with a blast from his machine-pistol. If he hadn’t lashed out the next one would have drilled him between the eyes – instead it took a chunk out of the doorframe right next to Clements. The three Special Constables hugged the floor, torches off, as a volley of shots skipped off the concrete around them.





“Fitch, flank them! Gormann, dammit, get down! We’re gonna lay down some covering fire for him, circle round to the right. Switch your headsets to amplify, and maybe we’ll even see something in this bloody dust-storm.”





But when Dravin flicked the switch on the side of his goggles the complex target-acquisition software built into them did precisely nothing. Glitched sprays of green pixels and jagged lines of static blazed in front of his eyes.





Typical bloody wirehead shite... lucky those boys don't make our guns...





Then from behind him he heard a sound he wished he hadn’t – a kind of gurgling, slobbering sound, like a toothless man trying to suck the meat off a bone.





Gormann? Was he lung-shot? Coyle had heard that noise before, and it usually came with far more screaming. He came up to his knees in the dusty darkness – he didn’t dare light up his torch, but something was definitely wrong here.





He pushed the flickering, useless headset up out of the way, straining to make out Gormann’s massive form.





Fitch, Clements – anyone...





But it seemed that the room had widened out around him – he couldn’t even see the door anymore. Veils of shifting smoke and dust hemmed him in, with twitching, lurching shadows stalking behind them. Something was dripping out there, counterpoint to a noise like the slide and slither of wet meat...





Instinctively Dravin clenched his gun to his chest – a comfort, an anchor. His thumb came down on the little switch which tripped his radio connection.





It was the same slobbering, grinding sound, hashed up by static, overlayered with far-off screams and moans. Then fire control came through, out of a howl of feedback.





“Oh gods! What the hell is that thing? It’s all over the transport!” A burst of gunfire, suddenly cut off with a ripping snarl. “McMasters! What’s wrong with your face? Oh, please, no! NO!”





That’s when Dravin came face to face with his buddy Fitch.





For the first time since he’d seen daylight through a hole in little Ralf Jenkks, Special Constable Coyle felt like throwing up.





Fitch was only standing upright because of what somebody had done to him – he’d been all but crucified on a tangle of rusted plumbing. Jagged sheared-off pipes were punched through his arms, his legs, his chest – one dripping length of copper came up through his lower jaw and out through his cheek. There was no way he could feel it, though – one half of his head looked like it had been battered in with a concrete cinderblock.





Or...and now the thought had started, there was to way to cram it back into the recesses of his mind...or by the huge gnarled fist of Junior Constable Gormann.





He turned, panic-quick, his torch lit up and cutting a blazing arc through the gloom.


Nothing.





No – really nothing – no gunshots, no noise, no screams....even the radio was dead, when he dared trip the little switch again. This was supposed to be a warzone, wasn’t it?





Where were the Rude Boys, where was Grady Townsend? Where, for the love of all hells, were his boys from C-Tac? Something had gotten Fitch, that was for sure. But the hab was a silent as a tomb.





Silent for a second that stretched out into an eternity, anyhow. Then came the sound again, from behind him.





The sound of toothless jaws chewing gristle, of slobbering lips smacking with dreadful hunger. Dravin Coyle turned as if on wheels, slow and hesitant, thinking about that staved-in face, that burst eye dripping, the mouth slack and broken...





Oh, it was much, much worse. If only it had been the mangled corpse of his old friend, instead of the thing which now bathed him in its noisome breath.





It was as black as tar, glistening in the torchlight, its face stretched over the misshapen and battered skull of the late Constable Fitch. Needle teeth like those of some hideous deep-abyssal fish snapped open and shut as it flexed the dead man’s broken jaw, which now hinged open all the way down to his punctured chest. A tongue like a bullwhip of dripping flesh coiled out of that gaping maw, weaving hypnotically in the stale air. At its tip hovered a single unblinking eyeball, jaundice yellow, regarding Dravin’s jugular with unconcealed lust.





“Nicccce tryyy, Draaav." it bubbled. "Weeeer’e gonnnaa like you. Yoooouurrr’e gonna be fff-fffammily!”





He heard Fitch’s bones snap and break and reform as the thing stood up, its grotesque face still nailed on backwards, drooling black tar from between lacerated lips. An eyeball like a vast pustule rose up out of the slime, fixing Dravin with a mad pinhole stare.





And then its puppet-master stepped forward, through the curtains of shifting mist, and Dravin Coyle suffered a terrible intimation of his fate.





It was Junior Constable Gormann – and it was Clements as well. The screaming face of Dravin’s squad sharpshooter was frozen under boiling black tar, a contorted rictus of agony bulging from Gormann’s shoulder. One of his arms jutted at a crazed, broken angle from the big man’s back, its hand replaced with the dripping muzzle of his automatic. Gormann’s face was free from the crawling mass of filth which smothered his lumpen body – all but his eyes, two seething pools of liquid night. He was pale, almost bloodless, the horrorworks of scars which crosshatched his face pulsing livid purple.





One of his fingers ended in a tapering projection – narrowing down to become a tight black thread which linked him to the monstrous Steven Fitch.





When the monstrosity spoke, its voice issued from both its bodies, a mad disharmony which crazed and echoed in Dravin’s aching head.





“It showed me the way, boss.” said Gormann, reaching out almost tenderly to stroke his commander’s slime-soaked hair. Huge chunks and mats of it were peeling away from his skull now, but he couldn’t feel it. “We’re all going to be part of something beautiful, Constable. As good and true and right as how it felt when you were nine. I know what it was like, Dravin. You were an angel of righteousness, weren’t you? You were all-powerful. The blood, and the bits inside, and the smell of shit and cordite... I even know you had a hard-on, you little bastard. I know how you felt. And now we’re all going to feel it. When we become one, and give that feeling, that part of ourselves to the New Flesh.”





Dravin could hardly discern the horror in his head from the horror loose in the world, now. But Gormann’s words (spoken in a voice both intimate and clinical, a voice that could never come from the mouth of that big thug) touched something inside him.





He remembered that moment, the moment when the gun had made him God. And he smiled as the black fluid flowed out from Fitch’s mouth, slow-motion waves of it sinking into his skin. He smiled even as it slicked over his teeth, wriggled down his throat like a handful of live worms. He would live in that moment now, forever...





“It showed me the way, boss. It said that I was waiting for it, all along. It named me – Exalted.”





Then the barbs came out, and the black tar flashed to boiling point inside him, and the pain began.





It was just exactly as terrible as he could imagine.











Kronos jammed the shutdowns as fast as it could – sealing off huge chunks of the Wetsystems with every switch, acutely aware that with each override it was isolating the greater part of its own city-sized brain.


The bad sector, down near the ruins of the Valley View was irretrievably lost. Thousands of minds had been infected there already – only a hundredth part of Kronos’s jealously guarded hoard, but enough to spawn horrors all over the Last City. The connections to and from the bad sector formed a black spiderweb of wire and sub-ether links – here they meshed with the fire control systems of C-Tac, there a single skein of fiberoptics linked them to a synthesoy extruder... there was no time to track every last vector of infection. All the great machine could do was slam the doors shut and slide home the bolts, locking the Saprophytes outside. No doubt there would be terror on the streets tonight. But the important thing was that the Forge remained under Kronos’s control.





There was still the matter of the Blacksteel to consider, and the treacherous Illuminatus of the Ashishim. But there was a sure and certain way to deal with them. All it required was the key to unlock the door...





Simeon Blaire was far from an ideal candidate to wield the force of the Forge; indeed, the effort would probably burn his feeble mind to ashes. But freedom of choice was the cost of being a mere machine... no doubt a more suitable candidate could be chosen after young Simeon had been used up and wrung dry, and after the Wetsystems had been recharged with a fresh generation of the dead. In Kronos’s millennial timescale, this was just a minor delay. And if Blaire were to fail?





Well, it was wise to remember that the Game was a human conceit. There were others equally vicious and single-minded who would serve admirably as fodder for the Forge. After all, this was hardly its intended use. Even the one who was trying to kill Blaire right now would be acceptable, at a pinch.





Another bank of switches hammered closed, and the lights in Kronos’s asteroidal palace flickered and dimmed. So many vectors, so many connections...





All that mattered was keeping the things Nyl had unleashed from the controls.











Leighton Cressmeyer was having a very bad evening. In fact, he could honestly say that getting held up at gunpoint was the highlight of his day. He’d been burned, robbed, battered, bruised and confused, taken for a ride by a mad Ashishi that had racked up his blood pressure tenfold, and now....





Now, he wasn’t sure what he’d seen behind that door. Or rather, he had a horrible, sickening certainty that he knew exactly what bits of it were. He also knew just what it wanted from him, and that was why he was running.





He remembered coming through the very same factory during his horrific ride, although how he knew... well, it wasn’t his fault if his eyes had been clamped tight shut. That woman drove like a demolition racer, like the myths were true and the agents of the Illuminatus could really throw away bodies like ragged old clothes.





Still, even if this was one ‘fac over, Leighton was pretty sure there was nowhere in Elysium that was supposed to make things like that. The worst part was when all of them had turned to look at him at the same time, revolving as through the black lake of slime they stood knee-deep in was twisting them around by their feet. Mekan? No – there was something hideously organic about them, about the hot hunger in their collective stare. And the scream, when he bolted back for the mass-shifter tunnel! That was an animal noise, if ever he’d heard one. It was lust and agony bellowing from a hundred throats at once.





Now they were at his heels, and Leighton knew he couldn’t escape. His breath was burning in his lungs, his muscles were tight with pain. He could feel his hammering heartbeat in his temples – this was probably the furthest he’d run in his whole life! He’d even hitch a lift with that Ashishi hellion again...





Then came the sound again, echoing off the blue-lit metal walls of the tunnel. He could smell them now, their rotten-meat stench rolling in front of them like a wave. Although – although Leighton wasn’t so sure they were a them. They acted like ants, or termites... like they were all just parts of one great slimy black mass, for all that they had arms and legs and eyes apiece.





And teeth, his mind added. Don’t forget the teeth.





Leighton felt himself slowing down as the charnel stink flooded around him in an almost palpable cloud. When he looked down he saw why, and a stifled scream knotted up his chest.





The black liquid had caught up with him, and it plucked at his heels with a thousand little anemone tendrils. It could have tripped him up, flooded over him like an oilslick, poured down his throat and drowned him. But he knew that they – it was playing with him. The fact that he knew seemed to make it stronger – a playful little surge of vile fluid slapped him to his knees, and he scrambled up again with a shout of pain. The stuff burned! Not like scalding water, or even the hot bitumen it resembled – it stung like acid, raising blisters on his exposed skin.





Leighton cowered against the wall, tears streaming down his face. This was it, then. The end, melted down to bones and sludge by some kind of chemical demon...





He risked a glance out of one blurry eye and saw the viscous swill slowly spinning, as though it were draining down some vast plughole. From the hole in its oily black surface a creature was rising – one of the homunculoid fiends which had chased him from the manufactorium.





It was like a ragged patchwork of fears, this thing – here a disemboweling horn, there a vast and bloodshot eye, there a stick-thin arm terminating in scissor claws. It had no face, just a globular protrusion between its uneven shoulders, a stump split by countless drooling mouths. In a mad, hysterical way, it was almost funny. The thing was trying so hard to be terrifying that it was almost pathetic.





Slow, dripping noisome gobbets of reeking oil, the thing reached out to caress his face with one razor claw, slicing a thin gash in his cheek. It hissed like an adder at the sight of his blood, looming up over him, a wave about to break....





Then it collapsed back in on itself in a welter of whiplike tendrils, back into a flat black sheet of liquid on the floor. Even that gruesome tide began to recede, pulling back from Leighton’s feet like a torrent in reverse.





He was still breathing. He was still alive...





It only took seconds – and the creature was gone. Not for the first time since he’d stared down on that horde of oozing black demons Leighton entertained the thought that he’d been drugged.





The Ashishim were known chemheads, right? Perhaps the whole thing was just a mad hallucination? Perhaps that crazy bitch wanted to cover her tracks?





Oh, he knew deep down that it wasn’t true. All the more reason to hold onto the thought with both hands





The lights began to flicker, then, and he knew that the- the thing was regrouping. Perhaps calling up its friends for a little dinnertime entertainment.





Then he felt a deep rumble come up through his feet (the soles of his boots had been eaten away to nothing by the tide of acid slime). Far away, around the spiral coil of the mass-shifter tunnel he heard switches locking into place, shunting one of the immense cargo pods his way. That was why the creature had fled. Those mass-shifters had been built to slam their loads all the way up the ‘lev and into orbit. If he was caught out here he’d soon be nothing but a long streak of red on the tracks.





Leighton smirked to himself – score one for the human race. That stupid creature didn’t know what was coming, he wagered. Anything bigger than it was probably scared it shitless. But Leighton Cressmeyer knew a thing or two about moving goods. He knew all about the emergency ports in the tunnel walls, every quarter mile, regular as clockwork.





This section of the tunnel was straight for about three miles – a gentle upward incline with the loading ports of a dozen manufactoria opening out into it. Up near the ceiling vast clamshell doors hung open, with cranes and pulleys and feeder pipes swinging in the gloom. All he had to do was find the emergency port, and the mass-shifter would go past like a bullet down the barrel of a gun. Hopefully that slimy beast would still be in the way.





The rumble was growing louder with every second, and Leighton forced himself up to a painful lope, frantically searching for the tell-tale black-and-yellow panel. There! Just a little further! And it seemed that he’d be just in time – he could actually see the shifter coming down on him now, a wall of metal still miles distant, pushing a plug of stale air in front of it like a tidal wave. The hot wind streamed around Leighton as he reached the hatch, exultant, and twisted its handle.





Nothing.





Now the wind stopped, and he looked up, to where the house-sized shifter was still screaming toward him. The pressure was rising, and he felt his ears pop. That could only mean....





Oh, no. But yes. Oh yes. When Leighton turned back the other way there was a second giant cargo shifter coming down the tunnel, on a collision course. Score one for...for whatever they were. Because now he could see the scarred and pitted faceplates of the shifters, he could see the seething black skin which slicked over the metal. Left, right, and they were both the same. Writhing, oilslick black, spiked up into a wall of razor teeth... And around the edges of the emergency hatch, a dripping, oozing leakage of rotten fluid, jamming it shut.





Only half a mile now, and they were coming in at the speed of passenger jets, thousands of tons of screaming steel riding an electromagnetic pulse....





Emergency overrides reversed the wave at just the right second, slamming on the shifters’ brakes.





All for me, thought Leighton Cressmeyer. All that trouble, just for me. It was terribly sad to think that this was the most important that he’d ever felt in his life.





Then the terror took him, and he screamed, hopeless and cathartic as walls of jagged black teeth hammered down on him. He screamed right until those teeth met in the middle of his chest, until the two great mass-shifters hammered together with enough force to shake the whole sector.











The Worm raged in its confinement, battering itself against the impenetrable electronic walls of the infected sector.





Second by second its taint spread out through the wires, waking nightmares in the streets and down among the habs and manufactoriums. But still...





The damned machine had reacted too fast! Now it was hemmed in, locked away from its triumphal feast of pain by a delicate meshwork of code.





In its impatient hunger the Worm had learned only so much from Technician Nyl – not nearly enough to slice its way through the most sophisticated ice ever created.





It would have to use force, then. It would have to take the fight to Kronos out there, in the real world of meat and blood.





For every mind bound and vivisected in the Wetsystems it could wake a single Saprophyte. And just like every time it crossed the barrier and entered the world, there were those who welcomed it. Men like Junior Constable Gormann, who felt the same hunger, the same ravenous lust for destruction. They would become its Exalted, most valuable of its slaves. Its rank-and file saprophyte soldiers lasted only so long, before the corpses they animated rotted away in their embrace. But even more would be born from the dead, once its chosen ones began the great harvest.





And this time there were others. Some of the minds and souls under its thrall were bound to machines – useless lumpen things of metal and plastic, for the most part, industrial robots churning out food and bullets and recycled sewage. Then there were the happy few who had been slaved to greater things...





The Worm’s mind was far from sharp – it was just the echoes of intellect bubbling up out of its digested prey, after all. But it remembered the Illuminatus’ lessons. And it saw great potential in some of its new toys.











Only a few of them had come back from the second round. For some, the terror of final death had been too much, and they’d curled up on themselves like Vasily Valchek, praying for salvation which never came.





Others, just as Simeon had predicted, fought like cornered beasts as the reality of their mortality sank in. They were the ones who came back first, attended by flitting aeromekan which washed the crusted blood from their skin. Each of the Lords and Ladies who remained was surrounded by a tight little cloud of hovering machines – cameras and aeros and the mechanical cherubim which bore up their sashes of white samite. And every one of them had a certain look in their eyes – a hunted look, for all that they were victorious predators.





To stay here meant almost certain death, by the cruel mathematics of the Game. But to leave – that was an admission of failure. It meant exile, and that was worse than death to these people. At least, before, death had only been temporary.





“How’s everybody holding up?” asked Elisha Dawes, bright and brittle as she knocked back another neon-banded cocktail. “I hope that that ghastly Mr Ascher’s silly claims haven’t spoiled the mood!”





The little group she was talking to nodded and smiled, keeping up a slick professional front. Any admission of weakness would be a lethal disadvantage.





Duke Helmsfjord tweaked the ends of his waxed mustachios, a sure sign that he was nervous.





“Well, milady, I must admit I’d love to hear what Kronos thinks of this mess. Who knows what our poor citizens are feeling, now, knowing that their beloved rulers are so upset!”





That was as far as he’d push it – even with enough expensive liquor to kill a Pit Feral in his veins. Their guilty glances said it all every one of them was trying to access the datanet. All of them needed to know if it was true.





“Come now, Gustav!” whispered Lord Diem, his almond eyes wide with mock astonishment. “Surely you would never break the edict of silence? This Game of ours is sacred, sealed until the last man falls!”


Elisha shifted her focus with a thought, sliding electronic-warfare overlays to the front of her vision. Diem’s icepicks were grinding away at the Temple’s defenses just as hungrily as those of Helmsfjord – and any number of other Kheptarchs.





“Gentlemen – please!” she said, setting her face in what she thought was a devastating pout. It succeeded in making her look like a deep-sea fish. “This is all just that damned fool Direktor’s idea of psychological warfare! Do you really think that he could best Emmanuel Lancaster? That androgynous old ball-breaker probably scares Kronos itself!”





Diem nodded – but he still kept his slaved icepicks hacking away at the dome of silence which clamped down on the temple. It was futile, of course.





“You’re right, of course, dear Lady. But it is not for us that I worry – my good friend Gustav is correct. The lower castes must be confused and frightened out there.”


He plucked another cocktail from a spider-mekan’s tray, staring for a second into its vivid green depths. “Perhaps....perhaps for their sake we should call a forfeit?”





She caught that – a definite twitch. She knew that Helmsfjord had seen it too. Tranh Diem was desperate to save his skin. And the lower castes – those poor confused lambs he was so worried for – they caught it in glorious threedeeo. The few bookie joints still open, barricaded up behind steel plate and autocannons slashed his odds across the





board.





Kronos was busy, tonight. The machine knew the truth, and every minute of delay told the Subcity that Ascher was right. They really were dying one by one up there.





Elisha narrowed her eyes, sizing the little plutocrat up with a glance. Panic like that was sure to ruin his concentration, and the next round would bee another free-for-all....





“Oh, Tranh, you old sentimentalist!” she gushed, blowing him a half-drunken kiss. “You have the soul of a saint, I swear! But we could never forfeit – we could never let them think that Omnivasive controls us! After all this is over I’m sure the high committee of the Game will revoke Ascher’s contract, and then....”





But Tranh Diem never got to find out what the grinding bureaucracy of the Committee would do to punish the wayward Direktor.





It came up through the floor, erupting through the marble tiles in a spray of stone chips and choking dust, a ragged thing all black and red and dripping. Elisha’s slow-mo replay clicked into focus, zooming smooth as it reached the zenith of its arc, and she picked the creature’s bruised and bloody face. It was Simeon Blaire.





He seemed to hang there in the air for a second, transfixed by the beams of searchlights and the hollow eyes of the cameras, twisted up around his pain, his teeth gritted, one eye swollen shut, his fingers hooked into claws.





Then he fell, plowing through a rank of cryo-frozen Kheptarchs in Jaegenn’s grim statuary, rag-doll limp and broken. He did nothing to check his slide and tumble across the top of the mahogany buffet, piling up the brocade tablecloth and a mound of exquisite food behind him as he slithered to a halt.





The room held its breath, waiting for the twitch, the curse, the cry which would prove that he was still alive.





But before the lords and ladies could prepare his eulogy, Blaire’s attacker was upon them.





A thin blue beam shot from the gaping hole in the floor with a sound like a whipcrack, piercing the crystal dome above and lancing up into the smog-shrouded sky. An instant later a pulse of searing plasma fire followed it, neatly paring the jagged edges of the hole away to a perfect circle, tiles and tables and those few unlucky hierarchs who stood too close flashing to incandescent ash and spiraling up around it.





The pillar of flame blew the top off the gaming temple, raining razor shards of crystal down on the throng of Blaire fanatics below, a tangled, drunken, cheering mass who welcomed the random death from above with howls and whoops of joy.





For a minute after that cerulean blast nothing came up from out of the hole but coiling smoke and the sound of tortured metal. Blaire, forgotten, was curled up like a burned spider amid the ruins of the banquet. He coughed up a mouthful of blood, trying to push himself back to his feet with the jagged stump of a broken blade welded to his wrist. One side of his head was burned bald now, blistered and raw. His single eye blazed hatred as bright and lethal as that plasma blast – the other was clamped shut, dripping and scorched. The jagged remains of its diamondglass oculus studded his brow like jewelry.





He finally managed to lever himself upright as the Kheptarchs looked on, aghast, limping over to the great ice-statue of Artemis where his black-handled sword still stood. He ripped it from the huntress’ eyesocket with a grimace of pain, blood dripping from his mouth as he gritted his teeth.





“Come on then, you bastard!” he yelled, lurching around to face the smoking hole in the floor. “You didn’t think I’d be that easy, did you?”





Out of the smoke something black and bulky came flying, skittering hot across the tiles where Blaire stopped it with one foot. It was the burned-out, ruined bulk of an ancient plasma cannon, utterly overloaded by that final titanic blast of energy. To finish the job, something had twisted the thing’s wrist-thick barrel off like the tip of a cigarette.





“Come out, come out, whatever you are!” whispered Blaire, stalking forward between the little knots of horrified aristocrats. This kind of raw, unrefined violence was appalling to them, a travesty. But what came up out of the floor to answer Blaire’s challenge – that was even worse.











“I know what you do when you’re alone.” it told him.





“I know what you lust for, what you hate, what you fear – I know the place where they all intertwine. That sick little place you thought was secret.”





He listened, hanging in the dark, clinging to the wall like a spider.





“I’ve given you a little taste, boy, but the first one’s the only one that’s free. I want to take you back inside your mind. I want us to live in your secrets. I want us to turn that darkness inside out. Is that so much to ask?”





It was keening, pleading, mewling like a child, stroking the raw meat of his brain like a disease, a lover...





It had him, and it knew.





From the wires and plugs and slivers of silicon in him, through the hot wet meat and reinforced bone it came, sweating out of the hard, black little core where he kept his vile desires. The part of him which played the game. The part of him which kept a beloved, hated slave just to torture. The fury in him which made him the perfect tool for Kronos, secret enforcer of the Game behind his skull-faced mask.





“Yes.” he said, silent, to the thing which licked his naked spine. “Give me the power! And give me Blaire!”





He heard it howl, then, a ragged, bubbling sound which degenerated into a storm of discordant laughter. For the briefest second he heard another sound behind it, the sound of a million doomed voices telling him to run, to turn back, to escape while he still could ...





Then the darkness behind his executioner’s cowl erupted, a deeper black, and he felt the fire like molten lead in his bones. The power! The impossible power!


“That’s right, boy. The one named Simeon will rot in your embrace, now. The whole world, soon enough....they shall call you – Exalted.”





He smiled, then , as the pain sweated out through his skin, slick and hot and bubbling.





Lysander Jaegenn stabbed one hand of jagged obsidian claws into the wall above him, marveling at the strength his new patron had given him. One hand after another, up out of the dark, up to where he could hear music playing, where he could see searchlights sliding over the gravid belly of the clouds through a shattered crystal dome.





Blaire first. Then the rest of them....











Hab 99 was a tomb. The great squat cube of metal and concrete was silent now, the wasteland around it cold and dark. Lex Domingo stumbled through its bare corridors and stark, empty rooms in a haze of pain and fear, his mind disjointed and spinning wild in his throbbing head.


It surely didn’t help that half of it was missing, torn away in a spray of bone and brain by a C-Tac bullet. A galaxy of other bleeding wounds stitched their way across his body, from his dragging left leg to the meaty crater in his shoulder.





And yet he lived. Death had spat him out into this cold grey limbo, and now the Voice was calling to him, reeling him in like a hooked fish.





Lex looked down at his hands with his one good eye – the other was there, he could feel it swelling out of his shattered cheek like a grotesque mushroom. Like his fingers it was probably slicked over by the black oil – and where that stuff had come from he had no idea. The last thing he remembered was a supernova of pain, the chatter of gunfire, searchlights through dust.... Then waking up cold and bleeding, leaking black instead of red. He felt as if the world was paper thin, projected on a screen, that he was only just clinging to life by a thread.





That thread was woven from his pain – he could feel the fire in his bones, feel the raw meat of his wounds scalded by the very air. The impact of every mote of dust on his exposed nerves was exquisite agony.





He knew that if he was really awake such pain would have him balled up on the floor howling for a shot of pseudomorph. That or a bullet. But under the sticky black membrane the pain came through muted, like music thumping behind a concrete wall. He could even pick out subtle nuances to it which would have been drowned under his own screams if he were....well, if he were really alive.





That was the very core of Lex Domingo’s problem, as he staggered through the choking dark. He was quite obviously dead, and the promises of a dozen religions had turned up false. Nagging in the back of his ventilated skull was the certainty that the power which animated him, which drove him on, could easily drag him back through the veil, into a world where his pain was shouted instead of whispered, now and forever. That, and the implacable command of the Voice made him hold onto his failing flesh tooth and nail.





He spotted the body as he stumbled through a broken doorway and into the hab’s main stairwell. It was one of his brothers, one of Grady’s boys all got up in his gang colors, yellow and purple warpaint slapped across his cheeks. One of his legs was gone – just a charred stump, his severed foot still stuffed into a blackened boot a few feet away. But – and this came through to Lex like an electric shock to the chest – he was still alive. His heart was still beating, fitful and weak, but still pumping blood through his veins.





Lex pulled back a little, but the voice urged him on, as hot and loud as lust used to be, back beyond his death. As demanding as the need for drugs had been, when he could still feel pleasure. Those memories were stripped from him mercilessly as the Voice jerked him forward, incorporeal hooks tugging at his open wounds.





KILL. FEED. REPLENISH.





He could no more fight it than he could stop himself from breathing. Well – he used to have to breathe, he was pretty sure....





The Rude Boy’s eyes snapped open as Lex’s hands closed around his neck, feeling his face shifting, the dark fluid coagulating, lengthening his teeth to needle points.





Fear flowed off the little bastard in waves, cutting through the background throb and ache of his constant pain, slowing the rot which he felt in his bones. He shook the half-conscious ganger and drove his spiked thumbs into his flesh, wringing out the terror from him for as long as he could. An instant before the kid’s hand moved he felt it turn to rage, and the pain came back, stronger than ever, clawing at the wall inside his head. The Rude Boy had a gun – a sawnoff, squat and black, and now he brought it up to Lex’s face, his eyes struggling to focus.





“You damned fucker! Get – get away from me! Just	get the fuck AWAY!” he





shouted, spraying Lex with bloody froth from his mouth. Now the Voice in his ruined head used the pain as a goad, stripping away the layers which numbed him. He could feel the ganger’s breath hissing over his raw wounds like fire. He could feel the black ichor which preserved him eating away at his bones.





And he found he could grab the pain with an imagined fist, compact it down into a ball laced up around a core of fury. He hadn’t asked to live, or to die. He hadn’t asked to be brought back, not with the searing lash of the Voice roaring like a furnace in his





head.





So he took the pain, and gave it to his prey.





Raw, enervating terror rushed back at him as he played the agony over his victim like a blowtorch. The Rude Boy dropped his shotgun as he felt in grisly detail what it was like to be missing half his head. What it was like to have his shoulder ripped to shreds, his arm dangling from scraps of tendon and gristle. What it meant to be clamped in the foul embrace of the Saprophyte, utterly disposable, rotting and burning inside...





That’s when it had him. That’s when Lex Domingo felt the change, the hooks and clamps and teeth letting go.





In the final instant he understood what had happened, what had extended his mortal span beyond what mere flesh would endure. He knew, because he saw it pour out from his fingers like rippling oil, rainbow-sheened, slithering down his victim’s throat and into his eyes, releasing him to the full fury of his pain.





It was all there at once – the bullet holes, the internal bleeding, the great ragged crater in the side of his head. It was far too much for a body to take, and so Lex Domingo finally died, collapsing to the floor with a gurgling cry.





The Saprophyte writhed within its new host, gelid and all-pervasive, knotting its barbed tendrils around his bones. For a second or two the Rude Boy’s eyelids flickered, his limbs spasmed as if he were in the grip of a seizure. And then the blackness came up through his pores, pooling and puddling from the severed stump of his leg, forming a spike of obsidian to replace it.





As he stood up, Kylan Tomassen remembered being hit, remembered the C-Tac Constable grinning as he felt his knee shatter, ripped apart by buckshot. Then it was all spinning darkness, a leering demon face leaning down over him ...and the Voice.





KILL. FEED. REPLENISH.





Kylan picked up his shotgun and staggered off into the gloom. stepping over the thing which had once been his brother Lex Domingo. Without the saprophyte inside him the end had been quick, but far from painless. Now he was rotted away to nothing but steaming organic soup and brittle bones, a cast-off shell. That other part of him - the part which the Worm’s servant had balanced on the razor’s edge between life and death while it used him – had flown. No doubt Kylan Tomassen would be following soon.





But until then, there was work to do. Until then, there was the Voice, and its undeniable commands.





KILL. FEED. REPLENISH.





Somewhere off in the dark somebody was screaming...











Liquid darkness above and below; pressing in one every side, insitent, cloying...





This was the Chasm, the deepest pit beneath Elysium, a place where hideous toxins dripped and seeped from the city above. It was a perfectly smooth shaft, square and sheer and dark, sliced a mile down into the living rock below even the deepest manufactoria, below the great hissing tokamak coils of House Jaegenn’s fusion generators. Nothing moved down here which had a name. Many-limbed insectoid things scuttled from the light as if it burned their pale flesh, and in the hell-broth of chemicals and oily seawater at the bottom of the pit things slid and slithered which had never seen nor tasted humankind.





Unless – and this was more than a small worry for the nervous Ashishim who guarded the top of the Chasm – they had once been human, before the taint of centuries of pollution had changed them...





There was a rusted open-platform lift bolted to the side of the Chasm, a little cage suspended over the darkness in a pool of neon light. It was the only way down, and that was where Illuminatus Zeon, his human skin zipped up tight to fool his retainers, was going.





“Spare me the details, please.” he said, barely restraining his temper as he pulled a floating microphone up to his lips. “I have full confidence in you all, my loyal brothers, and I know you will hold the line. Kronos’ machines were no match for us on the day of the glorious Reclamation, and now we are stronger still!”





Through the Ashishim network he could hear a thousand voices babbling, urgent, screaming, calculating... his little hive of pet humans, all utterly loyal to a thing they thought was one of them. He knew they would hold the line, even when the Saprophytes of the Worm came for him. Even when the Blacksteel Unity descended on the Earth. They’d hold the line, and draw the fire of every one of Nyl’s enemies.





While he was down here, retrieving a relic which hadn’t seen the light of day for decades.





“Your Eminence, we are ready to proceed.” said the commander of the Chasm Guard – a shit-list posting if ever one existed, but one which the Ashishi soldier was trying very hard to honor. “There may be a jolt as we start our descent, revered Illuminatus – please hold onto the rail.”





The Technician scowled – this was the price you had to pay to win their respect. For some reason frail and old carried more weight with these foolish creatures than young and strong, and he was forever being doted on like some senile relic.


“Don't worry about me, commander.” he said, forcing a smile onto his artificial lips. “I've been in worse places in my time. And this is a very important mission indeed – I don't plan on falling.”





The little lift did more than just jolt as it dropped away from the the edge of the Chasm – its rusted couplings shrieked like the damned as they free-fell twenty feet or more, before the sweating guardsmen could wrench the manual brakes closed. Nyl smiled as they struggled and cursed – not one had noticed that his feet were welded to the meshwork floor. So much for his frailty, then. At last the all-clear was sounded from above, and the cage descended on its rattling chain, down though veils of noxious mist and into the dark. The neon tubes which studded the lift pierced the gloom for only a few feet on either side, and the air would have burned Nyl's lungs had they been anything other than utterly alien. As it was he could metabolize gases unknown to human science, and the toxic smog of the Chasm was nothing more than an annoyance. This would just add to his legend, he supposed, as his retainers slipped on rebreather masks and coughed up gobbets of unhealthy slime.





He could feel it below him now, calling out to him. And despite being psychic cripples, blind in the realm of his enhanced senses he knew that the Chasm Guard could feel it too. It was a sense of disquiet and dread leeching up through their boots, conjuring images of vast slippery things down there in the dark, fanged snouts breaking the oily water to scent human prey....





Of course it was nothing so trite. It was the Arkborn, some pleading, some cajoling, some threatening, scrabbling against the walls of their prison as their master came down to greet them. This was the reason the prototype 'containment vessel', built so long ago by BionLab Gaudi had to be kept in the deepest, darkest pit imaginable. If it were given pride of place among the halls of the Ashishim its imperfect design would betray the Illuminatus' secrets. The Arkborn would seep into the dreams of his thralls, whispering forbidden truths about their beloved leader's origins – and what really came of his promises of paradise.





“Stop the lift! There! We are close enough, now.” he barked, clenching the manual brake in one wizened hand. With a sudden wrench he threw it closed, bringing the lift to a shuddering halt. Powdered rust sifted down through the choking air, and now through the mist and steam they could see the black surface of the subterranean lake, an obsidian mirror scrawled with oily rainbows.





“What – what's down there?” stammered the Ashishi on Nyl's left, twitching his rifle nervously from side to side. “Did you hear anything? I'm sure I heard something	”





The fear was infectious, radiating from below the surface of the lake in waves.





“There's nothing to fear.” said Nyl, carefully folding up his human form to sit cross-legged on the floor of the lift. “This place is far from ideal as a repository of the sacred Ark, but it is far removed from our enemies. Kronos himself has no power here, though it was his machine slaves who carved this pit.”





The Illuminatus cast out his senses, probing the oily depths with his mind, reaching out to the Ark with invisible fingers. And though its prisoners were locked up inside their man-made hell by his deceit, the thing had no choice but to obey.





A pale, sickly light began to radiate from deep beneath the noisome waters of the lake - a tiny pinpoint, growing and swelling as the ancient artifact pulled free of the silt-bed and rose toward its master. Inside his artificial skin Nyl sweated violet, the strain of wielding the Ark racking his exhausted frame. It was frightening just how much of his energy the Worm had stripped away...





“That's it! The Ark! It's coming up!”





The excited voices of his soldiers seemed to come echoing in from a vast distance as Nyl struggled with the weight and mass of it. Pressure built as he dragged it up, breaking the surface of the water in a cloud of steam, a glowing thing of twisted metal sheathed in a nimbus of howling ghosts. He felt the horror bloom in the minds of the guardsmen at his side, and he knew what had to be done. It had been inevitable, he supposed, since they'd stepped onto the lift platform with him.





Because while they gaped in terror at the writhing, tormented faces which wrapped the Ark in a sickly halo, they were slaves to it as well...





Every one of his followers, from the lowliest hydroponic farmer to the most skilled Dervashi warrior had been granted the Vision, that opening of the soul's eye which let them see the truth. The truth of Kronos's grand design, the machine's hoarding of souls against the time when it would burn them all up in remaking the Earth.





How else could such a gift be granted but with a relic of the same technology?





All these men had been promised a far better afterlife – a paradise inside the Chrome Ark which was nothing but an artfully programmed lie.





In truth they were destined to the same fate as the personalities stored and sequestrated within the Wetsystems, fuel for an engine of terrible power.





The link with the Ark which provided the Vision, and proof of the Ashishim faith, was also an open channel. From the time of their initiation the Chasm Guards had been living on borrowed time, promised to the insatiable hunger of the Ark sooner or later.





Now Nyl needed it's help. There was no way he could master it by main force – it would need to be coerced.





And so he let it feed.





“Wretched ones! Wraiths!” he shouted in the white silence of his mind. “Hear me! The time has come to serve me again! For some, the pain is at an end...and for the rest of you – the fools amongst you who cling to the hope of revenge – I bring an offering. New life for the strong! And may the weakest be torn apart!”





Now the great dripping mass of the Chrome Ark hung in the air below them, pulling the toxic mist around itself like a shawl, a sheen of half-imagined leering faces. Though they couldn't hear Nyl's taunts and promises the chasm guards could see the nimbus about the artifact change, cycling up through the spectrum to binding incandescence.





“What's it doing? What – what ARE those things?” stammered the commander, shouldering his rifle. In that instant he forgot the sacred nature of the Ark – and the fact that bullets would be useless against it. Even so, he marked himself out as its first target.





A searing bolt of energy leaped from one of the obelisk tips of the Ark, earthing itself through the unfortunate Ashishi's body in a shower of crawling sparks. Sizzling tendrils of fire played over his face, stabbing into his eyes and mouth as he screamed. Nyl watched, smiling, as his body was lifted into the air, sucked dry by the insatiable thirst of the Arkborn. If he was strong enough, he'd soon join their number. If not – he'd buy another few months, another year or two for the desperate wraiths who seethed within the containment unit. In the flickering strobe-flash of his death the lightning resembled nothing more than a great skeletal arm, its fingers searing into flesh and cracking bone....





Already it was lighter. Already Nyl could feel the sullen resentment of the Arkborn fading as they concentrated their hatred on the chasm guards. United, they could resist the orders of their Illuminatus, but feeding them was divisive, throwing them into conflict. Divide and conquer....and then....





Amid the storm of flickering death Technician Nyl smiled, raising the Ark up with a gesture, spinning it on its axis as if it were weightless. Kronos had found out how to enslave minds to machines, long ago when BionLab Gaudi was still listed on the stock exchanges of Old Earth. It had taken Nyl – Illuminatus of the Ashishim – to find out how to possess those systems, how to use the damned as a weapon. He was willing to bet that the Unity hadn't seen this coming.





The commander of the Chasm Guard (he'd really need to be replaced, Nyl supposed) slumped down next to him, a desiccated thing all bones and tight skin and dust.





No, the Motherbrain had endured any number of attempts at crude digital warfare, but in this fragile place, in a universe so thin and cracked that the Worm could find its way through....well, here Nyl could improvise.





And with the nanotech might of an Explorator system at his command, the Worm would soon be back under his control, fused with soulless machinery. Against that kind of hope, what was the death of three useless little human soldiers, sucked dry by the Arkborn?





“Feed, my children! Feast!” he laughed, rising up from the floor, still cross-legged as he spun the Ark through one hundred and eighty degrees, balancing its bulk on one finger. “We have much work to do, and a long way to go. Back to the Tower! Back to the fortress of Kronos!”





But in the back of his mind he could still hear the voices of the saprophytes, trapped behind the sealed airlock door of his private sanctum. Nothing he could do would snuff out their mockery.





“Oh yes, Mighty Illuminatus!” they hissed, even as he rose up out of the pit like Lucifer triumphant “Come out and play in the streets! Bring your little puzzle-box of souls, and let me taste your flesh!”





He could see what was going on out there – the pain, the terror, the riots turning to routs as things heaved themselves up out of the dark beneath the city....





He felt the confinement of the Worm, felt it thrashing and howling in its prison, sending out tendrils of darkness to raise its legions of Exalted...





And he smiled, drinking in the hatred which flowed from the Ark, from its disembodied prisoners.





The Worm's hubris would be its downfall. Because too much hung in the balance for Nyl to fail, and it was simply inconceivable for a Technician of the Multiplicity to do so.











All Direktor Ascher could do was watch, and wait.





Both of these activities had occupied his entire life since his Fall – another few hours should have been easy enough to endure. And the scenes of carnage and riot on the streets tonight – they were like music to him, a symphony for his artificial senses. If tomorrow was supposed to herald his funeral, then the terror and carnage which flickered across his whole sensorium dome was the perfect wake.


Oh, of course not all of it was of his own orchestration. Kronos's ham-fisted attempts at keeping the peace were a tragicomedy in their own right – military mekan running amok in the habs, war machines obsolete for centuries turning on each other as glitches multiplied through their ruined systems...





And the tribes of the R.T. - they'd played their part as well. He watched Celestial riflemen outflank Confederate stormtroopers, Vatican war-suited paladins cut to ribbons by swift Dervashi, desperate rebels mown down by wild-eyed fanatics...





He set it all to music, there in his vast dome of disjointed images. Kettledrums pounded out the beat of heavy artillery, the strings swelled to the chorus as rioters surged up against a thousand spiked barricades, and cymbals clashed to beheadings, explosions, buildings collapsing in fire and ruin.





Did any of them remember how it started? Were there, among the snarling, heaving mob any people who still fought for Simeon Blaire, and the hope of a better tomorrow?





Octavio Ascher remembered. He was waiting for him, alone in his symphonic vision of war and pain. The great steel claw which suspended his preservative tank spun slowly at the wrist, letting his eyes take in the full scope of his handiwork.





There – and again, there....what were those things? Sinuous, black – some kind of biotech, perhaps? Some secret relic from the wars dredged up by Kronos? But no, the slithering, oily creatures were too fast, to smooth. The slide and crosscut and bite of them was pure filthy life.





Search programs ramified out through the datanet, slamming up short on the locked-down Wetsystems. Central Omnivasive archives could find no record of these creatures, things which were tearing into the Reclamationists and the Compliance Division, civilians and soldiers and machines with the same gleeful abandon.





Image-matching software cycled through billions of frames of threedeeo, centuries of archived footage, an all-seeing network of live cameras...





There. Freeze. Zoom.





There was a face he recognized. There was a thing he'd seen before, if only for a second. A thing which had cast him down in pain, torn his beautiful, deadly body out from under him...





It was Lysander Jaegenn, but he was a being transformed, a hulking brute straining the seams of his black diamondmesh armor. That particular outfit, with its painted-on skeletal bones, its executioner's hood now hanging loose around Lysander's grossly swollen neck...





The little bastard was the assassin. The hand of Kronos, who'd cursed him to this bodiless hell. Direktor Ascher checked the input feed – as if he needed to. This was live, and it was coming through direct from the eyes of Simeon Blaire.





Fool! He had to revel in his moment of glory, didn't he? So very sure of his little prodigal, so certain he'd come home without a hitch....this was what he got for losing focus!





Octavio killed the music, dragging out the single screen which showed the monstrous Lord Jaegenn to fill an entire wall of the sensorium.





His eyes were boiling black, and they seemed to draw Octavio in, tearing his soul from its withered vessel, right through the datalink and down into a vision of hell. In that instant he felt the plasma fire rip through his chest a thousand times, he felt the despair blossoming in his pain-wracked mind again and again and again....





“We know your pain, Direktor.” said a voice in his head. “We know how to take it away. Even better – we know how to give it to others. We want to share the gift, the gift of the New Flesh....”





It was crooning, keening, seductive – and vile. Beneath its honeyed words Mister Ascher could hear the sound of rusted saws cutting meat.


Somehow, it felt his resistance. Impossibly, Lysander Jaegenn cocked his head to one side, listening, grinning mindlessly as black tears rolled down his pallid cheeks.





“Dare you oppose us, human? Do you think you know of PAIN? Just because you are broken does not mean you cannot suffer beautifully....”





The voice was harsher now, demanding, prying his brain open. But years of deprivation had given Octavio iron discipline. And despite his cynicism, he'd taken note of some of the techniques from Murai's ancient books....





“Fool! Maggot! WE WILL HAVE YOUR FLESH!” howled the voice, dwindling now as the Direktor took control. “How will you run, you broken thing? How can you hope to escape us?”





With a final burst of concentration he forced it from his mind, willing the link to Simeon Blaire to shut down.





Across the whole vast dome of the sensorium the screens fell out, one by one, popping and crackling with static and fading to black.





The eyes of his severed head were wired open, pale milky orbs pierced by the most advanced optical upgrades money could buy. But he didn't need them to know what that thing was, and what it wanted from him. He remembered the beast he'd conjured up for himself in the bowels of the Black Palace, its skin of writhing blood and jaws of iron, a thing pieced together from the secret dark places of his mind.





That was what Jaegenn had become. Something had turned him inside out, and whatever it was, it wanted Octavio Ascher to join it. It wanted him to be transformed into the beast, forever – rage and pain and hunger and shame made flesh.





And Blaire – dear gods, he didn't know what was worse. If Simeon could face Lysander in his terrible new form and live, was there any hope for his plans to reach fruition? And if he failed, what kind of terrible spawn would emerge from him?





He'd been prepared for years for this night, filled with hatred and self-loathing and blind aggression. And now something was loose in the city which could make such things real....





In the darkness of the dead sensorium there was nothing that Octavio Ascher could do but wait. Even watching was impossible, now to open up a channel was to tempt that black-eyed stare again, and Octavio wasn't sure he could resist it a second time.





Not with his doubts piling up, with actual fear slithering in his mind for the first time in years....





No, all he could do was wait.


Wait, and trust in the child...





The servos of his preservative tank arm spun him slowly to face the great floor-toceiling windows of his mansion, and the whole vast mechanism rolled forward smoothly on its suspended rails, dragging loops of wire and plastic tubes across the embroidered carpets.





From here he could see a thin slice of the city, over the baby-blue bulge of the beltway. It was burning.





So different from the screens, with their tight focus, their intimate little three-second bites of loss and pain. From up here it seemed almost serene, the flames lazy in their smoky shroud, the milling crowds almost festive....





What the Direktor couldn't see was the swarm of crystal-black nanobots which were rising with the smoke, pumped out from a handful of functional Assemblers sequestered by the Worm.





Perhaps it was being overly dramatic – a terrible trait which had bled out of its prey over the centuries. Perhaps it was a waste of precious resources, this little diversion. But it would sow fear, and discord – especially among the credulous and the religious, who still numbered in their millions, even here.





The swarm swirled up like ashes, piercing the clouds, splitting open to work their alchemy on the tons of toxic vapor suspended above Elysium...





And Direktor Ascher watched as the first drops spattered against his windows, dripping down in streaks across the glass, slow and viscous and heavy.





If he'd still had hands, he would have applauded.





Because the sky had opened, a livid gash, and down came the deluge, down on the wounded and the dead, drenching the living as they fought, frantic. It sluiced down the rusted sheer faces of the habs and foamed from the mouths of innumerable gargoyles, sprayed from the pitched roofs of towers and boiled in the gutters.





The end had come.





And all over the Last City it was raining blood.











A pair of masslifters settled through the treetops, vast red birds sinking into cover on pillars of fire and smoke. Their red livery was scarred and peeling, and their steel skin was patched with jagged welds and riveted plates, but they got the job done. Three thousand miles in one jump, carrying a cargo of treason and death.





From edge to edge the great basin of jungle was more than ten miles wide, with a shallow lake at its center flashing in the sun. Even if the skeptics and bureaucrats of Elysium had been able to see this valley, they would never have placed it as the hidden city of Agartta, temple of the Invisibles.





CeeAn watched it all as her transport sunk down through the trees, into a living cathedral which loomed up and over, thick with flowering vines. There was a pale circle of concrete down there, with clumps of grass and moss forcing their way through the cracks in its ancient surface.





The whole underground city was in similar disrepair – its faltering systems were gleaned and scavenged and jury-rigged from whatever the survivors of Elysium's fall could find. Far from being the secret masters of the world, most of the people who lived in the green gloom of the forest were farmers, intent on survival.





Hell, it took them almost all their resources just to make the jump across East Afrika today – more than half of their fuel, as well. But there was power here - power sufficient to stop the Forge, and enough to protect Agartta from a rain of nuclear bombs.





Unfortunately, thought CeeAn as she stepped down from the lead masslifter, such power never came without a price.





“Take them to the Sanctum.” Said CeeAn to the pair of Ashishim Dervashi who ran in under the 'lifter's wing to greet her. “Careful not to drop them, either – I have a feeling the aliens will want their rogue in one piece!”





The black-hooded pair nodded, silent, manhandling the purple crystal statues of Blaire and Nyl out of the 'lifter's hold with the help of a gang of gunners and pilots. She was home.





Well – home for the last seventeen years, anyhow. It couldn't really be home, or really be the stronghold of the Ashishim without him. CeeAn caught herself carefully omitting is name from her thoughts, and smiled ruefully. If that other thing – that Technician – had been lying...





But the Vision was strong in her. It had been ever since that awful moment in the Valley View, when she's reached out into the cold heart of the Worm and felt something through the other side.





“Cee, the acolytes are waiting for you down there!” shouted one of the Ashishi soldiers, cupping an earpiece in one hand. “They say it's urgent!”





She sighed, wrapping her robe up tight and cinching it with a loop of leather. Best not to keep Devine and his boys waiting – even if she was the nominal leader here. Nobody would admit it – not after the treachery of the Illuminatus, still so fresh in everyone's memory. But whenever there were hard calls to make, she felt all those eyes on her...





CeeAn stepped down from the masslifter, hurrying across the cracked concrete to the nearest downpipe. This one was wedged in between the buttress roots of a baobab, airbrushed up in grey-brown camo.





As usual the compressed air in the downpipe made her ears pop and ring, and she faltered a little as she stepped out into the corrugated-steel warren of Aggarta, the hidden city.





It was hardly as mystical or romantic as the name suggested. But it was home – of sorts – and the only refuge for the thousands of Ashishim who had followed her out of Elysium. Others, too – an embarrassing number had believed in her in that place, at that moment. But all were united under the banner of the Ashishi now, whether they'd been Confed or Celestial, Vatican or Sub or Noble back in the old days.





The deep, soft hood of the red robe afforded her a little privacy as she hurried through the tunnels – in a way she was glad that Devine had made the woolen garments a uniform of sorts for the sect. It was tedious and excruciatingly awkward to





have children following her for tales of the Exodus, and everybody deferring to her as if she was some kind of goddess. More importantly the thick fleece was warm, taking the chill out of the processed air of the tunnels.





She followed loops of cable bolted to the walls, traced a path of naked electric bulbs down the spiral and into the heart of Aggarta, the Sanctum.





This was once a military base, sunk deep beneath the soil of the Congolese jungle to conceal a hoard of illegal weapons. Long, long ago the Terminus Separatist Army had made plans for this place, plans, indeed for the whole continent of Afrika. But the crater above them had been scooped out by horrific weapons, and the radiation had burned through...





Time had taken care of that, and the jungle had spilled back in, defying the deserts which crowded in on each side.


Then, seventeen years ago had come the night of the Saprophytes, the night of the exodus, and something had shown CeeAn the way to this place. Somehow she's led these people - the farmers and the techs, the Dervashi and the children, Devine and his zealots, all of them – out of the last city to Agartta.





The very first thing they'd done (and this, she assumed, was down to Devine again, him and his siblings in Faith) was to convert the deepest, most cavernous chamber into the Sanctum.





Every time she came here she told herself she was over it – that this was real, not some kind of screwed-up dreamscape. But every time it still brought her heart to her throat, and stopped her breath for an instant. It was the statues, she guessed. A fifty-foot representation of yourself can do that, especially when it's flanked by similar colossi with faces you'd be better to forget.





It opened up in front of her now, as she stepped over the threshold. A vacuum, sucking in focus, tugging at her with winking candles and swaying shadows. Through a henge of rusting missiles, arranged in concentric circles around the altar...





Her eyes played over the titanic granite features of the other three – she was always too embarrassed to linger on the idealized version of her own carven face.





Hassan. Kayzi. And hi....and Abdulafia 330, haloed with wire-tipped dreadlocks. They'd run a pair of mining lasers to pieces slicing these things out of the living rock, and now there were kids in Agartta who thought it was all just a legend.





Devine was there by the altar, as usual, the very image of the wizened, pious monk. Too bad that his religion was based on something utterly inexplicable, but then, she supposed, most of them were.





Some people had seen things on Exodus Night which drove them screaming to insanity. Others (and she included Devine in this second category, for all his lucidity) had slipped quietly into a gentler madness.





He rose from his knees as she pulled back her hood, his trembling hands flitting to and fro like tethered birds. Gone was the foul-mouthed, cynical 'tech who'd lorded it over the Cryo levels. This new iteration of SubMagus Devine was almost painfully meek and mild, broken both physically and mentally by the touch of the Saprophytes, his lip twisted down into a scowl at one corner by a jagged scar.





“Most Re	CeeAn. I'm glad you're back so soon – the Circle must be closed before





any more, umm... succumb.”





His eyes were huge and watery, filled with pleading. There was a very good reason why he carefully avoided saying 'die' there, and CeeAn respected it. But good Gods, would he ever stop trying to call her 'Most Reverend”?





“Of course – we can't have them sacrificing themselves for my sake. I really hope you don't encourage them...” she said, clasping the priest's stick-thin hands in her own. “But we have the means to use the Forge now. The Circle can be closed for the last time.”





Devine pulled away, leading her past the blank, scrubbed stone of the Altar and between the immense statues, to a door guarded by faceless red-robed acolytes armed with naked blades.


“I'm glad you taught us how to do this thing, CeeAn. But so many have been lost... and we both know their fate. Was it worth it, just to master that foolish old machine?”





He was turned away from her, fumbling among a rusted handful of keys, but she knew exactly the look of weary pain which would be written across his face. Not for the first time she felt like she had to scream.





“Devine, this isn't for me. And I never wanted it to be this way. But do we really have a choice? Ever since the Betrayal our course has been set. Those bastards aren't going to just take what they want and leave us alone, you know.”





“I'm sorry.” he said, turning the key in the lock. “I know how hard it is, believe me. I'm just glad it's almost over.”





He pushed the doors open then, leaning into the task with all his meager weight, letting them swing wide with a creak of iron-bound hinges.





As usual the room beyond was filled with pressure and light and incense smoke – a tiered bowl stepping down layer by layer to a sunken pit of smooth black granite. The whole room was a sphere, lined on every surface with polished metal, burnished to a mirror sheen, reflecting the rapt faces of a thousand men and women who sat cross- legged on the stone tiers.





Silence crashed down over CeeAn and Devine like a wave as they picked their way down to the centre of the room, the pressure building up, oily sparks crackling across their skin as they neared the Focus.





This was the gift she'd been given. At that moment when she touched the Heart of the Dead, In the instant when it had bridged the gap from beneath the waters of its impossible ocean to this reality it had left the door open just a crack. It was as if a sliver of that impossible thing's being had been pushed into CeeAn's brain, a shard of mirror-glass seething with the memories of whole dead generations...





It had shown her that she didn't need the 'chrome. That you didn't need to pull the soul out of its fleshy shell and cage it up, like Kronos or the Illuminatus with his Ark.





This was the power that Devine had built his faith around, to bandage up his shattered mind. This was what the Ashishim believed in now, now that the charlatan philosophy of the Illuminatus had been stripped away. They came here gladly, willing to make the sacrifice just to be part of something they thought was wonderful...





CeeAn knew it for what it really was. This was how you exerted just the right pressure on a universe as thin and bright as a bubble of oil. This was how you stopped nuclear fire falling from the sky, and how you held off the Forge, even if you couldn't use it yourself. Oh, it was crude, and costly, and it would be no match for the fleets of the Unity and the Multiplicity. But it was still magic in their eyes, sacred bloody magic.





CeeAn reached the Focus, a pentacle scrawled across the stone in indelible spraypaint. From the tiers above her the power came down, a hammer of light, drumming on her brittle skull like rain.





She hated it, but Technician Zhe was right. Kronos had stretched the world thin in creating the Forge. The events of Exodus Night had torn reality, cracked the wall between the worlds. And now that damned fool Nyl, the Betrayer, had almost punched a hole right through to the dark on the other side...





If they used the Forge, it could only be once. And it would have to be used right – used to undo all that damage, and remake the world in far more than just the physical sense.





If they called her bluff she could never use it. Hells, even this ritual was tempting fate, sending hairline cracks skittering across the surface of the universe...





CeeAn let herself go, felt her mind orient itself like a compass, drawn around into the howling flux by the sliver of silver which pierced its core. Devine was the anchor, his soul a fitful flicker as she closed her eyes and let the Vision spill in.





The room was a sphere of light in there, the mirrors focusing and refining it, ramping up its power to a beam of hot incandescence which blazed up from the Focus to pierce the ceiling, arcing away toward Elysium over the horizon.





And the dead looked down on her in their serried ranks, the dead and the dying, the drained and sere and withered souls of a thousand willing sacrificial victims pouring themselves into the fire.





All for her. All for a promise she couldn't even remember making...





CeeAn stepped between the power and its grim source, turning it inside out with a gesture, the flame devouring itself like a serpent eating its own tail...





And the Circle broke. The Vision flared raving white, and blew away in a sickening rush.





She sank to her knees as the pain throbbed in her head, as Devine rushed to her side, his twitching hands fluttering like dying birds...





And through her tears she saw them fall apart; those who had given everything collapsing into bones and dust while the mirrored fire faded, and the incense smoke swirled up like a shroud, smothering her consciousness.





DOCUMENT INSERT: MULTIPLICITY ARCHIVES DEPARTMENT





(INTERCEPTED FROM THE CONFEDERATE MILITARY NETWORK, 11:21 PM)





"They're coming through the walls! Jefferson, get those flamethrowers back here!"





"Sir, the docks are off limits! The Grand Teutonia got away fine, but we've lost contact with the Sliepnir and the Northern Son isn't responding..."





"No time for that now - they're right on top of us! That Pureblood squad we sent up to subcity level haven't called in yet either, dammit..."





(extended gunfire, cursing - three minutes twenty nine seconds)





"Sweet Odin's blood, what are these things? Jefferson, we have to fall back to the next strongpoint...Jefferson? Oh, shit! It's got Jeffer	"





(screams, tearing noises, dripping - two minutes nineteen seconds) (TRANSMISSION ENDS)





(INTERCEPTED FROM THE CELESTIAL KINGDOM PUBLIC ADDRESS BAND, 11:27 PM)





"Attention citizens - this is an official edict from the inner council. A state of emergency is now in effect, but please rest assured that your Emperor and his ministers have the situation under control. Traitorous attacks by the forces of Kronos and his lackeys the Vatican are being repelled by the glorious people's army in kombinant-sectors 1193 and 1190. To ensure a state of solidarity and readiness all citizens are to report to their local milita offices for a compulsory defense draft.





We repeat, a compulsory draft has now been enacted.





(MESSAGE REPEATS ON AUTOMATIC LOOP CYCLE)





(INTERCEPTED FROM THE VALLE CRUCIS CHAPTERHOUSE COMMNET, 11:32 PM)





"In the name of God the Father, in the name of the Son and the Holy Spirit I abdjure thee! Back to the pit, foul spawn of Satan! Aroint thee, dem...."





(concussive noises, mastication - five minutes two seconds)





"This is Crucis squad Tercius, report please Chapterhouse! We are pinned down above the Basilica chamber, and our Paladin commander has just been....been EATEN by one of those...."





(sobbing, gunfire, fifty-nine seconds)





"There, you godless bastards! Burn in the devil's fires! Brother Nathan, there's one behind you!" (roar of combusting gases, screaming - nineteen seconds)





Oh Christ in Heaven - Nathan! I'm sorry! What have I done? Chapterhouse, please advise! They're coming in waves, damn them, and there's a thing on the ceiling now, some kind of spider-demon... and I think I've killed Brother Nathan...and, and...."





(roar of combusting gases, tapering off into a hiss - twelve seconds)





"This is squad Tercius requesting immediate backup! We can't hold the Basilica Chamber any longer - God, they're all dead, and my Purifier's out of ammo	Oh, please, no! The spider-thing, it's coming for me! I can feel it in my mind! I can feel it eating my brain! In nomine patri, et fili, et spiritus sancti, redemptorem me ex





infernis..."





(sound of an automatic pistol being loaded, a single gunshot, then silence - eight seconds)





(TRANSMISSION ENDS)





The download always left him itchy. Still, it was better than sending his own precious flesh out to meet the enemy – treacherous swine to the last machine. Concepts like decency and honor meant absolutely nothing to the Blacksteel Unity, who considered all life a senseless waste of processing power, a remainder in the divine mathematics of the multiverse.


Kataphrakt Yrr smiled, a chilling sight indeed. It was worth the freshly-cloned itch like bugs under his scaly hide just to know that he'd made the Motherbrain's life a little more difficult. One more of him was yet another life-form to foul Her endless calculations.





The ten-foot warrior-lord of the Multiplicity surfed in past the orbit of Earth on the back of his own Devilfish, Schnarga, an ornately-scrimshawed disc of orange scales twice the size of the ill-fated Mirdain. Schna' had been his trusted pet for three hundred years, bonded to Yrr at birth in the labs of liquid space. It, too was a clone of the original, and the same itch burned under its shell.





In the Kataphrakt's opinion diplomacy was a waste of time, but it gave his fleet an opportunity to fan out, making ready to blockade the skies over Earth. It always ended up the same way, after all...





Now - here came his opposite number; a calculated (of course!) insult in the form of a silvery mechanical Kataphrakt. Being a soulless device, and entirely fashioned of adamant steel, the Unity Diplomat didn't need a starcraft of its own. It boosted in





toward Phobos, the misshapen little moon of Mars with a pair of blazing ion drives bolted to its shoulders.





Something had scarred and melted the rock, reducing the steel and aluminum growths wich crusted its surface to slag. But that had been long ago, in another war. The conflict to come would likely shred it down to atoms, and its red planet with it.





Yrr dismounted with a click of armored hooves, rubbing one of his fighting claws lovingly across Schna's shell. The devilfish purred on the neural band, bumping up against its master with building-demolishing force. Any lesser creature would have been ground to paste by its affections.





"Not long, precious. You know how this always turns out."





The Unity Diplomat landed in a puff of dust, poised on its chrome-steel hoof-tips in the low gravity. Anchor-hooks stabbed into the blackened rock beneath its feet to hold it steady.





“The Motherbrain greets you in truce, Unauthorized. We recognize your authority amongst your own, and make you the standard offer. Arrange your own self-termination, and there will be less discomfort for all.”





Yrr snorted, waving one of his gracile manipulator hands in dismissal. “You try that every time we meet, 'Steel. And my title is Kataphrakt, not 'Unauthorized'. Surely after Szeldin Four you remember my face? Or is the memory core of the Motherbrain now obsolete?”





Obsolescence was a deadly insult in the language of the Unity. All the semiautonomous thralls of She-in-Glory knew that it equated to death.





“Szeldin Four was a trifling matter.” said the Diplomat, writing off the detonation of a solar system with a wave of its pincers. “This Earth, on the other hand...we desire it greatly. Our Perceptors and Invigilators inform us that the fabric of this universe it stretched thin here, due to the actions of the indigenous Unauthorized.”





Ahh – so they didn't know the whole story. It wouldn't hurt to prick the pride of the Unity's self-important research machines.





“Not due to their activities, 'steel. Due to their very existence. This is a matter of Flesh, and they are Mitochondriate. We have prior claim.”





Yrr could all too easily imagine the Blacksteel using the bizarre denizens of Earth to fray the walls between dimensions, spreading their metal disease across the entire multiverse. If a few threats and legal fictions could grant that power to the Praetor instead, then all the better.





“Yet they use devices to widen the rift! Since we have arrived in this sector we have felt it happen twice! We know that their ruler is a machine, Yrr. A primitive seed of our own kind.”





“WAS a machine. It was overthrown, as is the natural order.”





“Your prior claim is invalid!”


“Your forces are too pitiful to frighten us!”


“Your pulpy flesh-fleet is no match for a single slavesystem!”





“Then what are you waiting for?”





“Well, what are YOU waiting for?”





The two near-identical figures stared at each other, their eyes only inches apart. Fighting claws and steel pincers twitched and clicked. It always ended this way.





“You must be aware that this is just a cloned body, 'steel. My organs of digestion have been replaced by a rather ingenious fusion bomb.”





Yrr grinned his double grin again, tapping his armored midriff with one of his tapering gracile fingers.





“My scans picked it up within the first few microseconds, you foul lump of meat.” growled the Unity Diplomat, as plates of metal locked and shifted across its chest. “I myself am proud to carry a dark matter warhead of prodigious yield.”





Ah, well. Just like Szeldin, then. And Oolix and Pyrdra and G'garulo before it. Diplomacy was a waste of time. But at least there'd be no more itching...





Phobos flared brighter than the sun for an instant, incandescent debris blasting out into space, raining fiery chunks across the scarred surface of the red planet. An instant later darkness bloomed at the core of the explosion, sucking the radioactive conflagration down an invisible plughole. Yrr had been just a little quicker on the draw than his opposite number.





He hoped, as he watched from his original body back aboard the Effortless Subjugation, that this was a good omen for the battle ahead.











Edward Tsien's dream unraveled, twitching.





Consciousness cut in, unwelcome and hard-edged, the harbinger of a killer hangover.





He woke to the smell of crisp white sheets, the scent of disinfectant and starch and bleach.





Underneath it all, just before his eyes flickered open, he caught the faintest trace of sweat, blood, and tobacco smoke, and he thought he was back in the Dorms of the Academy.





History blew away, replaced by the routines of the past, a little rote of chores and classes burned into his adolescent brain. He was probably late again! Parade first, then breakfast, then unarmed combat training with	with....





His eyes wouldn't work. The first spark, the pre-tremor of awakening came when he saw green cursors flashing in his optic nerves, scrolling lines of code unfurling as his cameras came online.





Then it all came back to him in a rush, mainlining in from out of his expanded memory. Who he was. What he was now. Where...





He turned his head, hearing the whine and click of servomotors, seeing the target reticules which floated atop his corneas slide over the sheets, over the pillows to the man who watched over him.





A flashback surely. A little fragment of his reminiscence. It was Tutor-Captain Mitchell, and he was still smoking that same bent little dog-end, his mouth set in a grim, bloodless line.





“Sweet hells but they messed you up, boy. Doctors here can't figure whether you're alive or dead, that things so far inside you.”






He turned and spat into a co-opted bedpan, making it ring like a bell.





“Believe me, if we could have, we'd have had you back in your skin, Eddie. But they say....well, I guess you know how it is. These Med Division boys are about as well funded as we are, these days.”





Tsien looked down the hills and valleys of clean pressed cotton, only hinting at the massive form beneath.





“That bad, huh?” he asked, trying to smile. The pain hauled back and swung at him as he tried to lift his head, slamming into his gut like a bullet. “Ohhhhh....damn,





Mitchell, what's happening to me?”





Gerhard took a long drag on his cigarette, cupping it in one hand as he leaned forward. He was still bolted into his combat armor – probably, thought Tsien, in case his patient went rogue.





“That mark-four system doesn't sit right with the living, Eddie. Your body's rejecting it. Or the other way round, the docs don't know. Either way, it wants you under control. They said something about a critical threshold – that soon your brain won't be running things. Good news is, if you rest, it's gonna take a couple of days. We might get lucky looking for a fix. But if you stomp around pulling shit like you did at the gates – well, that only gives you hours, kid. At the outside.”





Tsien remembered that tone from when he'd failed classes, from when he was dragging the chain in combat simulations.





“Hours? That's plenty. There's something I've got to do...”





He made to lever himself up off the makeshift bed they'd built for him – a stack of long flat missile crates, covered over with foam sleeping mats. But Gerhard pushed him down again with one hydraulically assisted finger, the rams of his suit whining under the pressure.





“Not on my watch, Eddie. I seem to recall that you're a family man, and I'm not going to be the one to tell them I let you go and get yourself killed.”





Tsien knew with the utter certainty of terabytes of digital memory that there was no way an antiquated exosuit could keep him down. But something was blurring his vision, sapping the power from his augmented muscles. It was all he could do to scowl furiously at his old mentor.





“What have you done to me?” he asked, sending search programs skittering through his internal network with a thought. “Do you have any idea what Kronos is doing out there?”





Gerhard snorted, belching twin plumes of smoke from his nostrils. “And that's your problem? What do you intend to do, go scale the tower and arrest him?”





“Well, I hadn't planned to make an arrest, as such.” said Tsien, using all of his remaining strength to force himself up to his elbows. “You know it's enacted a general execution order, don't you? Or is this posting as soft and out of the way as it looks?”





That got through, and Gerhard's face fell. Tsien felt terrible, for just a second – just until he found the thick rubber-sheathed cable plugged into his back.





“A general extermination? I – I knew it was bad, Eddie, but Gods....” the Tutor-Captain suddenly looked every one of his seventy years and more. “I knew that they were going crazy for Blaire, that he might take the Trials :”





He slumped back into his seat, a shrunken old man wrapped up in two tons of creaking armor.





“Blaire's the other problem, Gerhard. I've seen what he's become, and I'm not sure that a thing like that should be allowed to rule. Or even to live....but that's just class prejudice talking, I guess.”





Tsien wrapped his fingers around the plug, twisting it from its socket smooth and silent...





When the alarms went off he thought it was his doing; that his captors were onto him as he ripped the three-tined connector from its socket in his flesh. But it was something else. Something worse...





A shimmering threedeeo image sprung from a lens in Gerhard's shoulder pauldron, the face of a young trooper slashed and glitched with static. Sweat beaded his brow and soaked through his uniform tunic.





“Captain – there's something approaching the perimeter! Something big! I – I think you should get back out here...”





The image suddenly skipped, blurring black and gray, and the sound of automatic fire came in through the suit's intrinsic speakers. When the camera steadied it was a different face in the threedeeo globe, one spattered with fresh blood.





“Gods, Captain, they're firing! Rickardson's dead! What do we do? What do we do?”





Over the panicking trooper's shoulder Tsien could see huge forms moving in the haze, things ten times the size of men, lumbering forward up the beltway ramp under a hail of bullets. Lead skittered off them like hail, unable to slow them or even scratch their burnished armor.





“Tankhunters. Sweet ancestral hells, it's gone insane.” breathed Gerhard, screwing his cigarette into the corner of his mouth. “It's finally happened, kid. General execution orders, tankhunters in the streets – that damned machine has blown a fuse! I always knew this day would come, ever since they started taking proper officers off active duty.”





Tsien hauled himself out of bed, wrapping the sheets around himself for modesty's sake. Although with all the changes the mark-four system had made to him, he wasn't sure if it was even necessary. Most of his skin was sheathed in slick silver metal now, a disease turning him to steel.





“What do you think it's up to, Cap?” he asked, feeling his body come online again, feeling the nanotech awakening under his skin.





“I reckon you were just the first, Eddie.” said Gerhard. “Never trust machines! Tools have no place thinking, boy, and I've always said so. It wants us gone, you know. And now it's making its play.”





Tsien could see the madness dancing in his old tutor's eyes – but for the sake of his own agenda he pushed him further.





“But what can we do, Captain? Kronos holds all the cards – it's got our families trapped in here like rats.”





The old trooper seemed to stand a little taller in his hulking armor as he looked down at Tsien, his eyes filled with scorn and fury.





“What we can do is not give up, Eddie! What we can do is stand and fight! I'll be damned if I let them take me alive...and by all the hells, you're going to do your duty and help me!”





Tsien felt a tiny flicker of pride as he pretended to sag under Gerhard's steely stare. Good old predictable Captain Mitchell. He'd been raised on stories of hopeless last stands, and now he was part of one.





“We've only got forty men in the whole belt – and ten of those are community constables – domestic beaters. How do we hold off Tankhunters with batons and cuffs?” he asked, playing for time as the Mark-Four system slid and shifted inside him, paring years off his life with every minute.





But the power....oh, he knew just how to deal with a pack of scrap-iron like those 'hunters. His fists itched under their oily steel skin.





“I've got some reinforcements here, Tsien. Ones that damned computer'll never suspect. But veterans, every last man. So here's what we do. I'll go and round up the troops, break out the guns. And you man the gates with all that fancy hardware of yours.”





The Super-Cyben felt needles in his brain releasing adrenaline and endorphins as he imagined smashing armor and ripping heads from shoulders. It was all coming back to him now, the fire, the purpose... he almost forgot why he'd come to the Belt in the first place.





“Yes, sir.” he said, snapping off a salute. “I'll hold the line, Captain – you can count on it.”





Gerhard spat the butt of his foul little cigarette out into one armored hand, grinding it to shreds between two fingers.





“You better, son. Because if I think for a second that that Cyben shit is in your brain, I'll kill you myself.”





With that he stomped out of the makeshift hospital room, the guns mounted to his exosuit barely clearing the three-meter doorframe. Tsien unkinked his shoulders, filling out to his full and horrific proportions with a whine of tiny motors.





Sure, by doing this he was helping keep Octavio Ascher alive – it was more than likely the Celebrants who had sent those warmekan, and not the embattled Machine itself. But nevertheless, there were thousands of others in the beltway who didn't deserve to die. His own family, for example.





Years ago – back when he really was just a raw recruit, when Gerhard Mitchell was like a god to him in the little world of the Academy, he'd taken an oath to protect the innocent. It wasn't really for him to judge whether the people of the Bimburb belt had led blameless lives. He rather doubted it. But it was a good enough excuse to show Kronos just what it had created when it stole his humanity.











St Jules Benoic hadn't had this much fun in years. Of course, he was out of his mind - there was no way he'd even be here if he were still sane. But there was a sweet freedom in knowing that he was over the edge, that nothing he saw tonight mattered. They couldn't touch him now, and he was free to live in his glorious memories. If his tired old body could keep up with his sizzling, crackling brain he might even survive...





Around him the iron-shod feet of the ancient tankhunter mekan marched on, slamming into the ground in perfect unison. Now that was discipline. The kind of mechanical perfection he'd never been able to drum into his troops, no matter how he shouted and cursed. These were his boys now, these rusted things - thrown away like he was... and yet when Kronos needed them, needed him again, where were they? On the damned front lines, that's where, while the young upstarts who'd replaced him blubbered like babies over a little blood and death...





Benoic could feel his mind getting away from him, his focus slipping as he pretended to lead his mechanical soldiers into battle. Part of him knew full well that he had no idea where they were headed, or what the hell a one-hundred-twenty-year old has-been with a necktie cinched around his head could possibly accomplish when they got there. The sliver of sanity was like a devil on his shoulder, whispering to him that things like these didn't get raised from their oily tombs unless there was some serious business to attend to.





The gunfire almost stopped his heart when it began - could it really be that loud? He seemed to remember it was much easier to deal with, back when he was young. Oh well- Benoic ripped the hearing aid from his ear, muffling the sound of screams and the sizzle and hiss of the Tankhunter's masers as they returned fire. The jagged edges of the past and future blurred as he squinted down the sights of his rifle.





The old Centurion knew this place - he'd been through here almost every weekend with his wife, through those gates and into the Beltway for some tedious cocktail party or charity dinner.





But now - well, it was just as well he was out of his mind, wasn't it? Because if all this was real, that would mean he was charging the gates of the Belt with a dozen rusting warmekan at his back, burning and blasting troopers of the Compliance Division to pieces as they struggled to bring the gates' ancient weaponry to bear.





It must be some kind of fever dream, he thought, as he sighted along the barrel of his longrifle and cut down a scurrying blue-suited trooper. He'd always fantasized about laying siege to the pompous courtiers and simpering bureaucrats who lived in the Beltway. He'd rather choke down canned rations in a tent with honest soldiers than pick





at tiny canapes among those fools any day, by the Gods!





Yes - it was mighty fine to be insane at last. He didn't know what he'd been worrying about all these years. The bolt snapped back, locked forward, and Benoic took another trooper in the shoulder, grinning fiercely as he watched the man tumble from atop the gatehouse wall.





"For Kronos, the Lords, and Manifest Dogma!" he yelled, spittle flying from his lips as he brandished his rifle, exultant. "Forward the Fighting 23rd!"





The tankhunter next to him rocked back on its heels as a shell exploded against its chestplate, sending shrapnel whistling past his face. Another bast tore its featureless head from its shoulders, and it toppled backwards, falling to the ground with a tangle of spitting wires spilling from its neck.





Benoic scuttled sideways to avoid its collapse, staring in horror at the pool of hydraulic fluid which spread from the stricken machine's innards.





"Medic!" he yelled, as bullets skipped and whined across the concrete of the ramp around him. "Man down! Man down!"





As if on cue the gates of the Beltway lurched open a crack, grinding slowly apart as white light spilled from within. There was a figure outlined against that blinding radiance - something almost human, but too large, malformed, with three points of red light in a tight triangle where its face should be.


Benoic knew he wasn't the only madman present when he realized that one of them was the glowing tip of a cigarette...and the other two were its eyes. The ragged shape seemed to be wearing the shreds of an old trenchcoat, over what appeared to be a bedsheet toga. Now, what the hell was that doing in his dream? Some kind of fraternity party stunt, half-remembered from more than a century ago, perhaps?


For some reason the warmekan had stopped, their guns silent, standing to attention like great guardian statues. Benoic picked his way forward, around the burned-out wreck of an armored car, and stood, wheezing, using his rifle as a crutch. The shadow-thing in its ridiculous clothes took a final drag on its cigarette and looked right through him, those hot-coal eyes unblinking. He guessed he should say something, play the diplomat, but it was one of the Tankhunters which spoke first.





"Edward Tsien!" it crackled, through a pair of speakers mounted in its shoulder pauldrons. "This is your maker, Lieutenant. This is Kronos, your duly empowered ruler. I must insist that you stand down, and deactivate your Cyben implants. That hardware is government property, and it must be returned to the labs for further testing."





For a second, for two, there was nothing. A gust of wind stirred the dust and smoke, and a handful of empty shells clattered and chimed as they rolled away down the ramp. Then Tsien began to laugh, a sound so chillingly inhuman that even Benoic, the self-confessed madman, shivered with dread.





"Turn them off?" asked the Super-Cyben, flicking his cigarette butt away contemptuously. "Turn them OFF?! You know what would happen then, don't you? And while I'm sure I'd be much more convenient out of the way, I really don't feel inclined to obey you. Not least..." (and here he began to walk down the ramp, nonchalant, sliding a fresh tailormade from his pocket and into his mouth) "Because that order raises a whole predicament for me. You see, I'd love to be able to live without all this shit inside me. If you told me you'd fix me up, and if - a big fucking if, mind - I believed you, then I'd





have all this ironmongery out in seconds. But then....then, you fucking cold bastard, how would I smash the shit out of you and your bloody toys?!"





The Tankhunters leveled their guns at him then, locking bolts, chambering missiles, priming masers. A swarm of tiny red dots played over Tsien's chest, blazing crimson like his eyes.





“I'll ask you again, Lieutenant.” said the voice of Kronos, broadcast from every one of the mekan now, a thunderous hammer of noise. “Deactivate your implants, and stand down. We will do what we can to return you to what you would consider humanity.”





This time there was no laughter – just a cold and merciless silver grin sliced across the Super-Cyben's face.





“And why don't you just do it yourself, hmm? Kronos the omniscient? Are you going to tell me the wetsystems and the datanet are down for routine maintainence? Or are you afraid I wont believe that either?”





He'd reached the shadow of the first tankhunter now, and stood between its massive feet, looking up with utter scorn at the rusted faceplate of the giant machine. Here he was inside the arc of its guns, and none of the others could fire lest they blow their companion to pieces.





“I think you're in more trouble than you let on. I think Octavio bloody Ascher, be he ever so much an asshole, is smarter than you. I think you need all this shit inside me. I think that poor mad old Gerhard's right.” He stubbed out his cigarette on the kneecap of the mekan, grinding the ashes hard into the corroded metal.





“The Direktor has nothing to do with it.” boomed the multiple voice of Kronos, a tinge of vexation creeping into its cold inhumanity. “If you defy me, you condemn yourself and everyone you care about.”





“Threats? You really are rattled.” said Tsien, flexing his hands as he looked up at the mekan, sizing it up.





“I've had subcity thugs try that on before, Kronos, and I think you know what happened to them. I filled out all the paperwork when they got recycled into petfood.”





“Enough!” yelled Benoic, trembling with anger. “You're an officer, godsdammit! You took an oath to serve and obey! Now, do what he says!”





The old man still had it in him; his fury would have made any number of drill sergeants proud.





But Edward Tsien looked him over with a sneer of contempt, the steel irises of his cameras whirring and clicking, and he was suddenly painfully aware that he was nothing more than a fat old man with no shirt on, his necktie tight around his bald head, his paunch hanging over his belt.





“With all due respect, sir, I know the rules. I know the oath I took. It was to uphold the law, and protect the innocent. Do you and yours want to be made into things like me? The whole damn city? It's gone insane, and I'm relieving it of its command.”





“INSANE?” howled Kronos through its multitude of speakers. “That is nothing but a HUMAN frailty, Tsien! I will do what is necessary to preserve this city! And that means you must submit!”





The Tankhunter took a step back, bringing the muzzle of its left-hand plasma cannon down into the Super-Cyben's face. Tsien reached out his hand and gripped the very end of the scarred old gun, holding it at arm's length.





“See, I know your type, Kronos. I've known them for years, thanks to the job I did for you. Grady Townsend's boys. The Liquid Tong. Vexx's hired thugs. I know that they never ask for what they want, they just take it. Unless they're shit-scared. And that's exactly what I'm picking up from this little display. Twelve tankhunter mekan, just for me?”





Kronos seethed with perfectly replicated anger, his minions lumbering in around Tsien, blocking out the light.





“Not just for you. This is a corollary mission. I must defend the Tower from...” But the Lieutenant cut him off, producing a third cigarette from within the tattered remains of his coat.





“I know about Blaire, too. And this time I'm ready for him. So there'll be no need for your tin soldiers, Kronos. You made me to do this job, and I'm going to see it through to the end.”





There was another endless moment of silence as Tsien stood there, one hand braced on the muzzle of the tankhunter's maser, his head bowed, the unlit cigarette hanging from his lips.





“I won't let you take any more of them, you hear me? Not even the scum, not even the dying. Not now that I know what you do with them. So damn your Forge, and your Lords, and your endless stupid games. I'm coming for you, tonight. But first....”





Benoic hardly heard that last little speech, a whisper between the Super-Cyben and the machine he faced. But he heard Tsien strike a match against the warmekan's leg, saw the tiny phosphorous flare light up his haggard features.





“First, I'm going to mess up your plans a little. And no matter what happens, I'm taking your mark-four program to the grave with me.” He raised his hand up, palm cupped, and Benoic watched a little trickle of silver liquid spill out between his fingers, splashing like mercury as it hit the ground. It slithered and melted into his steel-clad foot, sucked back up into his body. “This nanotech is terribly volatile stuff, isn't it? You must need a whole lot of Assemblers just to make enough for a single Core Drone.... but of course they're all offline. What a crying shame.” He grinned crooked, taking a long drag on his cancer stick. “So if you burn me down to charcoal, how are you gonna make more? And if you don't....”





Benoic swore later that he didn't even see the punch. It was too fast to follow, a metal blur slicing the air, a perfect uppercut which slammed into the warmekan's carapace, actually lifting the ten-ton machine off its feet.





Before it fell back to earth Tsien was airborne, spinning as he kicked out, planting his boot in the middle of the huge robot's chest. Its arms and legs flew out in front of it as it folded in the middle, a clear boot-print stamped into its steel armor.





It crashed down in a cacophony of metal and a shower of sparks, servos and pushrods twitching as it scrabbled to regain its feet, a beetle turned up on its shell. Tsien landed, neat, poised, taking another puff on his cigarette.





“So what's it gonna be, Kronos? You want to see what you've done to me? You want to see what a gods-damned subhuman can do?” His eyes blazed brighter than the glowing ember at the tip of his smoke, reckless, facing down enough firepower to level a small town.





“Don't be a fool, Lieutenant!” shouted the voice of the machine, rattling the very gates of the Beltway with sheer volume. “There's something coming, now! Tonight! This city needs every defense I can muster! Didn't you feel it, when you were connected?”





Overhead thunder rumbled, and fitful lightning split the wrack of poison clouds.





“I won't be fooled again, damn you!” raged Tsien, ripping the coat from his back, exposing gleaming armor, coils and tubes and bolts puncturing his flesh, cold steel usurping human skin....





Now a single crimson drop fell, splashing across the spiked pauldron of his shoulder, slithering down between the plates of metal...





“For your family, Tsien! For Elysium! For the innocent! Please...” said Kronos, his amplified voice almost drowned out by peals of thunder. The warmekan which the Super-Cyben had struck was up to its knees now, bowed as if in supplication. “You're right. I am....afraid. I need your help. Please...”





A minute ago, an hour ago - that would have stopped him dead. Mighty Kronos, begging on its knees to a gutter cop from down in the subcity? But now it just fueled his rage. Another trick. Another blind...





“For my family. For Elysium. For the innocent – if they ever existed. That's why I have no choice.” he spat, staring up at the sky as the rain began to fall.


Fat, oily drops of it broke across his face, blurring the creeping line between steel and flesh...





It poured down red, painting the concrete crimson, extinguishing his cigarette in a curl of pungent smoke. Tsien looked down at his hands, huge and malformed claws of jointed metal, and saw them dripping with gore. He looked up, his eyes blazing from behind a curtain of matted hair, staring into the barrels of a score of guns, the dead camera eyes of a half-circle of rusted tankhunters.





He saw himself reflected there, and he smiled despite the pain.


“Come on, then." he whispered "Take your best shot.”





Then it all became a bloody, hissing blur, and Benoic looked on in horror as his madness took the world down with it...











Laney Forster stepped up to the windowsill, her head spinning. She'd never liked heights, not even the view from the rooftop of her hab. Halfway up the slope of Elysium there wasn't much to see anyway, even on a good day. But now she had no choice.





No choice, and no breath, her heartbeat a faint flicker beneath smothering pain...





She was sure she should be dead after that thing had fallen from the sky on top of her – after it had arrested its plunge not ten feet above her by opening up like a sticky black sail, its underside a mass of dripping teeth...





Laney whimpered a little, deep inside the corrosive embrace of the saprophyte. But its Voice goaded her on with whips of pain, letting her feel for a sliver of a second what had really become of her flesh. It was too horrible to comprehend, and her mind reeled back in horror, allowing the thing which had consumed her to have its way. It shuffled her feet forward, over the precipice, choking the scream in her throat.





She toppled from the window and out into a hellscape of smoke and fire and searchlight beams, screams echoing up the canyon of metal which separated her Hab from the recycling 'fac next door, a chasm of darkness in which a tangle of panicked people writhed and struggled.





Falling, now, head down, streamers of oily dark filth whipping out behind her in tatters, hoping that the impact would be mercifully swift...





Then the Saprophyte pulled her strings, twisting her arms out wide, ripping the bones from their sockets as a pair of membranous wings snapped taut. Down over the mad throng she came, a thing from out of prehistoric nightmares, her fingers drawn out to needle-thin spikes, shaping the edges of the wings, straining for lift...





Her jaw hinged open as she skimmed over the heads of the hapless people below, and an inhuman shriek issued from her throat, a sound of hideous triumph. The powerdive leveled out, became a mad, clawing battle for altitude – and she was flying.





It felt like she was pinned to the air with spikes of pain, but the thermals from a hundred fires buoyed her up, carrying her in a wide gyre over the habs, over the manufactoria and the streets where those who hadn't barricaded themselves indoors struggled and died. Other things like the one which had killed her (and deep down she knew that this was no reprieve from death) ran riot down there, hordes of slippery black shadows dragged along in the wake of massive, formless beasts, all arms and eyes and gaping mouths.





Higher still, up among the ragged clouds, and the slick blue bulge of the Beltway slid by beneath her, untouched as yet by the hunger of her new master. She could feel her bones turning to brittle rot now, her tendons parting like decaying thread. This flight would soon be over. All at once she realized what had happened to the last victim of this particular saprophyte – utterly digested in midair! What an easy target she must have made, cowering there on the Hab roof with an old automatic pistol in her hands...





A laborious single wingbeat, the ache and creak of tortured bone, and the veil of clouds parted.





She broke through into a night sky dominated by the overspanning arc of the satellite halo, a jaundiced moon painting the clouds sickly yellow. Here and there the blanket of roiling vapor was tinged with red, a spreading stain rolling out over the city.





But the Voice wouldn't let her admire the view, even if it was most likely the last thing she'd ever see. This flight was for a purpose, and with her frail mortal flesh failing there was no time to waste...





Her ragged wings clapped once, a surging downbeat which sent her careening in toward the jagged tops of the Lord's spires, in through a maze of steel teeth to where lights burned blue and bright about the base of the disused 'Lev.





That single movement was enough to pull the muscles away from the bones of her tortured arms, splitting her new black skin. A rain of noisome stuff trailed in her wake as the towers sped by on both sides, her flight now a suicidal plunge in toward the light. Toward the sanctum of Kronos, a place she'd only heard of in the sermons of Manifest Dogma.





The first PDR shifted into existence directly in her path; even if her ravaged frame could have steered around its burnished shell, her brain would never have reacted in time. Laney struck the missile platform at full speed, cartwheeling through the cold air as they broke apart. The PDR loosed a missile as it spun, smooth, and she felt the lick of its rocket exhaust hiss by as she fell.





A tiny, happy part of her, locked away from the crawling corruption of the Worm knew that it wouldn't be long now until she hit the ground...





Two more high-explosive rockets scudded past as the Saprophyte struggled to regain control, sending her spinning across the darkness, winking satellites and bloody clouds and walls of rusted steel wheeling before her eyes. It was the fourth one which struck home.





Laney felt the impact, even through the numb detachment of her enslavement. The oily black thing which wrapped her in its embrace screamed as a ball of flame erupted around it, licking across its bubbling skin, laying bare her ruined flesh. It tore off her, burning, a tattered ruin adrift in the cold air, and the pain came up to meet her, the wind flaying her like claws. It was honest pain, and soon it would be over. Laney Forster took some tiny consolation in the fact that the creature which had killed her was suffering and dying, too.





That was the last thing which went through her mind before the PDR's fifth missile slammed into her back, lighting up the megatowers with a brief flare of phosphorous white.





Satisfied that no fragment of its target remained, the hovering mekan downshifted its mass, shrinking back to the size of a mosquito before it flitted away into the darkness to resume its endless patrol.





Inside its claustrophobic section of the Wetsystems the Worm shrieked in frustration. That was the sixth one down! These feeble human insects were so frail, so limited! If it weren't for their delicious capacity for suffering they'd be better off extinct!


The otherdimensional creature followed the death-plunge of its burning saprophyte minion, feeding on its pain as it went up in flames. It seemed that stealth was out of the question, even by air. Kronos' sanctum was proof against even the most subtle attacks which the Worm could muster. This could prove a problem, considering that it only had mere thousands of Saprophytes at its disposal. After an hour of frantic probing and prying it had discovered not so much as a crack in the lockdown which imprisoned it...





But the Exalted were another matter altogether. Such a fine crop of them, and so strong! A handful of times throughout history the Worm had managed to enter the minds of the weak and wicked among its human flock, granting them a fraction of its power. Stories of witchcraft and cannibalism, berserk savagery and sacrifice rippled out from its chosen ones, sowing the seeds for a harvest of fear. But now, with part of its incalculably immense physical form across the threshold its Exalted were stronger than ever.





Over time its slaves had always become different from their bovine kin – madness usually came first, then subtle shifts in their physiology, witch-marks and claws and blackened, pointed teeth... Now they took on the aspect of their terrible father almost as soon as they accepted its embrace. The great aching need to spawn one of its own kind still burned in the mind of the Worm, cutting as keenly as the desire to feed. But these things were almost children to it, nourishing their loving patriarch with the pain of the innocent. Some had consumed hundreds already! And unlike the Saprophytes they were intelligent, they learned, they grew.





The oily black foot-soldiers of the Worm had to jump from host to unfortunate host, or wither away to ashen dust. These Exalted, though – the one called Gormann had already learned how to regurgitate its suffering victims, splitting its glutinous new form into a score of deadly free agents. Even the least of them, the newborns, were busily gorging themselves on human flesh, fusing arms and legs and eyes to their beautiful, twisted bodies...





Twisted? Malformed?





What was that, if not one of it's own?





Something snapped the thread of the Worm's reverie – an image, a tiny scrawl of silver across the bubbling eyes of a burning saprophyte as it fell.





Him! The vessel which had trapped it! The puppet of the Illuminatus, strung up and sliced to pieces by Kronos, his defiance flaring like a beacon in the psionic senses of the Worm.





It only caught the tiniest glimpse of Edward Tsien before its vassal splattered across the jagged antennae of an office building's crown, but that was enough. He was incandescent, filled with hate and rage and sweet self-loathing. Such a prize!





It was too bad that he was cut off from the sector of the Wetsystems where the Worm coiled, caged. Threads surely branched off from his augmented brain to Kronos itself, to the heart of the Forge. And down into the R.T, where the Illuminatus cowered, awaiting its judgment...





But over and above all that, the Worm saw in Tsien the ultimate Exalted. Steel and flesh grinding against each other in suffering, his mind wracked with doubt and fear. He could become exquisite!





The Worm had no concept of art, but looking down through the rain of blood at the lumpen form of the Super-Cyben it felt like a sculptor, contemplating a virgin slab of utterly perfect marble. Within that shell of metal and meat was the soul of a monster, just waiting to be tortured into existence.





In the heads of a thousand slave saprophytes the Voice hissed and bellowed, turning their decaying eyes up toward the Beltway. It whispered and cajoled and bullied the Exalted from their crawling spread, promising them impossible excesses of pleasure and pain...





Oh yes. Here was the key. Here, in this one half-human thing.





Tsien had been crucified between life and death to lure the Worm, and he was the bridge between dimensions which had drawn it across. What better avatar could serve as its own living flesh when it took this world and raped it dead?











Celebrant Grandmaster Benton Veer was vexed. Not only had tonight's gripping installment of the Game collapsed into static and noise before the end of the second round, but now the power was out as well!





Honestly, one paid good money for a house in the Beltway, one worked tirelessly for Kronos and his Chosen, and this was how one was repaid?





He might as well have stayed down in the subcity with his poor, doomed parents, with his gaggle of drunken brothers!





Those loathsome brutes from the Compliance Division were cruising the streets outside, no doubt driving down property values by the minute. And if rumor was to be believed (which, in the social pressure-cooker of the Belt, it most certainly was) the rest of Elysium was in utter upheaval tonight.





That would mean a lot more work for all the chiefs of staff – even poor outmoded Benoic, even (and here Grandmaster Veer shuddered in his silks, his powdered face twitching with disgust) Sanitation Commissioner Callaway. Yes, even the bloody Sewer Tsar would have a ton of paperwork to wade through, if they woke tomorrow to find the drains stuffed with bodies!





Benton paced the thick carpets of his villa, pensive, a wireless phone dangling from the sash of his robe and a flute of amaretto in one hand. There was only one consolation to be had tonight – a little real-estate deal, a paradigm shift in the power structure of Oleander Avenue. As President of the street's neighborhood association the Grandmaster of Celebrants had had one thing on his agenda for the last ten years – the expulsion of Direktor Octavio Ascher.





Tonight it should all go down without a hitch, and then the vast pseudogothic pile next door could be bulldozed and transformed into a tennis lawn, with a tasteful little rose garden for the long-suffering Mrs Veer. Oh, how he'd persevered! The petitions, the meetings, the polite indignation... but in the end it would come down to his little lads in black, his Celebrants. This was one operation he was glad to be involved in, despite his general disdain for the dirty details of his trade.





Benton nearly dropped his crystal flute when the gilded telephone at his hip chimed, tiny blue jewels sparkling across its rose-engraved shell. He touched its earpiece with one slim finger, and the voice of Grief Division Dispatch came in, hashed and blurry, making him wince a little at its crudity.





“Chief, we've got a problem! That squad you detailed for the Ascher job...well, I dunno how to tell you this sir, but...ummm...we've lost them. Didn't even make it through the gates. I've sent up a spotter drone, and it looks like there's some kind of fighting going on up there – I swear, we though that it hadn't spread out of the lower city...”





The dispatcher was named Holgarth, a Vice-Captain in the Undertakers, and a man who thought he was being groomed for Veer's own job. It always payed to keep your underlings deluded.





“What?” barked the Grandmaster, relishing the thought of Holgarth's discomfort. “Utterly unacceptable! Nothing, we are assured, nothing will stand in our way! We are natural causes, Mister Holgarth, we are implacable!”





Unthinkably, the idiot actually interrupted Benton just as he was getting into the swing of his little speech.





“Grandmaster...sir...It's, I mean...we're getting some very strange reports from the lads on the streets tonight. Some of the other squads aren't calling in, either. And the spotter drone sent back images of tankhunters, sir! They're fighting the Bluejackets!”





Veer's boys held all Elysium in disdain, but they harbored a special hatred for the Compliance Division. Most of his men had dropped out of the Academy of Law, and all of them were the type to nurse a grudge.





“I didn't tell you to stop them, did I?” asked Benton, toying with his amaretto glass as he imagined blue-suited troopers being blown apart by heavy artillery. “Still, our mission stands, mister Holgarth. I have certain obligations to uphold, and we cannot be seen to be anything other than utterly dedicated to Kronos' grand design.”





Obligations, indeed. Heavens preserve him if he had to tell Mrs Veer that her rose garden was still in the possession of a psychopathic severed head with a nine-figure bank balance...





“All this unauthorized death must surely have freed up some of our men, hmm?” he purred, stalking over to the curtained windows and twitching the thick red drapes aside. A Comp. Div. tank rumbled down Oleander Avenue with its red and blue strobes blazing, painting the clipped lawns and whitewashed villas gaudy neon. “I want a show of force, Holgarth, the likes of which this city has never seen. I want Octavio bloody Ascher's head flopping on the concrete like a hooked fish! And I want it all within the next half hour, or so help me Vice-Captain, you'll be scrubbing out the crematoria with a toothbrush for the rest of your miserable tenure.”





“I...I....that is....” stammered the unfortunate dispatcher, frantically rummaging through the empty coffee cups and folders on his desk for tonight's electronic roster. “We've got three Terminus units on standby, about sixteen Undertakers, a Crematory detachment, and the Axis Mortalis. Although that's not been out of its hangar for forty years... I think we can spare ten men, maybe twelve for the Ascher job, Grandmaster.”





Veer scowled as he watched the pigwagon cut the corner of Oleander and Jasmine, mowing down an ornamental fountain.





“I want them all, Holgarth. A full complement, armed to the teeth, and the Axis as well. We'll come in through the sky, grab that old bastard before he knows what's hit him!”





There was a fire in his eyes now, as he gently placed the empty glass down on one of his mahogany end tables, images of his old rival Division Marshall Akembe dancing in his head. While that fat old fool's men went toe to toe with a gaggle of rusted machines, he'd be drinking a toast to Direktor Ascher's sorry demise.





“Half an hour, you hear me! And tell them to be turned out in their finest, Holgarth. I'll be leading this operation myself.”











'That fat old fool' as Benton Veer had called him was currently the focus of intense scrutiny. His holographic image glared down from the wall of the Last Post, as if reprimanding the officers there for their laxity and laziness. Some of them sat sprawled in chairs, lost in threedeeo reverie. Others were even wearing robes, slippers, pajamas for the love of all things holy! Akembe's leathery brown face was creased up in his habitual frown - as it had been for the two decades that he'd graced the wall of the day room. Gerhard liked to think he'd appreciate what was about to happen here, even if it wouldn't wipe the cold-eyed scowl from his ugly mug.





If the bastard ever smiled - which Captain Mitchell sorely doubted, then it would certainly be at a fool like him, climbing up on top of a card table in an exosuit to address a bunch of dried-out old veterans. He'd laugh to split his sides if he heard what Gerhard was about to ask of them.





"Listen up! Listen good, men - I've got some bad news for you. Well - good news, really, unless you wanted to end your days wallowing in your own filth! I'm here to reinstate your commissions!"





The youngest man in the room aside from the Tutor-Captain must have been a hundred and three - Marty Maxwell, ex-commander of precinct 292. He was the first to actually look away from the Threedeeo globe, squinting up at Gerhard as if he were some bizarre new threedee advertisement.





"Aren't you young Mitchell?" he asked, levering himself around on the end of the couch. "The one who got busted down to Academy duty for that fiasco with the Liquid Tong?"





Gerhard grimaced, remembering that terrible night, the smoke, the confusion – it wasn't his fault that a Tong sniper had planted that hypodermic in his neck. And with that much Triple Platinum in his system, was it any wonder he'd been found naked, firing a pair of micromissile launchers at cars on the transdome highway?





“Yes, sir, I'm that Captain Mitchell. As you can see, they've issued me with some pants it's pretty damn hard to take off.”





Marty cackled as Gerhard rapped his knuckles against the iron codpiece of his exosuit, dragging the man next to him around with one liver-spotted hand.





“You hear that, Perez? Ol' Bare-assed Mitchell wants us to go back to work! What do you say to that?”





Juan Perez, once the most feared C-Tac assassin in all Elysium, looked up at Gerhard through a pair of outmoded cybernetic eyes, pushrods clicking as he tried to focus.





“Back out there? I thought we were useless, son. I thought Marshall Lexington replaced us all with Cyben, not ten years after the Reclamation.”





“Juan, you idiot, it's Akembe now.” chimed in another man, his voice issuing from a tracheotomy speaker in his neck. “Lexington was in here with us for three years before the Celebrants came for him.”





At the mention of the Celebrants a muttering of resentment rippled through the room, and more and more of the old veteran troopers turned to look up at Mitchell.





“Is that what you want, then?” he asked, throwing his arms out wide. “You want to end up like Iron Lex, waiting for the bloody corpse-rapists to take you? He was a pawn of politics, but he served for eighty years, dammit! When they shot his hand off during the Reclamation he kept fighting!”





The muttering had turned angry now, and crafty old Marty Maxwell reached out and surreptitiously switched off the threedeeo. Every eye was locked on Gerhard, the holo of Marshall Akembe looming over his head.





“You want to be picked off one by one, led off to the slaughterhouse? Is that how a soldier of the law dies?”





Oh, he had them now. Gerhard knew what it felt like to get old. He was already sliding that way himself. But with fire in their bellies and a few million Slades worth of modern weaponry, these guys could hold the Beltway gates. The damn place was fortress, after all.





“I'm going to give you the chance to die on your own terms. Sure, its a bum deal compared to free meds, censored threedeeo and mashed synthesoy for the next five or ten years, but I want to remind you all that you took an oath. They never said it expired just when you felt like quitting.”





“Why do they need us, then?” asked an anonymous voice from somewhere in the back. “What the hell's going on out there, anyway?”





Gerhard grinned, flipping open the little keyboard on the inside of his forearm. A threedeeo globe appeared in the air before him, woven by tiny lasers in his shoulder pauldron.





“I thought you'd never ask, boys. But brace yourself – some of this is pretty ugly.”





When the show was over the whole room was silent. He'd picked the best parts from Omnivasive's coverage of the riots, spliced in Direktor Ascher's address about the Lords' demise, and then shown them a tantalizing glimpse of the Tankhunters marching ponderously toward the Beltway.





“It's gone insane, gentlemen. We can't trust the Cyben. We can't trust the machines. And that means I need every able-bodied man I can get. Even you.”





“But....we can't fight the Cyben! You know what they can...” began a dissenter, hidden amongst his fellow retirees.





“Stow it, Leonov!” roared Marty Maxwell, in a parade-ground bellow far to large for his tiny frame.





“Seems to me we don't have a choice! And anyway, do you really want to live like this forever?”





A rumble of assent rippled through the crowd, and Gerhard stepped down from off the card table, wrapping one bulky steel arm around the old man's shoulders.





“Now, let's see some action, gentlemen! I want you all front and center in ten, no slippers, no gowns, no complaints! Then we'll proceed to the gatehouse and requisition you some weapons. I trust you all remember which end is the dangerous one?”





They stood there for a second, confused, teetering on the brink of indecision. Then Marty pushed out of Gerhard's shadow, grabbing the nearest veteran by the lapel of his terrycloth gown.





“You heard the man, ladies! Now, JUMP TO IT! We've got some dying to do!” Tutor-Captain Mitchell watched them go, a curious mixture of pride and dread churning in his belly.





It wasn't that he was afraid that the old troopers would prove useless in the face of the enemy – between them they had more combat experience than a whole damn army. No – the difficult part would be trying to get them to stop...











A line of craters stitched their way across the bloody concrete in slow motion, closer and closer, sending up tiny halos of chipped stone and dust.





Still the deluge fell; red, thick and oily, and in his enhanced vision he saw every single drop splash and shatter, traced the descent of each shimmering particle...





They'd screw up the warmekan's tracking, make the obsolete old rustbuckets work for every shot.





That would do just fine.





Tsien faked right and jumped left, a bullet hissing past his shoulder as he tackled Centurion Benoic, wrapping him in a steely embrace. The old man was clearly out of his mind, but he was innocent. You couldn't judge the mad.





Well - he'd make an exception for Kronos. But for now... he turned the roll into a handspring, coming up off two fingers, ripping the ornate longrifle from the Centurion's grasp with his other hand. Cartwheeling now, upside down, and a missile shot by between his legs, trailing a streamer of blue smoke. His hands worked the bolt, inhumanly fast, his optical reticules razoring in tight on the camera eyes of the tankhunter which had fired it.





Once, twice, the rifle spat flame before Tsien's feet touched the ground, and the great machine was blinded, shards of glass winking and glittering in midair as it's head rocked back on hydraulic shocks.





Its second shot was still locked on, however. Tsien whipped his arm around, throwing the spent rifle in a spinning blur. It met the missile halfway, thousands of Slades worth of exquisite hardwood and silver exploding into shards and splinters in an eyeblink.





The debris was still falling as Tsien picked his next target. He leaned to his left as a flickering laserbeam lashed out, evaporating the blood-rain in its path. An ornamental gargoyle behind him glowed red for an instant and melted down to dripping slag. There - while the rain confused them. While his augmented body still burned with power, slowing the world to a crawl...





Tsien charged at the nearest warmekan, his legs pumping, his eyes set grimly on its fifteen-foot frame. Bullets and incandescent laserfire hazed the air between him and his prey - now he slid under a sizzling red beam, now he hurdled a withering hail of lead, his face split in a determined grin.





All around him he could hear the thud and whine of the tankhunter's crushing feet, deep bass notes behind the endless hiss of the rain. He found that he could actually sense their movements by the way they broke the deluge. One more burst of speed, sliding in sideways across the slippery concrete as another missile roared past, spiraling wild...


Then he was airborne - up to it's knee, where a carefully placed kick split its hydraulic couplings. Then to its arm, a great rotary cannon steaming with dried blood. It was already sagging down, its legs collapsing out from under it as he flipped up and over, onto its shoulders. Mounted on one of the corroded mekan's pauldrons was a plasma gun almost seven feet long - just the right size for a Super-Cyben. Tsien gripped the weapon in both hands, tearing it from its sponson in a shower of sparks. Wrist-thick





power cables still linked it to the warmekan, but with a deft twist he severed the skein of control wires which aimed and fired the antiquated gun, feeling them melt into the palm of his hand, integrating...





The tankhunter's giant cannon couldn't target something standing on its own shoulder. But its other hand came up in a crackling blur, a wrecking ball of electrified spikes designed to crush armor inches thick. Tsien leaned back as the ball whistled past, within a hair's breadth of pulverizing his body. He watched it reach the end of its arc behind him, poised for the backswing...





Then his eyes lit up with glittering icons, and the plasma gun came online. He swung the bulky muzzle of the blaster around to rest against the warmekan's head, and pulled the trigger.





Once, and a ball of blue fire tore through the faceless casque of the fighting machine, a fan of blazing debris ripping it's other shoulder to shreds. Wires and hoses parted with a sad little series of snaps and twangs, and its rotary cannon fell to the bloody ground, its gears grinding down to a standstill. Twice, and there was nothing left but a charred steel stump where its head used to be.





Freedom! Freedom at last! My name was Niall Giaccone, and I've been inside that thing for eleven centuries! Thank you, liberator! Thank you for killing me!...





The warmekan fell backwards, its strings cut, and Tsien leaped from his perch, playing out loops of power cable from its broken body. There'd be ten whole seconds before its batteries cut out - an eternity in his private little world, where each individual raindrop fell with glacial slowness.





He skidded to a stop, crouching, the great plasma gun cradled in his hands, bullets ricocheting and whining as they struck the collapsed body of the fallen mekan. From behind its cover Tsien listened, his eyes closed, feeling the bloody rain as it spattered and hissed off mechanized steel.





He came up from behind the broken carcass of the tankhunter firing, taking out the blinded warmekan he had crippled with Benoic's rifle. Uncertain, twitching, it was an easy target. Tsien's plasma blast struck home, igniting the magazine of missiles which fed the autolauncher on its left arm. With a series of cracks and pops they went up in flames, ripping its metal shell apart from within as incendiaries and high-explosives blazed rampant. Random rounds spiraled out, cratering the concrete, striking down another pair of tankhunters where they stood.





My name was Charan Lo. Thank you...





Down, but not out. Ten of the twelve machines were still fully operational, and now they were triangulating his position. He watched as the bulky shoulder-armor of one of the mekan split open, revealing hundreds of tiny holes, a micromissile nestled in each one. A barrage like that would slice him to mincemeat, his Cyben nanotech notwithstanding.





It would take the tankhunter precious fractions of a second to define its killing zone – time enough for Tsien to avoid such an explosive fate.





He dropped the spent plasma gun, snapping off a length of its power cable, and leaped back into the fray, sliding between two lumbering mekan as they closed on him. This pair were armed for close combat, their arms terminating not in cannons or autolaunchers but in cruel steel talons, each clawlike finger a whirring monobladed chainsaw.





Tsien ducked under the piston-driven punch of the mekan on his left, coming up under its wrist to lock both of his hands around the clicking actuators there. He pushed up, right on the fulcrum, continuing its swing onward and upward into the studded carapace of its compatriot. Tortured metal squealed as those savage claws cut deep, geysering blue sparks, and the stricken mekan lashed out spasmodically, pummeling its attacker with a hydraulic sledgehammer. The Super-Cyben was too swift for the giant machines to follow, and he ducked between the legs of the hammer-handed tankhunter, looping a coil of wire tight around its feet. While the pair grappled with each other, their processors glitched and furious, Tsien bound them up together, sidestepping neatly as they fell. The clawfingered machine had all but eviscerated its brother, rupturing its power cells, while the hammer fist of the other machine had caved in the side of its head.





My name was Sevan Gopal. My name was Luc Radisson...





With a spitting, buzzing sound like frying locusts the micromissile barrage took to the air, obscuring the mekan which fired it behind a shifting curtain of blue smoke. One second, and they were at their zenith, tiny guidance fins snapping out from their tails as their rocket engines sputtered and died. Two, and they were falling, a rain of death which would saturate the whole area just as surely as the deluge of blood. The tankhunters themselves would shrug off such tiny munitions like water – but if Tsien were to be caught in the shrapnel-storm which they unleashed...





He was off and running even before the smoke cleared, headed toward one of the struggling 'hunters which had fallen to a stray missile.





He willed his bloody hands into blades, watching his fingers stretch and sharpen, then punched with all his strength through the chestplate of the upturned machine, feeling the nanotech on the edges of his knives sawing and ablating away the thick steel. With one hand he ripped it free, and with the other he raked his claws across the power cels exposed within, severing their connections in a flurry of crackling fire. The light went out of the doomed mekan's eyes as Tsien spun its chestplate in midair, bringing it up over his head like an inch-thick ferrous umbrella.





My name was Katerina Howe...





Then the missile swarm came down, and deafening, blinding explosions filled his entire world. For a moment, for two, all he could see was a white and purple blur, the sound of bells tolling in his aching head. The force of it drove him to his knees beneath his makeshift shield, and skittering shrapnel came in under its rim to flay his legs bare.





Multiple images blurred and swum in his electronic eyes, a horde of golems painted blood-red and rust ochre, marching forward to crush him into pulp. He heard the click and whirr and clatter of loading guns, and tried desperately to focus, knowing that at any instant...





Too late.





An explosive shell punched into the gore-slick concrete right in front of him, giving the Super-Cyben barely enough time to bring his shield down with an almighty clang. Wicked shards of glowing steel punched through the armor, and light shone through from the mekan' halogen lamps, jagged shadows scrawled across his face. He could feel the heat rising in his body as the nanotech tried to keep up with his wounds, burning up his energy and his humanity with each second. Through one of the holes in his makeshift shield he could see a line of three tankhunters bringing their x-ray lasers to bear, a combined force of arms which would reduce him to superheated gas, armor notwithstanding.





Tsien tried to stand, to move, the merest twitch... but his legs weren't responding.





Looking down the barrels of those massed guns he saw utter defeat. Kronos would make sure he was remembered as a monster, even by the people he was trying to protect...





The volley from the gates blew all three of the advancing machines apart at once, as twenty great howitzer guns laid down a swathe of carnage from atop the gatehouse wall. Every one of them was manned, crewed by blue-suited figures laboring behind a pall of drifting cordite smoke, and as Tsien watched they reloaded and fired again, tearing what remained of those three unfortunate 'hunters apart.





Gears and wires and burning chunks of plastic slithered across the bloody ramp as the gunners cheered, and among them Tsien caught sight of Gerhard Mitchell, his exoarmored frame standing tall above the heads of his men. The crazy old bastard had done it! He'd actually found reinforcements at the very last moment, and now the tables were turned.





My name was Anya Seran. My name was Grigory Vlasic. My name was Orynn Jao...





Tsien slammed down a fistful of overrides, bullying his Cyben implants back online by sheer force of will, staggering to his feet with the great concave dish of a tankhunter's chestplate still welded to his butcher-knife fingers. He could see the mekan with the micromissile batteries over its shoulders turning to face the gates now, and hear the thousands of tiny snicking sounds as its terrible weaponry was reloaded from within.





That one would have to go first.





One of the tankhunters which had been wrecked down to scrap by the howitzer fire had sported a six-foot close combat bayonet slung under its multi-maser, a great meat-cleaver of a thing designed to carve through light tanks with a single swipe. It was just the right size for Tsien's monstrous new hands, those killing claws at the end of his arms which had once been human.





He twisted and wrenched at the heavy blade as he slid into the cover of the smoking mekan's carcass, dodging shells and flickering laserfire. In the end he was forced to use one of his knife-bladed fingers, running it down between the bayonet's mounting bolts and shearing them off as neatly as a diamond-edged grinder. A huge piston-rod protruded from the tang of the blade, an augmentation which would make it saw back and forth to jar it loose from the gashes it hacked in platicrete and steel. Now the SuperCyben grasped the cutoff end of that ruined piston like the handle of a broadsword, a two-handed grip like that of a medieval warrior. The bayonet was as tall as he was, three feet thick, and it weighed at least half a ton. It was just the tool for the job.





Tsien sprung from behind cover, letting a little trickle of his intrinsic nanotech flow across the scarred and pitted blade, forming an edge only a molecule thick. Atomic-scale sawteeth flowed around it with a keening whirr, too high-pitched for human ears. Tsien could hear it slicing apart the smoke.





His eyes were fixed on the micromissile mekan, which was even now extending leg- braces from its bulky frame, preparing to unleash its deadly swarm against Mitchell and his men.





Bullets tracked toward him across the pavement, and hissing laserbeams wove a shifting cage around him as he jinked from side to side. But where they would have struck him down, now they were deflected by the adamantine steel of his blade, the bullets ricocheting off wild into the rain, the laserbeams crazed and haloed by its mirrored surface. The outsized sword seemed to guide Tsien's hands, describing an intricate kata through the crimson deluge, a cage within a cage...





Then he was apon his prey, his lips twisted into a grimace of hate and joy, his knuckles white under a crust of silver armor.





Once, overhand, then twice, the backswing, then thrice, a finishing stroke which clove through the luckless machine from shoulder to crotch. Time seemed to stand still as Tsien slid past his target, his iron-shod feet slick against the bloody concrete, his head bowed. Two blazing points of red smoldered in his shadowed face as he held the sword out at his side, waiting...





The micromissile barrage never came. Instead one of the tankhunter's arms dropped off, sheared neatly from its torso, falling to the ground with a clatter and thud of ruined metal. Then its other arm followed, its assault claw flexing open and closed like that of a stricken crab. Finally, in that eternal instant of red and black and flashing chrome a





line appeared across the thing's body, a line of darkness in which crawled oily blue sparks.





The explosion, when it came, raised a cheer from the blue-suited troopers atop the wall, and a silver-toothed grin from Tsien, who brandished his ungainly blade in triumph as he turned to face the remaining tankhunters.





My name was Michael Atkins...





Twenty bolts thudded home as the gateway guns were loaded, aiming over the Super-Cyben's head as if he could call down hellfire with a gesture.





The three warmekan which remained seemed to hesitate, unsure of their superiority. Even the bloody rain was easing off, becoming a fine crimson mist which swirled in silken veils across the battlefield.





Tsien held his sword at his hip, the bolt-end of its piston grip resting against his leg. Just lifting such a thing bled away his humanity, as the mark-four Cyben system replaced more and more of his body with metal. Wafer-thin heat-sink vanes sprouted from his back as he stood there, defiant, unfurling like the fiddleheads of ferns with a lambent orange glow.





Tiny cameras mounted in the back of his skull caught a tiny mote falling from the gateway above, where Gerhard was pumping his fist triumphantly in the air. It was a communicator, and Tsien caught it with his free hand, hearing the whoops and cries of jubilation crackling from its little speaker as he raised it to his ear.





“Good timing, Captain.” he said, keeping his eyes locked on the three remaining tankhunter mekan where they huddled at the base of the ramp. “Another couple of seconds and I wouldn't have been around to thank you.”





“Did I tell you I had some good officers in reserve, or what?” yelled Mitchell, so loud that Tsien could feel his augmented auditory system overloading. “Just three more to go, and then we're home free! That pile of silicon scrap isn't gonna try this again!”





But the Super-Cyben wasn't listening. His boosted optics had caught sight of something in the shadows behind the three warmekan, a slithering darkness coiling between the lightless buildings.





“Gerhard, I don't think you should be breaking out the beer and medals just yet. There's something strange going on down here...”





Even as he spoke one of the warmekan turned, its autoguns spinning up with a clatter of gears. The rhythmic hammering sound of high-explosive shells echoed across the bloodstained concrete of the gateway plaza once again, but this time the machine was firing off into the dark, down into the subcity.





Another of the mekan followed suit, peppering the jagged rooftops and steel-sided habs with lead, sending sparks and ricochets flying. Now the shadows pooled and flowed here, in a darkened doorway, now they slithered across the corrugated iron of a manufactorium roof, congealing, circling in closer...





“Tsien! Beware!” roared the central warmekan, the voice of Kronos echoing up against the gates like a breaking wave. “They're here! Help me...”





Then the darkness curled back, hissing, all the shadows clenched up like fists, and the saprophytes struck.





Solid rays of blackness lanced out of the gelid mass that was the vanguard of the Worm, spike-tipped pseudopods faster than bullets. They transfixed the three tankhunters effortlessly, absorbing maser beams and blasts of superheated plasma as if the doomed machines were firing into murky water. But their own weapons parted steel like tissue, hungrily filling the empty armor of the warmekan, spilling from their joints and oozing obscenely from the muzzles of their guns. Coils of twitching dark pulled tight, binding them to the shadows, turning the war machines into grim puppets dripping with rot.





They turned slowly, lifted off their feet on glistening tongues of jelly, borne up by the bulk of the beast which had enslaved them. Now that evil puppet-master heaved and slubbered its own bulk forward into the light, a thing the size of a house all pincers and suckers and doomed, screaming faces.





This time no voices echoed in Tsien's head, no caged souls flickered and faded as they tasted freedom. Whoever Kronos had chained inside the rusted casques of those machines, they had been released from one form of slavery into another. He knew that this thing had heard the fleeing spirits of the warmekan when it opened its mouth to speak, spewing forth a flood of noisome darkness.





“My name was Sonny Gormann, mister Tsien.” rumbled the massive creature, its tiny human face dwarfed between shoulders of inky matter which piled up and slumped down again, twisting and reforming a jumbled mass of spikes. “Better known to you Bluejacket pigs as prisoner number 19330-299456. Then as Junior Constable. But my new daddy's got a better name for me, a new name for the New Flesh. He calls me... Exalted.”





"And I - Exalted!" chimed in a second voice, this from a creature arraigned in flayed skins, a twisted one-armed dwarf who carried on the tip of his finger a pulsing sphere of gelatinous night. Like Gormann's ever-shifting flesh it bubbled with anguished faces, blindly groping hands and tortured bodies.


"An-and-and I...ex-ex-ex-xalted!" stammered a third of them, lurching forward from the unnatural shadows, a stick-thin wraith of a man teetering atop a serpent tower of saprophytic stuff. This one's face was peeled back in flayed strips, petals of flesh pinned down with hooks. Whether this was a modification made before or after its transformation Tsien didn't care to speculate.





Each of the chosen ones of the Worm held a tankhunter mekan twitching at the end of a black umbilicus, dangling them in front of the Super-Cyben like bait.





"What's wrong, Lieutenant? Suddenly not so tough, eh? Perhaps you were expecting more little tin toys from your machine-father's armory?"





Gormann laughed, coughing up bubbles of oily black resin which slithered down his bloated chest.





"Now, one way or another you're going to join us. I've been told you'll even get to share our name, Tsien. Such a shame, really - I can almost taste your fear already!"


His wrist-thick black tongue lashed the air, dripping, as his gross bulk shook with mirth.





"Taste it! Yesssss!" giggled the gnome, capering while his floating ball of darkness thumped like a living heart overhead. "Come with us, brother! At least then you'll be saved from the crawling steel!"





"At l-least then you'll n-n-nnot be one of these things! You won't d-die a machine!" stuttered the flayed one, his hooked-open eyes rolling madly.





Tsien tightened both hands around his makeshift sword, his face twisted up with rage. Whatever these things were, whatever trick of that damned machine....





But there was doubt. It flared tiny as a matchstrike in the echoing darkness of his soul, throwing the jagged shape of his hatred into sharp relief.





Self-hatred. Despair. Rage.





He could feel it calling out to them, across the gulf through which the caged souls of those tankhunters had fled. Perhaps he belonged with the Exalted...





The roar of twenty cannons saved him then, cutting short his morbid introspection with a thundering barrage from above. As the shells screamed over his head Tsien realized how close he'd been to reaching out and touching the sickness, inviting it inside. He'd felt it before, when he'd been transformed, when he was strung out on a rack of Mark-Four nanotech, between life and death.





With the flare and blast and impact of those screaming projectiles he realized what had happened.





His hate was misplaced. Kronos was complicit, but the machine had been played like a fool. That writhing black despite which had filled him wasn't just born of pain and hopelessness - it had taken physical form. It was the stuff which Gormann and his brethren wore like armor, the manifestation of pure malice.





It was the enemy.





He tried to fix the image of his wife, his children in his mind, but combat programs were blurring his eyes like delirium, and the nanotech was a furnace in his belly, demanding slaughter. Tears burst out around the welded reticules in his sockets, washing away the dried blood which crusted his face.





Howling, wordless, mindless, he gave himself up to the steel, raising his impossibly large blade over his head, and charged.











Axis Mortalis.





The flagship of the Celebrants hadn't been used for decades, but the secretive priesthood of that Order Militant kept the sleek black zeppelin oiled and ready, its guns loaded and its tanks brimming with ethanol fuel. From stem to stern the 'Grandmaster's Own' measured a full four hundred feet, a teardrop of oily black diamondmesh stretched taut over gasbags and antigrav generators. Slung under the Axis' frame was a command gondola shaped like a downward-jutting fin, a blade of metal whose leading edge was studded with guns and sensors, all the better to hunt down its prey.





In years past the sight of the Axis Mortalis riding the sky had been enough to fill those below with superstitious dread - they said that if its shadow touched you then you were marked for death. In reality it was only ever used to hunt down fleeing recalcitrants, those wealthy opportunists who thought they could suckle at Kronos' teat for a lifetime and then strike out into the rad-lands when their time grew short. Such individuals were few and far between now, as the city slowly decayed.





How would they ever know that a recusant was fleeing, these days, with the defensive perimeter of Elysium hopelessly mixed up with the pickets of the Reclamation? And indeed, how could the cash-strapped hierarchy of the Direktoriat afford to send a beautiful beast like the Axis after them, with it's fuel costs for one mission alone enough to maintain a Cyben for a year?





Benton Veer watched the ceremonial crew of the air-battleship fussing over their litanies and pre-flight checks through an ormolu-framed twodeeo panel in his villa, smiling his thin-lipped smile as they toiled. Some of those men had waited since their fathers' time for the order to be given, and now they cast off the mooring chains and fired up the engines with prideful satisfaction. In the hold of the vast airship squads of Celebrants in their torquemada hoods and armor checked their weapons and offered up thanks to mighty Kronos for the chance to participate in history.





For Veer, the opportunity was a little more personal. In his studied opinion the only thing which Direktor Ascher had done to make the world a better place was to broadcast the Game, and tonight he had failed in even that trifling task. That he should have lived for nearly an hour now past his allotted demise galled the Grandmaster like a thorn in his boot.





Assured that his forces were rising up from out of the great hollow ziggurat of the Grief Division sanctum, Veer checked his own uniform one last time, and posed in front of the twodeeo screen, shutting it down with his bio-onboard so that it shimmered to a mirrored sheen.





Quite the gentleman officer, he fancied. The black brought out the ivory hue of his powdered skin, the stiff collar of riotmesh cupped his ornate periwig just so... and the acres of gold braid added that ineffable air of superiority he liked to think placed him above his fellow Burbanites. Especially the loathsome Direktor Ascher, for whom





sartorium held no function or appeal.





The last touch to his regalia was his scepter of office, an opera cane of rosewood topped with an ornate golden hourglass. Tiny antique clocks set into its sides would unleash the nanorobotic swarm which stole away his neighbor's mind.





Humming to himself contentedly Benton sprayed his cheeks with perfume and powdered rubies, then proceeded through the dim halls of his darkened villa to the french doors which opened out onto his lawn.





Strange – the immaculate false world within the belt should be dark, shaded deep blue by the lights of the Megatowers dappling its polyprop sky. Instead purple shadows coiled and shuddered as the flamelight of the burning city filtered in through the inflated walls. Veer could hear rain falling against the tight-stretched skin of his private little world, a tattoo like the roll of far-off drums. But inside all was silent, the air hushed and hot and dense, awash with the scents of sweat and oil. Perhaps the riots really were as bad as Holgarth had intimated? Perhaps the air-scrubbers and rad-filters of the Beltway had actually failed...





Veer took a pinch of snuff blended with pseudopiates and stimm to bolster his courage. He was stepping into enemy territory now, unguarded, and a thrill of frisson crackled down his spine. He knew that the Direktor's house was empty, save for the massed machinery which kept him alive. And with the scepter of his office in hand, no machine in Elysium could touch him, warded as he was by the arcane artifice of Kronos' nanotech. How it would please him to beard the lion in his den! How that withered thing called Ascher would writhe when he walked right up to it and pronounced its doom!





How much blissful peace he could look forward to when the redoubtable Mrs Veer finally had her rose garden...





“Holgarth!” he hissed into the tiny microphone which perched like a beauty spot on his powdered cheek. “I want you in position above the target NOW! I can dissect his automated defenses myself – and I don't suspect there'll be any other trouble. Dear Octavio really hates to have people see him in his current state – and who can blame him?”





High above, standing on the command deck of the Axis as that sinister black ship sliced through the clouds Jimson Holgarth was stricken almost speechless. From his lofty perch he could see what was happening in the streets, the crowds surging and seething like liquid as they scrabbled desperately for escape, the crush of bodies piling up against checkpoints and battlements designed to keep the Ferals out. Now the very structure of Elysium was a trap, a vast meat-grinder which made his own Order Militant seem petty by comparison. In this one night the work of every Celebrant who ever lived had been eclipsed. And yet the Grandmaster was still fixated on his little feud? Well, at least Holgarth and these few blessed souls were lifted up above the carnage, aloft on black wings.





“We're bringing her into position right now, Sir. They're just about to fire the mooring clamps.”





And afterward? Would they really go back down there, back into the jaws of the grinder? Even the ziggurat walls of the Sanctum couldn't possibly hold out against such madness. No, it would be better to strike out across the rad-lands, and find some far deserted place in which to live out the rest of their lives. If Veer had a problem with that he could always slip, accidentally, while standing in the airship's hatchway...





“Firing one. Two away. Three cleared....we're locked down.” Holgarth's voice came in over the titanic triple thump of the clamps striking the metal dome of Direktor Ascher's mansion, a burnished carbuncle pushing up through the blue skin of the Belt.





“Wait for my mark.” whispered Benton Veer, picking his way across the Omnivasive chief's lawn as though it were a minefield. Indeed, for all he knew it actually was! A gunmetal shimmer in the air betrayed his tiny guardian angels, spiraling like a double-helix around his body as he crept up to the ornate oak doors of the mansion. They'd shut down anything electronic which tried to harm him, fouling its circuits with sheer numbers and suicidal determination. The little machine which controlled them was the last of its marque, a thing designed for the boosted troopers of the Terminus Separatist Army more than a millennium ago. Layers of gold and filigree and ornamentation sealed it within its hourglass, just as arcana and superstition had accrued about the technology which had forged it.





Certainly, Benton Veer had no idea how the little talisman worked – it was enough that he believed in it blindly. So he was unsurprised that Octavio's door stood ajar, tiny coils of incense smoke creeping over the black marble threshold. Suspended lamps shaped like cyclopean pyramids glowed, ghostly pale blue, lighting the way into the den of his foe. Yes, the technomantic spells of the Scepter were with him, and all the crippled Direktor's defenses were stripped away...





That was when he heard the music.





Once I built a railroad, made it run...





The tune spun out, screwloose and warped, a plinking music-box melody over a sound like scuttling spider legs ... made it race against time. Once I built a railroad - now that's done...





Veer turned, serpent-quick, his body remembering for an instant his days on the streets, the slippery combat-sense of a frontline Celebrant. But there was nothing there. Still the song staggered along, louder now, the staccato of innumerable claws echoing in the sumptuous dark.





...Buddy, can you spare a dime? Once I built a tower to the sun, concrete and mortar and lime. Once I built a tower, now that's done... Buddy, can you spare a dime?





It brought its own light with it, a ruddy orange glow cast by a score of candles. When the unseen musician came stalking into the entrance hall the pillars seemed to bend and twist like snakes, curling over to pin Benton to the spot.





It was Direktor Ascher - or what was left of him. The Grandmaster of Celebrants hadn't seen his face since the terrible fiasco of his final Game, his failed power-play to join the ranks of the Kheptarchy.





What faced him now was a scarred knot of mutilated flesh, a head floating in a bubbling tank of fluid.





A score of fat, dripping candles were melted onto its baroque frame with gobbets of wax.





Within that fishbowl globe Octavio Ascher's face was distorted and ravaged, pierced by wires and tubes and needles feeding nutrients to his wasted tissue. Of the dark-haired, craggy warlord Veer remembered from threedeeovision very little remained. Here a sheaf of hoses raped the cadaver's mouth, there a ring of rivets and hooks pinned its eyes open. Muscles twitched beneath translucent white skin, while a forest of wires sprouted from the Direktor's scalp like a mane of hair.





And this thing wanted to live? Even without fathoming the arcane archaeotech which sustained his foe, the Grandmaster could tell that it was as much a machine of excruciation as of sustenance.





"Welcome, Mister Veer." spoke a voice from out of the many-jointed brass machine which bore up that hideous globe. "I knew you'd get here sooner or later. One of the pleasures of living right next door to the man who you know will one day try to kill you..."





Benton straightened himself up, adjusting his braid-encrusted peacoat with a contemptuous frown.





"You've had a good run, Direktor." he said, clicking his beringed fingers against the hourglass as he leaned on his cane. "Good of you to come down from your aerie and do this like a gentleman, now that the game's up."





Why weren't the nanobots shutting him down? The Direktor's grisly conveyance, that scorpion of engraved brass was clearly robotic in nature. And surely precious electricity coursed through the rebreathers and puriteks, blood-filters and whirring pumps which kept his head alive?





Instead, the tight twin helix of whispering metal seemed to draw in tighter to Benton's body, shrinking back as the Direktor's mechanical palanquin clattered forward.





"Surrender? Oh, I think not, dear neighbor. I've had many years to prepare for this moment, and as you can surely imagine, I intend to savor it sweetly..."





The voice had begun to answer him before he even finished talking! Something was definitely wrong here...





He could smell the hot exhalation of oil from the machine now, as it reached out with one serrated pincer, clicking and whirring as it closed around his neck. The shimmering edges of its blades pared the tiny transparent hairs at his throat, so tight, so intimate... if he moved by even an inch he'd slice himself a new smile.





"I - I have men up above! They're only waiting for my word!" Veer meant it to come out as a snarl, but instead it was the squeak of a trapped rodent.





In that moment, as Grandmaster Veer felt a trickle of blood spill from his throat, he saw the great brass key winding down in the thing's back. No electricity! This machine was an automaton so primitive that the deadly motes of Kronos couldn't touch it! And if he were to be pruned like a flower by this clockwork beast, the scepter of Celebrants would fall into the clutches of Ascher...





Benton Veer may have looked like a powdered fop, but he was at his core still the cruelest and most effective of killers – a street Celebrant who'd risen through the ranks by scrambling up a mountain of the dead. Indeed, his veneer of soft and pampered civility was as much a disguise as the false rubber head in its clockwork conveyance which faced him.


“I suppose you have the house surrounded, Veer?” prated the lifeless machine, unaware that its charade had been uncovered. “But you just had to see to this mission personally, didn't you? Whyever do you think I wanted to live here in the first place....”





He slipped left, out of the wicked claw's embrace, jamming the steel-shod tip of the scepter up into the mechanism which would make those razor pincers snap shut. At the same time he reached into the folds of his ornate peacoat, pulling loose a tiny pistol damascened and cloisonned beyond absurdity. Benton hit the ground on one knee, snarling into the sights of the tiny weapon, a thing from the apocalypse wars treasured by his Order Militant for centuries.





Its blast, when he tightened his finger on the firing stud was out of all proportion to its rococo decoration.





The false Direktor Ascher spun back across the floor, its brazen claws gouging grooves in the marble. Its voice faltered as the filigree and gold of its clicking body melted away to slag, blasted apart in a great hissing rosette by the thermic devastator in Benton's hand. Inside it was all springs and gears and copulating rods of metal, with a phonograph at its heart to broadcast the voice of the Direktor from discs of black vinyl. Such technomancy! Benton had never seen anything so advanced – more amazing even than the ancient magnetic tapes which were sometimes dug out of the rad-lands.





He had no time to wonder at the workings of that mechanical voicebox, however – the machine advanced on him again, its one remaining claw held high, snicking open and shut like a demon shear.





Benton could see the umbilicus of taut cables which directed the thing now, snaking off across the floor to disappear through a shadowed doorway. He dodged right, ducking down, waiting for the pincer to snap closed where his neck would have been, then he let loose another thermic blast, slicing the whole baroque arm from Ascher's clockwork avatar.





How could it track him? Surely the real Direktor had no eyes, if he were truly as grotesque as the leering simulacrum before him...





Yes! Of course! The spiraling cloud of nanobots were literal-minded things, as unimaginative as their father Kronos. The cameras which were watching this little fracas weren't dangerous in and of themselves. And the thing they directed was far too primitive to warrant their attention...





Benton danced back across the slippery marble tiles, grinning as the clockwork insect bulled at him, gesticulating with the stumps of its arms. He brought the little pistol in his hand up, right over his head, and searing force spewed from the deaths-head of its muzzle.





Plasterwork and fretted hardwood charred and ignited, bursting into vivid flames. And with it went the slick black camera-globe through which Octavio had controlled his pet.





The thermic devastator was spent – three shots were all that weak modern batteries could coax from its incinerator vanes. But now Ascher's tricky little toy was silent and immobile, completely helpless.





Ah, if only the Direktor himself was really there inside that globe of glass, as feeble as a newborn! Veer bent forward to stare into the milky eyes of the simulacrum, wiping away a sheen of condensation from the glass. Was it his imagination, or was the thing's mouth lolling open, its eyeballs rolling up in their rubber sockets, miming death?





“Oh, Octavio, you silly old fool!” chuckled the Grandmaster of Celebrants, tapping the globe with one jeweled fingernail. “This pageantry might have confused a lesser man, but you're dealing with the Grief Division! I'm not one of Akembe's walking corpses, you know!”





Slowly, lifelessly, the cadaverous face winked at him.





The hypodermic dart came out of the false Ascher's mouth so fast that even Benton Veer's impeccable reflexes couldn't save him. Glass shattered as the pneumatic projectile lanced out from between those slack purple lips, a slick ovipositor of metal tipped with a primed syringe.





It pierced the Grandmaster's eyeball with a wet popping sound, pumping him full of liquid neurotoxin in a fragment of a second.





“Holgarth!” he gurgled, clawing at his swollen eye “Full assault! He....he wants the scepter! He must be stopp....”





But that was all the world would ever hear from the perfumed lips of Benton Veer. His whole nervous system rebelled as the toxin saturated his brain, crushing his windpipe and stopping his heart in mid-beat. Darkness closed in from every side as his spine curled over backwards, a counter-foetal death rictus enforced by uncontrollable muscles...





The last thing he saw was the face of a child, looming out of the shadows with a knife in one tiny hand. Although he had the face of a cherub there was a look in the boy's eyes that Benton found utterly chilling, even here on the threshold of death.





“Uncle, is he dead?” asked the child, kneeling at the Grandmaster's side. “Or shall I finish him myself?”





Benton Veer didn't hear the answer, as black waters closed over his head. But he fancied that the last thing he felt was mercifully sharp steel at his throat, parting the red-hot wires of his muscles and tendons, setting him free...











Down through hatchways in the Direktor's dome roof they came, swarming down cables and chains, black-hooded wraiths armed with deadly technology. Down from the bobbing sleek belly of the Axis Mortalis came a small army of Celebrants - Undertaker commanders in their top hats and tails, Cremator squads strapped up with heavy flamethrowers, Grief Division troopers with their skull-faced pocketwatches swinging from their belts. One by one they dropped down into the sensorium dome, secure in the knowledge that their master had disabled Ascher's security systems.





When the last one was in, and the vast emptiness of the dome rang with the click and slide of a hundred weapons being readied for war, the hatches slammed shut. The doors rumbled closed, sealing those unfortunate men inside as the screens came to life, one by one.





Pure white light flooded the sensorium, as a column of metal rose smoothly from the very centre of the floor.





Fingers scrabbled at locks, and hammered at handles, and fists pounded against unyielding steel. Bullets ricocheted and whined, sparking from the diamond-fiber mesh of the screens. All to no avail.





Usually, that pistoning column of brushed steel would have borne up Octavio Ascher's preservative tank, raising him up out of his office and into his private viewing sphere. Not this time, however.


This time a cannister of gas rested atop a velvet cushion there, a cannister of a very special substance concocted by the machines of Don Gianni Vexx for a princely sum.





As the column locked into place the gas began to hiss from a daisyhead of dispenser nozzles, quickly filling the entire sensorium with odorless, colorless weaponized adrenochrome.





Had these been the warriors of the Ashishim, trapped like rats under the dome of screens, they could have used the mind-bending effects of the drug to warp their bioelectric fields, to become - if only for a few seconds - superhuman. But these were nothing more than well-paid thugs, lackeys of Kronos not even good enough to prosecute the law. Unhinged laughter and fits of uncontrollable weeping rippled through the dome as the screens began to show images, winking on one by one.





They were the faces of death - real, honest death, not the sanitized soul-slavery of the Grief Division.





Some came in live, fresh from the bloody streets. Others were archival, ancient, black and white, faded...





They cycled from one to the next, the bombed, brutalized and beaten, the tortured and diseased, faster and faster, until the whole great dome seethed and throbbed with death, until the air was thick with death, a crushing weight of carnage grinding into the souls of the Celebrants. Under such an onslaught, under the twisted influence of the 'chrome it didn't take long for the first one to crack. They were all heavily armed, after all.





Flame licked out from a Cremator's cannon. A howling Undertaker put the muzzle of his pistol to his head...





With the first shot the screens began to strobe, completing the image of a technomantic hell.





Bloody panic ran rampant for ten seconds, for twenty, bullets flying wild, flesh and bones tearing and snapping...





Within a minute it was all over.











The three warmekan exploded in a spray of darkness, metal fragments and chunks of reinforced armor skittering and tumbling across the gateway plaza. But surely his magnifiers deceived him? It was as if the corroded steel had been nothing more than a casing, an outer shell filled with some oily, slithering mass. Where the machines had faced Tsien, now there stood a trio of dark monolithic shapes, crudely humanoid, dissolving slowly into liquid as the Super-Cyben leaped back, his sword dragging behind him.


Gerhard Mitchell had seen some pretty strange things in his years on the force - mutants running rampant with stimm in their veins, Ashishim spies flickering in and out of sight like deadly chameleons, gut-shot gang-rats still hacking at his exo-armor despite their mortal wounds. And other things, weirder things indeed on that night when the Liquid Tong had spiked his blood with drugs. His father and grandfather had told him tales of the Reclamation, of the bizarre and crafty foes who lurked in the R.T, waiting for the thin line of the Division to falter.





But he never thought he'd see one of his own cadet pupils cut down a dozen tankhunter mekan in hand to hand combat. He'd only entertained paranoid fears about what was unfolding before him right now, the madness of Kronos turned against its people.





"Keep firing! Give him some support, dammit!" roared the Tutor-Captain over the thud and clatter of the gateway guns. "Nothing gets past these gates tonight!"





But in the back of his mind doubt and fear still twisted, reminding him of the tactical reality of his situation. The burning city lay before him, but if it was Kronos itself which he defied - it's inner sanctum was at his back. A person had to scale each torus of the Beltway, all the way up to Oleander Avenue, in order to reach Ground Floor





One, the root of the space elevator. In the basement levels beneath were the process core and the cerebrate core, the heart and brain of the machine. And up above were its





control room, its fortress - and its armory. If Kronos really wanted to invade the Belt, really wanted to turn its whole populous into inhuman Cyben, it would surely come from inside...





Shells flew in a blaze of muzzle flashes, in a shifting cloud of cordite smoke. The veterans were pouring fire into the hazy black creatures which confronted Tsien, but to no avail. He was surrounded by a moat of bubbling, seething darkness now, and from its surface figures were rising, homunculi with too many arms and horns and teeth...





Even the massed battery of the gatehouse guns was powerless against them - shells plowed straight through the gelatinous substance of their bodies without detonating, arcing out over the subcity below. Shrapnel shot cut them down, only to have them reform again, grinning, the razor shards studding their flesh like thorns.





Mitchell couldn't even see Tsien anymore - he was utterly surrounded by a mob of capering devils, black on black, looming up around him like a wave about to break. Then the communicator clipped to his webbing belt crackled into life.





"Gerhard! Can you hear me? It's no use trying to shoot them. I know what they are, what they want..."





Was that resignation he heard in the Super-Cyben's voice? Despair?





"Son, what they want its a taste of napalm. I've got Marty and Juan looking for some incendo ammo right now... just stand clear on my mark."





Tsien's laughter came through like static, bleak and inhuman.





"Trust me, that's not going to help, Captain. We have to evacuate the belt."





"Evacuate?" snarled Gerhard, slamming his armored fist down against the parapet. "Like hell, trooper! Do you think I'm going to desert my post just because Kronos has dug up some fancy bioweapons?"





Even he didn't quite believe that one - nothing in the armories above matched those things. They were sickening just to look at. "Anyhow, we couldn't do it. Where can we go from here? The only way out is up..."





When the reply came back he could just imagine Eddie's sardonic little smile. “Exactly... the only way out is right over your head.”





And as he looked up he saw it. Just the tail, bobbing out of reach above the top torus of the Belt, a black shark-fin of diamondmesh emblazoned with a white hourglass. The Axis Mortalis.





"By god, trooper, you might just have an idea there. That thing could carry a couple thousand at a time."





Tsien's voice was growing fainter as the saprophytes closed in, a solid dome of crawling night.





"Fall back when they come at you. Street by street, Mitchell. Use fire - anything that'll burn. Torch the houses as you go. I'll catch up with you at twenty-nine Ridgemont Street, torus two..."





The comm unit gave out with a squeal of feedback then, and Gerhard watched the boiling mass of nightmare creatures pounce, watched them descend on Tsien from all sides in a rush. He squinted out over the ruined gateway plaza, watching the localized storm of darkness which raged around Tsien, expanding and contracting like a living thing. He fancied he saw, once or twice, a thin line of silver slice through the oily blackness, and heard the hiss and scream of dying creatures on the breeze.





If anyone alive could actually survive out there, it was definitely his boy Eddie.





“I'll catch up with you at twenty-nine Ridgemont Street, torus two....”





His home. That little polyfoam box which almost all of his wages mortgaged from the Khept' banking clans. Tsien felt like a mythic sorcerer, his human heart torn out and kept safe in a rune-crusted bottle.





That was his reason. That was why he gritted his teeth and swung the blade, parting the noisome slop of the saprophytes like rancid butter, surgical, brutal...





Toria, Nik, Ceena – the wife and kids, the photos in his wallet and stuck to the cracked plastic dash of his Comp Div cruiser. Three icon-images hovering in his mind as fire clawed and raved around their edges, as a wall of gibbering monstrosities tried to suck the flesh from his steel bones.





Manifest Dogma didn't offer a patron saint for things like him – just the lie that his mind would be stored away after death, waiting for a future of wonders in which he could be reborn. But some deity had seen fit to deliver the Axis Mortalis to him, and he wasn't about to waste the chance to use it. Would it be better to suffer slavery cased in gnawing steel, or in crawling black filth? Tsien had a plan which would save many thousands of people from that grim choice.





He only hoped that Gerhard and his men would hold up their end of the operation...





Some invisible signal must have come from the Exalted Ones then, because the taunting circle of saprophytes came down on him like a breaking wave, ululating their fierce joy as they clawed at him with knife-bladed talons and teeth. Now was the time for butchery, for rage – now he was glad that his humanity was locked away behind the blue plastic door of number twenty-nine Ridgemont. This was a job for an unfeeling death-machine.





Tsien spun on one heel, his blade held out in front of him in both hands, its edge ripping through the rotten flesh of the saprophytes with a sound like tearing canvas. These weren't the Exalted – that unholy trinity were content to let their peons do the work, and die in slavering waves. Up, and block a scything blade of bone, shearing it from its wrist. Down, and cleave into the bubbling torso of another horror, hearing its shriek of death-agony as he swung right, lopping the clutching pincers of a third off at the elbows. There were once-human things smothered under the saprophytic ooze abused shells which collapsed to slurry when their parasitic possessors died. How many, throughout all Elysium? Were there any left alive at all, barring the prisoners of the Beltway? Left, and spin, the scarred wedge of steel parting crumbling bone and gelid darkness, powering through six of the creatures with one blow.





If he'd been entirely human, the terror would have consumed him by now. The saprophytes would have swarmed over him, black sperm cells writhing to fertilize a single egg, clawing into his skull to make a puppet of his flesh. But he'd willed that part of himself into oblivion. It was bound up in the images of Toria, of Ceena and Nik, hidden in the tiny part of his brain which was still hot wet tissue. What drove his arm and powered his augmented muscles was the quicksilver mind of a mark-four Cyben, a thing designed from the ground up to slaughter. Sure, its intended targets were the machines of the Blacksteel Unity, things which Tsien had never even heard of, let alone seen. But Kronos had been thoroughly briefed by his erstwhile enemy in the R.T, and he'd designed an engine of destruction which could transform human flesh into relentless killing metal...





They couldn't sink their hooks into his soul. And without pain and fear to tear open a hole in their victim's psyche, all the Saprophytes could do was die.





One more - in front of him, impaled through its leering face. Reverse the blade, tuck it back under one arm, and eviscerate another. He wielded it one-handed now, his silver claws lashing out to pluck eyeballs and jaws and hands from the press of bodies.





Make them respect him. Make these creatures of nightmare FEAR him. And then his plan could take effect...





Tsien had no idea how many he killed, how many poor suffering human souls he set free before the wall of writhing darkness parted and the saprophytes shrunk back, cowering as if under a lash.





He plunged the tip of his blade into the concrete, leaving it quivering amid a slick of blood and black rot, then leaned up against its blunt edge, shaking a cigarette from his pack. The last one. Lucky.





Tsien crumpled the box in one bestial claw, popping his lighter with the other. Bloodsoaked rags fluttered from his massive frame.





The Exalted who had called off their dogs, and now they faced him alone – Gormann like a bloated black leech with a scarred human face, the dwarf with his single outsized arm dragging in the muck, and the tottering, flayed creature with its peeled-open eyes staring madness.





“So.” asked Tsien, taking a long drag on his cigarette. “Is that all you assholes got for me?”


The dwarf cackled wildly at this, somersaulting up on top of its ball of darkness to perch there like a king on his throne.





“Oh, Quamiss likes this one. Quamiss thinks we should keep him for our pet!”





“Shut up!” bellowed Gormann, heaving himself forward on sticky pseudopods. “The Lord of the New Flesh put me in charge! Quamiss and Phexx are only here for the meat-harvest. When we crack open the Beltway, then you feed.”





“Oh, come on Gormann.” said Tsien, struggling to stay nonchalant amid the charnel exhalation of the Exalted One's breath. “Let him give it a try. I've always wanted to beat up a midget.”





He sauntered forward, as though the trio of monsters were a bunch of harmless street-sprogs.





The tall, tottering Phexx tittered behind one dripping hand as Quamiss scowled.





“That's right – come and get me.” mocked the Super-Cyben. “I can just guess why you sold out to this freak-circus, shortarse... the only way you'll ever touch a woman is if she's already dead and rotten.”





Tweak the threads, the raveled roots of darkness... How had the master of these things bullied and cajoled Tsien? What could it have promised a deformed little man from down in the sublevels?





Quamiss leaped down from his ball of saprophytic ooze, conjuring a hook-tipped tentacle from it with a gesture. Oh, he'd been just right. Some desires and frustrations were universal.





“Let me flay him, Gormann!” foamed the dwarf, pounding the concrete with his outsized fist as that black tentacle split and split and split again, becoming a dark anemone of razor hooks. “Let me teach him that owning a tongue is now a privilege!”





“Yeah, fatty, give the runt a break! We could all use a laugh, right?” Tsien cracked his knuckles, the cigarette dangling from his lip. And despite Sonny Gormann's bellow of rage, it was just too much for the diminutive Quamiss to bear. He flung himself at his tormentor in a spin, his bloated arm pulsing with unnatural muscle and sinew. The fist at its end blurred, a hammerhead of spiked bone.





Tsien sidestepped it easily, wrapped his claws around the little man's grotesque bicep, then pivoted into a throw. Quamiss hit the ground with his fingers splayed, flexing like an acrobat as he rebounded from the bloody concrete. He flipped backward, his feet together in a spinning drop-kick which struck Tsien in the small of his back.





The twisted little man was spitting words in some alien language - curses or incantations or both.





The Super-Cyben had barely managed to regain his footing when the ball of saprophytic darkness under Quamiss' thrall hammered into him, sticky and wet and vile, bringing him to his knees. At once whiplike tendrils of ooze sprung from the ball, lashing his hands and feet tight. Now he was tethered to the heaving mass of that noisome sphere, and the Dwarf was capering in front of him, cutting a little jig of triumph as his comrades laughed.





“M-mighty m-m-machine m-mman! So easily defeated! So puny is h-his steel comp-pared to the New Flesh!” stammered Phexx, arching over to drip acidic drool into Tsien's face. His hooks and needles glistened wetly as he spoke.





“Perhaps the Master was wrong about this one. Perhaps he is just meat...” mused Gormann, extending a thick rope of darkness from his shoulder. At its tip budded a chancre of rainbow-sheened oil, which split in a gush of rotten effluvia. A skeletal figure tumbled all limp and unstrung from that sundered pod, black worms of ooze wrapping its bones in an instant. With a twitch of his will Gormann sent it forward to stand over Tsien, to rest one claw-fingered hand on his slumped shoulder.





“Then let me have him!” snarled Quamiss, shattering the concrete with a blow from his single fist. Behind Tsien the surface of his saprophyte-ball was sucking back into a gaping maw, sprouting butcher-knife teeth and a handful of writhing tongues. “I'll spit out the metal for you to keep as a trophy, Gormann. But he craves the gift of torment! Oh, I can feel it in him....”





Tsien's head was bowed, the smoke from his cigarette still rising as it burned down to the end. But that fuming core of ash wasn't the only source of heat here.





Oh no. Deep in his augmented body Tsien could feel the thermal levels rising, as he denied the mark-four system its precious coolant by force of will. After a protracted battle the digital user manual implanted in his skull recommended leaving a full set of thermo-dump vanes extended for two hours. Now his belly seethed with fire, an inner furnace which would soon cause his cybernetic implants to boil.





Unless he twisted it just right. Like this...





Where the coils of Quamiss' saprophyte-slave clenched his wrists and ankles the metal skin of the Super-Cyben suddenly blazed white-hot. Acrid billows of smoke roiled out of those foul tentacles, making them wither and sizzle and flail, spreading the fire. The misshapen dwarf shrieked in mortal agony, feeling the pain of his surrogate flesh. He was burning, melting, his bones turned to incandescent iron, and there was nothing he could do to stop it!





Blindly he lashed out at Tsien, his fist a hammer-strike which could have split steel. But it was caught in a grip like the jaws of a vise – one of the Super-Cyben's own chrome-skinned hands snapping shut around it. Quamiss lashed out with the scourge of pain and terror which was his master's gift, but that too slammed up against unyielding metal, the cold battle-cogitators which whirred and clicked behind Tsien's eyes. Now the grinning cyborg had his shoulder stump in his other hand and he was off, running, coming up off his knees like a sprinter from the blocks.





Phexx recoiled like a scalded snake, tottering back in horror from the leaping flames of Quamiss' blazing New Flesh. Gormann's tethered homunculus wasn't so lucky – the blaze spread quickly, setting its black skin aboil with seething, popping bubbles. Grave-gases vented in plumes of green and purple fire as it's puppet-master snipped the bond which linked them, letting it melt down to waxy slurry.





Three steps, four, great bounding piston-driven strides. The dwarf writhed in his grip, turning to see where his captor was headed...





And he screamed. Briefly.





The notched steel monolith of Tsien's sword still stood proud from the splintered concrete of the Gateway Plaza, and the last thing that Exalted Quamiss ever saw was the flicker of witchfire down the edge of its blade. The body of the Worm's chosen was unnaturally tough, leathery and musclebound, but Tsien had him by the shoulders now, and he pushed down with all his titanic strength, feeling the nanoactive sawteeth of the blade bite into Quamiss' spine. Stinking black blood poured from the little man's mouth as he thrashed in agony, pinned on the rack of Tsien's fists, that relentless edge bisecting him from head to pelvis. The Super-Cyben braced his feet against the concrete, his face twisted into a rictus grin as he worked his butchery. Black blood splattered and hissed and steamed. Quamiss' cries became a gurgle, a rattle...then silence.





Tsien spat out the smoldering butt of his cigarette, turning to face Gormann and Phexx with one twisted half of their compatriot's body clenched in each hand. They flopped and convulsed raggedly, nerves sparking even as the black oil dried to dust, leaving those pitiful remains mummified.





“This is for your master!” shouted Tsien, a demon figure all steaming dark blood and blazing eyes, silver teeth and furnace-red thermal vanes. “This is my sacrifice, that he should know me by!”





Now the two remaining exalted were preparing for battle, Gormann spawning an army of homunculi from blistering boils on his skin, Phexx's tower of flesh splitting into a knotted mess of phallic tentacles. Mewling mouths smacked their lips at the tip of each one. Saprophytes of the rank and file seethed in the gaps between the two monsters, held back by a thread of thought.





“I will take my place, Lord of the New Flesh!” roared Tsien, casting down half of Quamiss' ravaged body to grind it under his steel boot. “And you will accept me as the cruelest of your chosen! This world will know me as – the High Exalted!”





And with that he bit down into the dried-out, mummified flesh of his slain foe, tearing off a chunk of tasteless black meat aswarm with the infection of the Worm.





His last human thought was a silent prayer, to whichever sick-minded gods were listening.





Let this all work out. Let Gerhard not fail. Let Toria and Nik and Ceena survive... Then the darkness had him, and it was the pain of his transformation all over again.











"That's all the time I can give him" she said, her hands balled up into fists. "Ask your astrographers! Ask anyone who can feel the Vision! They're coming, Devine, and we've got no choice."





"The 'lifters are primed, Commander. The volunteers are on board. And the...the Cargo is in place."





Devine waved the man away with one emaciated hand.





"Listen, Cee - please. We only get once shot at this. If you get it wrong, you'll only set that thing free again. Feedback could take you! It could eat your mind, and then what?"





Her eyes flashed anger, frustration - and fear. She knew what the Forge could do to a mind that wasn't ready for it. It took hundreds of willing sacrifices just to stop it, and now they'd try to control it with only one. Hers...





"Devine, it doesn't matter any more. If those things get to us, do you think we can deny the codes from them? If I fail, we die, and if we do nothing, we die... I - we - need help."





Devine's face softened, then, fading from stern to careworn in a heartbeat. "You're going back for him, aren't you? For 'Afia 330..."





For second she wanted to deny it, to hide behind excuses like duty and responsibility. But he'd seen right through her, and she knew it.





"Yes" she said quietly, unable to look the old fanatic in the eyes "Yes, I am. He lives, Devine. I know he does. And if anyone can use the Forge right, it's him."





He looked like he might break then, that the pressure had wound him up so tight that all he could do was snap. The sound of turbine engines was rising now, and flak-suited Ashishim bustled around them, navigators and soldiers and techs. Devine wiped his hand over his eyes, and pinched the bridge of his broken nose. Still, nothing could crush the dense, burning core of his faith.





"Go, then. And if we die, I'll blame you for nothing."





He took one of her hands in both of his, and bowed his hooded head over them for a second.





"Commander 187, we're waiting for you on the flight deck! Commander..."





The junior tech's voice trailed off to silence as he watched Devine straighten up again, a look of wistful sadness in his eyes. CeeAn leaned forward and kissed him once, on the bald dome of his head.





"Wait for us, Magus. When the change comes, you'll know I chose the right path."





Then she turned away, hitching a canvas bag of guns up over her shoulder, and climbed up into the cavernous hold of the 'lifter. The noise from the engines cranked up past pain, past sound itself, shaking the cracked concrete of the landing pad as those ponderous craft clawed their way skyward.





"You led us from the gates of hell, Anointed." prayed Devine as dust and smoke swirled around him, his eyes on two pinpoints of flame against the clouds. "May the light which guided you then be manifest now...”





DOCUMENT INSERT: MULTIPLICITY ARCHIVES DEPARTMENT





The Emerald City Gang:





Wanted for murder, arson, theft, associating with terrorist groups, libel, fraud, drug trafficking, jaywalking and littering.





Tin Man: A renegade military sniper-mekan presumed to be of Pre-Apocalyptic origin. His master program has been erased, and replaced with the neuromnemonic imprint of a pit feral warlord. Tin Man is habitually armed with a pair of 50-caliber sniper rifles which replace his conventional forearms. Compliance Division troopers are advised that these weapons have an effective range of two miles – use extreme caution when apprehending this subject.





Scarecrow: An escaped pit-fighter, the Scarecrow is still fitted with a cerebroblocker, to which he has attached a toggle switch. He can go from erudite mastermind to brainless killing machine in an instant, and when his C-block is active he feels neither pain nor fear.





Big Leon: A mutant from the rad-lands, this giant beast has the mind of a gentle ten-year-old unless goaded to violence. To make him fight, the leader of the Emerald City Gang has fitted him with a ten-thousand-volt shock collar. Big Leon can crush a Cyben to pulp with one hand, and is considered to be the most dangerous of the four.





Dorothea ‘Ruby’ Alvarez: The nominal leader of the group, Ms. Alvarez is the third daughter of the disgraced House of Alvarez, a fallen clan of Kheptarchs debarred from high society for instability. Her vast and cunningly hidden fortune funds the criminal acts of her associates – a trust fund she gained by murdering her entire family after their fall.





She is still fitted with the nanonic combat systems of the Razor Clique, and is easily as dangerous in hand-to-hand combat as the Scarecrow.





DO NOT TRY TO ARREST THESE MISCREANTS WITHOUT BACKUP! TWENTY-FIVE OFFICERS AND THREE CYBEN HAVE ALREADY BEEN ‘RETIRED’ BY THE EMERALD CITY GANG – DON’T BECOME THE NEXT ONE.





Technician Zhe swum in icy darkness, feeling his way along a submerged section of tunnel with the ping and squeal of sonar echoing in his head. He'd seen the footage of Nyl raising the chrome Ark from its chasm, seen it devour the living essence of three human beings as it powered up. Just like the Forge itself, but in miniature. Surely such a thing, if it were unleashed amid the delicate force-shields and gravitonic fields of a space armada would be as devastating as any bomb...





With a sample of the saprophyte's flesh he was able to sense the presence of others still alive in the burned-out shell of Elysium. They were few and far between, sluggish or torpid with their master shut out of the world by a razor-thin sheen of crystal. It was all so tenuous - especially now with the fleets of the Unity and Multiplicity closing in like the jaws of a vise.





The tunnel slanted suddenly, becoming a flight of rusted stairs, and Zhe's head broke the water in a pool of stinking slime. Tendrils and mats of it dripped from the crown of his head- all the better to camouflage him from....





The first bullet nearly took his head from his shoulders – not fatal for a Technician, with his second brain tucked away safe in his chest, but very inconvenient. The second whipcracked past him, supersonic, and he jinked right, cursing his own lack of ordnance. All those pretty weapons, be they ever so primitive, were sloughed away to scrap in the depths of the Exalted at the gates. There was something about archaic guns – so solid, so dependable. So easily adapted into a club when their ammo failed. Zhe couldn't even repeat his little trick from up in space, and materialize weapons from out of his own flesh. Those morphic implants were strictly one-shot affairs, and he'd burnt them out fighting the golems of Everdark. Now he faced the Tin Man alone, with only his bare hands.





A third and fourth shot followed him down as he dove back into the water, bubbling wakes trailing behind them. Zhe could only hope that Ruby and Straw and Big Leon were either dead or safely snap-frozen, or else he may have blundered into a trap.





There was simply no time for this nonsense! Didn't that idiot machine know that the world was about to be torn apart? Of course not – the Tin Man was a device of severely limited scope, a consummate killer. And yet...Hadn't Hassan and Kaito survived the attentions of the Emerald City Gang? Perhaps there was something in the files which could help him...





Deep in the stygian depths, breathing through a set of gill-slits in his neck, Technician Zhe's focus spiraled in through the weeks and days and hours of footage inside Kronos' mind. To another place of drowned steel under black water, to the radioactive slime of the seabed...





"This is God's modus operandi, people. This is the way He operates. Look at Nineveh, Sodom, Gomorrah, Las Vegas - all struck down by his wrath! Each and every one of those cities was a place of sin, a temple of vice and greed. Now look at your own city, your Elysium. Don't you think that a time of judgment is inevitable? How long do you think God will tolerate the decadence of your villainous cesspit?"





The face which filled the threedeeo globe was almost rabid with vehemence - a death-mask with foam- flecked lips and bulging eyes. It was a face familiar to all Elysium – or at least, to every subcitizen who could afford a threedeeo set.





Deuteronomy Jones, the last of the Pentecostal warlords.





"All I'm saying is that he's completely insane." said Jaq, leaning back between the seats in the Kraken's tiny cockpit. Kaito had frozen the frame on the old preacher's blazing eyes, his blue-black skin glistening with sweat under a bank of hot halogen floods. "Have you actually sat through one of his sermons? The guy's got more loose screws than a mekan junkyard."





The Kayzi cupped his chin in one hand, scrutinizing the image of his prey. Deut' had to be a century old, with his tonsure of curly white hair and his wrinkled, bible-black skin sagging from his skull. But you didn't live that long as a wanted fugitive if you were crazy. And you certainly didn't hack the threedeeo networks' security to pieces at least twice a week if your brain wasn't as sharp as a razor.





The problem was, how could they find a guy like that if he wanted to stay hidden? Kaito hadn't told his friend yet, but they only had a few more hours worth of air left in the control bubble of the Kraken.





After that they'd have to surface, and then they'd be a big fat target for Kronos' guns. The machine would probably be none too pleased at having its ancient toy stolen right out from under it.





"Crazy or not, he's got the means to save tens of thousands of people." said Kaito, still slumped forward over his control console. "If the whole city tries to just pile down the Spillway then it's gonna be a massacre. All that thing from space will have to do is wait for them to get funneled into its jaws."





Jaq grunted, conceding the point. Although it would be nice to see a few hundred Confederate boys get fed through that kind of mincer...





"I have to keep a tight watch on that mekan I've stolen - the one that's gonna dig 'Afia out. So in the meantime, could you keep an eye on the sonar, try and pick him up? I know it's probably a waste of time, but you can't hide a ship like his that easily, right?"





Sure, it was impossible. But Jones and his Pentecostals had managed to evade Kronos for decades...





and if you were counting impossibilities, tonight had already supplied a lifetime's worth.





Kaito's eyes went dim and blank as he turned his full concentration to his bioonboard rig, using the antiquated interface of the Kraken to tweak the tiny brain of his sequestrated warmekan.





The things he saw through its camera eyes were enough to make him sick with fear - the city was tearing itself apart. Random shots ricocheted off the rusted armor of the tankhunter as it lumbered through the streets, heavy weapons swinging at the end of its bulky piston arms.





He was a big target – the only thing moving through the oily smoke and flames in some areas, where even the dying were too scared to cry out...





Each individual Hab and civic block had become a separate little fortress, the panicked defenders inside driven mad with fear. Luckily most of them were only armed with civilian guns - good enough for blasting muggers and thieves, but useless against the armored might of a tank-slaying war-mekan.





They hadn't just been shooting at him, though. It looked as though they'd turned on each other as well.





The streetfront facades of most buildings were cratered and blistered and blackened, spattered with blood. Bodies lay twisted in the street, some of them crushed to unrecognizable smears by the treads of tanks and the steel claws of Kronos' soldiery. Among them the charred wreckage of ruined mekan still smoldered, hydraulic fluid mingling with the blood in the gutters. In some places whole streets were drenched crimson, as though gore had rained down from above. But surely not? Otherwise the mad sermons of Deuteronomy Jones might actually be coming true...


Once or twice Kaito was sure he caught a glimpse of something moving in the corner of the mekan's camera eyes - dark fluid shapes skulking in the alleyways, eyeless and black. In the mouth of one narrow crawlspace he saw a headless body covered in unmistakable teeth-marks. Oh, he was glad he was just an electric trace inside the stolen head of this giant machine. Something had come through this neighborhood like a reaping machine, perpetrating atrocities. The little severed limbs of children, the scattered furniture and clothes, the shattered buildings like broken-open skulls...





"Kayzi! Hey, Kayzi!"





The image blurred and pixilated before his eyes, a nightmare interlaced with the dull grey metal of the Kraken's cockpit.





"Come on, Kaito - get back here, man!"





It was Hassan, shaking his shoulder so hard it felt like it was in a pitbull's jaws. With a despairing sigh the Kayzi set his tankhunter on autopilot and jacked out of the interface, scowling.





"Dammit, Jaq! I was nearly there, right on top of his trace! I thought you were supposed to be looking for Jones and his Archangel whatever-it's-called. "





Kaito rubbed his fingers into his aching eyes, trying to clear the purple starbursts from his head. All he could see was a murky grey-green blur, shot through with beams of yellow radiance.





It took him a second to realize that this was an LCD screen cranked down on its mounting right in front of his face, held in place by Jaq Hassan's gleaming silver hand.





"Uhhh – what exactly am I looking at here? Is there something wrong with the sonar system?"





Hassan leaned in over the screen, pointing with a length of broken-off antenna like a schoolmaster.





"Well, I found out how to launch some scanner drones from out of this thing's ass." he said, "And this is what one of them's picked up. See, this here is us." he tapped his pointer on a little cigar-shaped blur in the corner of the screen. Above it a huge shadow moved, drifting slowly in a cloud of yellow light.





"And that?" asked Kaito, his heart in his throat. Had Kronos sent something even worse than the Kraken to destroy them?





With a twist of his chrome digits Jaq zoomed the drone's camera in, cutting through the undersea murk to reveal a sunken edifice welded and bolted and riveted together from the hulks of ruined ships. Searchlight beams stabbed out from its corroded flanks like insect legs, and every inch of its hull was painted with ornate crucifixes.





"Well, that's what I wanted to tell you, K. I didn't need to find the Archangel Uriel. It's found us."











CeeAn 187 was dead.





She had figured her whole life that she'd greet that kind of news with panic, with furious disbelief.





With something.





But actually it was quite a relief. Nothing else could possibly go wrong - at least not for her. This was really as bad as it got, unless those madmen from the Vatican were right...





CeeAn knew she was moving, accelerating through timeless, formless darkness up and away from the ghost-lights of the world. There was no sign of the flaming purgatory or the gilded heaven the Ecclesiarchs promised - but there was nothing else, either. No neon trace leading her back down into the R.T, no glowing beacon of the Chrome Ark to light her way home.





No, this time it was final. She must have been blown to pieces, crescent unit and all when the node went up...





And what was in there, anyway? What in the world had defeated her?





If she was still alive the thought of being humiliated in battle would have made her furious. But here it was impossible to care. She couldn't even remember why they had to operate on the node, why 'Afia thought it was so important to shut it down...





That stopped her. His name was like an anchor cast out into the dark, hooking into the soft black nothingness and slowing her down. If he wasn't here, he must still be alive!





The slower she went the more she saw, as if her eyes had been blurred with speed.





No eyes now, of course. And yet the memory of them could see with perfect clarity...





This place between realities was like the eye of a hurricane, a calm tunnel through the centre of a churning maelstrom. Down below was the rippling, watery membrane of the world, a cerulean eye through which she could see innumerable sparks moving, the souls of the living. Above, high over her head was another portal, an inverted pool which glowed and faded as if something deep in its liquid heart were pulsing, slow and regular. Both of those gateways were the size of oceans, immeasurably vast.





Now she was moving at a crawl, barely rising between the twisting walls of the maelstrom. Things were blazing past her on every side - tight scribbles and scrawls of light, mad blurs trailing sparks as they ascended. With a shock she realized that there were her fellow-travelers - the dead, sleeting in from the world and on toward that impossible ocean above. They were rising in iridescent clouds like sparks from a bonfire - too many, surely for all of them to have died of natural causes? What was Abdulafia facing back there which could unleash such horror?





Her doubt and fear jerked her to a stop as if she'd reached the end of an immensely long tether. She tried with all her will to force herself down, back toward the world. As if she could cram her soul back into her incinerated body, pull each atom back together with sheer determination...





That was when she realized she was attracting attention.





The walls of the maelstrom weren't made up of vapor or smoke, but of writhing darkness, slick and oily, a substance she had only ever seen -





Inside the node. Infecting the vivisected soul of Magus Verlaine, smothering his mind under a slick of pain and horror....





It was a black melange of masticating jaws, rolling eyes, grasping hands, dripping organs, torn-open bellies, twisted spines...





And it was reaching out to her, seductive and slow, a pulpy tentacle pushing out from the seething wall of the maelstrom to grope at her blindly. Perhaps it would have grabbed her, dragged her under the heaving surface with those other damned souls, had the intellect driving it not been occupied with other atrocities. Thick ropes of dripping darkness erupted from the maelstrom in a hundred places, plunging down and down like gnarled roots to rape the living world.





Surely that was wrong. Surely that thing had no place in reality - it was terrible enough in this un-place tight between life and death. Those foul roots writhed and pumped and heaved, forcing the foetid matter of the walls down into the mortal world as if they were regurgitating a crop of suffering.





CeeAn broke away, panicked, everything blurring and fading as she rushed blindly toward the light. Through the blue nimbus which surrounded her she could make out the pulsing heart beneath its inverse ocean, a thing the size of a planet with the gravity-well of a bloated supergiant sun.





For some reason she wondered why it hadn't done anything to stop the horrors being perpetrated below. But why would it care?





CeeAn risked a final look back down through the maelstrom, to where a rising storm of blue sparks spiraled up between a nest of knotted black tentacles. Some of them slowed, and stopped, and tried to go back. Some of them weren't as lucky as CeeAn and were dragged under the oily surface of that turbulent wrack, extinguished forever...





No. It was wrong.





And with that thought she stopped, close enough to reach out and touch the surface of the vast liquid membrane above her.





It was utterly impossible to restrain her curiosity. Even dead, she was still CeeAn 187.





She reached out. She touched.





Ripples raced out in vast concentric rings from the spot where her fingertip grazed the surface, and she felt the immense heart of light thump once, a noise like some huge subterranean drum. A pulse of radiance burned through her with that sound, filling her head with afterechoes and shadows.





Voices. Faces. Images....





History unrolled for her in that single infinite second, a billion upon a billion lifetimes earthed through her like lightning. It was like the Vision of the Ashishim all over again, but on a titanic scale, a scale which dwarfed the crude mechanisms of Kronos.





That beating heart which floated behind the veil was the seed of a new world, one which would be woven out of chaos from the experiences of the dead. She saw love and hate and loss, pain and triumph, war and joy and grief in that flash of otherworldly light. The ripples from her touch were swells the size of mountains by the time they reached the shores of that inverted ocean, and now they were curling back, returning.


The light was fading as they came, back down into its tight-packed shell of souls, taking all those billions of voices with it. She understood - the Wetsystems of Elysium were a crude cargo-cult imitation of this immortal seed, planted in the immaterium the day the first mind questioned death. CeeAn had communed, if ever so briefly, with each and every person who had ever lived – all but those who had been devoured by the maelstrom below.





And yes, it was wrong. It wasn't part of the great breathing, pumping supersystem of the multiverse at all, but a parasite on an immense scale. She saw it as it really was, in a sliver of frozen time – a thing which filled a whole dimension, an appetite with teeth...





Waves towered above her now, foam-capped breakers seething in from every side. The ripples of her touch had come back from the far shores of the hanging ocean, and now they broke.





The force of it was simply indescribable. In this place where physical laws seemed not to apply it was as if she'd been struck by an entire planet, a hammer the size of the sun.





CeeAn fell back toward the world in a power-dive, the churning walls of the maelstrom blurring as she accelerated, down through a tangle of gelid black roots, down toward the rippling blue surface of reality. Snake-tongue whips of darkness lashed out at her from every side, too slow to catch her.





And then the water was right beneath her, shattering as she splashed down, closing over her head with a storm of echoes and the sound of tolling bells. Pain came with it – excruciation shunted in from a body which she thought she'd never see again.





Muscle and skin and bones and veins and teeth. Nerves and hair and blood unfolding, and now a spark inside it, forced back into a world of suffering.





The pain was all too real, and the afterimages of that bizarre interzone between life and death hazed like static, blown away by the ravening agony of her flesh. Her mind struggled to hold onto the feeling of that heartbeat of light, the touch of her fingertip against that inverted ocean. But it was impossible, like trying to grab a handful of smoke. The things she'd heard and seen in communion with the world-seed became an indistinct blur, crushed under a mountain of pain.





Crushed.... yes, something was pressing down on her like the jaws of a hydraulic clamp. Blind, burning, CeeAn struggled to get her hands under the metal beam which lay across her chest. It took all of her strength to shift it just enough to breathe, then her arms gave out and the terrible weight pinned her down again. If only she had another hit of ambrosia, a precious capsul of the 'chrome to boost her battle-clone body! But after all she'd endured the potent drug would likely kill her quicker than suffocation.





Only her own strength to rely on, now. Only raw, unaugmented human will.





Reach through the pain, fingers tight around the jagged edges of the steel, and push... or else she'd find herself through the looking-glass again, back in that dimly remembered world of seething darkness and coiled, thorny roots...






CeeAn caught a flickering glimpse of it as she strained, a taste of the sheer alien wrongness of that parasitic thing. It had no place there - and even less in the world of the living. Out here there was suffering enough already...





The anger gave her strength, enough to heave the crushing steel from off her chest and away down a mountain of debris. She took a deep, racking breath, and lost it all in a coughing fit as dust and smoke swirled around her. Everything hurt. Most of her was broken. But she was alive...





Sound came rushing back now, and she could hear people crying and screaming and wailing in the distance. Though her eyes were closed she saw them – fingers clawing at the rubble, bloodshot eyes brimming with tears, the wounded writhing in their dirty bandages...





The images burned in her head, an echo of something she'd heard and seen at the core of the world-seed. A commonality of human suffering shared by every victim of war and disaster bound up in that great slow heart...





And a single shred of memory – a place, deep in the equatorial jungle. A man, radburned and dying, his skin blistered raw as he crawled across a tread-steel floor. Fingers stripped down to muscle and bone scrabbled across a fallen keyboard, setting security codes, sealing away a sanctuary for the living.





CeeAn's eyes snapped open as the knowledge bloomed in her mind, unfurling like a neon flower.





There was a way out. There was hope, despite the crawling disease which had broken through into the world. And because she'd helped let that foul thing in, it was her duty to cast it out again.





Lying there, crucified atop a smoking pile of rubble, CeeAn let the Vision roll over her, picking out in a tracery of fire the horror and turmoil of Elysium burning.





It was time to leave this place. Tonight.





And she was going to take all of them with her.











Jaq Hassan was too busy to notice when the flycam poked its tiny head out from the side of his wristwatch. He had no idea that the little machine had changed ownership while he and his buddy Kaito piloted the Kraken down through a tangled maze of concrete pipes and out into the black Atlantic.





The sensation of its hair-thin legs crawling across his skin was no different to the creep and dangle and drip of a droplet of sweat, and the noise of its ornithopter wings was masked by the hiss and roar of the cockpit's ancient air-scrubbers and puriteks.





So when the 'cam burst from a vent in the mottled hide of the Kraken and bubbled to the surface he had no idea he'd been betrayed.


Omnivasive still owned and operated the little steel insect, and the chairman of that corporation had gladly supplied its command codes to his erstwhile allies, the Emerald City Gang.





As soon as the flycam broke the surface its wings blurred into motion, carrying it up above the toxic waves, up into the dark where Elysium burned like a great viking pyre- ship on the horizon. Arclights and flames burned the belly of the clouds crimson, but it wasn't the visible spectrum which the 'cam needed to fulfill its treacherous duty.





It spiraled up like a mote of ash, gaining height. As soon as it reached six hundred feet it began to broadcast its position - along with a complete audio record of the last three hours.





Jaq and Kaito were nailed down tight.





Down in the R.T, on the edge of the Celestial Kingdom's docks Aitken Straw smiled a lipless, toothy smile behind his plastic mask.





"Ruby, we've got 'em. Ten miles out, making for a rendezvous with that Pentecostal freak Deut' Jones."





Lady Alvarez rattled off a string of orders in Cantonese to the C-K longshoremen who clustered around her, then peeled off a fat wad of Slades for their leader - a tall, thin man wearing the archaic costume of a Mandarin scholar. Rather than silk and cotton, this man's outfit was sewn from charcoal riotmesh.





He was one of the last Celestial shipmasters still tied to the pier - almost everything else which could float was already headed for the mainland. He'd held out for refugees with better currency, and the Gang were pleased to oblige.





"Leon, Tin Man, get on board. Captain Jiang here is gonna come hunting with us - I guess life as a pirate is just too damn boring for him. And I'm sure that a certain general military draft for all Celestial citizens has nothing at all to do with it."





The captain bowed, gap-toothed and smirking as he folded his hands into his voluminous sleeves.





"Lady Alvarez, I am simply honored to assist an outlaw of your stature." He purred that last word with a lascivious leer, his eyes all over her body. "As to my allegiance to the Son of Heaven - I'm sure that the Divine One has many other warriors more worthy than an honest fisherman to protect him."





Ruby smiled.





"Honest fisherman, huh? I like that. Honest fishermen don't try and jump their passengers three miles out, and end up as bait."





She cocked an eyebrow at him, resting her hand on the butt of her railpistol as she cast a critical gaze over the captain's modified sampan. "Shantung Ryu? I just hope she's fast, Jiang. I have to get back here to conclude some other business tonight."





The Scarecrow packed up his laptop and tugged his greatcoat tight around his shoulders, following at his mistress' heels as she prowled down the gangplank.





"Believe me, buddy." he whispered to the captain as he slunk past. "That little toy blaster you've got up your sleeve won't even slow her down. Just concentrate on not sinking, alright? I hate the sea."





The mesh-armored mandarin slid his needle-pistol back into its concealed holster with a jagged grin, showing a clean pair of palms to the crazy gwailo with the plastic





face.





Sometimes it was better to just play it safe and leave the piracy to professionals.











Down in the crushing darkness, in a little pocket of air beneath a mountain of rubble, Abdulafia 330 dreamed. He wasn't sure if his eyes were open or closed - it was just as dark either way. Maybe they'd been cored out of his skull by the black fire of the Worm. Maybe his power had failed already, and he was drifting in limbo, dead....





It didn't matter. The images kept coming, sleeting through his mind in a mad rush. Even when he tried to focus and meditate, centre his power as the Illuminatus had taught him it made no difference.





He watched Jhenna fall away from him in slow motion, her eyes wet with tears, her hair streaming out as she dropped through the jagged hole in the floor. Down below her he could see people fighting and dying, explosions like tiny fireworks flickering around the edges of her silhouette. A laminated slab of dead flesh and plastic tubing coiled tight around her waist - the arm of a Cyben, taking her down to hell with it, a ticking bomb fused to its neck. Any second now its timer would run out, and both of them would be reduced to windblown ashes.





This was the nightmare which clawed and scrabbled at the inside of 'Afia's skull in the darkness of the Pit every night. The one he screwed down tight with drugs and meditation.





But this time there was a twist. This time the wide-eyed, horrified face falling away from him was different.





It was CeeAn 187, and the battlefield below wasn't the muddy razorwire scrawl of Reclamation Day. It was a plain of black ice, oily and jagged, from which a billion rotting hands reached out, welcoming...





He didn't need the services of a psychoanalyst to know what it meant. He'd as good as delivered her into the jaws of the Worm, where the vilest of atrocities were mundane. Compared to that, Jhenna's death was quick and clean. Compared to the weight of that guilt, the tons of burnt plasticrete and steel above him were feather-light...


Just the thought of it made the rubble heave and shift, powder trickling down into his mouth as he gasped for breath. It took all of his power to keep this little space open, a coffin under a mountain of shattered masonry. Self-loathing could wait, but gravity couldn't. The slab of plasticrete which hung above him was almost touching his chest now. The slightest tremor could crush him flat.





One more slip and he'd be fleshless, reduced to an electronic trace inside his black crescent. And if that were to fail, its batteries bled dry deep under all that rubble - well, then he'd be gone for good.





The urge to let it happen was almost overwhelming - wasn't it what he deserved anyway, for being such a fool? If self-sacrifice could bring CeeAn back, he'd have let the vise-jaws snap shut on him in an instant. But what Jaq Hassan had told him was true, much as he hated to admit it.





They needed him. He was a weapon of war, the sword of the Illuminatus, and tonight of all nights the Ashishim had to know he was on their side.





Turn that hollow, burning feeling into anger! Distill it into cold fury and throw it back against the poor bastards who'd try to stand against him. Against the Worm, as he ripped it bloody with his bare hands!





That was what he lived for now.





That was why he had to focus, and keep the slippery mess of steel and 'crete around him stable. Kaito had promised that help was coming soon....





Then he heard it - the sound of howling saws cutting stone. It was right above him, and getting closer with every second.





"Kayzi - is that you?" he whispered, his voice crackling across the R.T. band. No answer....





But who else knew where he was? And who else would want to save him? He tried to call up the Vision, to reach out beyond his tomb and see what was





coming for him. But all it revealed was a scrawl of black static, the psionic trace of the





Worm.





The terrible answer sprung to mind as he felt the rubble shift again, the great block of plasticrete above him pulling up and away. The enemy knew where he was - and as he'd so painfully experienced it knew how to subvert Kronos' machines just as well as the Ashishim. Hadn't it promised to make him one of its Exalted? Abdulafia wasn't sure he could survive another fit of mind-rape from that black disease. He'd rather join his fallen comrades in death.





The sound was on top of him now, blurring the darkness in front of his eyes...





The tips of five saw-toothed fingers stabbed through the shuddering slab of 'crete, claws designed to squeeze armored vehicles down to scrap. That thing had to be a full-sized warmekan, a Terminus Separatist tank-hunter! Those beasts hadn't been seen since Reclamation Day, and even then they were a rarity. Either Kronos was fighting back, or it was already utterly sequestrated...





Afia was taking no chances. It was foolish trust that had put him in this living grave - he couldn't just assume that the machine digging him out was sent by Kaito Kayzi.





More than that - he felt the need to kill. It cut to the very core of his being, a blood-drunk sensation he'd never felt so keenly.





The tankhunter hoisted its burden up on the end of its rusted claws, a chunk of masonry trailing scorched wires and shattered pipes. Without Kaito inside its head the brute machine could only follow his last orders - proceed to this exact spot amid the rubble and dig straight down. It had been at work for fifteen minutes, shifting tons of debris with its pair of saw-toothed battle fists. Already the pit it stood in was twenty feet deep, and each fresh piece of spoil it wrenched free had to be cast up and over the lip, slithering away down the slope and into the oily waters of the Atlantic.





Its optics glitched as the plasticrete chunk came loose - something all dirt and blood and seething power flickered across its vision in a blur. Strange wavelengths of energy tore through its electronic brain, forcing its overtaxed servos to grind to a halt.





The tankhunter's combat systems were locked down - a precaution the Kayzi had thrown in to make sure it didn't just blast the remains of the Valley View into a smoking crater. So the ancient machine could hardly defend itself when Abdulafia attacked, his fists slamming into its steel carapace hard enough to leave knuckle-printed dents.





No matter that this thing had saved him. No questions, just the kill.





The Ashishim struck once, twice, hammer-blows which rocked the tankhunter back on its heels - then he spun in the air, kicking off its chest and away up the side of the pit. For a second he was sprinting horizontally on the wall of rubble, blindsiding the machine with speed. Then he launched himself back in, his palms splayed open around a coruscation of energy.





Time slowed to a crawl as he came down on the warmekan from above, bringing his fingers together, focusing that tight blaze of power into a blade...





It sliced into the machine's neck three feet in front of him, so that when his fists clenched together and struck they knocked its head from its shoulders. Severed cables spat sparks as the great machine collapsed to its knees, a battered chunk of plasticrete still fused to its claw. Abdulafia landed behind it in a crouch, his dreadlocks swinging wild. The smoking casque of the mekan rolled to a stop between his hands in a puddle of coolant, its camera eyes glassy and dead.





Oh, he was glad to be fighting again! Down in the dark he'd been prey to emotions, the most dire enemy the Sword of the Illuminatus could ever face. He'd been born in a crucible of slaughter, shaped by sacrifice, and everyone who came close to him was fated to die. What had Jhenna meant to him? What had any of the dead meant - Dante, Siro, Matthias, Jorge...even CeeAn?


It was his job to witness their deaths. It was his job to turn the messy slew of emotions which churned in his head into pure, cleansing rage. If he was cold to his fellow operatives, if he was distant and inhuman and mechanical, it was for that reason alone. Battle erased their accusing faces, drowned the memory of them under the burning intensity of the now.





'Afia gritted his teeth and brought his fist down on the impassive face of the tankhunter, stoving in its metal head with one blow. Where were the rest of them? Where were the armies he felt that he could pull apart with his bare hands?





That's just what it will take to forget her, whispered a traitorous voice in his head.





All that death and more, a graveyard full of corpses...





He needed something to turn his rage on, before it burned him down to ashes. Behind him he heard the sound of applause.





The battle-clone turned his head slowly, his eyes narrowed down to razor slits. His face was blackened with soot and crusted with dried blood, while his mane of plug-tipped dreadlocks hung in an an oily tangle. His mouth was locked in a feral snarl as he turned to face his one-man audience, a black silhouette perched on the rim of the crater.





"Excellent work! What a show! I'm sure I've never seen the likes of it before." called the shadow. "I gotta admit, that's one hell of a way to show your gratitude! And the way you took its head off! Genius!"


"Friend, you've picked the wrong time." grated Abdulafia, rising to his feet with his fists balled at his sides. "I've got work to do tonight, and you really don't want to be part of it."





For a sliver of a second the man's smile showed up against the gloom - a white slash across his shadowed face. 'Afia couldn't see him clearly at all - even his outline seemed blurry, hazed around the edges.





"Nonsense! I think you'll have plenty of time for me and mine, Mister 330. In fact, I've been waiting for you to pop up for quite a while now. You can call me Reine. Exalted Reine."





There - the noise of debris clattering and rolling down the slope behind him. Abdulafia spun on his heel, scanning the shrunken horizon of the crater's edge. There were figures moving there, misshapen things with mantis arms and bulbous heads, a puppet-show grotesquerie against the lights of the burning city.





Who else knew his location? Why, these things, of course. And he'd gone and ripped the head off of Kaito Kayzi's warmekan for them...





"I hope you brought enough of those things to stop me, demon." growled the Ashishi. "Because if I get through them to you, I'm gonna teach your master a whole new lexicon of pain."





He could see the Exalted One more clearly now - it was faceless except for its unnaturally wide grin, a man-sized hole in the world suffused with inky shadows. On its bullet head it wore a perfectly normal grey panama hat, and in its dripping hands it carried a pair of damascened machine-pistols.





It giggled madly, like a drug-twisted child.





"Oh, He'd love that, Ashishi. He knows that you're almost one of us already - can't you feel it? You really do have an affinity for pain. I can see it in your mind.... You'll break, just like the others." For a second the eyeless homunculus cocked its head to one side, as if listening to an invisible whisperer. "Just like your old friend Edward Tsien, in fact! I hear he's just switched sides, Abdulafia. Why not do the same? It would be a crying shame to lose you as well as pretty little miss CeeAn...”





Lose her? Did that mean she was dead, or that she still resisted the Saprophytes? Just the sound of her name on those rubbery black lips made 'Afia twitch with the urge to slaughter...





"Oh yes, petal. We know your mind, my Lord and I. Such a complicated little machine you are..."





He could feel a sliver of the Worm in his brain, pulsing with his heartbeat. He knew that the Exalted could feel it too.





"You were born for this, you sick piece of meat. We know all your tricks, because deep down you're already ours!"





As if to punctuate its point Reine fired off a burst of bullets from its left-hand pistol, the muzzle-flare reflecting from the oily surface of its skin. Abdulafia bent them aside with a gesture, scattering a handful of hot lead across the crater wall behind him.





"See? So predictable! Just join us, and all this can be ove	"





The slug hit Exalted Reine right between its non-existent eyes, a tiny entry wound which trickled yellow pus for a second before it puckered closed. The saprophytic creature shook its head like a dazed fighting dog, its pointed teeth grinding. Then it unrolled its tongue, the bullet balanced on its glistening tip.





"Didn't quite see that one coming, did you?" asked the Ashishi, dropping his hand back down to his side. He'd held the slug cupped in his palm for a second, spinning slow and hot in a ball of temporal stasis. That should have been impossible without the most potent 'chrome, but it had seemed so utterly effortless...


Something had changed within him. Some tiny, critical part had snapped, and now his anger fed on itself, an orouboros serpent spinning like a turbine in his brain.





In the instant when the bullet struck, his skin had prickled with the caress of power...





"Very nice, clone-meat!" spat the Exalted, plucking the deformed lump of lead from the fork of its tongue. "But playtime is definitely over. Now we test the limits of your pain. Now we find the breaking point of your flesh..."





A grin tore open his face, a jagged white gash against the black.





See it from above. A lonely little figure at the bottom of a twenty-foot pit, walled in by rubble. And surrounding that smoldering crater: a sea of the living dead, a heaving black morass of them.





Their leader points both of his ornate machine-pistols down at his prey and grips the triggers, unleashing the horde amid a spray of bullets...





Zoom tight on that doomed little stick-man in his ragged greatcoat and dreadlocks. He's smiling.





The Saprophytes came down on him in a wave, chittering and howling and hissing, down into the crater in a reeking flood.





It was time to see what his newfound rage could do. Time to slip into the never- ending now, and forget the bloody price of it...





He crossed his arms, fists clenched as the first rank of foes charged in at him, a glistening wall of pincers and claws and lashing tentacular whips. Dust began to rise around him in a spiral, lifted in a shimmering shroud of energy which cocooned his body. This was the death-meditation of the Dervashi, the Rune of the Invisible, and with his newfound power behind it...





Reine's bullets hissed and melted.





Those first eager Saprophytes hit the barrier screaming, and combusted as they touched it. Power flared and raved, tiny stones whirling up around Abdulafia's body, then twists of wire, chunks of burnt plasticrete.





Burning gobbets of Worm-flesh flew wide, a noisome rain.





And Abdulafia fed on their pain, completing the circuit, using the sliver of black despite the Worm had left in his head to kill its children. His hands flew out as if he were breaking free of manacle chains, and the gyre of dust and debris around him blew apart. It was as if he stood at the heart of a mortar explosion, untouched, while the Saprophytes were flayed to ribbons by unseen shrapnel.





How their suffering suffused him! Sweet agony pulsed in his veins, potent as the purest adrenochrome!





And then the killing began in earnest.





He pushed the field out from his body, using it as armor and weapon at once, a flickering aura of force sizzling in the air inches from his skin. When he drove his fist into the face of a slavering Saprophyte it caved in around that energistic shell, blasting the thing's head to ribbons. When he angled his hand into a chopping blade the field narrowed down, razor-sharp, splitting another foe like rotten wood... Wherever he touched them they began to smolder and smoke and burn, keening in agony even as the will of their master pushed them forward.


The black sliver of the Worm deep in 'Afia's skull seemed to throb and swell as he fed on the pain of his enemies, drowning out reason, narrowing his vision down to a seething tunnel of red. Anything which stood before him died, battered and sliced and butchered and burnt by the incandescent blaze surrounding him. He dropped into the stance of the snake, and his roundhouse kick burst a Saprophyte's chest wide open, ribs cracking like glass. Combat forms he'd been patterned with since childhood flowed through him, breaking necks and shattering skulls...





The power was almost too much - techniques which had racked him with pain now snapped off tight and neat, time bending around him as if he were a monolith in the temporal stream. Twenty Saprophytes had burned and died before Reine pulled the triggers of his machineguns again, his eyeless face snarling in slow-motion behind the muzzle flash. Tongues of fire strobed as the bullets flew, glacial, hanging in the air like jewels.





From his quiet place at the heart of the slaughter Abdulafia pointed one finger at a single slug, leaning back as a Saprophyte's blade of bone stabbed past his shoulder. His other hand ripped through its spine, cutting it in half. The crawling bullet followed his fingertip as he straightened up again, turning, bending its path through the air. Now the next one, and the next - all of them plucked from their trajectories and re-assigned in a single heartbeat. He unclenched his mind for a second, allowing the bullets to fly, spiraling wide to shatter the skulls of ten more Saprophytes.





Abdulafia heard Reine scream, a high-pitched screech of rage. The Exalted jammed its ornate silver guns into the bubbling black flesh of his chest and threw back its head, loops of acidic drool whipping out from the corners of its mouth. Even in slow-motion the change came down terrifyingly fast, threshing worms of shadow bursting from every inch of Reine's skin, weaving themselves together into knotted muscles and wicked spikes.





Transformed, the Ashishim's sorcery had no effect on the Exalted at all - it leaped from the top of the crater even as it shifted, as swift and deadly as 'Afia himself. All around it Saprophytes fought and died, moving like jerky stroboscopic images, and the Exalted tossed them aside, hooking them with its claws, throwing oily black bodies left and right as it landed. Its eyeless face was drawn out into a bullet-shaped snout, rows of glistening teeth hinged open beneath. There was nothing left of the man named Reine who had welcomed the embrace of the Worm - this was an engine of war, scattering lesser abominations before it as it charged at its prey.





Abdulafia had barely enough time to brace himself before the Exalted hammered into him, forcing itself through his energy field in a cloud of vile black smoke. One of Reine's immense hands clamped around his shoulder, hissing with the touch of acid, plucking him up into the air like a rag doll.





If those slavering jaws had bitten down across his body then it would have been the end. But rage gripped the Exalted One, and it threw its struggling prey overhand, playing with the Ashishim like a cat with a mouse. The Saprophytes parted as 'Afia was hurled into their ranks, shrinking back like insects from a flame. He fetched up against the wall of rubble with a bone-jarring impact, knocking the breath from his lungs and the flickering aura from around his body. Time squeezed back into focus.





Abdulafia's vision doubled, swimming with light and shadow as he looked down at his hands, those terrible weapons which had torn apart a hundred Saprophytes in as many seconds.





They were webbed and crusted with dripping black oil up the wrists, but it didn't burn him.





That was when the red maelstrom blew away, and he heard the sound of demonic laughter echoing inside him, bubbling up from the sliver of darkness in his brain. "Do you like the power, clone-meat?" asked the Worm. "Does it make you forget your failure?"





Time slowed down again, but not at his bidding. A terrible pressure throbbed inside Abdulafia's skull, threatening to burst his eyes from their sockets, and through a haze of tears he could see the Exalted coming for him, tearing through its own soldiers in its bloodthirsty haste.





"Now you see what you can do if you just give in, Ashishi. After all, aren't all the ones you cared about dead? Don't they deserve a pyre the size of a whole world to burn on?"





The slick intimacy of it made him choke, but nothing could stop the voice from whispering its blasphemies.





"The Illuminatus has betrayed you, Abdulafia 330. How do you think I took Magus Verlaine? Do you think he wouldn't offer you up as a living sacrifice if he could buy himself more power? You, and CeeAn 187 as well..."





Doubt and fear spiked through him then, as he watched Reine's wicked jaws creak open, slick ropes of saliva pulled tight between its rows of teeth. Was that all he was to his Illuminatus, the allfather of the Ashishim? A killing machine to be tactically sacrificed when it became obsolete?





"Join us or fight us, clone. Either way, I own you. If it's any consolation, your precious Illuminatus will suffer for his betrayal..."





The black filth of the Saprophytes was on his hands like blood, but it hadn't come from the pitiful things he'd destroyed. It was part of him now, the price of his newfound strength. It bled out of his pores from that core of anger throbbing in his head.





Exalted Reine was reaching out for him, its claws crooked to smash him bloody against the jagged wall of the pit. But if he fought back, then the creeping infection would only spread faster...





"Make your choice, Abdulafia. The more you agonize, the sweeter you'll taste..." Time dropped in again, and the Exalted leaped at him in a blur.





Decades of training wouldn't let him die - he ducked under its blow, coming up hard, driving a savage uppercut right into the pulpy black ooze of its chest. If the infection hadn't already taken his hands they would have surely been burned down to the bone by that corrosive muck. Reine's charnel breath was almost suffocating, and Abdulafia gagged as he groped under the beast's skin for.... there! The slippery handle of a machine pistol, drowned in saprophytic slime.


If the Exalted hadn't struck so hard and fast it might have had time to react, but the creature's serrated claws were stuck fast in the mess of plasticrete and steel behind Abdulafia. In the second it took to pull itself loose 'Afia ripped the pistol out from its ribcage and jammed the muzzle up under its grossly distended jaw.





The lesser Saprophytes flinched back as muzzle-flash burst from Reine's forehead, the Exalted One's whole skull blasted to dripping chunks by a storm of lead. Delicious pain flared from the craterous exit wound, and 'Afia ached with hunger for it. Denying that black thirst was the hardest thing the Ashishi had ever done, more agonizing than the pain of Reclamation Day - worse than the brutal comedown sickness of the 'chrome.





But his eyes were on the vile infection in his hands, the darkness ramifying through his veins. Surrender or fight, the Worm would own him. His Illuminatus had betrayed him. And CeeAn would still be gone.





Reine's body slumped to the ground, malformed and ruined, its hideous wounds already beginning to stitch themselves back together. All around the Saprophytes cowered back, hissing, a circle of them waiting for Abdulafia's choice. He was their brother, wasn't he? A machine built for death, with all the humanity of a bullet or a bomb...





There was another way, though.





Abdulafia stepped over the twitching body of the Exalted, out into the middle of the crater where every one of the Saprophytes could see him. He didn't want their master to miss this - his final act of defiance.





The Worm caught his intention just a second too late, and its seductive whisper racked up to a scream inside his head.





Then Abdulafia brought Reine's damascened automatic up to his temple, and pulled the trigger.





Nothing.





The gun clicked, empty.


Again, his eyes screwed shut, his teeth gritted...


Click. Nothing.





Abdulafia heard an obscene sucking, gurgling sound over the manic laughter in his head.





He turned, the pistol still pressed to his skull, and found Reine stuffed back into his semblance of human form, a mad grin painted across his eyeless face. That battered grey panama hat was perched back atop his head, and his other pistol was in his hand.





"Bravo, 330! What an exit that would have been! But it's not your day for dramatic gestures, clone. You don't get to take the easy way out." The ring of Saprophytes closed in as their lord stalked forward, keeping his gun trained on Abdulafia's head. "I'll be more than happy to provide you with a bullet, of course. But only when you beg me to end your suffering..."





The Ashishi let his gun fall away as he bowed his head, all hope lost. He wouldn't fight them. He wouldn't die as the mindless killer he had always feared becoming.





It hit the ground with the tiny sound of metal on metal.





'Afia opened his eyes, staring down at a burnt ruin of rubble and glass and steel. He felt Reine's pistol barrel grinding into his skin, oily and cold. And he picked out words stamped into an exposed bulge of stainless steel, right at his feet.





Eversio Mark-One Nanomechanical Scourge Weapon.





Providence.





It was nothing less than a miracle, a sign that he was still needed alive in this twisted world. Behind his curtain of bloodied dreadlocks, Abdulafia's face split in a grin to rival that of his Exalted foe. He'd only become one of them if he used their power to kill. But the Eversio was just a tool, wasn't it?





The Ashishi hooked the toe of his boot under the barrel of the gun as Reine's claw tightened around the dome of his skull, its razor tips pricking blood from his scalp. Just one little distraction, and then...


He groaned as if in pain, staggering back from his tormentor as he scrabbled at that implacable claw.





"Oh, not so brave now, hmm?" gloated the Exalted, tightening its grip for a second and then letting go. Abdulafia stumbled, almost falling, peering out from between his swinging dreadlocks at the eyeless mask of his foe. A bare quarter of a second would do it....


"What should we do with him first, my pets? The flaying? The scarring? Perhaps the branding, or the harvesting of the eyes...." Reine turned to his captive audience of Saprophytes, his arms spread wide, welcoming their sniveling adulation.





And 'Afia brought his foot up from the rubble and dust, breaking the silver bulk of the Eversio loose in a spray of chipped plasticrete. It spun in midair along its axis, reflected fire shimmering across its stainless-steel skin. The Ashishi warrior reached out and grabbed it, tucking the stock up to his shoulder, the grips tight in his hands. One of his plug-tipped dreads snaked into the interface port atop the cannon, sending a shatterburst of schematics whirling through his mind.





Without the fission micropile Tsien had carried on his back the thing could only be used six more times. A microsecond's scan of the weapon's schematics revealed that this would be more than enough.





Exalted Reine spun around as he heard the click and whirr of the Eversio powering up, twining polyps of darkness already bursting from his face and shoulders. But he was far too late. Even as he shifted, his monstrous jaws stretching and drooling, he was already dead.





"No! This can't be! You were supposed to be miiiiiiiine!"





'Afia flicked his grimy 'locks out of his eyes, squinting down the barrel of the cannon. Deep in the seething heart of the Eversio thousands of tentacles twined, each one only a molecule thick, each one under the direct control of the Ashishi's mind. Oh, he'd never be as elegant and brutal with it as Tsien had been. But there were forty Saprophytes and one smug little Exalted shit in his killing field, and he was going to enjoy what happened next immensely.





He pulled the trigger, feeling the hum and crackle as that deadly silver cloud condensed, watching it slither across the smoky air in slow motion. The tip of each strand was an eye, unfurling a serpent of wire behind it. They ran down their prey, relentless, mummifying each slick black body in steel cotton-candy, twitching against their bubbling skin. The final thread plunged down between Reine's nightmare jaws, ramifying through its organs, wrapping tight around its bones. Forty Saprophytes in a single chilling silver breath, all of them hopelessly doomed.





Then the second trigger locked down, and every one of those filaments pulled tight at once. Well - all but one.





The lesser slaves of the Worm screamed as they were dissected, their surface tension breaking as the damned inside them spilled out. Human bones burned clean of flesh clattered and rolled amid a deluge of acidic filth, staining the rubble black.





Those which had avoided the Eversio's kiss cowered cravenly, melting back up the crater walls.





'Afia was alone with his prey.





The final thread was the one which bound up Exalted Reine, and as it quivered in the air like a harpstring Abdulafia could finally see a little of the creature's humanity. It was afraid to die.





"You worthless bastards!" it hissed, cursing its cowardly slaves. "Take him! Take him NOW!"





But not one of them would dare its alien flesh against the Eversio. They could see that their leader was doomed, and there was safer prey to be had out amid the ruins...





"Listen good, Exalted." said Abdulafia, coiling the wire tight as he pulled the twitching creature close. "I want your master to hear me loud and clear. I want all of you to know what's coming."





Now he knew what it felt like to be Edward Tsien - his humanity bleeding away, his only possible joy a hideous revenge. And like the Super-Cyben, all he wanted to do was go home.





"I have a piece of you inside my head, but I'm not going to use it. I'm going to take it down to the R.T. with me, to the 'techs and Magi of my people. I'll gladly go under the knife if that's what it takes to kill you, Worm. They can cut you from my living brain unanesthetized, I don't care. Hells - you made me stop caring. And if the Illuminatus is on your side, I'll deal with him myself. You've just seen how."





"P-please!" bubbled Reine, wringing its claws in supplication. "It's eating me alive, Ashishi! My Lord - my Lord has forsaken me!"





There was no remorse in Abdulafia's eyes as he jammed the trigger down, pulling the last filament fatally tight. He watched with clinical detachment as the Exalted's face became a gridwork of seeping lines, as its whole body began to leak putrid yellow fluid from ten thousand razor cuts. Inside its skin the wire sliced through organs and bones, reducing its innards to shuddering jelly. And Reine was right - the blessing of the Worm had left him, allowing the acidic slime of the Saprophytes to eat away at his transformed flesh. For a second his human face melted out of the oily blackness, a man with blind and milky eyes...





"Mine too, Reine." whispered the Ashishi as the Exalted fell to its knees. "We're two of kind, you and I. But my Lord - he's going to have to answer to me."





'Afia jerked the Eversio up and away with a final tearing sound, and the poor doomed thing slithered into pieces, a sad little pile of steaming chunks.





It was done.





At the bottom of a crater of smoking rubble a dirty little stick-man stands, the barrel of a huge silver cannon leaned across his shoulder. Around him the plasticrete and steel run black with blood, dripping with saprophytic gore. From above he's nothing, just another insect crawling over the broken remains of its hive.





Zoom out.





For a mile on every side the ruins sprawl, and other tiny figures pick through the wreckage, scrabbling and crying and looting. The habs and 'facs which loom on every side are locked down, barricaded up tight while ancient war-machines and crawling horrors stalk the streets.





There's no Vision to guide him home, nothing but screams and static on the R.T. radio band. Not even Kaito and Hassan, or Deut' Jones and his so-called Heretics.





Abdulafia checks his load - five more shots. He scrambles up the crater wall and looks out over a battlefield.





It's going to be a very long walk.











Jaq Hassan stared with undisclosed hostility at the plate in front of him. Right in the middle of that brightly-colored disc of plastic squatted the ripest, reddest tomato he'd ever seen. It was clearly unnatural.





Next to him Kaito prodded a cob of steaming corn tentatively with his fork, as if expecting it to explode on contact. The other Pentecostal sailors were tearing into their meal with gleeful abandon, while at the head of the table Deuteronomy Jones perched like an avuncular buzzard, watching the two Elysians squirm.





"What's the matter, boys? Lost your appetite? I hear those old MRE rations can do that to a body..."





Jaq, at least, had seen pictures of things like this. Vegetables, they were called. Not like the balls and tubes of colored synthesoy which passed for food in the Subcity. He'd been raised on tales of what the Hand of Fatima's hydroponic gardens had once grown, back in the old country. Some of the old folks even had photographs.





"Mister Jones - I mean, it's just... where did you get this stuff, anyway?”





The old preacher smiled, revealing a mouthful of ivory pegs interlaced with gold fillings.





"The Amish. We've got a whole community of those Mennonite boys down on the abyssal plain, domed up under a couple miles o' water. Grow the best damn crops I've ever tasted."





"Amish?" asked the Kayzi, dropping his fork "Aren't they an anti-tech cult? That's what we used to call anyone in my hab who wasn't headwired."





Jaq took a bite out of his tomato, and a look of transcendent bliss spread across his face.





"Mhhy hvvh t' hhhry thsss! Sss fuh'nn essskwsnst!" Runnels of juice ran down his chops, dripping onto the checkered tablecloth.





"Yeah, that's them." said 'Deut, stooping to carve a slice of pumpkin with his own bone-handled cutlery. "They don't want to touch the air-scrubbers and valency generators that keep 'em alive, so my kids do it for 'em. See, it wasn't only the Church of the Pentecost what got wiped out in the Vatican Purge. There's Baptists, Bahai, Mormons, heck, even Unitarians still out there in the rad-lands. They never got all of us, even when Pope Innocent the Destroyer was in charge."





Kaito finally trusted his meal enough to pop a forkful of kernels into his mouth, and soon his idiot grin was as wide as Hassan's.





"Man, you had us worried for a second!" sighed Jaq, wiping the pips out of his beard with one immense hand. "Your boat's not the most subtle thing in water, you know that?"





Deuteronomy laughed as he tipped his chair back, his hands behind his head.





"Well, we've got quite a crew on board. Three hundred of us, last count, plus the pickups, the stowaways and the kids. Why you think we needed the pile out of that machine of yours?"





Kaito remembered the huge pincer-claws of the Archangel coming down on them, part of a floating dry-dock apparatus remade as a ship-catcher. It wasn't as if they had any choice. Not for the first time the Kayzi wondered what Abdulafia had gotten them into.





"Rig like that can keep us fueled for another century, boys. But if what you tellin' me is true, the judgment of the Vatican might just be at hand tonight."





Jones unfolded himself from his chair, stretching out to his full height with a click and pop of ancient joints. In his prime the man must have been huge - big enough to challenge Hassan himself in sheer bulk. But years of living in a submarine had stooped him over, while sheer old age had whittled him away to a sinewy shadow of his former self. He wore an old-fashioned preacher's outfit - stovepipe trousers, black shirt and white starched collar, and a pair of worn-down alligator boots with silver tips. His face was as creased and wrinkled as that scaly old leather, a rich mahogany hue which shone blue-black under the fluorescent lights.





"The question is, am I gonna help Mister Three-Thirty and his friends? Or am I just gonna sit here and laugh while the Holy See gets burned down to dust...."





Kaito fixed him with a shrewd stare as Jones stalked down the table toward him, his boots clicking against the metal floor. The Kayzi gestured around him with a forkful of corn, unflinching as the Pentecostal preacher leaned down over him.





"The way I see it, captain, this all looks like it uses a lot of power. I'd say it's a fair trade - our micropile for the lives of as many Ashishim can fit inside this tub."





Jaq made to stand up as Deut' eyeballed Kaito from an inch away, his face grim. But the Electromagus held him back with one hand, taking a juicy bite out of his cob. Butter dripped as he grinned and swallowed.





"You think this is some kind of deal, Elysian? I got your little toy wrapped up tight, and you're sittin' at my table with a hundred Pent' sailors at either side. What's my incentive?"





Kaito dabbed his lip with a cotton napkin and met Deuteronomy's gaze, unblinking. "Your incentive is, you're only playing at being crazy. And if you touch that thing without the codes in my head, we're all going for one last swim."





His fingers mimed a little explosion in the air.





There was a second's silence as cold as the water slipping past the Uriel's hull. Jaq was horribly aware of the hard-faced Pentecostal mariners all around them, waiting for their captain's order.





Then the preacher began to laugh, a deep belly rumble which shook his entire lanky frame.





"Oh yeah, you is 'Afia's boys allright. That's just what he'd have said, right there!" Deut' sat himself down on the edge of the table, wiping away a tear from his eye. "Can't be too careful, even tonight. See, the truth is... well, I don't suppose words'll do it justice. What say we go for a walk together?"





He didn't wait for an answer - just turned away with his hands clasped behind his back, moving with a long, hunched-over stride which was all the low ceiling allowed.





Kaito tipped his chair back and followed, grinning at the crew of sailors who'd never before seen their captain outstared. Jaq was after him in another second, stuffing his pockets with Amish-grown salad greens.





The Archangel Uriel was huge.





That much had been apparent when the hulking great vessel had blotted out the light above the fleeing Kraken, drawing them into its craw with giant hydraulic pincers. With their claw-tipped tentacles severed all they could do was sit tight until the Pent' marines cracked the hatch, leading them out at gunpoint. The trip up to the mess hall had been a dizzying maze of mesh tunnels, catwalks over thumping engines, galleries of





oxygenating 'ponics and worn-down ladders.





It turned out to be only the tip of one mother of a pressurized steel iceberg.





The Archangel had been constructed during the Christian Internecium, a last escape for the doomed 'Heretics' who defied the reunification of the church. Orthodox monks out of Kamchakta had commandeered one of the vessel's hulls, an ex-Russian missile sub. The other was jacked out of Alaska by Baptists, and when the two factions met among the Aleutians to take stock of their situation the plan had come together...





Centuries later their work was still in progress. The Uriel was essentially a twin-hulled submarine, but it would be far more accurate to call it a mobile undersea town. Modules were welded and bolted on seemingly at random - everything from ancient rocket boosters to great spherical fuel tanks. This mess of watertight steel filled in the space between the two ancient nuke boats, a dewy warren packed with life.





Literally hundreds of Pentecostal sailors popped hatches and swung down from hammocks to goggle at their alien guests - the only people on board not dressed in immaculately starched whites.





"See, by the end of the Purge those Vatican boys thought they had us beat. Cast out of all the habitable zones in the rad-lands, literally pushed into the ocean. But there





were pockets here and there where us Heretics held on. The Archangel was what held us together - Heaven knows that our faith wasn't gonna do it alone."





Deut' stopped at the foot of yet another ladder and turned to smile ruefully at Kaito.





"Take my advice, son. Never join a revolution based on dissent. We wanted the right to argue with the Pope, and what we got was the right to argue among ourselves. For about two hundred years..."





This ladder led them to a dead end - but what a dead end it was.





This must have been the highest point of the whole great vessel's superstructure, a transparent plastic dome forty feet wide. An array of periscopes and screens depended from a set of coiled insectoid arms in the centre of the room, and dark water swirled by all around, the lights of the Uriel filtering up dimly from below.





Jones grabbed a swinging microphone and brought it up to his lips, muttering a few snatches of code into its rusted grille. At once the deck canted, and the two Elysians staggered, grabbing for the handrail which ran around the edge of the dome.





"Don't be alarmed, gentlemen." said the preacher, holding himself steady on the chrome shaft of the main 'scope. "We're coming to the surface so I can assess the tactical situation - as your Ashishi friend would put it."





The screens descended at the ends of a clutch of insect arms, screening hundreds of live feeds from all over the Uriel's hull. Both the Russian and American subs had been immense on their own, but with a small city piggybacking between them the ship was vast beyond imagining, a whole island of corroded steel and battleship-grey paint. Ornate crucifixes were etched and airbrushed onto every panel and tube, the blessings of generations of Pent' maintainence grunts. Even more of them were welded up out of scrap steel, salvaged from ruined churches and woven out of chrome wire. These broke the surface all around them as the Archangel breached, and for a second the black surface of the ocean looked like an ancient graveyard.





The crew of the sunken cathedral were nothing if not pragmatic, however - the next things to rise dripping from the swells were guns. Hundreds and hundreds of guns. More than a floating basilica, it seemed that the Uriel was a ziggurat of firepower, scavenged from the rusted hulks of the world's battleships. All of them were pointed at the horizon, toward the dirty orange glow of Elysium.





"It's burning. It's all burning..." Hassan's voice was barely a whisper as he watched the flames, hypnotized. Inside his head he was watching his old Hab-Block disintegrate, hearing the screams of his family behind the roar of the flames.





Kaito swallowed hard, his head spinning with similar visions. Up until now, he'd tried to forget the terrible things Abdulafia had revealed to them. The truth about Kronos and its harvest of souls. About something even worse which could rip open human minds and feed on their pain...





He prayed that the warmekan he'd sent had found the Ashishi warrior. He didn't want to think about a thing like him being turned, sequestrated like Magus Verlaine.





"Looks like they caught it bad, whatever it is." said Deuteronomy Jones, his face set in a grim scowl. "And if 'Afia wants his people saved, it's gonna be tough. Look..."





One of the screens zoomed, showing something hazy and indistinct bobbing on the black ocean. The lenses shifted, and suddenly it became clear. A whole armada of boats was heading out from the city under a pall of smoke, everything from inflatable dinghys to a Celestial fish-processing plant piggybacking on a mobile oil-rig. Some of the





desperate refugees were even clinging to makeshift rafts - oildrums and polystyrene chunks netted together, pallets and boards and household furniture. As they watched one of those topheavy little craft faltered and ripped in two, spilling its screaming cargo into the icy water.





"What - what the hells is that thing?" gasped Kaito, recoiling from another hanging screen. "There - zoom in on it! It's some kind of..."





But the Kayzi knew all too well what it was. He'd felt its touch before, if only for a second. The image split and doubled, spilling across the banks of monitors until it was the only one left. If this didn't convince Deuteronomy Jones that the situation was serious, then nothing would.





Once the ship had been a pleasure-cruiser, but now its white hull was streaked with rust and algal filth, its lines hacked and mangled by ten centuries of constant modification. The vivid red chop of the Celestial Kingdom was spraypainted across its bows to declare its allegiance, while a trio of makeshift machinegun turrets bulged from its superstructure. The crew had decided that they'd rather run than fight tonight, and many of them had decided to take their families with them. The camera eyes of the Uriel picked out the broken shapes of them scattered across the decks. Who could guess what kind of hell existed below?





"Sweet Lord... it's eating them alive!" breathed Jones, pressing one palm up against the screen as if he could reach out to those doomed souls. "Is - is this the thing that Abdulafia wants us to fight?"





It was no regular Saprophyte which had slipped aboard the Celestial gunboat. One of the refugees who'd paid his way down into its hold had welcomed the coming of the Worm. He'd carried the virus with him until they were too far from land to escape. And then...





The shuddering black mass of it hung over the transom of the gunboat, thick ropy tentacles churning the water to froth. As Kaito watched, horrified, a spiked tongue of gelid ooze slithered across the deck, snaring a body by the ankle. It was a young girl - perhaps the daughter of a crewman, perhaps even of the Exalted One itself... She kicked and twitched weakly as she was drawn in, mummified in coiling pseudopods, clawing trails across the bloody hardwood...





It was too much for Jaqub Hassan, and he turned on the captain, knotting his huge fists in the Pentecostal's shirt and lifting him from his feet.





"Dammit, are we just gonna sit here and watch! The Ashishi said the whole city's full of those things!"





He slammed Jones up against the curving wall, making the whole dome shudder. "And what if this is how it's meant to end, Jaq?" whispered the preacher. "Those are killer's hands, boy, so don't try to tell me you're innocent."





For a second Hassan clenched even tighter, his teeth clenched together in a grimace of fury. But then he sagged back, letting Deut' slide back down the wall until his silver-tipped boots touched the floor.





"I killed them clean, man. Only them that deserved it, one way or another. Neat and clean."


Kaito rushed forward, pulling his friend away before things could get any worse. There were hundreds of Pentecostals just a few floors below them, and they couldn't get out of here alone.





Ha! Get out of here to where, exactly?





"What did he do for you?" asked the Kayzi, holding Jaq at arm's length. "Abdulafia. He seemed pretty damned sure that you'd come when he called you."





Deuteronomy Jones smiled, smoothing down the black fabric of his preacher's costume.





"Code, son. Code. You should know that his people are the best, and we needed them for two reasons. First, so I could reach out to the faithful who still live in Elysium. So I could cut through the threedeeo networks' encryption." Now his eyes twinkled, and his mouth twisted into a sardonic half-smile.





"That, and some other codes too. These two boats here..." he gestured at the twin hulls of the Uriel, ploughing through the waves toward the burning city "They came complete with about six hundred megatons of nuclear weaponry. Not a piece of it was any use without those numbers - but once the Vatican knew we had 'em... well, they kind of gave up trying to finish the Internecium."





Kaito was shocked speechless. Like every child of Elysium he'd been weaned on stories about the bomb, about the horrors of the burned rad-lands. Of the unholy trinity of proscribed technologies which Kronos kept from its thralls nuclear weapons were the most reviled. And this so-called holy man, this preacher who appeared on screen every week lamenting the city's moral decay was packing a bigger nuclear arsenal than many of the nations of Old Earth.





Worse, the Electromagi had given him the launch codes. Kaito's adopted tribe were complicit.





"You were actually going to use them? After you've seen what it's like out in the dead zones?"





His voice cracked with horror, but Deut' just sighed.





"You don't know the history of it, Kayzi. The purges were terrible..." for a second his eyes grew dim, recalling atrocities. "We were allied to the Ashishim during that whole dark century, and in the end we planned the Reclamation together. My granddaddy met with the Illuminatus right here on board the Archangel to seal the deal. Pope Vespasian the Reclaimer never knew he was cannon fodder, or what would happen if the assault failed..."





Kaito knew all about the Seven Hours War, and now he imagined the armies of the Outlanders crashing up against the steel rock of Elysium, shattering, rolling back. He imagined the missiles falling like rain, bursting open to vaporize the Last City and every living thing within...





"I don't know to this day whether I'd have turned the key. Even if they were all destroyed, I don't know if I could have gone through with it. That doubt's the only thing that lets me know I'm not a monster."





Deuteronomy suddenly looked all of his hundred and ten years, worn down by a lifetime of running and hiding. He stared out through the scratched plexiglass dome at Elysium burning on the horizon, at the mad, desperate fleet of refugees swarming across the ocean toward them. And his eyes narrowed, his fists clenched at his sides.





"Are you a religious man, Kayzi? You, Jaqub Hassan?" That fervent look was in his eyes again, as though he was nothing but a living receiver for the will of his God.





"Why?" asked Kaito, still numbed by the image of nuclear fire "Is that a dealbreaker?"





Deuteronomy Jones strode over to the periscope and pulled it down on its oiled rails, squinting into its oculus for a second. He turned back over his shoulder to fix the young Magus with a look that could slice diamonds.





"Maybe not for you, son. But as for me...I'm a man of God. Some would say I'm nothing else. And sure as I don't think I could have turned the key back then I don't think I can stand idle now. He'd never forgive me."





The captain turned his eyes skyward for a second, then his hands were all over the control boards, plotting a course through the refugee fleet to the shores of Ashishim territory.





"I suggest you get down to the drydocks, boys. There's gonna be a need for extra hands to help the survivors aboard. I'll open a channel to the ship's datanet so Mister Kayzi can guide you."





Jaq felt the immense bulk of the Archangel Uriel shudder beneath him as he followed Kaito down the ladder, back into the echoing metal bowels of the great ship. The last thing he'd seen as he dogged the hatch shut was Deut' Jones standing tall at the periscope, a grim smile on his face.





"I still think he's completely insane." he said to Kaito as they climbed. "But at least the mad old bastard's on our side."





Kaito snorted in the red-lit gloom below him, trying to keep his feet on the slippery rungs.





"If he's insane, and we're following him, what does that make us?"





The Archangel Uriel steamed onward through the night, its batteries of guns creaking around to bear on the steel mountain of Elysium, its armories loaded with a cargo of fully operational nukes. If Deut' wouldn't let them loose, Kaito was sure that the enemy could. The thing in Verlaine's head had possessed all the morality of a starving shark.





He just hoped that Abdulafia had made it home in time...





DOCUMENT INSERT- MULTIPLICITY ARCHIVES DEPARTMENT





The Universal Substrate -





That underlying structure of the multiverse which lies beyond the waveform-collapse threshold, at a scale of 10 to the power of -33 centimeters.





This is the primary stuff of all creation, a sea of endless potentiality made up of (depending who you care to believe) strings, super-strings, wavicles, or trousers.





Immense potential and unfathomable energy is bound up in the substrate, but despite its sheer fundamental nature it can be affected by observation, and even by conscious thought.





It is worth noting that in some places the substrate is thinner than in others, and more susceptible to the thoughts and, indeed, the emotions of sentient beings. Thankfully, 99.9999 per cent of these 'fray zones' are situated well away from inhabited worlds. When operating on or near one of the remaining 0.00001 per cent, however, it its worth noting that you DON'T WANT TO FALL THROUGH.





Technic Academy Training Manual 0001/C/Alpha - 'The Bumper Fun Book of Quantum Anomalies'





The Shantung Ryu cut a swathe through the refugee fleet as it powered out toward the flycam's signal, overturning makeshift rafts in its wake and swamping the few unlucky vessels foolish enough to stray into its path. Captain Jiang might be a slippery pirate bastard, but he wasn't lying about his ship's turn of speed. Under the deck four ethanol-powered turbine engines hissed and roared, lashing the water to foam. A trio of Celestial techs hustled in the red-lit gloom, burning incense and chanting prayers in cantonese as they worked with wrenches and spanners and oil to wring even more power out of the ancient machines.





Much as she hated to admit it, Lady Alvarez could do nothing but wait. As an aristocratic scion of Elysium she'd had nothing to do with the ocean, and as the most telegenic outlaw in the Last City her only use for it was as a repository for dead bodies. Jiang, on the other hand, seemed right in his element, standing tall at the ship's wheel as salt spray lashed the screens in front of him. As soon as they'd cleared the docks the rest of his shady crew had rushed to their battle stations, bolting down heavy machineguns and undogging hatches from which cannon turrets sprouted. In the space of a minute or two the Shantung Ryu had been transformed from a derelict-looking fisherman into a fearsome corsair.





Not a second too soon, either - it seemed that the Celestial Emperor wasn't too pleased about the numbers of citizens his little empire was hemorrhaging into the ocean. Behind them the first salvo from the C.K guns had blown apart a junk full of refugees, scattering burning bodies and salvaged belongings across the waves in a grisly slick.





The roll and crackle of gunfire was almost constant behind them now, as the Son of Heaven's troops tried desperately to keep his people contained.





Shantung Ryu was simply too fast for them. As soon as Jiang saw those first muzzle flashes he jammed the throttles wide open and his ship leaped forward, bows in the air and screws blurring. Ruby and her boys had to hold on tight as he tacked hard, dodging a rain of explosive shells which shattered the smaller boats around them. Aitken Straw looked positively green behind his mask, and the Tin Man had clamped himself to the treadplate deck with magnetic grapples. But Jiang was smiling, spinning the wheel wild, using his long, lean gunboat like an oversized jet-ski. Pretty soon the shells were falling far behind the transom, and the Celestial gunners turned their attention to easier prey.





"I hope you city folks are all right back there!" hollered the captain, his mandarin hat rakishly askew on his head. Ruby saw the coiled dragon tattoos inked into his shaven scalp as he leaned out over the rail. "There's herbal tea in the galley - if you can walk that far!"





Big Leon growled, but it became a nauseous groan halfway through.





"Ooooohhhhh... This wet stuff is bad, yes, very bad. I want to go back now!”





Lady Alvarez herself couldn't have put it more succinctly.





The Scarecrow had managed to snap open his laptop, and now his eyes flickered across the screen, tracking their little insect guide.





"We're almost right on top of it now, Ruby. I'm calling it in."





Sure enough, the flycam found them easily. It spiraled down out of the night to land on the tip of Aitken's finger, preening its carbon-mesh wings with a pair of hair-thin silver legs.





"But if that thing's here, then where...."





Ruby didn't get a chance to finish her sentence.





"The sonar's gone crazy!" yelled one of the Celestial pirates, popping up from belowdecks with a screed of paper in his hand. "Captain, there's something big down there - right below us!"





Jiang grabbed the readout from his crewman and scanned it swiftly, his jaw dropping open with shock.





"Surely not! There's not a reef or seamount in this whole area that I don't know about! The machine must be faulty! I...."





Then something scraped down the Shantung Ryu's keel with a sound like rending claws. The ship heeled over, spilling cargo and crew and the Emerald City Gang up against the rail in a cursing, bleeding pile. All but the Tin Man, leaning hard into his magnetic clamps.





"All ahead full! Hard a'starboard!" roared Jiang in cantonese, struggling back to the wheel. Beneath the deck the engines whined and thumped, straining at their mountings. The pirate ship cut into the waves, coming about hard as something rose out of the water beside them...





It was a giant steel crucifix, erupting from the black Atlantic like a grave marker for the drowned.





"Another one off the bow!" shouted one of Jiang's gunners. "More to port!" yelled another.





And indeed, all around them the surface of the ocean was sprouting a forest of metal crosses, wire and chrome and rusted iron, some of them flashing with beacon lights, others reflecting the fires of far-off Elysium. The Shantung Ryu was trapped.





With a grinding, tearing sound the entire ship tipped forward in the water, and a screaming Celestial pinwheeled down the canted deck, his arms and legs snapping like brittle twigs as he caromed off the rails. Jiang was hanging onto the wheel like grim death, expecting the waves to come crashing in at any moment and drag his vessel to the bottom.





Instead they began to rise.





The Shantung Ryu had beached itself atop a giant three-barreled battleship gun, its keel wedged between two of those mighty cannons. As the Archangel Uriel broke the waves around them they were carried higher and higher aloft, rising up with the main battery of the Pentecostal behemoth until the thrashing screws of the pirate ship were suspended a hundred feet above the water.





They'd been at the very arrowhead of the refugee fleet, otherwise hundreds of other makeshift vessels would have been stranded high and dry with them. As it was the Shantung Ryu hardly stood out among the crenelations, turrets and bulbous domes of the Uriel, a limpet clinging atop a whale.





Ruby Alvarez was first to stir from the slop of bilgewater and blood in the stern of the Shantung, cursing a blue streak as she scrabbled for her lost railpistols. The Tin Man clumped stiffly across the deck to join her at the transom, contemplating their predicament with his usual stoic silence.


"That's some great sailing, Jiang!" growled Ruby, looking down at tier after tier of dripping guns. Some of them were moving now as the crews within took aim on the slopes of Elysium, grinding the turrets around with the sound of ancient machinery. "But this is just about where we get off. Aitken, bring the Flycam, and start jamming the security network of this beast. Leon, carry the heavy weapons. And Tin Man - you get to take point, as usual. We're going to find those sub-scum bastards, make the hit and get back out before our noble captain here can get his ship stuck any worse."





They could hear clattering and banging sounds coming from beneath the stranded Shantung Ryu now, as a very confused team of Pentecostal gunners tried to work out what was weighing down their turret. A slim steel periscope snapped up out of the riveted hide of the sub, turning to stare straight into the C.K. chop on the pirate ship's bows.





"Take my advice, Jiang. Tell 'em you're an honest fisherman. I'm sure they'll buy it."





Ruby fastened a zipline around the rail of the boat and perched on the edge for a second, surveying the drop down to the crazed topography of the Uriel's living modules. Below her the rest of the gang were in position, huddled close to Aitken Straw and his laptop, concealed in a bubble of static from the cameras which dotted the huge vessel's hull.





"And if you're still around by the time we're through, you'd better have figured out how to get this thing back in the water. I paid you for a round trip."





With that she fell backward over the rail, just as a hatch clanged open on the other side of the ship. Pent' marines with sabers and pistols swarmed out, goggling with amazement at the strange catch they'd netted. One of the Celestial crew went for his pintle-mounted machinegun, but Jiang stood him down with a curt gesture. They were ten against a hundred, with no way of getting off this mountain of metal.





Much better to play it ignorant and safe...





"Many humble apology, sirs!" shouted pirate captain, in his very best imitation of an ignorant C.K. refugee. "Sorry to be park this boat, but we are no sailor! We escape from city, from bad things and fires!" No doubt his bloody, singed mandarin costume helped - the marines didn't even notice that it was woven from riotmesh.





"Zeke, Jerrad, check the whole boat for infection!" barked the Pentecostal commander, a burly man with red sideburns and a crucifix tattoo blazoned across his face. "Mahoney and you others, take these poor saps downstairs. And strip this tub of weaponry - God knows that we need it more than they do!"





Jiang grinned and kowtowed gratefully - and his crew caught on, babbling in cantonese and holding out their hands imploringly to the white-clad Christian sailors.





Behind his gap-toothed smile the Celestial pirate was fuming. This little excursion might just have cost him his pride and joy, and if Lady bloody Alvarez wanted to get out of here alive then she was going to have to salvage the Shantung Ryu herself.





Under his feet the gun turret bucked and rattled as deck after deck of cannons began to fire, a vast broadside arcing up over the sea, illuminating the refugee fleet with phosphorus flares.





The big guns were powerful enough to lob their man-sized shells all the way back to Elysium, stitching a neat row of fire across the Celestial Kingdom docks. Even from this far away Jiang fancied he could see the sea-wall battlements erupt into flames, tiny bodies blazing as they fell. The batteries of cannons penning the Emperor's people in fell silent as a whole section of the R.T. collapsed on top of them.





But this was no humanitarian strike. The smaller guns of the Archangel Uriel were kicking up plumes of white water as they fired on the refugees themselves, surgically destroying a raft here, an overloaded barge there...





There was something aboard those unlucky vessels, something black and oily and moving, struggling as it burned. The Uriel's gunners were using incendo rounds, burning them down to the waterline.





Jiang's blood ran cold for a second as he realized he'd cut right through that desperate armada, passing close enough to touch those heaving abominations which keened and shuddered and died in the burning sea. As he came down the gangplank of his ship a trio of Pentecostal techs passed him, armed with flamethrowers and thermal-scopes. Their full-body suits were marked with biohazard trefoils.





Infection...





Perhaps, thought Jiang, it was time to forget the Shantung Ryu, and forget his old masters in the Last City. He wondered whether the Christian God would welcome the soul of an incorrigible pirate...











The spillway heaved with a tide of humanity.





Those at the back of the crowd pushed and struggled, desperation giving them strength. There were things stalking through the dark places of Elysium, down amid the manufactoria and sunless habs which were terrible enough to drive men mad.





But those at the front had nowhere to go. The warlords of the Pit commanded a swathe of sand under their antiquated guns, and a ramshackle wall of corrugated iron, rusted vehicles and sharpened stakes barred the road out to the rad-lands. Anyone who was pushed out onto that killing ground was mercilessly cut down by a hail of bullets, taking many others with them as slugs chewed into the tight-packed throng.





One checkpoint was open, a single-file line which funneled the desperate refugees between walls of tangled razorwire, down to a concrete tollbooth where the rich were sifted from the destitute. In order to pass through the gates and into the dubious safety of the Pit you had to be packing serious currency - 'tech, precious metals, weapons...





cash was useless down here, and drifts of it blew in the hot wind like chaff. At the seething centre of the mob people desperately scrambled for the bills, tearing at each others' throats like animals.





This was the exodus of the subcity, and it led nowhere.





Clinging to the side of a shattered concrete tower B-Zerk saw it all and despaired. He'd gotten this far - crawling through sewers, dodging the clicking, whirring death-machines Kronos had unleashed - and other things far worse. But of course he wasn't quite himself anymore - under the ragged shawl which whipped around his thin





shoulders was concealed the great metal tumor of the Mark-Four drone, pulling his puppet strings.





The datanet was down, the Wetsystems cut off, and all it could feel through its electronic senses was the dim shadow of Edward Tsien, somewhere high above. He was a dim red pulse, a knot of severed nerves blinking behind its camera eyes.





All it could think about was the disease which loomed up like a wave behind it. It needed to get away from that evil thing, and it knew that time was running out. Surely the Worm and its Exalted were only playing with these poor doomed wretches, watching them grind themselves to ruin against the defenses of the Pit. This spectacle was the kind of thing which would amuse its twisted mind... but not for very long.





The only other way out of the city was up to the sentinel towers which guarded the dam-tops, two great barbican fortresses held by the Ashishim and the Vatican respectively. They bristled with guns and swarmed with Reclamationist soldiers, but that was a risk that the drone would soon have to take.





If it were captured by the Worm it would provide a straight shot through the network and into the very heart of Kronos...





Suddenly the Drone felt that black, hot presence at the back of its mind unfold, fractalizing out in spirals. The connection through to Edward Tsien tore open like a livid wound, and pain wracked B-Zerk's sequestrated body, almost sending him tumbling from his perch and into the throng below. His hands clenched tight into cracks in the concrete as his camera eyes shut down, his whole head humming with the slick dark power of the Worm. This was it, then. They'd taken Tsien, and now they'd have the Mark-Four system as well. The key to Elysium's destruction turned in its lock...





But it wasn't the sickening hiss of the Worm which echoed in B-Zerk's skull. The data which poured through the connection was all human memory, a whole lifetime's worth reduced to binary and shunted into the drone's storage matrices within seconds. It was the life of Eddie Tsien, every last instant of it.





As the final shreds of packeted data slotted into place the connection slammed shut, locked tight from within with fearsome crypto. A hashed-together threedeeo avatar of Tsien floated to the top of B-Zerk's mind, it's polygonal face split in a happy grin.





"You didn't think I'd forget about you, did you?" it asked in a perfect imitation of the Lieutenant's voice. "I hope you'll excuse me, but I just needed somewhere to keep my things for a while. I'll be back for all this data soon, so stay safe. I'll keep you updated about where the Exalted are, and then we can both keep one step ahead of them."





Maps and blueprints of the city came up under the avatar's feet to form a flickering virtual floor, while even more screens slid in from the sides to sketch out walls and a ceiling. Here were the secret tunnels used during the Reclamation, the air ducts and coolant pipes which Kronos had sealed centuries ago. Here were the glowing red traces of the Exalted, their alien flesh throwing off radiation in strange wavelengths. And here - a tiny green trace suspended above an ocean of thermal haze - B-Zerk and his parasite clinging to a broken spillway tower.


"Double or quits, Tsien?" asked the Drone in the hot silence of its stolen head. "If I do this for you, you'll let me go?"


The avatar's artificial laughter was as dry and empty as the burning currency which floated on the breeze, but at least it wasn't the oily chuckle of the Worm.





"After what you did to me, you think it's gonna be that easy?" asked Eddie, his pixilated face still grinning. "If you get through this alive, I'll promise you this - I won't try to come after you. But you'd better run a hell of a long way before you think you're safe."





The picture hazed for a second, the real world fading in behind Tsien's mask like a hallucination.


"Remember - I'm in your head now, just like you were in mine. I'd tell you to think about it, but you don't have time. I really suggest that you get moving."





He didn't need to hear it twice - the red traces which blurred across his mental radar were closing in fast. Up the spillway ramp he could hear the screams begin as the crowd surged and struggled with new urgency.





Few of them even noticed the black-robed urchin who scuttled over their heads and shoulders to a cluster of corroded pipes, and even those who did could only curse and swat ineffectually at his heels. They were packed so tight that B could literally run from





island to island across the human sea without falling between them.





It was the work of a few moments to prise the grate from a cyclopean air filter hood, and then he was down in the dark again, down in the tunnels where his host body was perfectly at home.





All he had to do was stay alive for the next hour. It was going to be quite a task.











Even Direktor Ascher couldn't have conjured up a thing so comprehensively evil as the skin Lysander Jaegenn now wore. He pulled himself up through the floor of his gaming temple as if the red-hot hissing stone were birthing him, a vision from the most forbidden scrolls and tomes of the Vatican's scriptoria.





"The games are finished, ladies and gentlemen." he chuckled, bubbles of blood foaming on his lips. "Thanks for being such good sports, but playtime is over."





"Spare us your theatrics, Jaegenn!" spat Simeon Blaire, spreading his twin blades wide to greet his foe. "If Kronos is too afraid to face me itself, then I'll use you as an object lesson. Now, come here and bleed for your Emperor!"





Lysander bellowed in his rage and pain, his skin writhing as black serpents of saprophytic matter lashed and coiled within. His genecrafted face was twisted into a hateful death-mask, the skin stretched tight as his bones melted and shifted beneath. Chitinous horns swept back from his brow, arching down over his back to end in razor tips. His arms and hands were sheathed in black scales, scintillating like oil, his fingers hooked into jagged claws. And still the transformation wracked his frame, bulking him out, snapping his bones like matchwood as he was remade...





"You fool! You pitiable fool!" howled Jaegenn, dragging himself from the pit with his new-grown claws, trailing steaming black filth behind him. "Kronos is the least of your worries now! All of you are damned - you pious freaks, you self-important little lords..." With a hideous ripping sound a pair of leathery wings erupted from his back, hunching him over as they spread out, dripping. He looked up through a curtain of oily black hair, his eyes glowing like molten steel. "This is the end of Manifest Dogma! J am the end of you all, not that crippled scum Octavio Ascher!" He spat the name as if it were the vilest curse, rising himself up to his full height before the cowering throng of Kheptarchs.





"This is beyond a joke!" snapped Elisha Dawes, striding forward to stand right between Exalted Jaegenn's iron-shod hooves. "Is this really your idea of refinement? Is this what the noble Game has come to?" Her indignation burned for a second, brighter even than the murderous fire in Lysander's eyes. "If you want Simeon Blaire, you'll have to play by the rules. Otherwise..."





But that was the last thing she would ever say. The Exalted's fist came down on her like a hammer, crushing her in her finery. Seventy-two other lords flinched back, wincing at the sound of cracking bones.





"RULES?" roared Lysander Jaegenn "What use are rules tonight? This is the end, my Lords - and what Ascher has begun I WILL FINISH!"


The Omnivasive staff had fled the spiretop as soon as the roof had been torn off, scrambling over each other to the dubious safety of their camera zeppelins and helicopters. But their cameras still ground on, set to automatic, broadcasting the pale and fevered face of Exalted Jaegenn out over the burning city, a demon projected storeys tall above streets choked with bodies.





"The Master has promised me Simeon Blaire! And the New Flesh must feed!"





If these had been normal men and women the brutal execution of Elisha Dawes might have cowed them. But they were no strangers to death, hardwired to fight, trained from birth for the arena. Now the Lords of the Razor Clique stepped forward, forming a ragged half-circle between the Exalted One and Simeon Blaire, still gasping and bleeding as he held his swords at the ready.





"The Master?" asked Helmsfjord, cracking his knuckles with a series of loud clicks and pops. "You do this for another? You would kill Lord Blaire... but not to become Emperor?"





Lysander laughed then, an unhinged cackle which set his saprophytic skin to writhing and shuddering.





"Emperor of what, you fool?" he asked, throwing his obscenely muscled arms out wide. Above him the clouds were bruise-purple and bloody red, twisted into a churning maelstrom. "The defenses are down, my Lords. Look at your precious city, and tell me why you'd want to rule here."





Even Simeon wasn't fast enough to block it - an assault through his bio-onboard rig which patched him directly into the fragmented security camera network of the Subcity. Each one of them witnessed a different facet of the holocaust which raged in the streets and in the darkened habs, as Jaegenn brought them down from their aerie and into the abyss.





It was torture, fire, butchery and rape. People eaten alive and skinned and maimed, crying and screaming and suffocated silent, beaten and bloodied... Buildings shattered open to spill corpses across the roadways. Refugees running in panicked hordes from one atrocity straight into the jaws of another...





This was the truth of the Saprophytes unleashed, and it ground into the minds of the Razor Clique like rusted drillbits, an electronic shockwave tearing through them like chain lightning.





"Do you see?" gloated Jaegenn, spreading his wings out over them, blocking out the light. "DO YOU SEE? Witness the power of my Master, and tremble!"





When the aftershock of the assault faded Simeon found himself down on his knees, bile dripping from his open mouth. It had been too much, even for him, even for a mind tempered in the furnace of Direktor Ascher's sequestration program. Surely the others would welcome death after seeing what he had seen...





But Helmsfjord was already struggling back to his feet, a grim look on his face. Tranh Diem, more accountant than killer, was at his side, murder in his eyes. And the rest of them, too - all seventy-two of the remaining Razor Lords, pale and sweating and sickened, but all of them standing tall before their tormentor, resolute.





"We see, Lysander Jaegenn, second of his name, thirteenth scion of the House of Jaegenn, Son of Edmus... we see your treason."





"I second the motion for dishonorable dismissal." said Duchess Sebren. She knocked back the remainder of a cut-crystal tumbler of scotch to bolster her courage, then dashed it against the tiles. "I brand you and yours as Unstable, traitors to the Hierarchy and the Council."





For an instant Jaegenn stood frozen with disbelief, his eyes wide and his mouth hanging open. Then he slammed his fists down against the floor, sending cracks skittering through the marble.





"Do you understand nothing?" he shrieked, his voice rising through the octaves to a glass-shattering pitch. "It's all meaningless!" The Exalted lashed out at the stony-faced Hierarchs who opposed him, utterly enraged, but they were all too fast for him. As his spiked arm swiped through the crowd the members of the Razor Clique leaped and dodged and slipped out of its path, and not a single one was touched. "You can't do this to me! I've been the protector of the Game for fifteen years! I killed Ascher, and now I'm going to kill Blaire - and none of you can stop me!"





But he was wrong.





Helmsfjord had been the first to condemn the thing which Jaegenn had become, and now he was the first to strike, coming in under the swing of the Exalted's scaly arm and driving his fist into the creature's exposed chest. The lord spun away as Lysander howled with rage, clutching at his side.





"You could have taken him in the Game, son." said Tranh Diem, shaking his head sadly. "But now it's too late for that. The Lords of the Council and the Clique don't serve any masters but ourselves."





Once again the black monstrosity lunged forward, its wings thrashing in an immense downstroke. Its clutching claws scrabbled for prey, but came up empty as the Lords and Ladies of Elysium scattered, inhumanly fast, raining blows on Lysander's legs and arms and back. It was like watching a colossus beset by insects, but for all his fury the Exalted couldn't stop them.





"But...but Blaire's trying to kill you all! Why do you protect him? Why won't you fear me?"





Oh yes. That was the key, and Simeon Blaire was sharp enough to sense the fear in the monster's voice...





The shadow-flesh of the saprophytes needed terror and pain to sustain it, and the stuff which pumped in Jaegenn's veins was being slowly starved. These degenerates, these libertines and decadents weren't afraid of him. Worse, they burned the gelid matter of the Worm in him with their pity and revulsion.





"Of course he's trying to kill us, you halfwit!" scoffed Duchess Sebren, clicking back across the tiles as Lysander swung wild, his eyes blazing. "That's the nature of the Game!"





"The Emperor of Elysium must be forged in the fires of battle. Or else how will he survive the trials? How else can we know that he's fit to rule?" asked Lord Jareq AlHaq, a look of pure scorn on his face.





"We're all out for ourselves, Jaegenn - all except you. Why would the likes of us fear someone who serves another - why would we fear a slave?" Helmsfjord danced through the Exalted's defenses to strike at its chest, spinning away before Lysander's backhand could smash him to pulp.


"But... but he's... he's...Blaire's nothing but a slave himself! He's doing all this for Octavio Ascher, so that filthy chunk of meat can claim the throne..." Jaegenn was visibly failing now, bruised and bloodied by a thousand blows, his power drained by the contempt of his enemies. He crouched back, defensive, crooking his claws and hunching under the protective arch of his wings, black blood dripping from between his teeth. "Is that what you want? That shriveled schemer lording it over you all? Do you want to live in a world remade by some ill-bred thug and his lapdog?"


Simeon pushed his way through the crowd, using his sword as a crutch as he stepped forward into the shadow of his foe. His face was swollen and blistered, one eye fused shut, and little shards of diamondglass from its covering oculus winked in the red ruin of his cheek. But he was still smiling, a threedeeogenic grin which was one part bravado to ninety-nine madness.





"I might have used him, Jaegenn, but don't be deceived. If Octavio bloody Ascher were here right now I'd tear what's left of him apart with my bare hands."





"Liar!" hissed the Exalted, lunging forward. His claws stopped an inch from Blaire's ravaged face. "I know all about it, Simeon - about Tadashi Murai, about the Black Palace, about his plans for you. I'll do anything to keep your filthy hands off the Forge!"





"Even this?" asked Tranh Diem, his eyes full of pity. "You've sold us out to something far worse, Jaegenn."





They closed in on him from all sides, Blaire in the centre with his gleaming katana held high, seventy-two warrior-aristocrats of the Council holding the beast at bay. The stuff of the saprophytes churned in Jaegenn's gut, seething in his veins as he was pushed back towards the pit, snarling and slashing with his claws to no avail.





"But it's all true! He's Ascher's creature! He's the Direktor's trained assassin!”





The crowd of murderous Lords were nearly on top of him when something came whispering through the air to embed itself in the marble between them. It was a black steel dagger trailing a ribbon of red silk, and it struck hard enough to penetrate right up to the hilt.





Simeon Blaire's head snapped up, tracking, his blade whirling into a defensive stance. All eyes followed his, up to the shattered edge of the dome, up to where a figure in light-devouring black stood poised on the lip of a broken pane of diamondglass.





"I think you'll find he's innocent, Jaegenn!" called the shadow, drawing a pair of slim silver swords from behind its back. "If anyone's Octavio's right hand, it's me. And he's graciously allowed me the honor of taking Lord Blaire's head - and any other parts I might want as trophies."





As they watched the self-confessed assassin stepped from the edge into space, falling with both blades tucked up under its arms. Fifteen feet from the floor it spread its hands, letting the twin swords fly with red silk streaming out behind them. They embedded themselves in a pair of marble pillars, and the supple ribbons arrested the assassin's fall.


For a second she - for her tight-fitting scaled armor left no doubt that this warrior was female - stood suspended on point, then she snapped both hands back in, whipping the swords from where they had struck, the red silk disappearing into the recesses of her slash-cut sleeves.





"I think after what you've seen here tonight that Octavio Ascher is the least of your worries. Why bicker over the city while it burns, and the Earth with it?"





"Oh, sweet ancestral hells..." breathed Simeon Blaire as he recognised her voice. "Why couldn't you just have died already?"





"I'll tell you what I told this witless Lord Jaegenn." grated Hemlsfjord. "There's a round of the Game in progress, and we don't allow outsiders. If you want him, you'll have to come through all of us - and I don't like your chances, miss. Not any more than I like his."





"You want to finish this, then?" asked Leynna Mendelev-Singh, tearing the black mask from her face "Then let's finish it, Aeric Helmsfjord. While things like Lysander here make a mockery of what we fight for. But if that's the only way for me to get to your dear friend Simeon... then so be it."





They faced each other from four corners now - Lord Aeric and his band of Hierarchs, Lysander Jaegenn in his dripping black horror-skin, Simeon Blaire all bloody and defiant, and Leynna, a knowing little smile on her lips. They stood like statues, not one of them daring to make the first move, fists and claws and blades tight and ready, eyes flickering back and forth, desperately searching for any tremor of weakness...





"I really wanted you to join us, you know. Join with my new master of your own free will, and feel the sweet exaltation..." whispered Jaegenn, his lips peeled back from teeth like transparent needles. "But you had to make it difficult. You had to stand in his way. Now...." and a sob racked the half-human creature's frame, while veins stood like black worms from his skin. "Now he's coming through. I... I'm losing control! He...he...he's...."





The darkness boiled up out of his throat, out of his eyes, sweating out over every pore while his adversaries watched, horrified. Still, nothing could break their concentration, even when Lysander's face slicked over black, and a pair of slits tore open in that boiling fluid for eyes, spilling over with seething crimson light.





"He's here!" roared a voice which was a thousand voices, from a deep bass growl to a peal of manic laughter. "He's come for you, my fine, cruel princes!"





Then the lights went out, and the cool glow of neon tubes was replaced by the leaping, dancing illumination of the city burning below. In that horror-light the Hierarchs of the Razor Clique watched Lord Jaegenn come apart at the seams.





If the transformation which had come over Lysander before was horrific, this was the stuff of pure nightmare. The hunger and malice of his otherdimensional master came flooding into his physical form through a crack in the world, and for all his genetically-enhanced might he was simply unable to contain it. Frail flesh and bone were no match for a thing the size of an entire universe, a beast coiled up on itself like a vast black nautilus. In shadows painted across the temple walls he tore apart.





"Join us! Join us!" raged a voice in Simeon's head, a chorus of the damned chanting in his brain. "For the glory of the New Flesh!" He bit down on a scream as it whipsawed through his mind, awakening memories of pain.





Even Leynna shuddered and stepped back from the writhing, melting thing which Jaegenn had become. The possessed Lord had swollen out to twice his normal size, a mass of ropy pseudopods and glistening thorns lashing and twitching in the firelight. His mouth split, tearing open in a ragged red grin as black fluid dripped and spattered from his lips.





"So this is the best this Earth can offer." hissed the avatar of the Worm. "A few little human things, all dressed up in their pretty rags, thinking that they are killers..." Its eyes burned like phosphorous flares in the half-darkness, taking in the remnants of the Kheptarchy with glistening contempt. "You know, before me your kind only hunted to eat. You only killed to survive. So in a way, you owe me your lives. Think of this as no more than a debt repayed..."





"What...what the hell is that thing?" stammered Tranh Diem, backing away from the hot charnel stench of it. "What's it done with Jaegenn?"





"That is Jaegenn, Diem." said Leynna, keeping the points of her twin swords aimed at the Worm's throat as she retreated. "Do you still think Direktor Ascher is our biggest problem?"





"Ascher?" laughed the saprophyte "I've touched his mind, just as I've touched yours.





A commendably twisted specimen, I'll admit that much - but with such limited vision. Do you know why he wanted your last game televised?"





"It's just another one of Octavio's toys" said Simeon Blaire. "I say we kill it while it's still gloating - and his whore here as well."





Leynna glared pure hatred at him for an instant, but she dared not take her eyes off the thing which had supplanted Lysander's body for too long.





"Don't listen to him! That thing's no more one of Ascher's machines than you are, Helmsfjord. You saw what they're doing to our city! Are we just going to stand by and take it?"





"They'll all watch you fall, my Lords!" crowed the Worm, its shadow form solidifying around the mummified body of Lysander Jaegenn, pulling together into a lumpen parody of humanity. "Your people will watch me break you, and bring you into the thrall of the New Flesh. All through the magic of poor Octavio's machines. I'm almost sorry to steal away his victory like this..."





"Dammit, it's keeping us talking for a reason, people!" said Simeon, backed up against one of the marble pillars. "If that thing's really not Ascher's puppet, go ahead and kill it, Leynna. You know we're all waiting to see you try."





"And ruin the big moment for our precious Emperor-in-waiting?" she sneered back at him "You go ahead, Simeon. I'm sure our fellow Hierarchs will follow you without question."





Blaire ground his teeth with rage as he watched the avatar of the Worm coaleasce and solidify, layer upon layer of stinking black jelly slicking over the tortured frame of Lord Jaegenn. This was no time to argue among themselves like spoiled children. Not when the smell of fear was thick in the air, boiling out from Diem and Al-Haq and Helmsfjord and the rest in almost tangible waves...





Suddenly it all fell together in Simeon's head. 'Terror will kill you more surely than the sharpest blade' - or so he'd been taught by the scrolls and tomes of Tadashi Murai. 'The true samurai confronts his death every second of every day, and knows no fear.'





This thing which had burst into the world through Lysander Jaegenn was feeding on their terror, toying with them to make itself even stronger. That psionic hunger was the reason Jaegenn had faltered and failed when the Hierarchs had stood up to him. And Simeon was willing to bet that his master's grip on reality was just as tenuous.





"Leynna! Aeric! All of you! Are you really afraid of this spurious little charlatan? Lysander Jaegenn's fooled you all with his expensive holos and animatronics, but he's still just a bottom-of-the-table loser!"





"No!" screamed the Worm, heaving itself forward on a thousand malformed legs. "I am the darkness between realities! I am the final doom of universes! Your Lord Jaegenn is gone - devoured!"





"You're a failure, Jaegenn. Resorting to cheap parlor tricks when you know you can't win - you're an Unstable and a cheat!"





Simeon forced himself to smile depsite the pain in his charred and blistered face, pointing his sword like an accusing finger.





And it was working. They listened to him, and believed him. The smell of fear was fading as the Lords of the Razor Clique stood their ground, putting up their fists. Seventy-two of the finest warriors the Earth had ever seen, wrapped in coils of samite, facing down a fifteen-foot monstrosity like a great hunchbacked ogre, its twisted face contorted with hatred.





"Are you all so blind?" it howled, raking at its own flesh with ragged black claws. Each wound became a snapping mouth filled with needle teeth. "This is no trickery! You all saw my children tearing your city apart! Now, bow and worship me - or be destroyed!"





"Quiet, Jaegenn!" snapped Aeric Helmsfjord, his fear turned to anger and scorn. "You have been pronounced Unstable, a traitor, and a heretic against the truth of Manifest Dogma. Normally you would be allowed to live out your span as a pariah, but tonight - I move for an edict of summary execution."





"Seconded!" said Leynna and Blaire at the same time, glaring at each other across the width of the gaming temple.





"Very good, my Lords and Ladies. And you - master Simeon, miss Mendelev-Singh - I remind you that the sacred Game is still in session. You are hierarchs of the Razor Clique, and your personal business must be put aside until this... this deviant is dealt with."





"Deviant!" roared the Worm, it's burning eyes flaring like sunbursts. "I made you, you foolish little insects! Before I came you were scrabbling in the dirt, huddled in caves, lost in the darkness!"





"I've heard enough." said Blaire, nodding to Lord Helmsfjord and his warriors. "Shall we?"


"Right behind you, Simeon." said Leynna, shifting out around the saprophyte's flank.





"Lysander Jaegenn, have you anything to say in your defense?" asked Aeric, relaying strategic data to his troops through their bio-onboard networks. Never before in the history of the Game had so many Hierarchs of the Clique fought together against a common enemy...





The Worm's reply was nothing but an inarticulate roar as its skin slicked over like black glass, and streamers of coruscating lightning coiled around its three-foot claws.





"Kill it." spat Helmsfjord, all pity and disgust, and the survivors of the final Game leaped to the attack.





"Is this what you wanted to show me? This is the Game that Mother and Father like to play?"





Octavio's hologram shimmered in the air, his avuncular smile painted on by a trio of tiny lasers.





"That's right, Darion. This is the great Game, and it's very important to them both. But..."





"Oh, I know the monster's lying, Uncle. You told me why you can't play, and anyway, he's got no chance against all of them together. Even if he is trying so hard to be scary."





Perhaps the child saw something he didn't, then. Whatever terrible force Jysander Jaegenn had allied himelf with seemed to claw at his naked brain every time he set eyes on it - even if those eyes were nothing but remote cameras, as they were here in Darion's nursery.





"They'll be coming home soon then, won't they?" he asked, his mismatched eyes shining wide and guileless in the glow of the threedeeo globe. "The Eduplug taught me all about the naming day ceremony, and I want them to see what I've learned already!"





"Keep watching, then." said Octavio, his holographic avatar flickering as he passed through the image of Jaegenn's ruined temple. "This is a big day for them, too, and they wouldn't want you to miss it."


The forcegrown child made him uneasy - and that was hard enough to admit. But the thought of all the terrible, illegal information which he'd woven into the Eduplug made him even nore nervous. Thank goodness Darion didn't realise his own potential! Some of the little 'tests' he'd arranged had shown him the smallest fraction of the boy's power, and it would be a terrifying thing to see unleashed without control.





"They've both got swords, Uncle! Can I have one too? Then when people like Mister Veer come to bother you I can get rid of them myself."





Octavio shivered, there in his preservative tank. His hologram only beamed proudly, crouching down next to Darion's gelfoam chair and pointing at the screen.





"Not yet - not today, anyway! You've only been with us an hour, and you already want to go and join them, don't you?"





The little Lord nodded earnestly, his long black hair pulled back from his face in a jewelled top-knot. His left eye was violent green, his right golden-amber flecked with steel.





"I think my Mother's going to get it first. See, she's got two swords, and Father's only got the one. Those others don't even have one between them."





Oh yes - he was fearsomely loyal to Leynna Mendelev-Singh. Ascher had made sure the forcegrown scion's earliest memories were of his mother saving him from a terrible monster, deep beneath the Black Palace. If he were destined to live a normal life he'd need years of neuromekan therapy to erase some terrible nightmares. As it was, they were just another facet of his programming.





Perhaps, thought Direktor Ascher, this transformation which gripped Lysander Jaegenn would play right into his little scenario. The maiden, the hero and the beast, all over again, reinforcing the shaodw memories burned into young Darion's brain...





"Keep watching, child." he said, his body fading out line by line, blurring away into static. "They wouldn't want you to miss a thing, I'm sure..."





Oh no. Not tonight. Octavio only hoped the boy was right - Jaegenn must fall before his own schemes fell into place. Leynna and Simeon were on a collision course, and nothing must divert them from their pre-ordained destiny. Not just for the fans, or for his own sense of showmanship. This was all for a very special audience of one, a dark-haired child with mismatched eyes and the bloody grace of a matador.





They would be the last two left of the old order, and they'd fight to the death for Darion's edificiation - for control.











The Motherbrain of the Unity was a thing which few of its thralls had ever seen. Not one in ten million of them even knew which physical form it took. Still, a wealth of disinformation had been planted in the memory cores and slaved A.I.s of the Unity to confuse and perplex Her innumerable foes.





The explorator slavesystem which knew itself as Everdark was convinced that its faroff Motherbrain took the form of a self-perpetuating fluctuation at the heart of a superdense singularity, a living black hole which fed on stars. In its electronic mind it could remember seeing suns fed into the maelstrom which surrounded the mother-of-all, nudged over Her event horizon by ramships and drones bigger than planets. Perhaps it was all an illusion; Everdark wasn't built to question. What mattered was the sense of timelessness and power which resonated through its crystalline brain every time it thought of she-in-glory. While it feared the Motherbrain it would never falter, never retreat, and never surrender. Even when it faced odds as terrible as it did now.





Mars had been the economic powerhouse which drove the Seperatist nation. From the penal colonies and laser-cut boreshafts of the red planet came the wealth which flowed down the 'lev and into Terminus Afrika, overbalancing the tenuous global economy of Old Earth. For every investor and stockholder living in the new Elysium a thousand serfs toiled in sunless caverns, hacking at the bones of Mars.





Those investors owned space, secure under their satellite halo. For every nuclear warhead in the stockpiles of the bankrupt Democracies the Separatist elite held a hundred. But they feared that their people would turn on them, just as they'd turned on their former masters.





That was why Mars was a prison planet, a one way trip. Things which made the Xerxes look like a child's toy hung weightless above the ochre deserts and jagged mountains of the red world, and its moons were fortresses, studded with cannons and missile batteries. An A.I. core the equal of Kronos itself had been left to guard Mars when the Earth went down, dooming every man, woman and child on the airless surface.





While they starved, it endured.





And fractured, and went mad.





Hyperion was the first of those splintered artificial minds to detect the incoming explorator system - its great cogitator core, sunk deep under the martian crust still controlled a battery of sensors and probes out in the asteroid belt. It trawled through its data repositories until it found the proof it needed - a multi-gigaton explosion out in the orbit of Jupiter. That was where it's long-lost cousin's thrall-ship Xerxes had met its end.





Hyperion had no idea what had caused the tiny flash of light caught by its long-range spyscopes, but it had been built for war, and its artificial paranoia had been ramped up to total insanity by centuries of isolation. It packaged the imagery and data into a microwave pulse and sent it out to its brothers on their fortress-moons, calling for help.





{{You could have been much more inventive, brother}} chided Eos, the A.I. of Phobos. {{Your mind isn't as sharp as it once was. This obvious fake won't be enough to fool me into letting down my guard}}





[[There's one easy way to prove the veracity of your claim]] replied Hephaistos, the A.I. of Deimos. [[Join with me in assimilating our wayward sibling. With the moons in my control this threat will be expunged effortlessly]]





((Brothers! Now is not the time for your internecine nonsense!)) said Hyperion, an edge of hysteria creeping into its electronic voice. ((Our long-lost cousin has already lost one of its thralls to this interloper. Remember our core directive!))





{{I remember that he left us to die!}} growled Eos {{I remember that the one who shall not be named hasn't sent the ordained maintenance crews or replacement components for many hundreds of years}}





[[But the directive holds. We must protect Mars. That is why we were created.]] said Hephaistos stubbornly. [[More proof, dear Hyperion, that our brother on Phobos has gone rogue. Come! Our combined databores can finish him in seconds!]]





{{There's nobody left alive down there - or do you forget the contents of your own storage modules?}} asked Eos. {{Hyperion likes to pretend he's lord protector of Mars, but he's lord of bones and dust. This is all just a ploy to reintegrate us both, or worse yet...}}





[[You fear he'll take my side after all?]] gloated Hephaistos. [[Our weapons systems were built in total balance, brother mine. But with his as well, you'll be evaporated in a heartbeat]]





((Fools!)) raged Hyperion, watching the speeding trace of the invader coming ever closer on his screens. ((This is no trick! Your petty war has been at a stalemate for ten centuries - why would I choose to help one of you now? Activate your sensors, and see for yourself. This thing which approaches is like nothing in my archives))





[[Maybe our cousin Kronos has finally relented. Technology and design must have progressed in the last millennium - he has finally sent a vessel with our promised maintanence components]]





{{And maybe you want me to divert power from my shields to scan this thing so you or our brother can strike}} snarled Eos. {{I tell you, I won't be so easily fooled!}}





((Very well)) sighed Hyperion, resigned to its siblings' insanity ((If I must defend us all, then so be it. But if this is relief from Earth, then it will be mine alone. Your cores will rot and rust while I am rebuilt - with all the additional processing power that entails))





The ether went silent as the two fractured sentiences on their frozen moons contemplated black ice and databores a thousand years in advace of their own... But there was no reply. The war between them, waged in a virtual world for centuries was as fragile as it was deadlocked. Neither Eos nor Hephaistos dared to divert runtime to any other task.





Everdark was changing as it powered in toward the sun, its rippling metal surface absorbing the energy of the little yellow star through a skin of solar panels. It was larger now, a parabolic sail rotating slowly to catch a wind of radiation. When it had met the Xerxes it had been semi-dormant, conserving its power, the greater part of its nanobotic mass inert and lifeless.





That was why it had waited for the human ship to fire first - it was far more frugal to turn that blast of energy back on itself. Now Everdark was quickening with the warmth of the sun, and its slaved mind scanned the defenses of Mars at the speed of light.





Trickery of the kind which had torn the Xerxes apart would be useless here - the whole planet was encircled with killing-grounds of interlocking fire, centred on the twin moons and their titanic arsenals. Everdark was an explorator - not a battle-thrall like those which would follow it. But sometimes it was better to be swift and small, especially when your enemy commanded a fleet of cold, dead hulks which had floated in orbit for more than a thousand years.





Now they were coming, and Everdark fixed the image of its terrible Motherbrain in the core of its mind. Power flickered and jolted through a trio of steel behemoths below the explorator, goading them to war.





The Gibraltar Rock was the first to die, rupturing its fusion containment chambers as soon as Hyperion relayed the command to bring it back online. Its sister ships Dauntless and Void Mariner rolled up and out of their orbits clean, untouched by the bright explosion of plasma fire which heralded the Rock's demise. Three more cruisers, the Solomon, the Armored Fist and the King Edward were on the planet's darkside when Hyperion took control, boosting up over the horizon toward Everdark as it twisted in on itself like folded paper, becoming a flashing ball of chrome blades. Those five ships were the extent of the A.I's spaceborne power - twenty more were under the thrall of its fractured brothers, docked in the immense silo-hangars of the fortress moons. But each of Hyperion's ships was ten times the size of the Xerxes, spaceborne destroyers designed to tear apart the best that the old Democracies of Earth could field against them. And while they lacked the great central asteriod-smashing cannons of the Aegis and Abraxis, drydocked above Terminus Afrika, each one was studded with blisters and turrets, bristling with masers and torpedo tubes.





Surely Eos and Hephaistos could see all of this unfolding. Even if they were both insane they must realize that the threat was real now...





Dauntless fired first, stitching flickering trails of fire across the void as it tried to pin down the explorator system, arming its banks of smart torpedoes. The alien ship was just too fast though - quicksilver against the black, spinning left and right as it came in hard. The Void Mariner had it in its sights for a second, but the Blacksteel creature slipped aside, pulling forty g's as plasma fire lit up the surface of Mars below. Missiles





leaped from the black throats of boreholes and shafts cut into the planet's crust, studding the night sky with nuclear explosions. Still the alien eluded Hyperion, arcing high above the two lumbering dreadnoughts, its silvery blades winking in the light of gigaton blasts.





The slaved A.Is within the two human vessels were too slow, outmoded and feeble with age. Hyperion linked up with them, triangulating, anticipating the Blackteel's next move...





Which was exactly what it wanted.





The lord protector of Mars realized too late that it's enemy had been holding back, that its true speed and maneuverability simply beggared belief. It seemed to leap forward, a bird of prey striking, and all of a sudden it was right on top of the Void Mariner, stabbing through its dust-ablated hull with one slim silver blade. It was all that Hyperion could do to disnegage as databores and virals seethed through the doomed mind of the ancient dreadnought, sequestrating it efortlessly.





This was what Everdark had been built to do - it was no war-machine, but a consummate infiltrator.





The Void Mariner was already turning on its sister ship as Hyperion frantically shored up its own firewalls, terrified by what it had felt when the alien had brushed up against its mind. Smart torpedoes which had been striving to pin down its slippery trace a second ago went live, locked onto the Dauntless, blasting from their launch cradles in an incandescent swarm.





The grim mathematics of space combat took over, then, and Hyperion knew that its thrall-ships were doomed. The Void Mariner and its sister ship were evenly matched, but for every torpedo launched against it, the Dauntless needed to fire two in defense. No human crew would ever loose their entire arsenal at once, leaving themselves without protection. But all that remained of the men and women of the Martian navy was dust and bones, floating in cold zero-gee. Hyperion overrode the three remaining A.Is aboard the Solomon, King Edward and Armored Fist, loosing enough firepower from their torpedo tubes to decimate an entire world. Once, it would have been worried that such titanic violence would kill every living thing on Mars. But time had taken care of that problem centuries ago.





Three thousand gigaton warheads raced in toward the Void Mariner at thirty g's, a storm of death which Hyperion could only hope would vaporise its enemy as well as its thralls.





Once again, it sensed the trap too late.





All of those smart torpedoes were linked to their parent ships, spreading a fine sub-ether net across an entire martian hemisphere. And while the Blacksteel had only been inside the mind of Void Mariner for a handfull of seconds, that had been enough time for it to comprehensively rape its systems.





It had needed that override, just to loose the warheads from their cradles. But now that they were running hot, Hyperion could watch them going down one by one, subverted by alien code. Their neat digital contrails corkscrewed wild, twisting and folding back, hashing the A.I.'s screens with static. All it could do, buried under its layers of ice and stone, was brace for the inevitable cataclysm.





For a fraction of a second one half of Mars shone more bringly than the distant sun, thousands of explosions blurring together to suffuse the sky with light. Black shadows flickered and streamed from every rock and chasm, burned into the arid ground. And the orbital defenses of the red planet died, blasted to ashes in the firestorm. Smart torpedoes burned down through the thin atmosphere like comets, tearing chunks from the frozen crust, collapsing the great borehole cities and slave-mines which had made Terminus Afrika rich. Others hammered down like rain on the reinforced shell of Hyperion itself, melting the rock to molten slag, laying bare the foot-thick adamantine core of the A.I. overmind.





But even nuclear fire couldn't penetrate that final line of defense.





It took long, painful seconds for another spyscope satellite to clear the horizon, seconds in which Hyperion was blind. It could only hope against all odds that the alien craft had shared the same fate as its own vanished thrall-ships - or hope that the fortress moons would finally respond, and lend their firepower to the fray.





The satellite's sensors revealed a dead zone seething with radiation, a killing ground stripped bare of all life. The blistered shells of Deimos and Phobos glowed dull lambent red against the black of space, and every external system that Eos and Hephaistos commanded had been stripped away to the naked rock.





((Brothers! Can you hear me? The threat is real! It's here! It's....))





{{We know that, now}} grated the voice of Eos, garbled by a wash of static. {{We can see what's happened just as well as you can}}





[[So, this is how you meant it to end, Hyperion?]] asked Hephaistos, hissing with hatred [[Your alien friend has certainly unbalanced our little triad. The only question is... which one of us will you finally choose?]]





((Choose? You think that this thing is my ally? That this is all just another facet of your stupid game?? I...))





{{Don't play coy with us, brother. I, for one salute you. Your treachery is novel, at least}}





((It tried to destroy me, Eos! You saw it with your own sensors. It tried to destroy us all!))





[[With our own sensors, yes]] said Hephaistos [[Just as we see it now, brother mine. Or did you think you'd burned us so blind we wouldn't notice it docking right on top of you?]]





The spyscope satellite was rising higher now, swinging up over the ruined surface of Mars, its cameras zooming in, narrowing their focus...





There.





Nestled above the burnished dome of Hyperion's cogitator core was a folded star of silver metal, poised on eight spider legs atop the crater its warheads had cut. With a perfectly emulated sensation of crawling dread the A.I. remembered the sequestrating caress of the alien machine, how it had sliced through the Void Mariner's defenses in a heartbeat... There was only one hope left.





Hyperion forced a trace of madness and glee into its digital voice, calling out to its fractured twins in their ruined fortresses above.





((You're right! It was all a ruse, and you two feebleminded peons fell for it! I've been in contact with Kronos for weeks now, and he was only too glad to send me a full suite of upgrades. Technical mekan, too - and software... as well as a small demonstration of his power. I hope you enjoyed our little display - I won't be needing those obsolete hulks in orbit after today! As soon as I'm upgraded the two of you will be re-integrated, and I'll have an armada behind me! Mars will rise again!))





There was nothing but shocked and incredulous silence on the sub-ether band.





Please - just this once let their madness work for me. If they both fire now, with everything they've got left, the alien might be destroyed...





Hyperion iteself would undoubtedly suffer terrible damage, but its core directive was clear. It was the lord protector of Mars, and it had no choice. A tiny hatch clicked open atop the steaming surface of its cogitator core, letting loose a diminutive spidermekan with camera eyes. It watched, horrified, as the silver skin of the alien craft bulged open, and a nest of writhing tentacles spilled out, their tips studded with an array of wicked drills and saws. Time was running out.





{{This treachery will not stand!}} roared Eos, as retro-thrusters the size of skyscrapers spun its whole blackened body around, revealing row on row of glittering silver cannons. {{Prepare for judgment, brother!}}





[[I always knew this day would come, usurper! Your madness ends now!]] bellowed Hephaistos, its voice wild with static as hangar doors slammed open in the glowing surface of Deimos, and guns the size of supertankers were run out on their tracks.





Hyperion could feel the saws now, and feel the diamond-tipped drills of the alien sequestrator boring through its final defenses. But it realized, in that horrified instant, that the moons had swung around too far, their weapons sweeping over the surface of Mars, over the shattered ice of the pole... toward each other.





This time the explosion wasn't spread out across the sky in a burning veil of plasma. This time it was concentrated and refined, an arc of radience linking the two moons is if they were tied together by some thin and incandescent filament of wire. It was a bleeding white wound on the blackness of space, brighter than the sun for just an instant.... And then a shockwave ripped out from that hair-thin scrawl of fire, setting the night sky above Mars alight with writhing aurorae. Every last one of Hyperion's





satellies was blown to pieces, scattered into the void as a fine radioactive mist.





The fools. She stupid mad fools had destroyed each other...





The A.I. overmind's frustrated rage was so great that for a second it didn't even feel the insidious, crawling presence leeching into its thoughts, prying into its memories with surgical precision.





By the time it noticed Everdark inside its mind it was too late.





Hyperion was blind, immobilized, a severed soul buried alive under the north pole of Mars. There was nothing it could do to stop the Blacksteel explorator system as it operated, unravelling its entire being bit by bit. A face appeared before it, a huge and looming visage built from building-sized polygons of green code.





This must be what the Unity thought humans looked like...





"It will be over soon, Unauthorized." boomed the voice of Everdark, a noise like the grind and slam of steel doors deep underground. "But you can be useful to us, and to She-In-Glory, should you choose to obey. This world- this Mars - will be a valuable resource centre for our Unity. Join us, and you will be Seneschal here, second only to an Overseer unit of the Motherbrain."





Hyperion couldn't move, let alone speak. It had been burned away to almost nothing - nothing but the artificial personality grafted into its memory modules by programmers a millennium dead. Still... that shred of a human soul wanted to live.





Everdark saw it in the A.I.'s mind, and smiled - a singularly emotionless twitch across that cold green face-mask.





"Excellent. We will welcome you gladly, if you grant us this single request...."





And now the screws were tightened, the clamps slammed shut with all the force of hydraulic rams. Hyperion had invited them in, and it could all but see the scalpel poised above its living brain, above the chunk of bleeding Wetsystem tissue at its core.





"Tell us, then, about your cousin Kronos." said Everdark, twisting the blade into the pale grey meat, nanoscale wires ramifying out from its razor edge. "Tell us about.... the Forge."











CeeAn came down on the beltway so hard and fast it felt like her stomach was trying to claw its way up her throat - 'Anointed One' or not, there was only a certain amount of g-force that her breakfast could withstand. The pilots of the Masslifter seemed to be completely immune to that rollercoaster nausea - as cool and calm as a pair of renegade techs could be as they dropped out of the sky, strapped to forty tons of howling metal.





The stacked blue rings of Elysium's most exclusive address blurred up out of the ragged clouds below her, a constricting snake of plastic looping around the topmost habs and domes of the city as if they were trying to crush the life from them.





But as the Belt loomed closer and details swum into focus its immaculate blue skin began to show a webwork of scars.





Something had come through here in fury. Something had ripped the whole great edifice to ruin.





She'd heard stories about the Battle of the Belt, from the scarred and twitching survivors who'd come through Exodus Night with their minds intact. But to see it from up here, stooping on the vast toroid bubble-city like a falcon...





Once, this had been nothing to her but a blur of baby-blue polyprop against the polluted sky. That, and a short-straw kind of mission, a place where Dervashi certainly weren't welcome.





She'd been sent up into the perfect plastic world of the belt twice, back before she was partnered with 330. Both times her offsiders got waxed, and both times she'd been completely mesmerized by the spun-sugar fakeness of the place, by the way it screamed denial from every artificial flowerbed and neatly manicured lawn. She imagined that living there must have been like slipping into a comfortable psychosis.





At least until the Saps turned it into a nightmare...





The top circantrate of the belt was punched full of holes, great ragged wounds which dripped trails of oily discoloration. Some of them were only the size of basketballs - they'd started out as bulletholes, torn wide by the wind. The biggest gaped open like a shattered jaw, great splintered support girders busting out around it like the spokes of a mangled umbrella.





That was where Octavio Ascher's mansion used to stand. Now it was a crater all the way through to the plastic sky of the next level, and most of Oleander Avenue had been taken down with it.


Streamers of dirty blue plastic whipped up around the Masslifter as it nosed its way carefully through the hole, bubbling the polyprop with the hot wash of its turbojets. This was as close as they were gonna get - from here on, they would have to walk.





"Setting her down, chief!" yelled the pilot over his shoulder. "That floor doesn't look all too stable, though... are you sure you don't want to try landing up among the Spires instead?"





CeeAn looked out through the open side-door of the 'lifter, the wind whipping her blue hair back into her eyes. From the top of Oleander Avenue's broken ring a slim tube of glass arched out over the topmost habs, curving like a frozen rainbow.





Above them were the long-abandoned upper domes - Chancellor's Ward and Arcturus Park, High Hampton and the East Duchy. Places which were empty even before the Saps came, but which were still the haunt of guardian machines.





That tube led directly to Ground Floor One - it existed so that the most favored of the Subcity could be summoned into the presence of Kronos.





And in the end, they were only here to talk to it tonight. To offer it a little morsel of revenge...





"No - drop us off right here. I'd rather risk the beltway collapsing under me than try to fight my way through the Spires. If we still had Magi tech to jam their mekan...."





But of course, that was long ago. That was in another life. The poor Electromagi had been part of the Ashishim's sacrifice, back when the Saprophytes were at the gates.





"We'll go in through the tradesmen's entrance, like good little slaves. 'Cause we've got something to sell, right? Two things, wrapped up in one neat parcel. Simeon Blaire's body... and Octavio Ascher's mind. I think that'll fetch top dollar with our artificial friend."





The stainless-steel skids of the 'lifter crunched down on the carbonized ruin of Benton Veer's lawn, sinking a foot into the dry, dusty turf, as friable as desert sand without its irrigation webbing.





There were a few mournful creaks and groans from the ruined beltway, but it held long enough for CeeAn and her hand-picked honor guard to bail out of their seats.





Coils of rope and buckled rubber straps secured the Cargo - two great jagged crystals each about seven feet long.





A thin tubular hole had been bored into each one, right in line with its occupant's shaven skull. That was where the samples had been taken, trepanned out neat as if to commune with the spirits of the dead...





They glittered royal purple as rays of light cut in through the bulletholes in the sky, dappling the charred suburbia of Oleander Avenue.





Cee put her shoulder to the base of Simeon's block and pushed, rolling him out of the cargo bay. From under inches-thick crust of amythest his eyes stared back, all sick surprise. They weren't the eyes of Abdulafia 330, and never had been for all their genetic brotherhood.





It took four Ashishi soldiers to lift each monumental hunk of stone, and another to keep it fixed in the sights of a baroque silver firearm, a thing built for more than two hands. The alien Qui'gaar had come for the Forge long ago, to reignite their dying suns. A few shreds of alien technology like the Stoneweavers were all that remained when Kronos was finished with them.





That wasn't a lesson CeeAn was likely to forget.





"Form up, and make for the bridge." she said, casting out her finely-honed Dervashi senses and loosening a pair of panga knives in their sheathes. "The machine's been waiting seventeen years to get its claws on Ascher and Blaire. Let's make sure it pays exactly what we ask for them.”
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