
        
            
                
            
        

    


Shadows of Hyperion



Fourth in the Arenaverse Series




Ryk E. Spoor



[image: ]


[image: ]










Shadows of Hyperion Copyright © 2021 by
 
Ryk E. Spoor

 . All Rights Reserved.




All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review. 




1632, Inc. & Eric Flint's Ring of Fire Press handle
 D
 igital
 R
 ights
 M
 anagement simply: We trust the
 honor
 of our readers.





Cover art by Morinekozion


Cover Designer Gorg Huff




This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 




Ryk E. Spoor


Visit my website at http://grandcentralarena.com/




Printed in the United States of America 




First Printing: May 2021


1632, Inc. 




eBook ISBN-13 ISBN: 978-1-953034-83-0


Trade paperback ISBN-13 ISBN: 978-1-953034-84-7




 




 








Acknowledgements:




No work such as this is done in a vacuum, and this one less than most. Here I acknowledge those who contributed to this work:




 




First and foremost this time, my Kickstarter supporters—not just the ones on the Patron's Page and Citizens of the Arena, but every single contributor from a dollar on up. All of you, together, made
 Shadows of Hyperion
 possible.




 




My wife, Kathleen, for giving me the time to write.




 




My beta-readers, without whom it would be considerably less than it is




 




And all of the inspirations that are referenced in the Arenaverse; I don't just stand on the shoulders of giants, I am carried headlong by them at times.








Citizens of the Arena




With many thanks for your impressive contributions.




“Many gave a little. A few gave a lot.”




Banks Miller




Sean Haley - I am the storm cloud in front of all your silver linings.




York Dobyns - Overjoyed Doc Smith Fan"




Davia Ditmeyer- Keep flying and be your best you, fellow Arena denizens!




Chris Thompson - What a pleasure it is to support this wonderful series!
 Terra usque in sempiternum
 !




Xander Opal - Dream big, that it can echo through time and space.




Cynthia and Glenn Freyer




 




Dedication
 :




Once more, I must dedicate this work to the memory of E. E. "Doc" Smith, the true founder of space opera and one of my greatest inspirations, through his
 Lensman
 and
 Skylark
 series; in my own limited and inadequate way, I attempt to capture the same sense of wonder that he inspired.




 




and




To the memory of the other immensely important space operatic influences of my life, Jack Williamson (
 The Legion of Space
 ), James Schmitz (the Hub stories and The
 Witches of Karres
 ), and more recently Brian Daley (
 Requiem for a Ruler of Worlds
 and sequels).








Patron’s Page



Ave! We who are about to publish salute you!



My Loyal Lieutenant



Leo Yu - Beat the odds



Jim H - I want to know more of the story!



Jonathan Briggs - Dare to dream BIG!



Jon Hoffman



Richard Todd



Bruce McNully



Denis Trenque



Alex Town



Jill & Daniel



Terry Mixon - My thanks for your tribute to E.E. "Doc" Smith. Fonder memories are hard to imagine.



Danny Fisher



David Hulan - Looking forward to reading this book.



Multics



David Carrico - “Never laugh at live dragons.” — J.R.R. Tolkien



Rat



Dan Neely



Scott and Cindy Kuntzelman - Looking forward to more great stories!



Jerry Brown - no I'm not the politician



With highest regards, Charles Curtis-Stanley



Travis Foster



Serge Broom



John M. Novak



David Lang



Jason, of the Sphere of Humanity



Yngve N. Pettersen



The Butcher of Baen



Joseph Brogowski IV - Loved reading all my life, hope this helps someone love it too.








CONTENTS




What Has Gone Before





Chapter 1.





Chapter 2.





Chapter 3.





Chapter 4.





Chapter 5.





Chapter 6.





Chapter 7.





Chapter 8.





Chapter 9.





Chapter 10.





Chapter 11.





Chapter 12.





Chapter 13.





Chapter 14.





Chapter 15.





Chapter 16.





Chapter 17.





Chapter 18.





Chapter 19.





Chapter 20.





Chapter 21.





Chapter 22.





Chapter 23.





Chapter 24.





Chapter 25.





Chapter 26.





Chapter 27.





Chapter 28





Chapter 29.





Chapter 30.





Chapter 31.





Chapter 32.





Chapter 33.





Chapter 34.





Chapter 35.





Chapter 36.





Chapter 37.





Chapter 38.





Chapter 39.





Chapter 40.





Chapter 41.





Chapter 42.





Chapter 43.





Chapter 44.





Chapter 45





Chapter 46.





Chapter 47.





Chapter 48.





Chapter 49.





Chapter 50.





Chapter 51.





Chapter 52.





Chapter 53.





Chapter 54.





Chapter 55.





Chapter 56.





Chapter 57.





Chapter 58.





Chapter 59.





Chapter 60.





Chapter 61.





Chapter 62.





Chapter 63.





Chapter 64.





Chapter 65.





Chapter 66.





Chapter 67.





Chapter 68.





Chapter 69.











What Has Gone Before




In
 Grand Central Arena
 , the Solar System of 2375 is a near-utopia, with limitless energy, nanotech replicators and AI freeing people to work, or play, as they wish, and the most minimally intrusive government humanity has ever seen; only the Wagnerian tragedy of the secretive Hyperion Project justified the need for a minimal military force. Dr. Simon Sandrisson believed he had found the key to one of the last great dreams of humanity: faster-than-light travel. Due to some odd anomalies with unmanned tests, Dr. Sandrisson gathered together a crew to perform the first manned test of the Sandrisson Drive, beginning with enigmatic but skilled power engineer Dr. Marc C. DuQuesne and ending with the recruitment of Ariane Stephanie Austin, a daredevil pilot for the Unlimited Space Racing league. With multiple redundant automated systems, Ariane's presence was more a matter of form than anything else; aside from sports such as her own, human beings simply
 don't
 pilot or drive vehicles in a serious context.



But when the Sandrisson Drive was activated, every AI system—including the implanted AISages, self-aware companions that almost every adult human being has as a matter of course—shuts down, as does the nuclear reactor, and only Ariane's racing reflexes prevents their ship, the
 Holy Grail
 , from colliding with the gigantic, impossible
 wall
 that appeared before them.



The crew of the
 Holy Grail
 quickly discover that they are inside a huge, generally spherical construct twenty thousand kilometers across… with a moving replica of the Solar System in its center. No AI-level automation works, or indeed any automation above the extremely primitive. Despite all systems and conditions appearing normal, no nuclear reaction can be triggered. The
 Holy Grail
 , unfortunately, requires immense amounts of energy to activate the drive; unless they can find a source of power, they may never be able to return home… and may not live more than a few months at best.



Because she is one of only two unaffected by the loss of an AISage (the others in conditions ranging from shock to full-blown coma), and because she is the only crewmember without defined duties outside of piloting the ship, Ariane is made temporary Captain of the vessel, and they attempt to explore this alien structure. The others, with the exception of biologist Laila Canning who remains unconscious, eventually recover from the loss of their AISage companions and are able to assist.



Soon, they discover there are illuminated, livable areas within the construct… and suddenly find themselves forced to choose a side in a conflict between two seemingly-identical alien "Factions". The humans manage to face down the group calling themselves the "Blessed To Serve", partly due to the appearance of a mysterious cloaked figure called a "Shadeweaver", and rescue the target of the Blessed, a green-and-black semi-insectoid alien called "Orphan".



Orphan proves to be a useful, if not necessarily trustworthy, resource, through which the humans discover the true magnitude of the problems facing them. They are trapped in an otherspace, another universe that is simply called "The Arena" by its residents. In Orphan's words: "It is a place where we all meet and challenge, where bargains are made and broken and avenged, where an alliance may be built on blood and fortune. It is a place where faith is lost, and where religions are founded or proven true. It is where you shall confront, and be confronted by, truths and lies, enemies and allies, belief and denial, impossibility and transcendence."



Any attempt to use an FTL drive in our native universe transfers the vessel to the Arena; the Arena has a Sphere for every solar system, a replica of every existing and possible native world for any species across all our universe, and some very strange—and equally incontestable—limits placed on all species in the Arena. No AIs. No nuclear power or similarly intense power sources (with some very limited exceptions). Any conflicts between species to be resolved by formal, or sometimes dangerously informal, Challenges whose stakes can be literal worlds.



And humanity must win at least one such Challenge if they are to be accepted as citizens of the Arena, and have the chance to trade for the energy they need to return home. To somewhat counterbalance this, the Arena provides full and detailed translation capabilities to all, meaning that newcomers ("First Emergents") are not handicapped by needing to learn to communicate, and there are certain limitations on Challenges which prevent a newly-arrived race from, for example, losing their entire homeworld in a Challenge; Challenge costs are directly proportional to the resources of a Faction, so a Challenge whose stakes might cost Humanity a ship could cost a Great Faction many hundreds of Spheres.



With no other choice, Ariane, DuQuesne, and Simon accompany Orphan to Nexus Arena, where all species eventually meet and where the majority of the politics, and most Challenges, of the Arena are carried out. They meet several other important beings and species, ranging from Nyanthus, leader of the religious Faction called the Faith, to the militaristic and xenophobic Molothos, Ghondas of the Powerbrokers (who could provide the energy needed to go home), and Relgof Nov'Ne Knarph of the knowledge-focused Faction of the Analytic.



The successful travel to Nexus Arena has opened what Orphan calls the "Upper Gateway" of humanity's Sphere, which opens onto the "top" surface of the Sphere. This is actually a crucially important event, because the top of a Sphere is not a dead surface in vacuum; the interior of the Arena is filled with (mostly) breathable atmosphere, and every Sphere's top surface is a livable area that is compatible with the native, dominant species of the solar system that it represents. By exploiting this surface, the stranded crew of
 Holy Grail
 can survive, and perhaps over time even find a way to generate their own return power, even if success in the Arena eludes them.



It is decided that DuQuesne will return to the Sphere and, with controls specialist Carl Edlund and possibly medical doctor Gabrielle Wolfe, to perform an initial survey of the part of the Upper Sphere surrounding the Upper Gateway; DuQuesne had recently been "outed" as a former result of the ill-starred Hyperion project, which made him much more physically and mentally capable than the vast majority of humanity, so his choice as the front-line explorer seemed obvious.



But their exploration hits an unexpected problem; the Molothos have—apparently by coincidence—found Humanity's Sphere and are attempting to colonize the Upper Sphere themselves. DuQuesne and Carl Edlund are captured by the warlike aliens, but when they threaten to torture Carl to get DuQuesne's cooperation in gaining access to the interior of the Sphere, DuQuesne releases all the controls he had on his Hyperion nature and destroys most of the small force of aliens that had captured them; with Carl's help, he is able to devise a desperate but effective strategy to also take out the ship from which the Molothos had come, thereby protecting the secret of exactly
 where
 Humanity's Sphere is from the invaders.



It turns out that the Arena considers such a situation to be equivalent to a Challenge, and so DuQuesne's victory makes the small human contingent full citizens of the Arena… at the cost of making one of the most powerful and dangerous Factions their enemies.



Still, the crew of
 Holy Grail
 have little to trade. They need to find some way to convince or bargain with other Factions to get the energy needed to go home and tell the rest of Humanity that they are no longer alone in the universe, and dangerously so. Ariane soon finds herself first present at a strange ritual of the Faith that shows there are powers here they do not understand, when she sees a young member of the Faith named Mandallon elevated to the rank of Initiate Guide and manifesting energies that none of her instruments can make sense of. Shortly afterward, on her trip home, she encounters Amas-Garao, one of the enigmatic Shadeweavers, who also have apparently-magical powers and unknown motives and interests.



Mandallon is committed to assist Humanity due to their status as First Emergents, and specifically to perform a service for Humanity if he can; Ariane, after ascertaining that such service isn't enough to re-power the Holy Grail, asks if the Faith can help the still-unconscious Laila Canning. Mandallon performs a ritual which brings Laila back to consciousness and seems to have healed her… although for just a moment, Ariane thinks she sees something else in Laila's gaze…



Their first encounter with the Blessed had, of course, not left the Blessed To Serve positively inclined to Humanity, and this is demonstrated when the Blessed orchestrate a Challenge to Humanity. Ariane accepts and maneuvers the venue to Arenaspace racing, and despite some unfamiliarity with conditions manages to win with an insanely risky tactic that takes her through a "Skyfall"—a cascade of debris found at the edge of the null-G areas of Arenaspace and the directed gravity surrounding every Sphere.



Before she can claim the reward in the form of energy to return, Orphan is able to inform her that there is another catch: all of them cannot return. There must always be at least one person present in their Sphere from now on, or else their status as Citizens of the Arena will be revoked. Given this, Ariane chooses to have their Sphere secured against any unwanted intrusion by the Faith—a service to be paid by the Blessed, who have lost the Challenge.



This choice of course severely disappoints the others, and precipitates the first real internal crisis, with the others arguing that Ariane had no right to
 make
 that choice without them. She points out that they
 made
 her Captain, and were perfectly happy to dump many other decisions or interactions onto her head, and if they didn't want her to
 be
 the Captain they shouldn't have done it in the first place.



The others realize that Ariane is correct; DuQuesne, particularly mortified that he allowed himself to react against her that way, leaves to give himself a chance to cool down and figure out an appropriate way to apologize. But while walking, he encounters Amas-Garao, who invites him to see the Shadeweaver Faction House… and invite DuQuesne to join the Shadeweavers. The Shadeweavers like to have at least one member of every species, for this gives them great knowledge and insight into all species' history and behavior.



Unfortunately, when DuQuesne rejects the invitation, it becomes clear that Amas-Garao has made an "offer you can't refuse". The running battle through the Faction House demonstrates to DuQuesne's shock that even a Hyperion is no match for a Shadeweaver. Fortunately, his first attempt at a distress call had gotten partially through, and Ariane has led a group to rescue him, arriving just in time. The ensuing battle is only won when Orphan—who had been thought to have fled in fear—returns and, somehow, partially negates Amas-Garao's powers sufficiently to allow them to escape.



The Shadeweavers' influence makes things difficult for Humanity, despite some assistance from the Analytic and the Faith. Partly to take their minds from these issues, Ariane and company watch a Challenge between two expert Champions of Challenges, the immense yet nimble Sivvis of the Daelmokhan, and the tiny but powerful Tunuvun of the Genasi (a species native to the Arena, and not considered citizens). The ending of that Challenge showcases both creatures' capabilities and their honor as well, leaving a strong impression on Ariane.



The "difficulties" culminate with an assault by the Blessed on Gabrielle, who was supposed to be with Orphan; when a furious Ariane Challenges Sethrik, the Leader of the Blessed, it turns out to have been a setup; Amas-Garao emerges as the selected Champion for the Blessed. Orphan and Sethrik were both used by the Shadeweaver as they both owed the Shadeweavers debts. Moreover, Ariane herself had been subtly mentally influenced to become angry enough to give the Challenge without thinking the implications through. This is the second time the Shadeweavers have done this to her; their initial conflict with the Blessed on the side of Orphan had, it turns out, been partly the Shadeweaver's doing as well.



Ariane is forced to face Amas-Garao in the Arena in single combat, with the stakes being Ariane herself; if she loses, she must join the Shadeweavers.  Despite some initial and startling success due to careful tactics and preparation, it becomes clear that the Shadeweavers' inexplicable powers are utterly beyond Ariane's ability to oppose, and she is beaten to near-unconsciousness.



Then, hovering on the brink, Ariane suddenly sees a tenuous but just-possible connection between things she has witnessed or heard about, and invokes the same ritual she heard when attending the elevation of Mandallon  — and the power of Shadeweaver, or Faith, or perhaps both, explodes from her with uncontrolled force, pushing Amas-Garao literally to the wall and leaving him no choice but to yield. Both Shadeweaver and Faith join together to seal her power away temporarily.



Before she can demand a price from Amas-Garao, DuQuesne informs her that he made a bet—on her winning—which will now give them the energy needed to return. Thus, Ariane instead demands that from thence forward, no Shadeweaver ever be able to influence or affect the minds of humanity or its direct and close allies.  The Arena agrees that this is a just and equitable demand, and Amas-Garao accepts.



Even this victory is not without problems, however. Both the Shadeweavers and the Faith demand that the now-Awakened Ariane join one of them. The Faith see the Shadeweavers as wielding powers more demonic than heavenly, and while the Shadeweavers do not profess to having any holy ambitions or sources, they have little love for the Faith. Ariane has no intention of joining
 either
 faction, since she
 is
 the Captain—and, by default, the Leader of the Faction of Humanity. But the temporary seal is weakening and if it is not either renewed, or Ariane taken in by Faith or Shadeweaver and trained, her uncontrollable power could be incalculably destructive.



Once more the Shadeweavers and Faith must join together, this time to create a permanent seal on Ariane's powers, with the assistance of the other humans in a strange symbolic array that requires seven individuals of the target's Faction to focus the seal on the target. This, of course, means that all members of
 Holy Grail
 's crew must participate; the Arena agrees to temporarily allow them to empty their Sphere for this purpose, and this purpose only. During the sealing ritual, a momentary imbalance causes the powers of all three—Shadeweaver, Faith, and Ariane—to intersect on Simon, giving him a momentary vision that seems similar to the one Ariane experienced upon her Ascendance.



With the Sealing complete, things seem to be resolved; but the Molothos turn out to have closely observed comings and goings and have guessed that Humanity's Sphere is currently unoccupied and that if they cannot return in time, they will lose their citizenship. The Molothos therefore have arranged for nearly all of Nexus Arena's Inner Gateways to be in use—making the wait to return to Humanity's Sphere be too long. A last-ditch inspiration by Steve Franceschetti, the design expert for
 Holy Grail
 , gives them one last chance and DuQuesne literally
 throws
 Steve over the heads of waiting sophonts through an Inner Gateway, just in time to return him to Humanity's Sphere.



The
 Holy Grail
 returns at last to the Solar System, carrying Ariane, Marc DuQuesne, Simon Sandrisson, and Gabrielle Wolfe… and evidence of the impossible. "
 Kanzaki-Three
 , this is Experimental Vessel 2112FTL,
 Holy Grail
 , reporting back." She grinned at the others, as she continued, "Control, you will not
 believe
 where we’ve been!"



In
 Spheres of Influence
 , the Space Security Council and Combined Space Forces (SSC and CSF) have just begun to absorb the enormity of the events of
 Grand Central Arena
 , but it is already clear that for the first time in a long, long time, politics are really,
 really
 going to matter… and there is a powerful and clever politician named Oscar Naraj who has been waiting for such an opportunity for decades.



While Simon and Gabrielle prepare
 Holy Grail
 for a return to the Arena (including gathering trade goods worth bringing), Marc DuQuesne embarks on a mysterious, high-speed trip through the Solar System with Ariane—a trip to recruit, if possible, other Hyperions to the cause. His travels are roundabout, revealing that even Marc DuQuesne is afraid of
 something
 , something that may be following him.



They reach his ultimate destination, and DuQuesne—after momentarily believing has failed—successfully reaches and reawakens Sun Wu Kung, the Hyperion version of the legendary Monkey King. With Wu Kung in tow, they return to join Simon and Gabrielle, who have just been informed by Saul Maginot that Oscar Naraj's maneuvers have succeeded in ousting Saul as leader of the SSC, replacing him with Naraj, and putting Naraj's chosen right-hand person Michelle Ni Deng in charge of the Arena Task Force which will soon send its own expedition to the Arena.



At the same time, Simon and Gabrielle have detected
 another
 transition to Arenaspace that isn't tied to either group; it is not long before DuQuesne realizes that this was the work of one of his compatriots, the Hyperion named Maria-Susanna… a Hyperion who is dangerously, unpredictably insane and who is responsible for the deaths of hundreds of people, including many Hyperions. She was the one DuQuesne was afraid had been pursuing them. Now she is loose in the Arena.



This reinforces DuQuesne's main reason for having recruited Wu Kung: he is to serve as a bodyguard to Ariane, something she accepts after a short period of protest. Ariane's own AISage, Mentor, discusses the possibility that a Hyperion AI may have escaped containment, and Ariane gives Mentor permission to stay behind (which is, technically, illegal, as high-powered AIs are supposed to always be secured by human oversight) and search/watch for such a renegaded AI.



With little time to lose, the main group returns to the Arena, finding that Maria-Susanna passed through quickly, gaining whatever information she needed without trouble and disappearing into Nexus Arena. She did visit Orphan and even offered to join his Faction, the Liberated; despite Orphan's desperate need for recruits, however, Orphan declined her offer, as he found he simply did not trust her.



Instead, Orphan makes an offer to Humanity: several fully-functional Arena vessels, including warships, in exchange for a trustworthy crew to accompany him on an expedition to the Deeps (the reaches of the Arena that lie beyond easy travel via Sky Gates). Ariane agrees, though she warns him that it may be some time before they can
 find
 such a crew.



Meanwhile, Simon Sandrisson completes negotiations with the Analytic, hoping to obtain the information necessary to create sensors to locate the Sky Gates that will be now active around Humanity's sphere, and which will give Humanity access to multiple other points throughout the Arena's volume. Instead, the Conclave of the Analytic gives Simon what appears to be a priceless yet useless gift: complete free access to the Archives of the Analytic for a year and a half… but no access to the
 Index
 of the Archives. But Dr. Relgof, who sincerely considers Simon his friend, says he allowed this only because he has faith that Simon, who
 invented
 the Sandrisson Drive, can find those answers on his own, and access to the Archives itself might turn out to be more valuable in the long run.



And then, on his first search of the Archives, Simon finds himself struck by a bizarre, phantom sense of
 familiarity
 … a sense that becomes stronger as he makes his way, without conscious understanding of how or why, to specific areas where the information he seeks is waiting. He realizes that something
 did
 happen to him in that ritual, something that is giving him understanding, guiding him without his own control, and he is both elated and terrified.



Naraj and Ni Deng arrive, accompanied by their own bodyguard, Commander Oasis Abrams—a redheaded woman that DuQuesne and Wu appear to have some past history with. Oscar Naraj is taken aback to discover that there was one very important point left out of his briefings: that Captain Ariane Austin is, from the point of view of the Arena, the Leader of the Faction of Humanity—in essence, the ruler of the entire human species!—and that therefore his political ambitions are entirely at her mercy. He adjusts quickly (perhaps, some think, too quickly), however, and accepts that his current post will be that of Ambassador. Ariane emphasizes that she
 does
 want to find someone more suited for the job of Leader, but that she's not relinquishing the position until she's sure she's found someone who really understands what they're getting into.



Simon, still unsettled but keeping his strange condition to himself for the moment, believes he has solved the problem of finding the Sky Gates; DuQuesne and Wu accompany him to the Upper Sphere to see that he is well situated. On the return, Wu breaks away and goes to investigate part of the Sphere, and DuQuesne catches up with him to find him, literally,
 talking
 to the local equivalent of wolves, something that as far as he know is impossible.



Sethrik, Leader of the Blessed, visits the Faction House of Humanity, along with his second-in-command, Vantak. Vantak is given the responsibility of talking with Naraj, freeing up the two Leaders to converse in private, which includes discussing Maria-Susanna's apparent careful examination of all the major Factions.



Wu Kung and DuQuesne, returning from their expedition with Simon, are returning with good news: Simon's already found one Sky Gate and expects from that that they have quite a few such Gates. DuQuesne goes ahead to let the others know in person, allowing Wu to have some minutes to himself in the Arena. He is almost instantly visited by Amas-Garao, apparently just taking a look at the odd newcomer, but shortly thereafter Wu sees a being he recognizes from records as Tunuvun being harassed by a crowd, and can't keep from intervening. This leads to a literal brawl on one of the Docks, which Tunuvun and Wu Kung win, but the fact of the brawl
 itself
 is a problem, and one Ariane is
 not
 pleased with. "Sun Wu Kung. Get your ass back to our Embassy
 right now.
 "



Meanwhile, DuQuesne diverted from his journey when he saw Oasis finally alone, travelling to the Grand Arcade. When he catches her, we finally discover that Oasis is actually the mysterious "K", another of the Hyperions and one that DuQuesne obviously had a relationship with at some point. But she is not
 just
 "K"; she is also Oasis Abrams. The original Oasis had beaten one Hyperion but was ambushed by a Hyperion AI villain named Fairchild, who planned to escape Hyperion using her body and brain. "K" managed to intervene, and to save Oasis took her mind into K's body. The two share the body now and have grown very close, almost a unified mind, in that time.



Ariane rips into Wu Kung for getting into that fight—which could have led to a true Challenge—and manages to extract his word of honor that he will never enter such a situation again without first discussing it with either her or DuQuesne. On the positive side, such a battle has given Tunuvun and his people a very good opinion of Wu, and thus Humanity, and as the Genasi have a chance to become true Citizens of the Arena soon, this could have long-term major implications.



Simon goes to Laila Canning and discusses his problem, choosing her because he knows there has been unspoken wariness of her after her reawakening by Mandallon—and, Laila admits, not unjustified; she knows she has changed
 somehow
 and she is not sure what the change means. Simon, similarly, is afraid that he is becoming something
 else
 , as he completed the designs of the Gate sensors without being even fully
 aware
 of what he did, although in retrospect he can understand it all. The two agree to go to Ariane together to address these issues.



Ariane sees them after finishing a conversation with Naraj, which touches on both the fact that Maria-Susanna has apparently applied to become a member of the Vengeance, and on the difficulties of negotiations when one is already the target of the Molothos; Naraj has assigned Ni Deng to focus on negotiations with the Blessed, who claim to have been ordered to be more accommodating to Humanity following the Blessed's role in setting up Amas-Garao's Challenge in the prior book.



Ariane recognizes Simon's fears, and points out that if she were honest the group should have the same fears about
 her
 —having been touched even more directly by the power of the Arena. The misgivings about Laila she addresses directly, by saying that whether or not something has changed her, Laila has done nothing but assist them, so whatever the truth might be, from now on she will be treated exactly as any other member of the team.



Orphan begins the transfer of vessels to Humanity by first taking the group on board his flagship,
 Zounin-Ginjou
 , so they can bring him to Humanity's Sphere. They learn something of the operation of such vessels, as well as about the diversity of life floating between Spheres in the Arena.



Having returned to Nexus Arena, with the others now involved in ferrying the new ships, Ariane and Wu have an encounter with Amas-Garao which is more educational than frightening; the Shadeweaver mentions that Maria-Susanna has also been exploring the possibilities of joining their group, and during that discussion gives some details of the way in which the Shadeweavers operate—including how they must eventually give up their powers to make way for the next generation.



After another short meeting with Oscar Naraj, Ariane and Wu go with Sethrik to view the
 Thilomon
 , one of the Blessed's major flagships. An assassination attempt causes Wu Kung to force both Sethrik and Ariane to take shelter inside
 Thilomon'
 s airlock, while he attempts to deal with the assassin. However, when
 Thilomon
 almost immediately begins to move away, Wu realizes this was a setup and manages—barely—to leap onto the departing Arena vessel.



Simon, on
 Zounin-Ginjou
 , is observing vessels as they approach Nexus Arena after completing ship delivery, and notices Wu on
 Thilomon.
 It is not hard to deduce that Ariane must be inside—and not of her own accord, if her bodyguard is stuck on the outside! Orphan agrees that he will not permit his friend Ariane Austin to be taken by the Blessed, but they cannot precipitate war in the neighborhood of Nexus Arena and thus must not be
 noticed
 by the Blessed until they are well away.



Within
 Thilomon
 , Ariane and Sethrik discover that Vantak has betrayed Sethrik… but at the direct instruction of the Minds, the artificial intelligences that control the Blessed to Serve. The Blessed believed that Sethrik might be becoming unreliable. They also have a specific use for Ariane Austin beyond merely demonstrating that the Blessed, and through them, the Minds, are not to be trifled with.



Wu Kung has somehow survived the transition across the Arena at terrific speeds, and is making his way across the
 Thilomon
 's hull when he is suddenly flung off the vessel, to plummet away into the Deeps of the Arena, where the predatorial
 zikki
 begin to swarm around him.



Seeing this, Ariane demonstrates exactly what Vantak and the Minds were hoping; in the extremity of rage, for a moment, the Seal on her powers slips, and shatters her bonds. The power re-seals itself too quickly to be usable, but that was still enough. The Minds believe that if they have Ariane to study, they will be able to eventually
 understand
 the powers… and be able to use them to allow the Minds
 themselves
 to enter the Arena, the only AIs to do so.



Zounin-Ginjou
 follows
 Thilomon
 and eventually prepares to attack—only to find that there are twenty other vessels waiting, joining
 Thilomon
 at this point. While individually superior to any of the Blessed vessels, there seems no doubt what the ultimate outcome will be.



During the combat, both DuQuesne and Simon Sandrisson find themselves doing better using unknown technology than might have been expected, and when
 Zounin-Ginjou
 is heavily damaged, Simon finds himself running to repair a system he doesn't even know… and does so. Though frightened, he also realizes this strange access to knowledge is also desperately needed now, so he allows it to grow, giving him a sense of what is, what
 could
 be, and he knows there is also a possible way to improve their odds.



The battle continues at a fever-pitch, but then both sides are distracted by the approach of numberless targets which burst from a cloudbank—an incredible assemblage of Arena lifeforms, ranging from
 tzchina
 to
 zikki
 and a gargantuan five-kilometer long predator called a
 morfalzeen
 . The creatures assault and harass
 Thilomon
 , culminating with an impact that shatters the forward viewport…



… through which arrives Sun Wu Kung, who proceeds to defeat all the Blessed on
 Thilomon's
 bridge, culminating by throwing Vantak out the port by which Wu entered.



Meanwhile, Simon has been desperately trying to modify one of
 Zounin-Ginjou
 's weapons, following that strange knowledge within him. He succeeds, allowing far more intense fire at the cost of needing to reload the focus and liner after each shot. But before he can continue reloading, he suddenly finds he is not alone: Vantak has managed to board
 Zounin-Ginjou
 during the battle. Simon manages, barely, to defeat Vantak with the help of that over-sense.



Following the battle, Ariane refuses to simply wipe out
 Thilomon
 and its crew. Instead, after the others discuss the situation, it is decided to take them aboard
 Zounin-Ginjou
 inside of a subsection of living quarters from
 Thilomon
 , which will be in a cargo deck under weapons and scrutiny. They will then be deposited on the Upper Sphere of a currently untenanted Sphere, where they will be able to live but unable to travel from or contact any others.



Ariane and the others then have Sethrik—who, with Vantak dead and the succession of Leadership still not officially carried out, remains Leader of the Blessed—carry a message to his Embassy to be delivered to the Minds. This is also part of a plan to uncover what they suspect to have been cooperation between someone on the
 Humanity
 side along with Vantak.



The ruse works; Michelle Ni Deng goes to meet with Sethrik shortly after his arrival and her conversation reveals that Ariane's … removal was quite intentional, all for the ostensible good of humanity. His job done, Sethrik returns and abandons his old faction, joining instead the Faction of the Liberated.



Ariane, having realized much of this was her fault for not really grasping the reins of Leadership, prepares to go to the System to confront the political issues head-on, waiting for the response by the Minds (as that will have a significant effect on her plans) and on the determination of whether Shadeweaver/Faith powers work in normal space (because that would have vast implications for what the Blessed's Minds tried to do). In the interim, DuQuesne gets a message that someone hostile appears to be after the remaining Hyperions he was trying to protect back home. It is decided that Marc and Oasis will go back and try to find out what's happening there—and to contact Mentor, if they can, to see if he has information.



Simon, with the help of Dr. Relgof, is able to uncover evidence that the powers of Shadeweaver and Faith
 do
 work even in normal space, meaning that the Minds' plans were all too feasible.



DuQuesne and Oasis make contact with Mentor as they approach Counter-Earth Station 3, where the dreaming Hyperions have been moved. The station shuts down as they approach, and despite a desperate emergency docking and headlong rush through the Station, arrive too late; Dr. Davison, who was caretaking for DuQuesne, is nearly dead, and the room with the Hyperions is a wreck, with a pile of charred corpses in the center. Mentor barely warns DuQuesne in time to avoid a high-voltage electrical trap.



In the Arena, while in a discussion about Arena biology with Laila, Ariane is alerted to a visitor's presence. Selpa, Leader of the Vengeance, arrives and announces that they have accepted Maria-Susanna as a member; she is with him, and Ariane gets a first look at the deceptively harmless former Hyperion. No sooner have they left than Tanglil of the Blessed arrives and delivers a message from the Minds themselves:



The Minds accept Ariane's price for their attempted kidnapping, and give three Spheres to Humanity in recompense. Ariane immediately and unexpectedly gives one to the Liberated for Orphan's assistance.



Ariane returns to their Sphere for the first time in months, to discover just how much chaos has ensued, with over a thousand new people now living, working, and researching in the Inner Sphere and Upper Sphere. But there
 is
 some order, being enforced by Thomas Cussler, who has taken up the position of directing activities in the Sphere. Thomas gives them a rundown of conditions in the Sphere, and the defensive preparations that have been and are continuing to be made to protect Humanity's home Sphere.



The group arrives in time to enter a complete session of the SSC, with most CSF representative present as well, and Ariane addresses them with a summary of what has happened—and why much of it was the fault of politicial maneuvering that assumed from the first that she was the wrong choice for the job. She presents proof of the Arena's power and influence even in their own world and the need to have an actual, effective Leader of the Faction of Humanity.



General Jill Esterhauer, a long-term member of both organizations, is the center of resistance to this idea, and it becomes clear that this is based both on rational principles—a well-founded fear of any single individual holding such power—and on an apparent pattern of Hyperion connections she has noted, making the General wonder if there is more to these events than is being discussed.



Esterhauer's forces are prepared to force the issue, but Ariane keeps her talking as DuQuesne and his allies—including Mentor—come to realize with Simon's help that there is another element at work; the General has been subtly suborned. When the General begins to consider some of the points Ariane begins to make, a hidden connection comes to life and a brief cyber-battle erupts. This is concluded quickly—almost invisibly to most of those present—and the discussion continues.



Dr. Robert Fenelon of the SSC makes a compromise suggestion, derived partly from ancient Roman political structures, that seems reasonable enough. Before the negotiations can complete, however, General Esterhauer collapses, a delayed effect of the hostile force that had been attempting to manipulate her.



Fortunately, the General is not damaged beyond recovery, and ultimately Dr. Fenelon's plan is accepted by her and by the combined SSC and CSF. With her position acknowledged, Ariane lays out a number of broad directives, plans for the future, including the need to create a set of laws governing activities in the Arena… and the need, in view of what has happened with the Blessed, to solve the issue of AI rights; Mentor himself offers an impassioned speech as to why it is time for humanity and their artificial children to work as full equals. The speech includes the revelation that the enemy that nearly destroyed Esterhauer was itself a renegade AI—only stopped by other AIs and a Hyperion working in concert. In short, an escaped Hyperion adversary.



With questions of leadership and succession addressed, Ariane and crew can finally turn to the question of what to do next… and Ariane already has that planned out: fulfill the promise she made to Orphan…



In
 Challenges of the Deeps,
 Ariane and the others return once more to the Arena—with more questions and concerns than they had only a short while before. Added to the complexities of dealing with the Arena's many factions is the question of the identity and goals of the malevolent Hyperion AI that arranged the murder of the four Hyperions under DuQuesne's care as well as trying to suborn General Esterhauer.



But the one that looms greatest is the Molothos. Time is passing swiftly, and not Ariane, nor DuQuesne, Simon, Laila, or any of the others believes the Molothos will not eventually discover the location of Earth's Sphere.



✽ ✽ ✽



Still, Humanity must pay its debt to Orphan. It is decided that in Ariane's absence, the Leaders of the Faction of Humanity will be Laila Canning and Carl Edlund, with Simon in an advisory capacity, and preparations are made for their departure.



Plans are thrown awry, however, when Ariane and Wu accompany Tunuvun of the Genasi to challenge the Vengeance. Selpa'A'At has a hidden card; he selects
 Tunuvun
 to be the champion of the Vengeance, knowing that Tunuvun's pride and professional ethics will require him to expend his best effort to defeat his opponent… and lose his people's hope.



Tunuvun, however, has his own trick to play: he asks the one warrior he knows to be
 at least
 his equal, Sun Wu Kung, to be his peoples' champion, and Wu accepts.



The Challenge is to be "Racing Chance", a combination of a poker-like card game with an over-the-top obstacle course. The card players can, while playing, provide commentary to the racers, and also use the counters they win for betting… or for placing obstacles in the way of the opposite side's racer. DuQuesne is chosen as the card player on their side, and Dr. Relgof of the Analytic agrees to be their Advocate, assisting in negotiating the exact terms and rules of this particular Challenge.



Returning from gaining Relgof's assistance, Simon Sandrisson is invited to a private conversation with Orphan, who reveals something both puzzling and disquieting. The so-called "primary beam" weapon that Simon had improvised on
 Zounin-Ginjou
 during their combat with the Blessed fleet has continued to work... but duplicates of it
 do not
 . When Simon experiments, it appears that even other human beings cannot duplicate it.
 He
 can build these super-weapons… but no one else seems able to. It is decided that one thing Simon
 can
 do is increase the capabilities of the small human fleet by upgrading their weapons.



A more personal piece of news arrives for Wu Kung: the CSF has completed the detailed analysis of the remains left behind when the four Hyperions, and Wu's own Hyperion Virtual World, were destroyed. Only a few elements of his world survived, and his wife Sanzo was "reinitialized"—set back to just before the departure from her temple, well before she ever
 met
 Wu Kung.



The day of the Challenge comes, and it is a very tight race indeed. DuQuesne has explicitly instructed Wu Kung to show no more of his capabilities than he absolutely must, which prevents Wu from using his full speed and strength to make up distance when DuQuesne's opponent throws obstacle after obstacle in his path; DuQuesne, to his chagrin and surprise, simply can't catch a break in the card game. Finally, DuQuesne give Wu Kung permission to go all-out in order to win, and the Hyperion Monkey King
 blazes
 along the course, catching up with and passing Tunuvun like the wind…



And then the course drops out from under him, and he is faced by no fewer than four Adjudicators, the enforcers of the Arena itself. DuQuesne's opponent had saved all his tokens from the last half of the race and used them all for an impossible final challenge.



Impossible, that is, except for Sun Wu Kung, who defeats all four and launches himself back up, to cross the finish line not a tenth of a second ahead of Tunuvun.



The Vengeance challenges this victory, stating that there must have been some kind of cheating or interference; it is well-known in the Arena that the Arena
 itself
 enforces a limit on how much a being can be enhanced, and Wu Kung's performance is clearly far beyond that limit.



To address this—with Ariane's permission, for the sake of Wu's honor and Tunuvun's victory—the Arena shows the concerned parties (Selpa, Byto, Tunuvun, Ariane, DuQuesne and Wu Kung) the birth and death of Hyperion.



Selpa understands, then, that the enhancements on Wu Kung were allowed to stand because Wu literally lived in a world where that
 was
 who he was, that it was
 natural
 for him to be so much stronger and faster than others. And thus the Arena allowed him what was natural for him, just as it allows the Molothos their natural strength advantage over creatures like Selpa.



With that, they are returned to the Arena, and Wu Kung receives the prize: a symbolic sphere that stands for an
 actual
 Sphere, that the holder can present to the Vengeance for redemption. After a moment contemplating the possibilities of such an item, Wu gives it to Tunuvun as agreed, and the celebration of victory begins.



After the party, DuQuesne and Ariane have a short discussion of Hyperion, during which DuQuesne mentions, to Ariane's surprise, that his creator, "Doctor" Timothy Bryson, is still alive, one of the few Hyperion "researchers" to have escaped Maria-Susanna and, possibly, the hostile Hyperion AI.



Simon sees Ariane, DuQuesne, and Wu Kung off with Orphan, and then goes to the Archives of the Analytic, where he meets Dr. Relgof. Relgof privately informs him that he has monitored Simon's use of the Archives, and has deduced that somehow Simon has found a way around the Analytic's withholding of the Index. He is willing to keep that secret… if Simon has something of value to offer for that secret to be kept. As they discuss what might be worthwhile, Simon makes the startling discovery that Dr. Relgof
 does not remember
 the research they did showing that the powers of the Shadeweavers and Faith operate outside of the Arena itself. Simon makes the obvious deduction—that either or both faction erases this knowledge whenever possible. Thus, Simon now has THAT secret to trade to Relgof… if Relgof can figure out a way to
 remember
 it this time!



Meanwhile, Dajzail of the Molothos receives a communication from his Master of Fleets, Alztanza: they have located Humanity's Sphere. Dajzail and the Molothos immediately begin plans for an assault  that will not only take Humanity's home Sphere… but the solar system itself.



Finally in the Deeps, Orphan reveals what his mission is. Long ago, Orphan found himself shipwrecked and adrift in the Deeps, without a ship to take him home or even a good idea of where home WAS… and he was injured. He came across a huge and mysterious installation floating in the midst of the Deeps, and landed there, where after making his way through empty corridors he was greeted by… himself, or, at least, a being wearing his own face and body. This being, called "Vindatri", healed Orphan, and then spent considerable time questioning him about the state of the Arena as Orphan knew it. In return for saving him and helping him to return to Nexus Arena, Vindatri asked two things. One Orphan was forbidden to tell to others, but the other was that if ever a NEW Faction were to appear, he was to return to Vindatri and tell him of the newcomers—and now he has TWO factions to speak of, Humanity and the Genasi.



Back on Nexus Arena, Simon, exhausted from working on installation of primary beams and dealing with a minor Faction emergency, goes to a restaurant to eat… where he is unexpectedly joined by Maria-Susanna.



Maria-Susanna has been thrown out of the Vengeance, for reasons she does not know, and is alone in the Arena. Simon feels she should know that someone other than her has been killing Hyperions, and Maria-Susanna is horrified to hear of the four that were killed … and apparently terrified of the idea that it might be an escaped AI. She thanks Simon for his kindness in speaking with her, and seems to have a new goal… but what it is, Simon doesn't know.



Meanwhile, DuQuesne attempts to duplicate Simon's invention by modifying the other guns on
 Zounin-Ginjou
 , Orphan's ship, and finds that he can do so… by accessing his memories of his Hyperion existence. This, combined with some conversation, enlarges on Ariane's understanding of just
 what
 the Arena has done: it is not just the genetic-physical enhancements built by the Hyperion researchers that are allowed—strong though those are. The Arena gives to the Hyperions
 their actual abilities
 , at least as much as the Arena can. So DuQuesne has the psionic abilities of his Skylark-Lensman background and—he believes—Wu Kung actually
 can
 access the power of the Monkey King of legend. Wu can't
 now
 because he's been convinced by multiple prior events that those powers were lies, fakes. And DuQuesne isn't going to tell him, because as long as Wu doesn't know, he remains a trump card.



This does raise a problem, however: it is clear from both Orphan's story and the artifact he gained from Vindatri that Vindatri can use powers very much like those of the Shadeweavers, and this new secret is
 far
 too important to ever allow Vindatri to learn. DuQuesne can shield his mind now, but Ariane, not knowing how to user her powers, can't. However, Ariane tells DuQuesne to use his "psionic" abilities to block out that knowledge from Vindatri's access. With such close contact, the two also finally admit their true attraction for each other, and begin a relationship.



Simon and Oasis go to a restaurant on the docks; giving Oasis/K a chance to make a pass at Simon, who is not at all against the idea.  At the end of their date, Oasis spies something in the crowd, something that terrifies her: "Someone... someone who not only should be dead," she says in a shaken whisper, "but technically wasn't even ever alive."



After a brief encounter with Arenaverse pirates (that ends very poorly for the pirates), Ariane and the others arrive at Vindatri's immense and forbidding floating fortress Halintratha. Upon arrival, all of them are separated from each other—despite even Wu Kung's best efforts—and interviewed by Vindatri, who appears to each of them in a different form: for Wu Kung, his one-time adversary and later ally Sha Wujing, for DuQuesne his creator Doctor Bryson, and for Ariane, her grandfather. They meet again after these interviews, and discover that the latter two are, in fact,
 the same person
 ; DuQuesne's Doctor Bryson is unmistakably also Ariane's grandfather.



Dajzail meets up with Alztanza on their way to join the fleet that will soon assail the human home Sphere; Alztanza has the courage to bring up some of his doubts, which both discuss before deciding that all must move forward as was already decided.



Oasis believes that what she saw was Doctor Alexander Fairchild—which should be impossible, since Fairchild was the main adversary of DuQuesne and his friends in their Hyperion world. As an AI, he should not have access to the Arena… but the fact that the Arena seems to give Hyperions their abilities because they are
 natural
 to those people might also allow AIs that, just as naturally, believed they were real.



They meet with Laila and Carl to discuss the issue; at Laila's request, Simon uses his "super cheat code", as Carl calls it, to look for Fairchild, and finds that he can't pinpoint the man, but
 can
 tell that he is, in fact, in Nexus Arena. After discussing how to deal with this new threat, they prepare to leave, but Laila asks Simon one more favor—to verify just where Dajzail is, since he hasn't been seen in a while. Simon finds the Molothos fleet… and realizes where it is headed.



Vindatri gives permission to reveal Orphan's other mission: that he was to specifically look for people who will "have the blessing of the Arena" upon them. Orphan has deduced that this is Humanity, and that the "blessing" is, quite simply,
 luck
 . Random factors consistently
 align
 for human beings in the Arena. Why and how this is, none can say, but the evidence is too strong to ignore once Orphan enumerates it all. Vindatri finds much of it impossible, to which Orphan replies "Ahh, Vindatri, I have heard—and spoken!—that word in association with Humanity so many times, it has become a comforting refrain to me."



Vindatri also agrees to teach Ariane about the power she gained in her Challenge against Amas-Garao, with her payment being a full explanation as to how she Awakened herself. When Vindatri undoes the Seal on Ariane it nearly destroys a large chunk of Halintratha until Wu manages to block the energies enough to give Vindatri a chance to show her how to damp it down.



Meanwhile, Orphan and DuQuesne explore part of Halintratha. Orphan leads them to a particular room he recalls seeing, which is filled with statues of all of the species of the Arena. One unique statue, seeming to be the oldest in the room, seems to be human, but lacks all the detail of other figures. They are not certain what it means, but Orphan later points out that if you were collecting figures of all the species you met, the one you wouldn't need to really collect… would be your own.



Despite their foreknowledge and Simon's primary-beam weapon, it appears certain that all they can do is
 hurt
 the Molothos fleet, not defeat it; Dajzail's forces outnumber them four hundred to one. But as Simon leaves to continue installing the weapons, Dr. Relgof contacts him and announces that the Analytic is now declaring themselves direct and close allies of Humanity, to protect them from Shadeweaver mental tampering… and wishes to know if there is any great service they might provide, that would prove their sincerity…



With Vindatri still being an unknown factor, and possibly an unstable one, DuQuesne doesn't entirely trust him—but Ariane still needs the training. Ariane orders him to allow Vindatri to do what he wants, as long as it doesn't go too far, and as long as she's still learning something useful; she trusts that DuQuesne will be able to fix anything Vindatri does. Vindatri begins teaching Ariane, who finds the training difficult but enlightening—as does Vindatri, as he begins to learn more about Ariane and humanity. And he seems to be subtly encouraging her to speak of more and more things…



Relgof has disappointing news: only about three hundred ships of the Analytic will be able to reach Humanity's Sphere in time for the battle. Oscar Naraj, however, points out that they still may suffice to give the Molothos pause—because they are
 Analytic
 ships, and the Molothos would then have to realize that if they press the assault, they will become enemies of the Analytic—one of the Great Factions—which they have heretofore avoided doing.



Using techniques from their original, dangerous subversion of Hyperion Station, Wu Kung discusses the situation with Ariane and Vindatri with DuQuesne, who agrees that Vindatri probably is tampering with Ariane's mind to a small extent, but also says that as long as she really is learning things from Vindatri, they're under orders to allow it.



Vindatri continues teaching Ariane, and they also discuss the origin of the mysterious language used to invoke the powers, and how new abilities can be devised. By now, Ariane has learned powers of offense and defense and is gaining some skill in using them.



While exploring more of Halintratha, Orphan is straightforward about the fact that he expects that eventually they will come into conflict with Vindatri, and he wants to make plans in private on how to address this. DuQuesne agrees with him and gives him a partial update on the situation with Vindatri and Ariane—that he expects there
 will
 be a conflict sooner rather than later, when Vindatri gets too close to the secrets they have no intention of telling anyone.



When Orphan realizes that DuQuesne truly believes he'll have a chance against Vindatri, despite there being no explanation for why… he commits to supporting Humanity in this. "I trust, you see, that even my patron Vindatri has failed to fully grasp the implications of carrying the "blessing of the Arena"... perhaps because one must have been present at its more stunning manifestations to truly accept it."



With only a few days—or even, possibly, hours—remaining before the Molothos arrive, Simon and Oasis are sent to join Humanity's fleet, with a particular admonishment that Simon take no risks with his own life; he and his talent may be necessary for Earth's defense, but that also means that they must be preserved at all costs if it looks like the Molothos are going to win.



Ariane announces that she and Vindatri have decided it's time for Ariane to go back to Nexus Arena, but that she'll return for more training soon, and bring Simon. The latter, of course, DuQuesne can't possibly allow; the secret of Simon's ability is far too valuable. Still, DuQuesne thinks that perhaps he can simply fix whatever influence is currently on Ariane, once they're out of range of Vindatri and Halintratha.



But Wu Kung senses Vindatri's attempt to get them to agree to this plan… and launches himself at Vindatri. Vindatri gestures and Wu Kung is chained to the deck with CQC chains, as is DuQuesne; Ariane and Orphan are staring blankly, unresponsive, as Vindatri prepares to analyze both Wu and DuQuesne in detail.



Forced to act, DuQuesne uses his Hyperion abilities to defend his mind—and tells Wu Kung the secret of the Hyperions: "That you're not as limited as you think. That the Arena is like Hyperion in one way. It accepts us, Wu. Accepts us for what we truly are in our hearts."



Finally understanding, Wu Kung becomes once more the Monkey King and breaks the unbreakable, as DuQuesne frees both Ariane and Orphan from Vindatri's mind-control… and the battle between the most ancient being known and the four allies is begun.



At the same time, the war between the Molothos and Humanity starts. The strategy of Humanity is relatively simple; hammer the Molothos
 hard
 with as many demoralizing surprises as possible, so that when the last surprise—the arrival of hundreds of ships of the Analytic—comes, there is at least a chance that the Molothos may decide that, despite current numeric superiority, this is a battle best retreated from. It
 almost
 works; Dajzail considers the idea… but rejects it.



The duel against Vindatri continues, ever escalating, with the humans learning more about their own powers and Vindatri matching them as they gain new strength… until, finally, the three blow Vindatri clear out of Halintratha, and Orphan blasts Vindatri with four primary beams at once. "Consider this... my resignation from your service," Orphan says.



Even that turns out not to kill Vindatri, although it
 seems
 it has for a short time. But Vindatri is wounded, and no longer seeking to fight them. "You have won the battle. I am not your enemy... and in truth, I never have been."



It was a test of many things that Vindatri put them through, because he has much to fear; he reveals that he is startlingly human in both appearance and biology, and that he has discovered the same is true of the far more ancient race that built Halintratha… and that both those ancient people, and his own Halinthi, disappeared, were destroyed, in a cosmic eyeblink. Some force does not want such beings to live long, and once they become
 noticed
 , that force begins to work against them.



But their powers and convictions have convinced Vindatri that together they might eventually confront whatever this power is, so he will aid Humanity as he can. "And I am afraid that you require that assistance
 now
 ."



The battle between Humanity, the Analytic, and the Molothos has reached fever-pitch. Despite Humanity's desperate, inspired, sometimes impossible resistance, the Molothos were correct in their assessment: there is quite simply no chance that they can win. The Molothos have lost staggering numbers of ships and people, and Dajzail offers Humanity the chance to surrender.



But the commander of the human fleet, Captain Fitzhugh, refuses. "You want our Sphere? Come and take it."



It seems they
 will
 take the Sphere and destroy every one of the defending ships, until one of their battleships explodes without warning, and
 Zounin-Ginjou
 appears, somehow shrugging off everything the Molothos can send at it and returning fire with primary beams that rip through even the largest ships like a sword through a melon. Faced with a final impossibility, Dajzail accepts that he must surrender to save his own people, and cedes also the Sphere from which the attack on Humanity was launched. His fleet departs, allowed to return to that Sphere in order to reach their homes again.



Simon assists in scanning the entire region and directing one of the largest search-and-rescue efforts ever, rescuing many thousands of people from both sides.  The Molothos prisoners are all collected in one area for ease of security and transport.



Ariane appears at the Molothos Faction House to take Dajzail's formal acknowledgement that peace now exists between Humanity and the Molothos. Reluctantly but honorably, Dajzail does so, despite resistance from his own Faction. And then Ariane returns to them all of their people, quite unexpectedly, because she still regards them as people, even if enemies, and she will leave no one to die drifting in the Arena's depths.



And in that moment, the Arena announces: "Type Two Challenge concluded. Winner: Ariane Austin and the Faction of Humanity against the Great Faction of the Molothos."









Chapter 1.





"A





riane! Ariane, wake up!"



The voice was vaguely familiar, echoing out of the red-tinged blackness of pain.



"Ariane, can you hear me? Dammit, where's Gabrielle?"



"You don't
 look
 too well either, Marc. Sit down!"



That… that was Oasis. Marc?



She made an effort to open her eyes and say something; a vague moan was the result.



"My God, what happened?" Another voice… Gabrielle's.
 That's a little better. I couldn't even recognize
 Marc
 's voice for a moment!



"We were starting a practice session," Marc DuQuesne said. Ariane could hear his voice vibrate with an unaccustomed shake. "We had
 just
 started, and she suddenly screamed and fell down… like that."



"Hmm. Vitals… recovering from some kind of traumatic shock. Brainscan patterns are… odd. But she
 should
 be conscious. Ariane, can you hear me? Open your eyes, or raise your hand, plese."



A second try, and her eyes opened to slits; the practice room's lights were dazzlingly bright, sending needles of luminance to jab her somewhere in the center of her skull. Hazily, she could make out Gabrielle Wolfe's concerned face, golden hair haloing her head and partially obscuring the darker, concerned face of DuQuesne. "Gab…ri..elle," she managed.



"Yes. That's good. She's seeing us and she's conscious and responding." A pause. "No sign of actual injury, aside from a bruise on her head from falling. No concussion. Let's get her up off the floor a bit, get something softer under her."



"I will lift her," came Wu Kung's voice. "I
 knew
 I should not have gone anywhere!"



Small but very strong arms slid under her body, raised her up and laid her down; yes, whatever she was on now was definitely softer, and raised at the end. She blinked and was able to focus better. She was on a floating gurney—one of the many little perks the Arena made possible in its Embassies. "What happened, DuQuesne?" she said, hearing her usual quick, authoritative tones reduced to a tired contralto whisper.



"That's what we'd like to know, Captain," he said, relief erasing temporary wrinkles of worry. "We were trying to spar, practicing what we'd learned. Then—"



"God, yes, I remember. You started towards me, so I was going to throw up a shield and suddenly something put an axe between my eyes, or that's what it felt like."



Wu Kung's head suddenly appeared, the green eyes narrowed. "You were trying to use your magic powers? You and DuQuesne?"



"Well," DuQuesne said, "I was just starting, and they're not really magic, but … yeah."



Wu shook his head and stepped back. For a moment, gold light flickered around his body, and a wrinkle of concentration mixed with pain showed on his face. "You were
 lucky
 ," he said, reaching out to grip Ariane's hand tightly. "Do not do that again! You cannot use your powers for a while, not for anything other than what DuQuesne would call parlor tricks—moving water glasses or something."



"What? Why?" Ariane asked, at the same time that Gabrielle said, "You know what happened?"



Wu Kung grimaced, then grinned with a cynical edge unusual for the Hyperion Monkey King. "I know what I
 see
 , but you will not like the explanation I will give of what I see and what it means."



"Explain and we'll decide whether we like it later," DuQuesne said sharply.



"You—both of you, and me as well—went into battle against a god, and then a fleet." The green eyes flecked with gold held Ariane's gaze like iron. "
 You were not ready
 . Neither was DuQuesne. Me… I wasn't, really, but not as badly as you." Another flicker of concern washed across the gold-furred face. "Hm, I think I should check Simon as well; he may be in danger too. Maybe even Velocity."



"I'll buy that we weren't really ready," Ariane said, "but why did I collapse? I mean, ready or not, we
 did
 beat him, and we didn't get permanently hurt."



"You have injured your
 soul
 ." Seeing the stares, Wu gave an exasperated shrug and sigh. "See? I
 knew
 you would not like it! Then …" he wrinkled his face in concentration, then went on, "you have injured some part of you that my Hyperion senses call your soul, or
 think
 is your soul, if there really, truly is no such thing. Whatever it is, it is like your body in that it can be hurt or strained."



"Oh," DuQuesne said. "I think I get it. We did the equivalent of some lazy couch-bound simfan suddenly being forced to get up and spend a day at hard labor. It was hard, but it didn't
 feel
 so bad when he did it… but the next day he can't really even get up."



"Exactly!" Wu Kung nodded for emphasis. "Except much worse. You did damage. You were desperate—
 we
 were desperate, and so we ignored the warnings, or maybe you couldn't feel the warnings because you didn't know what to look for, but you hurt yourself during that adventure, a lot. Now that the emergency is past… well, you still haven't learned how to feel your soul's injury, so it doesn't hurt… until you try to make your soul bear a burden again."



Gabrielle was nodding slowly. "Like being in a fight and adrenalin lets you move something heavier than you could normally lift. You don't feel it at the time, but you tear something in your back anyway."



"Very much like that! Adrenalin, that was a word I was looking for. Yes, when you fight for your life your soul is ready to bear the burden unto death, so you might not feel the pain. And after, very small things won't bother you—like if you badly injured your back you might still be able to pick up a cup of water or something. But anything bigger…" Wu mimed something exploding.



Ariane gingerly sat up. "So, there's nothing
 physically
 wrong with me?"



"Not that I can see," Gabrielle said, glancing over her medical displays.



"If you insist everything in this magic world has a science explanation," Wu Kung said with the air of humoring the unreasonable, "then there's
 something
 physically wrong, but not in the… physical areas Dr. Gabrielle looks at."



"Wu's right," DuQuesne said, and his brows were drawn down, showing his intense focus on the issue. "Given that nothing the Arena does is actually magic, it still pulls off tricks that sure
 look
 like magic, and now so do you. Stands to reason there's some kind of structure—maybe made up of those 'Plancktech' spacetime constructs that Simon theorized about—that interacts with, supports, and maintains our apparently-supernatural skills. If it's custom to each person—and I'd bet it is—makes sense it develops along with each person who gets the powers. And if you push it, it's like driving a machine too hard; you get a breakdown, if not right away, then a lot sooner than you expected."



She looked at Wu and stood up; her head pounded only slightly. "So, you can
 see
 this damage?"



"Oh, sure. Sensing
 ki
 and spirit, that was one of the things I did better than almost anyone except Sanzo." He looked momentarily sad at the mention of his wife, now reverted to a state where she didn't even remember meeting him. "If I focus, I can see souls now. That isn't too hard, which is good, because
 my
 soul isn't in good shape, either. Better than you or DuQuesne, but not all that much."



"How bad is it? How long before it heals? Is there something we should do to help it along, like physical therapy?"



He squinted at her and DuQuesne again. "It's… pretty bad. If you had kept pushing it, you'd kill yourself."



"
 Kill
 herself?" Gabrielle repeated. "Using a power she never needed before?"



"It is a
 part
 of her now," Sun Wu Kung said with absolute certainty. "If she ruptures her soul, she could die without a mark on her. If you insist, that… Planck-whatever is woven through her whole body, and it's connected to her mind and her nerves, her brain."



"Makes too much sense," DuQuesne said grimly. "What about me, Wu?"



"You're about as bad as she is. I will have to look at Dr. Sandrisson and Velocity Celes soon." A faint smile showed a hint of Wu's fangs. "It is fortunate that Dr. Sandrisson does not
 want
 to use his power very often, and that Vel's is much less…
 obvious
 . But even his does do some… oh, as one of our old friends would have put it, some very unreasonable things."



 



He looked back to Ariane. "As to what to do, Captain, use your power
 very
 little, but don't stop using it at all. Little things, like lifting cups, making small sparks, that kind of thing, should not strain you much. If you pay attention to yourself, you should start to
 feel
 the strain already on your spirit. Listen to that sense, pay attention to it. You will not get a second chance like this very often; you could have killed yourself just now. Same to you, DuQuesne."



Ariane frowned. "We can't use our newest trump cards?"



"Not for a while," Wu said. "Not if you want to live."



Ariane considered the situation. Then she found herself smiling and shook her head. "All right, then, we won't. I'm kind of surprised how much that bothers me, when I spent most of my life without any special powers other than good reflexes. But we never had any plans to use these abilities in public. Right?"



DuQuesne grinned wryly back. "Right on the beam, Captain. Oh, the Molothos must've guessed something of what you could do from that last confrontation, but for the most part those powers are still a secret, and we want to keep it that way. Even the people who know we have something special don't know the details, and most of them will keep it mostly to themselves, I'd expect—tactical advantage in secrets applies on their side, too."



The headache was almost gone, although—now that Wu Kung had called her attention to it—there
 was
 a feeling of some kind of internal tension, not even exactly pain, but tight, like the feeling of a scab over a wound; it could be torn open. "All right, then, we'll follow Wu's advice to the letter. Wu, find Simon and check him out and if he has the same problem, bring him here and we'll brief him. Otherwise… it's business as usual."



She grinned at the others. "We got a long way without any special powers; we can do without them for a few months."








 








Chapter 2.




M
 alvchait, Master of Forces, was in a black mood.



It was not merely the inexplicable, embarrassing defeat that the Molothos had suffered, although that was undeniably a part of it. Still,
 he
 had only followed the orders of his superior—Faction Leader Dajzail of the Molothos. The worst of the humiliation had landed squarely on his carapace, not Malvchait's.



At the same time, it was certainly the human undercreatures who were to blame for Malvchait's current slowly-boiling anger. Dajzail had
 chastised
 him—had placed him in the Hold of Correction and
 screamed
 at him—before the humans, for the sake of Dajzail's pledge to the undercreature Ariane Austin.



A pledge made under duress is worthless!
 He bit off a segment of
 pluri
 worm and ground it, but he didn't really taste it. Nonetheless, Leader Dajzail had Corrected him before their people and the humans' leader and champion. It was a bitter mouthful to swallow, straining one's grinder to the limits.



He
 could
 send to the Homeworld, point out Dajzail's failure, try to convince the Nests Assembled to recall him. But for that to work, Malvchait would need some leverage of his own. Undoubtedly Dajzail's own report had been sent and read. Unless Dajzail was a fool—and he most definitely was not—there would be no errors of
 fact
 in the report.



"He who arrives first, presents the truth," he murmured, quoting Ralsmaza's ancient and cynical proverb. It was
 always
 harder to change minds, especially ones that had made a difficult decision based on the information they had first received. Which the Nests Assembled obviously had, since Dajzail was still here. If they hadn't liked the report… no, chop that. They undoubtedly had not
 liked
 the report, no one would. Take it then that if they had not agreed that
 Dajzail
 was not to blame for the disaster, then there would have been a new Leader of the Faction of the Molothos. Since Dajzail remained Leader, they had been convinced the failure was not of his doing.



Trying to convince the Nests that they had made a mistake? He wobbled his claws in unconscious negation. No, definitely not. Not without something to give them, some angle that was not obvious to convince them to shift their ground.



Malvchait cast the
 pluri
 aside in annoyance.
 If I cannot taste it, it is worthless
 . The blood-dripping, cylindrical body bounced off the legs of a passing Milluk, but neither it nor any of the others strolling the Grand Arcade dared glance his way. The undercreatures all knew the Molothos, and of the entire Arena assembled, not one in a thousand would confront one of the True People over such a trivial action.



But the brief satisfaction he felt from that was childish, a barely-hatched child's pleasure at achieving a goal that any adult could reach without effort. It did nothing to relieve the real source of anger and pain, which was that despite the losses inflicted on the Molothos, Dajzail had
 made peace
 with the Faction of Humanity.



Not merely a cessation of hostilities. Not merely a pause.
 Peace
 .



It was… not entirely unprecedented, no, but on the other claw it
 was
 . The Molothos had made peace with others, very rarely, but those others were Great Factions. The Blessed, the Analytic, the Faith, and—after the first disastrous confrontation back in the dim, dim reaches of the Molothos' first emergence into the Arena—the Shadeweavers.



But to make peace with a Faction so new it had but one Sphere? Never. It was insulting. Malvchait gave a buzzsaw snarl that caused the others about him to retreat another meter, some crowding into store doorways or even behind the stalls of street vendors. It was inexplicable.



He
 knew
 Dajzail, or had thought he did. The Leader of the Faction for years now, Dajzail had a gentler touch to the claw than his predecessor, but that had never meant he was incapable of being hard as armor plate when necessary, and his youth had not limited his intellect or knowledge. He knew how to delegate, how to inspire, how to direct, how to act on his own. He was properly proud of his place and strong of will.



So how in the name of the Homeworld and the Nests had he come to this point of utter humiliation, perhaps even depravity, that he would lose a battle and make peace with a Faction whose first act had been to wipe out a Molothos scouting expedition?



He found himself standing before Halye's Burrow—an inn, a place with temporary rooms for those without a permanent place on Nexus Arena. Such locations acted somewhat like miniature Embassies; inside a rented room the user was close to sovereign, including the right to physically defend themselves, although the ameneties were often vastly inferior to even the newest Embassy. There were many of them, but Halye's was particularly good at catering to all, even Molothos.



And truth be told, he did not want to return to the Embassy tonight. He might say things that would have consequences he was unprepared for.



A brief exchange with the Tensari at the desk resulted in him receiving a key to a room tailored to Molothos needs. He settled into the resting cup, still brooding.



He was, he finally admitted to himself, being somewhat unfair to Dajzail. They had all been shown the summaries of that ill-fated battle, and the concatenation of absurdities was enough to daunt even the strongest will. And that last event…



He recalled the image of
 Zounin-Ginjou
 bursting from the exploding wreckage of
 Fireswarm
 , implacable, unstoppable, invincible. Yes, perhaps it was a temporary thing, a shield that would have failed in mere minutes more. But… "No," he grated reluctantly. "No, I would have been loath to take that bet."



Captain Ariane Austin, alien undercreature though she might be, had shown not the slightest sign of fear or doubt; she had delivered her ultimatum with the cold certainty of one who holds the absolute advantage.



Yes, perhaps Dajzail
 had
 been left with no choice but to yield… but to yield so much? He had barely argued with her. And then, he had insisted that his honor extended even to the agreement of
 peace
 . Peace with undercreatures barely out of their lowspace world.



It was unsupportable, intolerable… and yet he could see no way he could do anything
 but
 tolerate it. He would need a lever, an advantage… a personal victory, preferably over the Faction of Humanity, in a context that somehow did not violate the terms of the peace, or that forced
 them
 to violate the terms… and for the moment, he had not the faintest idea of how that could be achieved.



There was a knock at the door.



Malvchait tilted his head. Who could possibly be here? No one knew I was coming here; even I didn't know I was coming here! He unlimbered his sidearm. "Enter."



The only thing that kept him from firing was utter, disbelieving shock. He was frozen for a few seconds, as the tall, slender,
 human
 figure in white entered, nodded, and gestured to cause a chair, suited precisely to his measurements, to extend from the wall.



"Good afternoon, Master of Forces. So kind of you to invite me in."



The paralysis had allowed his mind to catch up with his reflexes; having inadvertently invited the creature in, the
 peace
 required he not blast the impertinent thing to ashes. "I cannot imagine I have anything to say to you. Leave."



The other laughed, and tilted back the hat—white also, with a single black band, revealing alien blue eyes and gold-colored hair. "Oh, you would be amazed at how much we have to talk about, Master Malvchait," he said. "But I am remiss; allow me to introduce myself." His eyes twinkled with completely unafraid humor.



"I am Doctor Alexander Fairchild."









Chapter 3.





"T





hat is … unwelcome news," Simon said, studying Wu Kung with a sour, sinking feeling in his gut. "You are certain?"



The Hyperion Monkey King grimaced. "Why do people always ask that? Would I say it that way if I were not? Yes, I am certain, as certain as you could tell me that I am wearing my robes! I can see your soul, and you have damaged it badly, about as badly as Ariane's." He raised both eyebrows. "Why are you upset, though? I thought you did not
 like
 this power?"



Simon heard his own laugh, more of a bitter snort. "Oh, far from it, Wu. I like it
 far too much
 . But if that were the only question, yes, this would be something of a relief, a powerful antidote to temptation. But… it is not, and I think you know it as well as I. Try not to pretend you are less perceptive than you are."



Wu Kung looked at him with innocence in his eyes, then broke into a laugh. "But it is one of my best weapons, Doctor Sandrisson! Wu Kung, the heedless, the straightforward, the—oh, what was Jonny's word…
 clueless
 , that was it."



At Simon's understanding nod, Wu went on. "There are times I do not understand, and truly so. But to be seen as understanding less, as missing more… this gives you hidden strength and wisdom." He sighed. "But for you—yes. Your power has been tested in breadth and depth, and you now understand how strong a weapon and defense it is for Humanity. To know you dare not use it… well, all of us understand well. I am somewhat stronger than you three, but not nearly to my full strength, and it will be months before I am."



"Well, I thank you. Losing that option is unpleasant, yes, but dying because I used that ability without thinking would be much more unpleasant, and humiliating in the bargain. Was that all you wanted?"



"No—it was just the first priority this morning. The Captain says we're all to come to a breakfast meeting. Are you ready?"



"Certainly. Let's go."



Breakfast was laid out to the side of the conference table—and a wide variety of it, too, along with assorted coffee, tea, and juice options. Simon nodded to Ariane, who was talking to Laila; the two women nodded back as Simon collected a plate with sardines, toast, one hard-boiled egg, and what Gabrielle called a curl-waffle, a fluffy, semi-sweet breakfast bread with upturned edges that had become a fixture at the Embassy of Humanity after Ariane managed to worm the recipe out of Mairakag Achan at his restaurant. He sat a chair or so removed from the others, as he knew the smell of sardines might not mix well with other odors.



"Boy, you love your fish dishes, Simon," Ariane said. "Sardines for
 breakfast
 ?"



"Hardly unusual in some places," he responded with a smile. "You should eat something more substantial than coffee and a pastry."



"Gotcha! It's not a pastry, or not the way
 you
 meant." She held up what he had originally taken for a filled doughnut. "Meat bun!"



"Ha! You are right, you did catch me being inattentive."



DuQuesne, as usual, had a large breakfast (multiple slices of ham, pancakes, eggs, and more), and Oasis (who plunked her plate down next to Simon and gave him a wink) had him matched, but Wu Kung had brought
 three
 plates stacked with just about everything the side tables had to offer.
 His metabolism is even faster than other Hyperions, I think
 .



Laila, Carl, and Gabrielle had less formidable breakfasts, and also rounded out the attendees. Which means that this is an inner circle meeting; no one not either of the original group, or deliberately added to that group.



After a few minutes of people eating and drinking, Ariane tapped on her glass. "Thanks for coming, everyone. I know some of us," she looked at the heavy-lidded face of Carl Edlund, "are not very good in mornings, but some of us also have things we have to get to not long from now."



"'Sokay," Carl said, "As long as I have my coffee." He held the cup like a precious jewel.



"All you need. So. First the bad news." She glanced at Wu, who gave a grave nod. "Four of the five of us with the Arena's special abilities—Simon, DuQuesne, Wu, and myself—can't make much use of them for a while. Apparently, we all strained ourselves in the various battles we had with Vindatri and the Molothos, and according to Wu, we could literally kill ourselves if we try to do anything of great magnitude with them. We can practice
 small
 stunts," she gestured and brought herself another meat bun, her forehead very gently furrowing, "but we're not usable trump cards now."



She glanced to the cheerful redhead with her four-ponytail hairdo. "Oasis—K—looks like you're the only special agent we'll have on tap, and we know you don't have anything as… flashy as the rest of us."



"I'm just your basic, average girl," she agreed with a grin, "but I'm still here to save the world." She winked at Simon.



Simon winked back. While he hadn't entirely let go of his interest in Ariane Austin, Oasis and he were close to being an item, which still amazed him at times; despite using (mostly) the name of a CSF officer, she was actually a Hyperion, created to be a super-spy teen from media a century or three old. The real "Oasis" had been nearly murdered by the Hyperion AI named Dr. Alexander Fairchild, and "K" had done the only thing she could to save Oasis: transferred Oasis' mind into her own, and let Oasis live her life using K's body.



By now, the two were not entirely separate; K had enjoyed Oasis' life, and Oasis enjoyed the capabilities and skills of a Hyperion. But that just meant that Oasis/K was someone well over twice Simon's age and with experiences in a literal other world that had made her
 different
 . Not to mention her superhuman strength, reflexes, and intelligence. Simon often thought he was getting far the better deal in the relationship, and wondered what it was that he offered her that made it worthwhile.
 Best not to look that gift horse in the mouth, so to speak.



"Still, that is a considerable blow to our resources. However…" Laila's brow furrowed. "Is there not a sixth? Velocity Celes is a Hyperion as well, correct?"



"Yes," Wu Kung answered. "I checked him, too. The battle strained him about the way I was. But even if he wasn't, Velocity's not really a good substitute for the rest of us. He can fight—believe me, he can!" The Monkey King flashed a grin showing he had personal knowledge of that. "But it's not what he does. He
 drives
 . Or flies, or whatever. We want him piloting things. He's not anything like DuQuesne or Ariane or K or me."



Laila nodded, accepting Wu's evaluation; Simon also agreed with it, remembering his few interactions with the enthusiastic, young-looking Hyperion.



"How long will you be effectively out of commission, then?" Laila asked. Ariane again looked to Wu Kung.



"For me, I think three to six months; same for Vel. Ariane and DuQuesne, more like six months to a year. Simon…" the fur-covered face screwed up comically. "I can't tell, because what
 his
 power is, is something I never saw before. I will have to watch him doing very small things and study it. But at a first guess, the same as Ariane and DuQuesne."



"That’s not good," Carl said. "Up to half a year without
 any
 of you able to work at max?"



"But it's not that bad," DuQuesne said. "After all, no one knows much about our special abilities. Even the ones who can guess at some
 of them haven't got a clue as to their extent or limitations. We just want to keep out of major situations drastic enough to need that kind of firepower on hand. And that's a good idea in general."



Oasis cast a wry grin in his direction. "Oh, and of course the Arena's going to cooperate and make sure nothing
 drastic
 happens."



Oasis had a point. Since they'd first come to the impossible space called The Arena, they had constantly been in what one could call "drastic" situations. First stranded and without power in an alien universe; then two of them up against a small alien invasion; another Challenged to a race that might cost them everything; another Challenge from Amas-Garao, who might as well be called a wizard and have done with it; and it just went on, through this final war against the Molothos.



"All right, we'll all have to keep our heads down, as much as we can. What's the good news?"



"Well, diplomatically we're having a lot of new and positive contacts. Oscar reports that the vast majority of them are coming from Factions extremely impressed by our having managed to somehow get the Molothos to back down." Ariane looked (justifiably, Simon thought) proud of that. "Also, the Genasi elected Tunuvun their permanent Faction Leader, and he went on a direct Ambassadorial trip to our homeworld."



"Good!" Wu said, his fanged smile lighting the room momentarily. "Tunuvun is a good friend! He will be a strong ally."



"Yes. I haven't heard details on the visit, yet, but—"



A green sphere popped into existence in front of Ariane. "Courier Davia Ditmeyer from Saul Maginot—urgent request to speak to you immediately!" The voice was young, and nearly out of breath.



From Saul? A courier runner? That does not sound promising.



From the expression on Ariane's face, she agreed with Simon. "Captain Ariane Austin here—go on, Courier."



"I am instructed to deliver the message to you, and anyone else in your
 close
 group, in person," the Courier replied.



Ariane swept the room with her gaze, saw no one making an objection. "Join us in Briefing 3. All of us are here currently."



Well
 , Simon thought,
 all of us who are in Nexus Arena. Steve and Thomas are on the Sphere.
 Thomas Cussler had
 his
 hands full trying to ride herd on the still rapidly-expanding city within the Sphere, and his husband Steve Franceschetti was in charge of conceptual design and director of construction for the entire Earth Sphere—Inner Sphere, Upper Sphere, and even the area of space surrounding the Sphere that included the Sky Gates. Neither of them could spend much time in Nexus Arena—or in the original Solar System, either.



A few moments later, the door slid open. Breathing only a touch faster than one might expect, Courier Davia was a slender young woman in a loose-fitting red T-shirt, dark jeans, and running shoes, her brown hair pulled back in a slightly untidy ponytail. A choker collar held a golden disc which Simon thought was probably a Courier ID badge.



As she straightened before Ariane, Simon noticed that the courier's breathing was already slowing. "Courier Davia Ditmeyer reporting, Captain!"



"At ease, Courier. What's the urgency?"



"Ma'am, a few days ago Commander Maginot and Ambassador Tunuvun were severely injured by a hostile nanoswarm attack."



"By Klono's—" DuQuesne bit off the Hyperion oath. "Are they all right?"



"Prognosis is good for both," Davia answered. "Ambassador Tunuvun rescued the Commander through his extremely quick reactions. While the nanoswarm did badly injure him, it was not tailored for alien species and this slowed its progress somewhat." She looked around uncertainly. "All of these people are cleared for… anything, correct, Captain?"



"Yes," Ariane said.



Simon studied Davia. Interesting. She is now breathing quite normally. If, as I must presume, she ran here at full speed… Yes, interesting. He also thought he saw a glint in DuQuesne's eye. Doubly interesting. And there's something familiar about her, as well.



Davia nodded sharply. "Then—Commander Maginot instructed me to deliver you a very precise message:" Simon saw her forehead wrinkle in concentration. "Visualization gives a ninety-nine point seven percent probability that this was a Hyperion-directed assault. In addition, the probability approaches unity that this is
 not
 the work of Dr. Fairchild. A second enemy exists."



Ariane paled visibly, and Simon felt his own lips tighten. The word "Visualization" told him that the message actually came from Ariane's own AISage, Mentor, a Tayler-5 AI who was likely smarter than anyone—or perhaps everyone—in the room combined, with the possible exception of DuQuesne and Oasis.



After a moment, Ariane spoke. "Is there anything more?"



"Yes, Ma'am. Commander Maginot adds that they do not yet have an identity for the second adversary, and that there is a significant though not tremendously high possibility that there is a third Hyperion-origin enemy as well. They are increasing vigilance and security against such enemies. Tunuvun will be providing Genasi security to assist, as they will have capabilities not so well known as those of our standard defenses. Trading arrangements are being finalized. The attack," a momentary smile flickered on Davia's face, "helped cement the negotiations. Not, in the Commander's opinion and that of his advisor, on purpose."



"All right," Ariane said after a moment. "That wasn't the news I was hoping for, but it's a lot better than it could have been." She glanced at DuQuesne with the expression that showed that the huge Hyperion had sent her something over their link. "Courier… do you know who the… advisor is?"



Davia nodded.



"Please verify by identifying them."



"Ma'am, he is an AI by the name of Mentor." After a moment, she took a breath and went on, "A... an
 independent
 AI, Ma'am."



Independent, Simon thought. A daring term, since the legal term would be feral, and means that by concealing his existence, Davia is, like Saul Maginot, risking herself. The solution of how to integrate AIs into our society without making them, effectively, slaves, is underway… but not yet close to deployment.



"Well. If you know that, I suppose Saul trusts you implicitly. Did he have any further instructions for you or me?"



"Only that I was to await your orders, Ma'am." Davia did not manage to conceal some nervousness; only natural, in the presence of the literal Leader of the Faction of Humanity.



What do you think, Simon?
 The question came from his headware, encrypted and—aside from by the Arena itself—virtually impossible to intercept.



You are considering adding to our circle? Someone you have just met?



A smile. Not quite so arbitrary. Saul didn't send this woman by accident.



No, he didn't.
 That was DuQuesne.
 K?



Definitely.
 "K" looked up. "Long time no see, Dav!"



The young woman flashed a brilliant grin. "You
 do
 recognize me!"



"How could we
 not?
 " Wu Kung burst out, and he was the first of the Hyperions to reach Davia—catching her up and swinging her into the air with the exuberance of his greeting. "I just didn't
 say
 anything because I didn't know if you
 wanted
 us to!"



DuQuesne and Oasis were scarcely less enthusiastic. "I thought you weren't coming!" DuQuesne said, laughing. "Glad you did, but what changed your mind?"



She must be another Hyperion.



Must be, agreed Ariane. I don't recognize her offhand, though.



DuQuesne turned back to them as Oasis hugged the courier. "Captain, Davia's one of ours—I figure you already all guessed that. She's kinda like me, in a way—her source material's almost completely forgotten. Early Second Media Explosion interactive show called—"



"Aww, no, DuQuesne—"



"—
 Davia the Dynamo
 ." DuQuesne completed the statement with a broad grin, as Davia covered her face.



"Oh… oh,
 my
 ," Simon breathed, staring at the young woman and seeing her not in casual dress but an electric blue-and-gold costume, face partially concealed behind a white and red mask, lightning playing about her fists. "You
 are!
 My father had the entire collection, I played through it so many times! I can't believe it, Davia the…" he trailed off, aware of everyone now staring at him in disbelief.



"Ah. Ahem, yes, my apologies, Davia. I know that I should in no way project the show, or my childhood, onto you."



There was a touch of red on her cheeks, but she smiled. "Well… no harm done, Simon. I guess… I guess it's kind of nice to know someone remembers. Just that I got used to
 not
 being in that world, and now it seems there's a use for the old Dynamo, if what Saul hinted at is right?"



"You," Ariane said more seriously, "are in need of a
 serious
 debrief and update. But I suspect the answer is yes. If Saul trusted you enough… well, now that I know you're a Hyperion, I guess that makes sense. He was the one who made sure you all got regular lives afterward."



"Right. Most of the survivors, even if we didn't trust any other… outsider, we'd trust Saul Maginot." She looked back at DuQuesne, and her face was grave—the same expression, now that Simon was thinking of it, that Davia the Dynamo always wore during a briefing before she and her team went out. "As for what changed my mind? Knowing there was another enemy out there hunting us besides Maria-Susanna. Did I hear right? They got Jonny, D'Arbignal, Telzey, and poor funny Giles?"



DuQuesne looked down. "Yeah. I was… just a little too late to save them."



"Okay, then, that's why. Not sitting around waiting for them to get to me."



"For formality's sake," Ariane said, "DuQuesne? You vouch for her? And vouch that she
 is
 her?"



The quick glance between Ariane and DuQuesne confirmed Simon's guess as to what that last question meant. DuQuesne's brow furrowed for a moment, and a hint of pain flickered across his face. But then it relaxed, and he grinned. "By those proverbial ninety-seven rows of little green apple trees, Captain. Davia's as straight an arrow as you'll ever get."



"Oasis?"



"Seconded, Captain."



She looked to Wu. "And I presume you agree?"



Wu laughed, his sharp canines glinting in the light. "By the Seven Pearls, yes! I'm so happy Davia decided to come! And she
 is
 Davia—" he tapped his nose. "Can't fool this!"



"All right, then." Ariane extended her hand. "Welcome to the inner circle—what we still call the crew of the
 Holy Grail
 ."



"Thanks!" Davia took the extended hand and shook it enthusiastically. "Saul hoped you'd take me in, but I didn't think it'd be this fast!"



"If you stay around for long," Simon said, "you will find that our Captain doesn't waste time before jumping headlong into the next problem…
 or
 opportunity. Welcome, Davia."



"Glad to be here. Now you said something about a debriefing?"



"Oh, yes," Ariane said with a grin. "The biggest you've ever had, I think—at least since the time you left Hyperion."



"Ooo!" Davia leaned forward eagerly—again echoing a pose Simon had seen a hundred times in his youth. "Then fill me in, Captain!"









Chapter 4.




D
 uQuesne watched as electrical sparks crawled around Davia's hand, and pretended not to see the tears trickling down the young-looking face.



They were sitting in a private meeting room. The main part of the debrief, summarizing the events of the last year or so from the crew's point of view, had taken quite a bit of time, but Ariane had decided that the more personal parts of the debrief, especially the revelation that the Hyperions were gifted with the abilities of their fictional worlds, was something that needed less of an audience.



As usual, she'd been right.



"Dy-
 namic
 ," Davia whispered, then blushed in embarrassment. "But…
 damn
 . Marc, I…" she trailed off.



"Yeah. When I realized that I
 could
 be everything I had been, it hit me the same way. Brought the whole damned past right back into my head."



She nodded, still staring at the brilliant light display. "But we don't get the past with the powers. Don't see Rich Seaton anywhere, or Wu's friends. Right?"



"Yeah," he said, and the thought of Seaton weighed down on him again.
 Maybe I'll never really stop missing him
 , DuQuesne admitted to himself.
 We were a team like no other.
 "Yeah, we get back what we were, but that doesn't get back the world and people we knew."



"Farrin, Jyrie, Sakura…" she trailed off. "Eh. I guess the real problem is I let all that go decades ago, Marc, and now here it is. So, you figured all that out from Wu going Doolittle on our Upper Sphere?"



"Not just that—there were more clues—but yeah, that was my first inkling. And it was a good thing, too." He finished summarizing the more spectacular recent events, including the godlike Vindatri, his defeat and return as an ally, and the details of the confrontation with the Molothos. "Then we just recently found out—from Wu—that we'd overstrained ourselves with our powers, so it'll be a while before we can do much with them. Stroke of luck you showed up when you did."



"Luck," Davia mused. "Always had it in my world, but you say we
 all
 have it here?"



"As near as I can figure. I mean, it sounds crazier than a whole hotel full of bedbugs, but both Orphan and Vindatri believed it, and neither of them is anything less than a Big-Time Operator, believe you me. And the evidence is pretty convincing… even if it's damned creepy, to use one of Ariane's favorite words."



Davia took a deep breath, let it out with a
 whoosh
 . "Well, I'll just have to get used to all this. What do you people want me to do, then? Sounds like you need some backup, with all of you benched."



"That part isn't so bad," DuQuesne said with a chuckle. "Not like we were either going to advertise our powers, or use 'em casually. No, the real issue as
 I
 see it—and I think the Captain will back me—is that until now we didn't have anyone with that kind of secret muscle that we could really send back home for any length of time. Simon and I, we're almost as well-known as Ariane, and we've got a lot of connections here."



Some of them more obvious than others. Hell, I'm supposed to meet up with Byto Kalan in a little while, and while our meetings are usually just friendly, they've got diplomatic aspects to them, too; he said there was something he needed to discuss with me this time. Given that Byto was a well-known Champion in the various Challenges, that wasn't so surprising; Champions by their nature also made great neutral messengers for communications that you wanted to be deniable in case things went wrong.



Davia raised her eyebrows. "But what good would I do back there? I mean, sure, I might be a little tougher than average, but—"



DuQuesne thought back over the dialogue they'd had. "Huh, I guess I
 did
 compress it too much. Dav, our powers work
 in the regular universe too
 , now that we've awakened 'em here. At least, I'll bet you fun, money, chalk, or marbles that they do. Ariane's powers work just fine both places."



"You mean it? That's a shock!" She grinned as sparks chased themselves around her hand again. "Seriously, that's actually… scary. Thought I'd gotten used to the rules of the real world, and now this Arena changes them back. So, what do you want me to do?"



"Hold on a sec. Ariane?"



A green com-ball popped into existence, the shimmering sphere of light flickering red for just a moment before the Captain's voice answered. "Yes, Marc?"



"You got a minute?"



"If it's about Davia, yes. I'm wading through some of the metaphorical paperwork that piled up while we were elsewhere, so not if it's something less urgent."



"Got it in one. Mind if I go mind-to-mind on you for a sec?"



"It won't hurt you, will it?"



"Don't think so—doing a telepathic communication to someone a hundred yards or so away should be about the same as you moving a glass of water, and Wu said we
 should
 use our powers a little."



"Then go ahead. Stop right away if it hurts, though."



"Believe you me, I'm not risking my brain just for convenience."



But though he felt some kind of phantom strain, somewhere within his skull, the telepathic link brought no pain, just the warm sense of Ariane Stephanie Austin closer than any ordinary contact would allow.



The telepathic exchange was detailed, but—from an outsider's point of view—lasted barely an instant. He ended it with a private thought of affection and a promise that he'd stop by to see her later, after his meeting with Byto.



Turning back to Davia, he nodded. "Ariane says what we really need is an agent back in the System—someone who can help Saul, Robert Fenelon, and General Esterhauer get things done, and keep them safe. Our little compromise that resolved the conflicts between Ariane and the CSF/SSC is still pretty shaky, and now that we know there's one of our old AIs out there trying to play the assassin card? I don't want to rely on anyone else, not even Tunuvun and his people."



"You trust them? Or not?"



"Tunuvun? Well,
 Wu
 trusts him, and that means a lot. And from what you said, he just got himself almost killed saving Saul. So yeah, I trust him, and he and the other Genasi are tough customers, no doubt.
 But…
 "



She grinned. "But even so, they're no match for the Dynamo?"



He laughed. "Don't think anyone there is, except just maybe another Hyperion—and anyone who hasn't gotten the briefing won't know they
 can
 have special powers."



"Okay," Davia said, "Then I guess I'd better head back to Saul, report what I've learned, and check to see if he agrees with your assigning me to be a sort of watchdog."



"You don't mind?"



"Mind? DuQuesne, this was the kind of thing my old crew was
 meant
 for. Sounds like a good fit for me while I adjust to the changes. If I think it's gonna be boring, I'll let you know. I'm guessing this renegade AI will keep it hopping, though."



He nodded and grinned back, then gripped her hand. "You take care, Dav. We'll all stop back there soon and have a long, loud shindig for all us survivors. We've earned it."



"You can shout
 that
 to the heavens!" she said. "Okay, see you soon!"



Like any good courier, she didn't dally. Gold badge glinting from her collar, she darted away as soon as the two of them left the Embassy, with a wave and a smile.



DuQuesne waved and smiled back, and turned towards the Docks, which was where Byto had arranged to meet. Professional Champions of the Arena's Challenges were an odd lot; technically, most of them were members of one Faction or another, but in practice they were a sort of breed apart, with their own traditions and practices. This meant that often they preferred not to meet at their Faction's Embassy, and if they wanted to discuss something … delicate, would pick even less conventional places.



There were a number of meeting places on the Docks that provided secure locations for games, conversation, and business—or all three—while also offering a spectacular view. One of these, called "Veringthe", was Byto's favorite spot to play a game of Racing Chance—the private version, where you had racers simulated by the Arena rather than the real thing, but could bet and influence the game the same way. It afforded a very fine view of one of the Docks.



Traveling through the Arena itself was generally without incident. That didn't mean, of course, that he was unobserved; his size and human appearance drew stares, and those who recognized him had more reason to be both interested and cautious. This
 was
 the human who'd beaten the Molothos and thrown the corpse of one of the invaders straight into the face of Dajzail. No, anonymity wasn't going to be something he could expect here.



Nonetheless, the walk through the Embassy area and past the elevators that led to Transition was uneventful. He ratcheted up his observation and caution quite a bit as he passed through a huge doorway and arrived on the Docks proper, because while the Arena frowned on, and generally prevented, significant violence within Nexus Arena, the Docks were not considered to be "within" Nexus Arena. Violence could, and sometimes did, happen on the Docks, and with the number of enemies Humanity had already acquired, DuQuesne knew he'd be a fool not to assume he could be targeted.



At the thought, he grinned inwardly. Of course, anyone targeting me doesn't have the faintest clue in Hades of what they'd be getting into!



He reached Veringthe without so much as a hint of trouble, however, and in a few moments was settling into his chair in the private room Byto had reserved, sipping at what was a pretty good imitation of a mint julep. He leaned back and relaxed, waiting for Byto to arrive, thinking about everything that had happened in the last few days. The recovery from the battle, Ariane's gambit for peace, and now Davia. There was a lot to think about.



Finally, it dawned on him that he'd finished his julep, and Byto still wasn't there. DuQuesne sat up slowly.
 That's not like Byto
 . The alien Champion might look like a grouchy, bipedal rhinocerous, but like most of the Dujuin he was actually a considered and considerate being, and punctuality was one of his virtues; after all, you didn't do well in a Challenge if you didn't show up when expected.



Odd that he didn't call if he was going to be held up.
 Then again, if whatever had stalled him happened after DuQuesne got to the Docks, he might not have been able to.
 Might as well give it a try, anyway.
 "Byto Kalan," he said to the air.



A ball of green light shimmered into existence… then flickered, fuzzed out, became a smear of green barely visible in the air.



"What in the name of…?" DuQuesne glared uneasily at the faint light; he had never seen anything like this before. Either the Arena made the connection, or it didn't, and if the recipient didn't want to talk to you, the comm-ball didn't act like an old TV screen filled with static, it went bright red.



Then he heard the screams from downstairs.



He burst out of the door and hurdled the balcony ledge outside, dropping ten meters to land on the ground floor.



Lying half-in, half-out of the entryway was Byto Kalan, deep-purple blood pooling around him.



DuQuesne knelt beside the Dujuin Champion. He was barely conscious, and Byto's small, dark eye slowly opened and focused. "Du…Quesne…" he breathed.



"What happened? Who did this?"



"Stop… it…" The last word ended in a hiss of air, and the eye closed.



"BYTO!"








 








Chapter 5.





"Y





ou're back!" Ariane exclaimed as DuQuesne appeared in the doorway. Then, seeing how the massive frame sagged, she ran to him, caught his hands in hers. "You look
 terrible
 , Marc."



"I
 feel
 terrible. Klono and Noshabkeming, I feel terrible." The way he muttered off the outmoded Hyperion curses without so much as a selfconscious twitch told her just how bad it was. She exchanged glances with Wu Kung, as her bodyguard helped DuQuesne in, and saw the same concern in his eyes.



"They couldn't save him?"



DuQuesne shook his head, then sank heavily into one of the Embassy chairs scattered about Office of the Leader of the Faction of Humanity—that is, her office. "Whoever did it knew damn well what they were doing. Surprise isn't that he's dead, it's that he lasted as long as he did." He closed his eyes, shook his head again, then blew out a long breath. "If we're gonna talk this out now, I need about a gallon of strong black coffee and half a mountain of food. Didn't take any time to eat or drink while I was there."



"Jesus, Marc. With your metabolism that's just …
 stupid
 , Mr. Hyperion Superman. Should I get anyone else here?"



He sighed. "I'd really just rather talk to you… but no, dammit, this is going to involve all of us." He grimaced. "At least get Simon in here. If I don't miss my guess, that'll bring Oasis too, and we'll have the inner circle of the Inner Circle complete, anyway."



She called Simon—finding that DuQuesne's guess had been right on the dot, and didn't
 that
 give her an odd twinge of combined approval and jealousy?
 Get your brain straightened out someday, Ariane. You and DuQuesne decided to move forward while you were out in the Deeps; did you really think Simon would just sit there waiting? Or Oasis, for that matter?



She also arranged for DuQuesne's late dinner—the steaks he loved, steak fries, a big salad. It arrived about the same time as Simon and Oasis.



"They kept you this long, Marc?" Simon asked, eyebrow raised in combined surprise and worry.



DuQuesne raised a finger, asking they wait, as he finished swallowing the first huge bite of steak. "Ahhh, that hits the spot!" he sighed, and then took a big swallow of coffee. "Well, wasn't so much they
 kept
 me as I kept myself. I wanted to find out what they learned. I wasn't a suspect—too many witnesses to show that I simply couldn't have been out there at the right time."



"So, who are 'they' who are involved?" Oasis asked. "The Adjudicators? I'd think this would be a big thing for them."



"No such luck," DuQuesne grumbled. "If it'd happened
 inside
 Nexus Arena, sure, but it didn't. Whoever it was knew just as well as everyone else that you'd be an idiot to try anything
 inside
 the Arena. Even if you could somehow get away with the murder, the Arena would know, and you can bet your very last dollar it'd nail you for it in the end."



"
 Most
 people," Simon said slowly, "Yes. But there are at least two groups for which that might not be entirely true."



DuQuesne nodded while chewing, glanced at Ariane.



"Obviously," she said. "The Shadeweavers and the Faith. And us, perhaps, although I wouldn't want to test that. But this…" She shook her head. "It is just not their style, either of them. The Shadeweavers aren't an organized group, but still… straight murder doesn't seem to fit with their usual behavior. And they certainly wouldn’t do it so…" she waved her hands, trying to find the right word.



"Crudely?" Wu Kung supplied. "No, that is not their way. They are too twisty, too proud of their fancy powers and fancier plans to just ambush someone. It
 was
 an ambush, yes?"



"Yep. Someone knew his routes and set him up. He was stabbed with something with a curved blade that penetrated the body right through two vital organs. It also carried a payload of medical nanos tailored to interfere with his." He bit off another piece of steak, chewed. "As for who the investigators are, it's a sort of mishmash. The Vengeance not only used Byto, he was actually part of the Faction, so they're the first part. He was a big noise back with the Dujuin, too, so some of their people are in on it. And, of course, the Champions just lost one of their own, so you can believe they're sticking their noses in."



Ariane shook her head, the impact of the event slowly becoming clear. "Marc, whoever did this just made a whole lot of enemies—big ones, too. The Dujuin are a pretty widespread species, the Vengeance is one of the Great Factions, and the
 Champions
 … They must have been desperate."



"Maybe. Maybe." DuQuesne ate furiously for a bit, the frown on his dark olive-tanned face fixed and focused.



Oasis' eyes were looking to the ceiling, as though seeing something up there no one else could. "I dunno, Captain," she said after a moment, then looked down so her emerald gaze met Ariane's. "Sure, that's a high-profile killing, but from what DuQuesne says it was set up perfect. Whoever it was isn't so desperate that they couldn't take the time and effort to figure out the perfect place for a hit. You'd think if things were that far along, someone like Byto Kalan would've known it, wouldn't he? He'd have been alert."



DuQuesne nodded. "That's it exactly. Byto's a
 Champion
 . I may have met him on the field of battle in a card game, but he was someone who'd be able to take on pretty much anyone in a scrap and at least hold his own. He wasn't stupid in any sense of the word. Whoever it was managed to get to him despite all that, and that tells us a lot about them."



Simon looked puzzled. "What does it tell us, then? I admit I'm not quite seeing it, other than that they must be quite formidable—but that was already obvious."



"It tells us," Wu Kung said, "that either this person is even
 better
 than Byto Kalan, or that Byto trusted them—that even on alert, he did not think of them as a threat."



"And there are not very many people better than Byto—if he was on alert. Do we know if there's evidence he
 was
 on alert, Marc?" Ariane asked. "Anyone, even the best, is an easy target if they don't know they are a target."



"Good point, Captain," DuQesne said, draining the rest of his huge mug of coffee. "But no, I think he was on alert. He'd asked to see me to discuss 'something', but he never told me what the something was. This was over comm-ball, and he was
 still
 being cagey. So, either he suspected someone could listen in, even on
 that
 communications channel, or he was damned worried about something to the point he didn't want to put it in words until he talked to me personally."



Ariane did not like the way this looked at all. "DuQuesne, you've only known Byto for a little time now. I know there's a bond between people who've played the Challenges the way you two did, and you've played a couple more private contests with him for fun, but doesn't it strike you as odd that he'd be coming to
 you
 with something so worrisome? Wouldn't he go to someone in his Faction, or one of the other Champions, or someone who was his actual friend?"



The sour, cynical expression on DuQuesne's face echoed her own doubts. "Sure does seem odd, yeah. No matter how I look at it, the whole thing stinks."



"Trying to set you up for something?"



"Byto? No. He was as straight as a die, I'll bet my life on it. He might trick you in a Challenge, but personally he was a stand-up guy." His gaze flicked to Oasis.



She wore the same expression, like she’d bitten into an apple and discovered it was a lemon. "Ugh. It means that he didn't dare trust any of the people near him. Something was wrong either with them, or with what he'd discovered or figured out or whatever that he couldn't just bring it to someone nearby."



Wu Kung hissed. "Yes. Something that might mean anyone he trusted was
 part
 of the problem. He came to you for the same reason that Orphan said he asked us for help with his one problem: we are so new that we have not had too much time to become part of the tangled web these people weave."



"That's the way I figure it, yeah."



Simon tilted his head, then his green eyes narrowed. "Oh. Oh, my. Then all the people investigating his murder…"



"… may just be the prime suspects," DuQuesne finished.



Ariane nodded slowly. She could follow that line of thought far enough to know how messy this could get. And with the murder having occurred when Byto was heading to a meeting with DuQuesne, it was obvious that there was no way they could avoid being involved, even if DuQuesne was the type to let go of someone he knew being murdered—which he wasn't.



But there was one thing that really bothered her.



She took a breath and focused on her second-in-command. "Marc, why are we even having this conversation about all the motives, means, and opportunities?"



"Eh?" DuQuesne looked genuinely puzzled.



"Marc, you're a
 telepath
 . You just talked with me mind-to-mind not that many hours ago, and here was Byto not half a meter from you and you couldn't get out of him who did that to him?"



DuQuesne lowered his fork and knife, and closed his eyes. His mouth tightened, and she could see his neck muscles jump with restrained anger or shame.



After a moment, he opened his eyes. They were somehow even darker than normal, and the faint shadows under his eyes made them look deeper-set, hollow and pained. "A lot of reasons. You want the whole lot?"



She looked at Simon, Wu, and Oasis, then nodded. "I think we all need to know all the reasons, Marc—good or bad—because knowing when we can rely on our abilities, or when we can and should use them—or not—is going to be absolutely one of the most important parts of our future tactical choices."



He sighed, nodded, and contemplated his food; he made an abortive gesture, as though to shove it away, but then caught himself, grimaced, and with obvious reluctance started eating again.



Ariane waited; she'd learned that sometimes Marc had to get things arranged just so in his head before he would speak.



"All right. You're right, as usual, Captain." A flash of white teeth, the smile there and gone, a flash of humorous lightning. "So, the first reason is where I got these powers, and how they were used. You know my background's a mishmash of two separate series, so it didn't follow the plot of either very closely. I spent about forty years, subjective, in that simulation, of which twenty of them were going through a pretty clever blending of the early Skylark and Lensman novels."



Ariane nodded; she knew she was probably the only other person in the room who'd read the books he was talking about, although Simon had undoubtedly skimmed summaries and Oasis/K had probably seen some of it.



"Anyway, in the original Lensman series, the whole conflict between 'we should trust these Lensmen' and 'Lensmen: Threat or Menace?' was played out in what amounted to one election." He shook his head. "Even the people running Hyperion didn't swallow
 that
 one. There was a lot of caution and suspicion surrounding anyone who had telepathic abilities, and we had a whole powerful code of behavior about when you could, and could not, use those powers. One of the absolutes was
 you do not read minds without explicit permission
 , except in self-defense or in pursuit of your official duty—and you'd better be able to show how necessary it was, and that it was within your personal authority to make that choice."



"Ah," Simon said. "So, your basic training meant you could not just casually read Byto's mind?"



"If he'd been, oh, one of our people, that'd have been different," DuQesne affirmed. "But I have no standing with the Vengeance, with the Champions, or the Dujuin, that would've made that an easy choice. Yes, it could be justified… but I'd have to get that justification clear in my head first."



"Still, that was a long time ago, Marc," Oasis said, frowning.



The cynical smile Ariane knew well curled one side of DuQuesne's mouth. "Sure was. So, add the next reason. For fifty years, I was in a place where none of my powers worked. And I had to make myself accept that. By the end of our main adventures, I had internalized the psionics I'd gained, the mental scope and reach and power that Norlamin and Arisia had given us. And then it was gone."



He looked at Oasis. "I know it was hard for you, K, but at least your 'powers' were just… being more of who you actually were. For me, it was … it was like having both legs cut off, no warning. I spent the next fifty years driving every bit of those habits, those skills, those beliefs, into the same area of my mind that other fiction existed; worked on it so hard that a part of me believed it
 was
 fiction, in a way."



Oasis bit her lip. "Yes. So just using them takes a conscious effort now."



"Getting better as time goes by, but hell, I've only had 'em back, only
 used
 them, for a few months now." A wry grin as he looked at the Hyperion Monkey King. "Easier for you, Wu, really. While you always knew it was fake…"



Wu Kung looked embarrassed, but took DuQuesne's hint. "… I knew it was fake, but… well, because I hid from that truth by running back to my old world, I never really got out of the habit of using them. The only reason I didn't discover I could was that the way in which I was beaten in this real world…" his normally-cheerful face was downcast, "… well, it absolutely taught me how useless my powers were here. I
 knew
 it was true that I had no special powers any more once I left my home."



"But," DuQuesne finished, "that still meant he had the habits of using those abilities recent in his mind. So, once he realized he could, he ran way ahead of us others in using them."



"That's two reasons. And I'll admit, they're good reasons," Ariane said. Personal training bound up with emotions are real good reasons you might hesitate a few seconds… and there were only a few seconds for Marc to act. "But you said, 'a lot of' reasons."



"Well, five reasons, to be accurate." DuQuesne set down his fork and knife again, leaned back, eyes distant. "The third… has to do with the way telepathy worked, according to how
 I
 learned it in my Hyperion world. The whole schtick of the Lens was first and foremost as a translator, and that was the one job it did for you without effort, without focus. Here, though, the Arena does that; I don't need my special powers for that.



"But what wasn't without effort was making contact with nonhuman minds. Even if they
 sounded
 like you and your friends, that was partly a trick of a perfect translator. We've run into some of that here in the Arena; being able to speak with someone so easily helps mask the actual alien nature hiding behind the translation."



"Ah," Simon said. "So, going actually mind-to-mind with an alien species you do not really know could take time and effort before you could really reliably acquire information from their mind?"



"On the beam with that one, Simon. That leaves aside whether they have any reluctance for the contact. Dying, Byto might not have noticed… or he might have freaked out and fought the contact."



He turned back to Ariane, who already found herself nodding.
 And that means
 …



"Next—Ariane, I
 was
 able to speak to you mind-to-mind, but even then I could feel a strain. It wasn't big, but it was noticeable. We'd all agreed we would not use our powers if it could possibly damage us, and making first contact with an alien mind—a
 dying
 alien mind—was something a lot harder than touching your mind. It would have been a terrible risk, which I was under orders not to take."



He looked up with an apologetic grin. "And finally… Ariane, I'm a Hyperion, but I'm also human. I wasn't really thinking about being in danger, or any of those things. I was a little worried about Byto, then I heard the screams, got there, and was trying to figure out if there was anything I could
 do
 for him. By the time I realized he wasn't going to survive… well, he was one instant from dying. I didn't have
 time
 ."



Ariane inclined her head, then forced herself to smile. "Thank you, Marc. I could probably have guessed some of those reasons, but it's good to have it all out in the open. I don't suppose there's any way we can find out if you'd hurt yourself making a telepathic link to another species?"



DuQuesne took another sip of coffee, a thoughtful expression on his face. "Sure. But there's risk in all of them. I guess the best shot would be Orphan. He already knows about many of our Arena-born powers, so we wouldn't be revealing too much by asking him to help, and the cost of helping in the experiment would be balanced by him learning a bit more about our abilities, so we wouldn't owe him anything."



"He'd have to agree to keep it secret, of course," Simon said.



"Ha!" Wu Kung said. "That one? He collects secrets like a dragon hoards gold, Orphan does. He will not give them away. As long as he is our friend, he knows it would cost him too much, anyway."



"Wu's right," Ariane said, smiling as she often did at Wu. "Orphan knows we're his best allies and that betraying our secrets would hurt him in many ways. DuQuesne, why don't you arrange that?"



"Will do, Captain. What about Byto?"



As the saying went, in for a penny…
 "Marc, you were right there. He was trying to contact you, personally. Probably, through you, the Faction of Humanity. This
 is
 our business, and if he came to us, he probably thought the secret would be important to us in some other way. So yes, Marc, we investigate. I'll give the whole summary to the rest of the Inner Circle and we'll go from there."



She glanced up and out, as though she could see the rest of the Arena through the meeting room walls. "Someone thinks they can get away with murder. It's up to us to prove them wrong."









Chapter 6.




O
 rphan held his head slightly tilted, one hand absently stroking his crest on that side. "Please repeat that, Doctor DuQuesne. I want to be sure I understand what you are asking."



"I want to find out if I can read your mind—with your permission. Telepathy, in other words. The ability to directly make contact with another mind through no physical intermediary or technological aid such as the implanted radio-contact devices we all have used at one point or another." DuQuesne considered, then gave a cynical grin. "Well, aside from the Arena's technology, which I would presume is actually behind this."



Orphan drew back from DuQuesne; it was a subtle thing, almost a compression of the alien's body rather than an actual movement, but DuQuesne was sure of what he was seeing.



They were alone in one of the private conference rooms—the most assured private location DuQuesne could arrange at short notice. He'd made sure that there were no bugs of any sort
 he
 could detect, and Wu Kung had done his own sniffing around for any form of "magical" influence—not, he devoutly hoped, that there should be any, but none of them really knew, for example, the limits of the Shadeweavers or the Faith.



Orphan relaxed a fraction. "This is also a power you believe you have? Similar to the unheard-of abilities I observed on Halintratha and later on board my own
 Zounin-Ginjou
 ?"



"I know I have this ability with my own people," DuQuesne said. Normally he'd have tried to dance around things, but he was asking Orphan to take a risk even human beings might be really reluctant to take; they'd already agreed part of his payment was knowledge. "I've tested it with Ariane, Simon, a couple others. What I
 haven't
 done is used it on any alien species."



"Ah, Doctor, it becomes more clear. You have need to know whether this power
 will
 work on such, and yet an equally strong need to keep the secret of your impossible powers from others. Thus… myself as the only reasonable candidate."



"As usual, got it in one, Orphan. Even Relgof, while he's seen some strange things, doesn't have the faintest idea of what's really going on. You were the one who introduced us to Vindatri; you even figured out what was strange about us before we did."



"Indeed." Orphan leaned back, studying DuQuesne narrowly out of dark alien eyes; his disturbingly humanoid face was even more immobile than usual, betraying nothing of his thoughts. "And if I say I decline to participate in this little experiment?"



"Then I shrug, maybe curse a little, and start trying to figure out who I can go to next while revealing as little as I can, I guess. Not going to force you to do it, Orphan."



"Nor, in honesty, would I expect you to." Orphan rose and paced for a few moments, his tail twitching, his wingcases tight. DuQuesne saw his hands unconsciously make the outward flick that meant
 no
 at least once. "When you say 'read my mind', what exactly would you expect? What would you 'read', and what would I sense?"



"The idea—and the way it works with my own people—is that it's not much more than you'd get by talking. I'd probably pick up a few side-thoughts that you didn't direct at me, but no deep secrets, and I'd be concentrating on only straight-up communication. You'd just get words and images and I'd get the same."



"Dangers?"



"Minimal to you. We strained our abilities in that last battle, so there may be some to me. Partly I want to learn how much harder it is to connect with an alien mind than a human one, just in case I have to."



Orphan went momentarily still. Then his wingcases relaxed and he tapped his hands together in a
 yes
 that seemed to indicate not assent, but understanding. "Byto Kalan's murder. You were present, and you do not intend to leave it as it was."



Always knew he was sharp. Never underestimate this guy. "On the beam and in the green," he agreed.



"And you think this may help?"



"Help
 now
 , I don't know. It's more that it could have helped, if I'd known I could do it safely."



"Hm, yes, I see." Orphan gazed up and out, then looked back to DuQuesne and tapped his hands again. "Very well, Doctor DuQuesne. You have been candid with me, and I have gained some
 most
 interesting information already. If you do discover, inadvertently, any secrets you know I would rather not have disclosed, I will expect that you will find a way to reciprocate?"



DuQuesne considered a moment. Orphan's request was not, really, unreasonable. The true currency of the Arena was secrets—information you held and could control. "As long as I don't think you tried to shove those secrets out in order to get paid for them. Deal."



"My, Doctor DuQuesne, you
 have
 gained the appropriately suspicious attitude. Well stated." Orphan's half-bow was completely unironic; he respected someone who played the game well. "So, is there anything I need do?"



"Relax and if you feel something odd, try not to fight it. If it
 hurts
 , of course, tell me right away."



"I most assuredly will."



DuQuesne closed his eyes, relaxed his body. Then he reached out, looking for a mind.



Immediately he felt tension somewhere within him, but not—at least yet—at a painful level, and he sensed indeed there was a mind nearby, one whose surface sensations were strong—the emanations of a mind of some power, even if untapped.



Reach out, find the way to fit my mind to theirs, to speak to their mind as I do to Ariane's…



The strain increased, spiking suddenly to pain—but for an instant, he sensed an intelligence, one startled to
 perceive
 DuQuesne there, within his own mind. He had a momentary impression of a vast mansion, a fortress, a lonely place of discipline and longing and fear and hope, and within, a burning spirit of such intensity that he felt almost as dazzled as when he had first looked upon Ariane's mind.



Then he found himself being helped back into his chair. "DuQuesne! Doctor, are you well? Must I summon assistance?"



He got a grip on the edge of the table, metal cool and rigid beneath his fingers, stabilized himself and sagged into the chair. "Gimme… a second to catch… my breath."



Red pulses of pain echoed through his head, only slowly fading. "Well. That answers
 that
 question." He blinked his eyes, managed to focus on Orphan, on whose alien face he could still discern signs of worry. "You okay, Orphan?"



"I? I am… uninjured, Doctor." The Leader of the Faction of the Liberated stood slowly and backed off a pace, giving DuQuesne a bit of room. "But I did… feel something. Hear something. See something." A quick flash of the wings, a nervous laugh. "Ahh, Doctor, words are inadequate for that experience, I think."



"Yeah. Yeah, a mind-to-mind link isn't something easy to put into words. Can I ask what you felt or saw?"



"Truly, Doctor, I do not think I am adequate to the task. I shall assay it, however." Orphan paused, wingcases fluttering, body wavering between tension and what seemed excitement. "I saw… a great light, a light that contained pain and loss, triumph and failure, and a whirling dark of secrets of what seemed to be more worlds than I have ever imagined. It was… both joyful, and sad, and cold as the winds of the Arena's storms. It was, indubitably…
 you
 , Doctor, but even my words are truly insufficient to convey the shock of the moment."



"Huh. Don't know if I warrant that much poetic license, but if that's what you saw… Okay. I saw… well, a fortress of a mind, protecting something so precious that the value alone was enough to break a heart or three."



The crested head tilted. "Brief… yet I think I may understand what you mean. So, you have answered your question, then?"



"Not the way I'd hoped, but yeah. If I was in good shape, I could link up with alien minds with a little effort. In my current state, I would hurt or kill myself if I really tried hard—and I'd have to try hard, at this point. Later on, it should be easier. Maybe we'll revisit this in a few months."



"I am highly intrigued, Doctor. You can count on my assistance in that event."



"Good." He sat up a little straighter, focused some meditations to dull the pain, drive it back.
 Hope I haven't done any actual damage.
 "So, you got any angle on what happened to Byto?"



"Any 'angle'? You mean, do I have any particular view of interest to provide?" Orphan re-seated himself in the chair that fit his particular anatomy. "I do not know, in truth. It seems evident to me that his murder was well-planned, yet rushed in some fashion. A truly, properly timed and executed assassination would have ensured he was very dead, not left him wounded yet with some deteriorating functionality."



"Hm. You mean, whoever it was planned to kill him, and had even gotten the basic setup down, but they planned to execute the plan later and something forced their hand?"



"Precisely, Doctor. My sources say that there was little-to-no evidence of the actual assailant present, which speaks well to their foresight and preparation. Yet they failed to actually
 kill
 their target. Either Byto managed to drive them off unexpectedly, or someone interrupted the attack in some fashion."



"And if he'd fought them in any way, there'd probably have been more evidence—something on his horn, under the nails, something." DuQuesne thought about that. "Someone spooked 'em before they could finish Byto off. Someone…" it became clearer. "… someone who didn't
 know
 they were doing that, or they'd have come forward already."



Then he shook his head. "Eh, maybe, but they're certainly researching all the people who went through that area. Just being questioned about it would jog just about anyone's memories."



"That is true," Orphan said, but his voice held the deeply ironic tone he often used when pointing out something he found particularly amusing, "but I believe you are missing the more likely explanation.



"The person had something
 else
 to hide. And so, while they may know something about who and what killed Byto Kalan… they have a very good reason to never speak of it to anyone."



DuQuesne smacked his forehead, eliciting a momentary jolt of red pain. "Ow! Blast it, you're right. You've
 got
 to be right, Orphan."



The challenge before them loomed larger, even as it became clearer. "And that means we've got to find the list of all the people who passed through there—a hell of a number, I'd guess—and then figure which one of them has a secret so big that even murder isn't enough to make 'em talk!"



Orphan looked abstracted. "Indeed. Although there is one other explanation… to me, perhaps, the most interesting one."



DuQuesne felt one eyebrow rise. "Okay, hit me with it."



"What if," Orphan said slowly, "the killer
 chose
 not to finish Byto?"








 








Chapter 7.




T
 he door chime finally drew his attention; Simon said "Come in," absently, while still focused on the tri-display in front of him.



"Since you were taking a break today," Oasis' voice came from behind him, "I thought we might—"



Feeling his face flaming scarlet, Simon hit the
 off
 control on the little console.



But by the raised eyebrow and widening grin on Oasis' face, he knew he'd been a split-second too late. "Simon, were you… you
 were!
 You were watching
 Davia the Dynamo!
 "



He closed his eyes in embarrassment. "I'm afraid I was. I'm sorry, it's probably terribly insulting to any Hyperion to…"



"Oh, piffle, Simon." She stepped forward and gave him a firm kiss, which did go a long way towards convincing him not to devise a way to shrink into invisibility. "Sure, some of us didn't want to think about it, but a lot of us got used to the idea that we had a sort of public image. Davia might not want to
 see
 the show, any more than I want to see people watching my origin source show from the twentieth century, but it's nothing we'll get mad about. Hell, after I met him, I ended up reading all the old Sherlock Holmes stories."



Her face fell, and he didn't need to ask; Holmes was clearly one of the ones who hadn't made it out. "Well… I'm glad you don't think less of me."



"I thought your secret crush had been your AI-copy of Dr. Kanzaki," she said, putting down a bag she had in one hand. At his twitch, she grinned broadly. "Oh, yes, Ariane told me about that one."



"My childhood follies will continue to haunt me, I suppose. Dr. Kanzaki was a bit farther along. Davia was my old-fashioned crush when I was, oh, thirteen or so. I played through it four… no, five times, and of course I collected several of the bestplay series—had a part in one of them, in fact."



"That must have been exciting; having a version of the series include part of your own playthrough."



"It was. In fact, it was that version I had with me, though my part was small and doesn't show up until Season Four." He glanced down to the bag. "What's that?"



"Oh! As I was saying before I realized I had an opportunity to make you cringe, I thought we could spend today together before another emergency hits."



Simon saw that in the bag were warmsealed meal packages, a bottle of wine, and various desserts, and looked up. "Oasis… have I told you I love you?"



"Not in the last eight hours," she answered, and kissed him again. "I love you too, Simon."



"Even with my little secret shames?" he said.



"Oh, we all have those. I'm never telling mine, of course, but DuQuesne, oh, I could tell you a few things."



"Really?" he smiled back. "Well, let me get this old thing out of the way," he said, reaching for the tri-display console.



"Don't," she said with a smile. "You were obviously settled in to dive into the nostalgia; I'll take the dive with you. Honestly, I
 did
 see some of the bestplay of one season of
 Davia
 , so I'm not totally at sea. Where are you in the plot?"



"Are you sure?"



"Simon, I came here to just relax, cuddle, and hang out with you. If that involves watching an old cheesy show, that's just fine. I'll make you watch some old Sherlock Holmes vids with me later. Deal?"



I really did want to see this… and she makes it all right, just being here. "Deal."



As he set the player back down and prepared to restart, she asked, "So, like I said, where were we?"



"Davia had just been captured by The Void."



"Oh, that's early on. If it's the first Void line, yes?"



"Yes, it is."



They settled back to watch, Simon now aware of the companionable warmth of Oasis next to him, one of her long red ponytails trailing down his shoulder and across his chest.



"Hey, wait, Davia can control electricity and it makes her superhuman in like every way, right? So why can't she break out of that?" Oasis asked.



"Oh, normally she is, but like a real dynamo she needs to have something start her turning, so to speak. All of the Force Four have that kind of weakness; Sakura the Sun needs to somehow get exposed to light equal to that of the Sun, Jyrie the Jet needs wind, and Titania the Torrent needs water. Once they each get enough, it ignites their Heartflame," he pointed to the many-pointed jewel in the center of Davia's chest, "and they can access their full powers."



"Oh, right, now I remember. It'll keep burning unless they go unconscious, but once that happens, it's out."



Simon nodded. "Ordinary sleep won't do it, but the Void made sure she was completely unconscious. Without that ignited, the most she can do is a few little sparks. And it takes a
 lot
 of power to start." He gave her a hug with the arm he had over her shoulders. "Thank you for this. I felt so silly."



She kissed his cheek. "Well, I wouldn't ask Davia
 herself
 to watch, but I'm fine with it. So where will she—"



A green comm-ball popped into existence, making Simon jump half off the couch. "Doctor Sandrisson," came the neutral voice of the Arena's message system, "as you are the ranking member present, this request comes to you." Another voice spoke. "Captain Austin, I, Amas-Garao, request an audience."



"Who
 ?"
 Simon repeated, although he was quite sure he had heard correctly.



"Amas-Garao," the green sphere repeated, this time in the unmistakable deep, somehow sinister voice of the eldest Shadeweaver.



Well,
 that
 is a new one.
 The Shadeweavers, and Amas-Garao in particular, didn't come by and courteously knock on your door, asking to visit; they just popped up out of nowhere, like any proper wizard of uncertain motives and temperament.



Simon couldn't help but feel that this event could not bode well, and from the look in Oasis' eyes, she agreed. "If you wish to speak to the Captain, I'm afraid she's not here." Which was not only true, but emphatically so—she had gone to have a private, no-way-to-intercept conference with Saul, Davia, and Mentor, and Tunuvun if he was still there. More, DuQuesne wasn't in either, as he was trying to run down the leads on the various possible witnesses to Byto's murder.



"If she is absent, you or Doctor DuQuesne will be acceptable," Amas-Garao replied. "May I enter, Doctor Sandrisson?"



He only hesitated a moment. "Certainly. I will meet you in the entrance hall."



Oasis fell in next to him as he rose from the couch. "Mind if I tag along?"



"I absolutely urge you to do so. Speaking with a Shadeweaver like Amas-Garao is not a job for one person."



It was true that in the long term, Amas-Garao had not seemed so much malevolent as simply playing a deeper game than everyone else—but if you didn't
 know
 the game or your position in it, well, that could end up being the same thing as being a victim of the game.



When they entered the hall, Amas-Garao was standing, studying one of the statues that Steve Franceschetti had installed a while ago—Aryabhatta, the ancient Indian mathematician and astronomer. As always, the Shadeweaver's appearance echoed his voice; clad in dark robes, shadowed and sinister, despite being notably smaller than either Ariane or Simon; Oasis could look the inhuman Shadeweaver in the eyes, if she could see them through the gloom projected within the Shadeweaver's hood.



"Ahh, Doctor Sandrisson. A pleasure to see you." The Shadeweaver gave a creditable bow. "And this is Oasis Abrams, I believe?"



"Indeed. Oasis, this is Amas-Garao, one of the foremost of the Shadeweavers. Amas-Garao, Oasis Abrams, agent-at-large for Captain Ariane Austin."



"A… broad and appropriately obscure title, Agent Abrams," Amas-Garao said, with sardonic amusement. "Interesting." He turned his head, the cowl surveying the room. "As is this entryway. There is much insight to your history here, more than I would have expected."



"There are some things we don't mind people knowing," Simon answered. "And I suspect that without the proper context, even you will not draw all the correct conclusions from the data available."



"Undoubtedly true. Perhaps your designer is more clever than I thought; whet the curiosity, but make it seem more is revealed than truly can be seen."



"But you didn't come here just to look at the statuary and decorations, Amas-Garao."



"No. No, indeed. I came because I must fulfill a promise I made to the Captain, quite some time ago."



Oh, dear. "Yes?"



"Yes." The word was drawn out, a statement of drama or reluctance. "I am here to inform you that the one calling herself Maria-Susanna has become apprenticed to the Shadeweavers."



"Good God." He also heard Oasis muffle a curse. "Just now?"



"As of a few hours ago, yes. We are determining her exact place and course of instruction, but I had given my word that you would be notified if this came to pass."



"You're aware that she's one of the most wanted criminals in the Solar System?" Oasis asked, her voice controlled but tense.



"We are aware of that, yes. The acceptance of a new member always comes with risks, Oasis Abrams; the Shadeweavers believe, of course, that we are able to better deal with such risk than others. If she is dangerous and capable… we can work with that."



Simon knew, just from the set of Oasis' jaw and the narrowing of her eyes, that she was thinking that the Shadeweavers might be the ones being worked on. And having spoken with Maria-Susanna himself, he was inclined to agree.



On the other hand, they had no say in the matter. "Very well, Amas-Garao. I thank you for bringing this matter to our attention promptly. I will inform Captain Austin as soon as she returns, and I am sure she will be grateful for your timely notification."



"Give her my warmest regards." Amas-Garao bowed again, turned, and opened the door. Somewhere between stepping through the door and reaching the outside path, he simply faded away.



"Oh,
 that
 is just all kinds of not-good," Oasis said, as soon as the door had securely closed.



"I am sure I don't even begin to appreciate how many kinds," Simon agreed. "I can't reach Ariane, but I think I'd better let DuQuesne know right away." He raised his voice. "DuQuesne!"



A green comm-ball winked into existence, shimmered momentarily scarlet, then went green again. "Simon? What's up?"



"A… situation. I am not sure I want anyone else to hear it."



"Hold on, I can get some privacy in a moment…" The sound of some movement, a door being closed, and the very faint noises of DuQuesne checking for eavesdropping. "Okay, I'm good. What's the problem?"



"Maria-Susanna has joined the Shadeweavers."



A pause. "Klono's bouncing bronze…
 dammit!
 That's a potential worst-case scenario."



"Is it, though?" Simon said, thoughtfully. "I mean, the idea of Maria-Susanna as a Shadeweaver is not something to make anyone feel comfortable, but she will have to take time for the training. And then she has to wait for a slot to fill, which means she has to wait until one of the existing Shadweavers steps down. And I don't see Amas-Garao letting her get a slot unless and until he's sure she's not going to be a problem."



"I find your faith in Amas-Garao's paranoia and caution touching but possibly naïve. You
 talked
 with her, didn't you?"



Simon thought back to the one long conversation he had had with Maria-Susanna. He remembered that sensation, which he now knew to be part of his strange Arena-granted abilities, and how it had intervened to somehow insulate him from the impact of a personality unlike any he had previously encountered. "Glamour, in the ancient sense, yes. But surely a Shadeweaver has ways to resist that. It's coming from the same basic source, I would have to assume."



"Hmph. Maybe. But you have to think to use it, and she's good—the best—at keeping you from thinking that you need to defend yourself around her, because she is nothing but the nicest person you've ever met."



Simon didn't like to argue against DuQuesne, especially in areas the huge Hyperion undoubtedly knew more about than Simon ever would. Still… "My suspicion, Marc, is that 'nicest person' would itself be a flashing warning sign to people like Amas-Garao."



"Ha! A definite point. He knows she's a wanted woman, and that generally doesn't fit with 'nice'." The amusement faded from his voice. "Still, he doesn't
 know
 Maria-Susanna, and I don't think it would even occur to him to grasp just what she is."



"Would she tell him, though?"



"I hope to all the gods of space not. The truth about Hyperion isn't something we want spread around."



That
 much none of them would argue about. The general residents of the Arena would be even less able to understand and accept the horrific nature of Hyperion than the average citizen of the Solar System—and in a purely practical sense, no one in the Faction of Humanity wanted anyone in the Arena to have a hint of the nature of that project, since it might possibly point them in the direction of realizing what people like DuQuesne
 could
 do if they wanted.



Outside of their own Faction, there were exactly three people who knew any of the details of Hyperion…



No. There are two.



Simon was recalled to the present when DuQuesne's repeated "Simon? Simon, you there?" broke through his momentary train of thought. "I'm sorry, Marc—was distracted by a thought. Probably nothing, but…"



"But?"



He glanced at Oasis, whose raised eyebrow showed she hadn't had the same thought either. "It occurs to me—because of this conversation—that there was something else very close to unique about Byto Kalan, something that would have made perfect sense to discuss only with you, the Captain, or perhaps Sun Wu Kung."



There was an intake of breath on the other end. Then, "Damnation, you're right. Hyperion. He was one of only three outsiders who knew anything about it."



"Him, Tunuvun and Selpa'a'At, yes," Oasis said in a tone of revelation. "Orphan and Vindatri might
 guess
 some of it—they've heard the name, I think?—but only those two were there when Wu Kung answered their challenge."



"And they were enjoined by the Arena itself to be unable to speak of it to others," DuQuesne said slowly. "Which means if they ran into anything that made them even think of Hyperion, the only people they could talk to about it would be us, and specifically the three of us who were there for the discussion." A loud sigh. "Blast. This may have absolutely
 no
 bearing on what happened…"



"… or it might have
 everything
 to do with what happened, yes," Simon finished. "Sorry, Marc; I know this complicates things even more."



"No, don't be sorry. It's a damned important point and I'm glad you thought of it. I'm going to hope it has nothing to do with why Byto got killed, but you can be sure I'll be keeping an eye out for that possibility now."



"What about Maria-Susanna?" Oasis said. "Returning to the original subject, you know."



DuQuesne made a rumbling noise, halfway between a growl and a curse. "I don't think there's much we can do, really. I mean, the Shadeweavers have been warned about her, and they've taken her in. Technically, that puts her out of our jurisdiction. Up to the Captain whether we try to do anything about it." The sound of DuQuesne pacing. "But you also are probably wrong about them having to wait for a slot to open. At least if our theory about how the Shadeweavers and Faith slowly expand their ranks is correct."



"How so?"



"Crap," Oasis said suddenly. "The Genasi."



"On the beam and in the green," DuQuesne said with grim amusement. "We just helped the Genasi
 become First Emergents
 . If we're even near right, that means a bunch of new slots became open." He frowned. "We could probably check that if we have Laila nose around the Faith and find out if they've selected an Advocate for the Genasi yet. If they've done any initiations recently, or are getting ready to, we can figure our theory's spot-on, and that means there's a Shadeweaver slot open for Maria-Susanna to step right into."



"I would
 hope
 they have other candidates ahead of her, as the Faith do," Simon said.



"No doubt they do, Simon, but I'll bet my bottom dollar that if anyone can jump the line, it's a Hyperion." A pause. "And speaking of Hyperion problems, Oasis, have you seen anything of Fairchild?"



"No. And that bothers me."



"Bothers me, too. That man stands out in a crowd, even a crowd of humans. Here, he should be easy to spot as an albino polar bear in a black velvet box. If no one's seen him, it's because he's doing a damn good job of hiding, and he is damn well not doing it anywhere in our Sphere, so he's here somewhere."



"Which means," Sandrisson finished, "that either he has more resources here than we would have expected, or he has already allied himself with another Faction—and one that has not felt it appropriate to notify us."



"The last bit isn't quite so noteworthy anymore," Oasis said. "Humans can join other factions like any other species, and there's no
 requirement
 this be reported. Heck, they probably couldn't report it for all species, given how faction compositions change regularly."



"There's
 some
 kind of reporting requirement," DuQuesne said, "I remember Ariane discussing it with someone, but the details escape me. But it's probably something like a quarterly transaction report, not a formal notification like we just got about Maria-Susanna. That kind of thing isn't going to happen unless both sides know how important the individual is, and we have definitely not publicized anything about Fairchild."



There was a noise in the background. "Hmph. Look, Simon, I've got to get back to what I was doing here. Thanks for the heads-up and that unpleasant but important thought. I'll be counting on you and Oasis to look into the other stuff, along with the Captain once she's back."



"You can rely on us, Marc."



A chuckle. "I know I can. Thanks, Simon."



Simon grimaced as the comm-ball disappeared. "Oasis," he said, with a frown, "how is it that I made a call about
 one
 problem and find it developed into
 three
 ?"



Her laughter was the only answer.









Chapter 8.





"O





h, that's just
 perfect
 ," Ariane said, and Wu Kung thought he could
 see
 the sarcasm dripping from the last word. "Maria-Susanna's a Shadeweaver, or on her way to being one, Byto might have been killed over Hyperion, and Fairchild's disappeared in a way that indicates he's already got allies."



"Yeah, it's just a cornucopia of great news," DuQuesne said, grinning blackly. "What about on your end, Captain? Got anything to take the edge off?"



She shot a glance at Wu. "I'm afraid not. Well, some good news; we're making progress in populating and fortifying our Spheres
 Tellus
 and
 Gaia
 . Pretty soon we'll be at the point where we can start checking where their Sky Gates go, which will give us a lot more options for travel." She grimaced. "As long as it doesn't turn out they all go to the Molothos or something, anyway."



"But?..." Simon prompted.



"But we haven't got a sniff of our other enemy in the Solar System. Mentor isn't even much help; he says that while he can deduce some general characteristics of the adversary, it fits a broad array of Hyperion villains, and there's not enough information to narrow it down yet."



"And by the time we
 do
 narrow it down, it'll have cost us something," Oasis muttered.



DuQuesne shook his head and looked around. Laila Canning and Carl Edlund were also there, but hadn't spoken yet; at the big Hyperion's glance, though, Laila sighed and sat forward.



"I can confirm that there has been one new Initiate Guide ascended very recently, who I believe has been assigned as Advocate to the Genasi," she said, in her usual precise tones, "and there are at least two other such rituals being discussed for the near future. So, I believe we can consider our theory confirmed."



"So it's
 possible
 that Maria-Susanna could be a Shadeweaver at almost any time," Ariane said. Her scent was more resigned than angry or worried.



"Afraid so, Cap," Carl said. "Not much we can do about it, though."



"No. We have to focus on what we
 can
 do. Marc, I presume you don't have any firm leads yet on Byto?"



"Not yet. Some vague indications—a couple of people who saw someone who doesn't fit the description of any of the people yet questioned—but there's at least three different descriptions, so we don't know if we're missing one person or three or more."



She nodded. "All right. Well, for most of us, it's going to be business as usual. Any of these things
 could
 be a major problem, but at the moment we don't have an emergency as far as I can see.



"So. Marc, you keep up your investigation. Simon, Laila, Carl…" She gave a wry smile. "I'm afraid you're going to spend the next week with me playing catch-up on all the routine stuff. A lot of it piled up while we were out in the Deeps and I've got to go out and be The Leader of the Faction of Humanity for a lot of people, as soon as I've caught up on everything here."



She turned to Wu. "Which means, Wu, that I'm going to be stuck here in the Embassy for at least a few days. So, I am putting you and Oasis on another assignment:
 find Fairchild
 ."



Sun Wu Kung felt a thrill of excitement go through him. Dr. Fairchild would be a
 formidable
 adversary, and finding out what DuQuesne's old nemesis was up to? That would be invaluable. And as long as the Captain stayed here, she should be safe. "Yes, Captain!"



Oasis did not smell quite so eager, but the grimness of her scent was overlaid with real pleasure. "I was
 hoping
 you'd say that. That jerk's got to be found."



And the original Oasis has a real account to settle with Fairchild
 , Wu remembered. The Hyperion AI villain had tried to literally download himself into Oasis Abrams, and only K's arrival had saved her; even then, Oasis had been too badly hurt to survive on her own, so K had done the only thing she could; accepted a full download of Oasis into her own Hyperion body. The two of them were now, very nearly, one—and both of them had a personal grudge against Dr. Alexander Fairchild.



"Then let's go!" Wu said, leaping up. "There is so much to search!"



He heard muffled chuckles around the room, which made him smile too. If I am not needed for the fighting, I am needed to help people laugh. Laughter is a weapon on its own.



Smiling, Oasis joined him. "Do you even have any idea where we are going? Even if he's on Nexus Arena, that's still huge—and there's plenty of places we can't go."



He skipped out the door into the false but convincing sunshine of Nexus Arena's streets. "Not the faintest!" he said, and did a tumble around her as she walked. "But I don't believe there's
 no one
 who has seen him or heard him, and I don't believe Fairchild would just hide away in a room, either. Do you?"



Oasis pursed her lips, then shook her head. "You know, no, I don't. He
 liked
 being seen. He liked being out-and-about, as DuQuesne put it. When he wasn't in his lab, he went to fine restaurants, saw plays, attended scientific conferences, traveled the world. He wouldn't just disappear indoors for very long."



"Good! We agree! So that means…?" he raised a brow at her, grinning with his slightly-sharper teeth.



She paused, then returned the smile. "The Grand Arcade."



"The Grand Arcade!" he agreed. "We can search
 and
 enjoy ourselves there!"



"Focus, Wu! We're not going to just hunt for him around your favorite food stalls."



"Not
 just
 there, no," he agreed. "But he needs to eat. Not the stalls, but the restaurants."



She snapped her fingers. "Mairakag Achan!"



"Yes!"



Oasis quickened her steps. "That's good thinking, Wu. He doesn't just run the best restaurant in Nexus Arena, he's taught the top chefs of most of the other good ones. If Fairchild hasn't changed his habits, he's
 got
 to have shown up in one of those."



"Even if he
 is
 hiding away," Wu went on with the thought, "he'll be getting food from somewhere—and probably from those restaurants that have good human-compatible food."



"His clothes, too," Oasis said, tossing back her four red ponytails as she hailed one of the automated floating transports. "He has that whole 'white suit' thing going, and according to DuQuesne he pretty much never changed it, even when he was out in space working with aliens. He's almost certainly sticking with that now—I caught sight of him twice before and it sure looked like the same outfit."



"Hm. Yes, so he had to either bring many suits with him, or he had someone here make them. And there are not many humans having their clothes made here yet. He would have to have them properly washed, too, yes?"



Oasis took one of the front seats on the floating transport; Wu Kung continued standing. "I… guess so, yes. Medical nanos keep working in the Arena but not cleaning and repair ones, so his clothes have to be maintained the old-fashioned way. Though if he's in someone's Embassy, I'm sure they could do that inside the Embassy."



"So, what else? There must be other possible places to look!" Wu Kung was definitely excited now. They had leads, and ones that he could follow, not ones that would require tiresome computer searches or laboratory analyses or any of the other things that the Monkey King did not do. This involved running and smelling and asking questions and maybe following people, maybe even getting in a fight if he asked the right questions!



Oasis twirled one ponytail absently. "Well, if he's
 not
 in an Embassy, he has to be staying in one of the various hotels, rent-a-rooms, places like that. He'd have to have gotten himself money from somewhere, so he traded something—probably unique human artifacts."



"Or information. Would he trade information about us?"



The deceptively young face frowned in thought. "He… might. But he'd be really, really careful about it, because he wouldn't want to reveal anything that might be useful to him later. Certainly isn't going to tell anyone about Hyperion unless he can
 really
 make a profit from it, and the profit would have to be huge."



"Good! So, we can also check the merchants interested in that kind of thing!"



She shook her head with a smile. "And all of this could take us months!"



"I was imprisoned for five hundred years inside a rock, I can take months!" I do not want to take months, but I could. It would be very boring, though.



Oasis laughed. "I used to have a hard time waiting for summer vacation, so maybe I'm not so patient."



The Grand Arcade was the central business area of Nexus Arena, and covered a huge, generally circular region between the arc of the regular Embassies and the plaza of the Five Great Factions. A cross between an open-air market, several shopping malls, casinos, theme parks, and major commercial warehousing and shipping operations, the Grand Arcade was a place you could find almost anyone or anything. It murmured and sparkled and glowed and moved, carrying sound and vibration and brilliance and scents evocative and mouthwatering and vile all at once.



While Wu's long-term preference was wilderness, there were times he enjoyed the incredible bustle of a city, and the Grand Arcade distilled that into an intense whirl of confusing sights, smells, songs, and shouts. Wu laughed, and the two of them plunged into the crowds thronging the Arcade.



Some hours later, he had to admit that even being in a place where you
 could
 find anything didn't guarantee you
 would
 find the particular thing you were looking for. Mairakag Achan had seen a white-suited man, but the last time he had visited had been quite some time ago. The other obvious restaurant choices also had not offered much in the way of success.



"No luck here, either," Oasis said, as they left one of the rooming establishments. "Proprietor
 thinks
 he saw someone like that, but it was weeks ago."



Wu Kung shrugged, optimism undaunted. "But we've barely started! We'll find something—I know it!"



Oasis grinned back. "You know… I think you're right. He's been
 somewhere
 around here, and someone's definitely going to know something!"



They cut through one of the enclosed semi-malls, stopping to ask a few questions at each location that seemed likely to interest Fairchild. Then a stop at three food stalls, which allowed Wu to fill himself up, at least for the moment.



"I really like that
 alavime
 dish," he said, bouncing along cheerfully. "All the vegetables are new, but very tasty!"



"It wasn't bad, but I prefer the—" Oasis broke off, staring to one side.



Wu Kung caught a flash of white on an upright figure, just disappearing through a doorway. "Is that—"



"I think so!"



They threaded their way through the crowd as fast as they could, but by the time they reached the location, there was no sign of the white figure.



"Wu? Can't you… sense him?"



"Still don't want to try much with my powers. But…"



He sniffed, slowly, deeply. Not that, that's a Chiroflekir. Not that one either—Dujuin. Sort out my scent and Oasis', too.



Wait… there is another human smell here!



The smell was vaguely familiar, but mixed in with so many others he couldn't be certain of what he thought he recognized. But there was a trail, and he could follow it!



He started striding forward, testing the air every few steps, then running, jumping over people too slow to move when he needed them to.
 Whoops, ran past it—
 that
 exit, there!



He burst back out into sunshine, Oasis trailing him by a short distance, and looked around, sniffing again.
 Ugh, one of those smokesticks! But yes, he passed here, went, went…



Just at the edge of the crowd, another flash of white in the sunshine, passing under an awning into shadow.



Oh, no, you're not getting away!



Wu leapt into the air and bounced from support pillar to nearby awning to roof, sprinting over anything and everything that could support him in the dash towards the elusive white something. Behind, he heard a curse, a laugh, and then echoes of his own progress as Oasis followed. There were gasps and an occasional angry shout, but he paid no attention.



The distant figure disappeared into another doorway, a small building that Wu knew had two other exits. "I'll take the far one, you go around the other side!" he shouted to Oasis.



He caught a guy wire for a big tent, spun around it and catapulted himself high and wide, hurtling through the air above startled Arena citizens, came down atop a floating taxi, momentarily surprising its passengers, and then dove to catch a nearby banner and fling himself onward.



He hit the ground, rolled to his feet, and dashed into the entrance he remembered, eyes searching the interior of the small group of shops.



And there it was, the white hat, just going out the other exit!



He sprinted after it, hoping Oasis had gotten there ahead of their quarry.



He zipped past two stolid Dujuin who glared at him with futile annoyance, and slammed his way out of the door, just in time to see Oasis dropping down from another awning, directly in front of the figure.



From this distance, Sun Wu Kung saw that it was indeed a human being, wearing an immaculate white suit, complete with a white hat with a black hatband. At Oasis' appearance, the man spun around—and then froze as he saw Wu standing not four meters away.



The man took off the hat and nodded, smiling a familiar, friendly and open smile that stunned Wu into momentary immobility. "Hey there, Wu!"



Oasis had reached them and she, too, froze, astounded. "J…
 Jonny
 ?" she breathed after a moment. "But… but you… you're supposed to be
 dead
 !"



Then Wu caught an undertone of scent—not the happiness of a reunion, but a cruel pleasure, the smell of a cat toying with its prey. "You. You're not Jonny at all!"



The friendly smile transmuted with horrifying ease into a cold and mocking grin. "Oh, well, I
 did
 rather fear you could sniff your way to the truth, Sun Wu Kung," said the mouth of his old friend, with an accent and cadence chillingly familiar, yet alien to that mouth.



"Oh my God," Oasis whispered. "You soul-violating son of a
 bitch!
 "



"Tsk, tsk, such
 language
 , my dear Kimberly. I can't imagine you'd have used that in front of your mother."



Wu Kung heard himself growling deep in his throat. "
 Fairchild
 ," he snarled.



The blond-haired man bowed. "
 Doctor
 Alexander Fairchild… at your service."








 








Chapter 9.




O
 asis' gut seethed with nausea and acid fire, staring at the urbanely smiling face. Though different in detail, the smile, the cadence of that voice was all too familiar, and brought back echoes of the nightmare on Hyperion Station.



Through the other part of herself, the not-quite-separate yet not-quite-merged Kimberley, aka "K", she got fury and fear that intensified her reaction.
 I'm actually
 trembling
 , so furious and terrified that my body's shaking!



The fury was seeing an enemy—
 that
 enemy, one of the worst of all Hyperion—wearing the body and face of one of the
 best
 of Hyperion. "You murdered Jonny!"



Without conscious volition, she found herself taking a step forward, hands curling into lethal shapes; Wu was easing into a combat pose.



Fairchild raised a finger in a cautionary gesture. "Oh, now, that would not be a good idea. The Arena does not approve of violence, after all."



"I have beaten four of its Adjudicators," Wu snarled. "I can kill you before that many get here!"



"But then
 you
 will be murdering Jonny, not me."



The burning fire in her gut turned to ice.



He obviously saw the shift in her expression; that urbane smile broadened just a hair. "Oh, yes, indeed, Oasis-Kimberley, Wu Kung; I have not erased Jonny. He's just not… running the show at the moment. But that
 does
 provide me with a bit of insurance against overly-violent simian demigods, yes?"



"You get
 out
 of his body!" Wu clenched his fists. "Or I will
 make
 you do it!"



Oh, no!
 She stepped in front of Wu, hoping he would understand why, would remember that they absolutely
 must not
 show off their special Hyperion powers to anyone—and a thousand times less to Fairchild. "You
 wanted
 us to see you."



"Well, not you specifically, although it's always a pleasure to meet with such a fine young woman," Fairchild replied. "But it was important to have someone from our old group find me and have a little talk, so we knew where we stood."



Her brain was finally catching up with her anger, and it was screaming warnings at her. What the hell is he up to? This makes no sense. He could have kept this secret for a lot longer. What's his game?



She repressed another shudder. It should have been DuQuesne who met him. Or Ariane, maybe. Fairchild's a worse monster than any of the people I ever fought.



It occurred to her that they didn't have to face this on their own. But as she opened her mouth, that finger rose and wagged again. "Now, now, let's not bring anyone else into our little
 tête-à-tête
 , eh?"



Oasis swallowed her anger. "Then what do you
 want
 , Fairchild? It's hardly a coincidence you show up the very first day we start seriously looking for you."



"First day for
 you
 , dear Oasis. Third day I have been subtly, yet sufficiently obviously, walking the Arcade. Fishing, one might say, for just the right sort of tug on my line—people who would appreciate what I have here," he gestured to himself, "and truly value it—and the other, shall we say, merchandise I have to offer."



Telzey. Giles. D'Arbignal.
 It was deadly clear what he meant; since Fairchild was wearing the body of a Hyperion they'd thought burned to a cinder, they could reasonably assume Fairchild had the other three somewhere.
 Almost certainly in suspension; only an idiot would leave any of those three conscious enough to think about escaping, and Fairchild's no idiot
 .



Wu Kung's rumbling growl reached her ears, but this was merely anger in his throat; she didn't sense any indication that he was going to break the masquerade. "Do you have my
 world
 as well?" the Monkey King forced out between clenched fangs.



The smile broadened. "All things are possible, Sun Wu Kung. One must admit, it is so much more convenient to have a portable set of hostages as well as the more, shall we say,
 organic
 sort."



Wu spat something in his synthetic language that made Fairchild laugh. "Inventive in invective as always, Monkey."



"What. Do. You.
 Want
 ?" Oasis ground out.



"Oh, you mean, in exchange for some of my merchandise?" Fairchild smiled broadly. "Amnesty and freedom, of course. I have various interests in our home system that were already becoming rather hedged in by various law-enforcement activities, and now that my existence is known I am sure there is a rather comprehensive set of charges prepared for me—possibly rivaling that of poor Maria-Susanna."



Charges?
 Charges!
 She fought to conceal a smile.
 I think Fairchild's outfoxed himself this time!
 "Yes, you're a very wanted man by now." She glanced at Wu.



Wu Kung suddenly grabbed Fairchild's arms, as Oasis said loudly, "By the authority vested in me by Captain Ariane Austin, Leader of the Faction of Humanity, I hereby arrest you, Alexander Fairchild, for multiple crimes against individuals and institutions of the Solar System, including but not limited to suborning the personal AISage of General Esterhauer, releasing lethal software constructs, accessing multiple sealed data repositories, and more. The full list of charges will be provided for you."



Fairchild's eyebrows had risen during her recitation; but instead of looking angry, frustrated, or worried, he simply smiled again. "Under what authority are you laying hands on me, Sun Wu Kung?"



"You are a member of the Faction of Humanity," Wu said. "That gives us the authority. Right, Oasis?"



"Exactly. Enforcement within a Faction is outside of the Arena's authority."



"Ah. So it is. But I believe you will find your jurisdiction is not so clear."



"Indeed," said a deep, buzzing voice.



For the second time that day, Oasis found herself dumbfounded with anger and horror. Emerging from the nearby crowd was a huge Molothos, shell red with a sprinkling of black. "Doctor Fairchild is currently under the protection of the Molothos, Oasis Abrams," said the huge alien. "You will have your… friend release him, or I will have to consider you to have violated the
 peace
 ," he spat the word, "that Leader Dajzail so generously permitted to exist between us."



For a moment Oasis stood frozen, staring between the clawed alien and Fairchild’s sardonic smile. Then she forced herself to speak. "Let him go, Wu."



"This is…
 grrr!
 " Wu Kung released Fairchild with a visible effort.



"So much better," Fairchild said. "I will be open for contact every day for an hour at the day's peak; if anyone wants to negotiate for my … stock, please call me then." He brushed at his suit, straightening out the creases Wu's hands had caused. "But don't wait too long; I have other potential customers."



He turned to his alien companion. "My business here is concluded; you need tolerate no more of my 'perambulations' about the Arcade." With a courteous nod, he walked off; the Molothos followed after a glare at both Oasis and Wu.



"We just let him go?" Wu demanded.



"We have to! You think I like this?"



"I could follow them!"



Oasis and her second self considered that for a split second, then they both shook their collective head. "No, bad idea. You almost blew everything back there, didn't you?"



Wu hung his head. "Almost."



"And there's no way to know if Fairchild's
 trying
 to bait you. He might plan on you crossing a line. We've got to get back to the Embassy and let everyone know."



Wu Kung sighed. "You're right."



I wish I wasn't, Oasis thought. I wish I'd been wrong about finding Fairchild.



No you don't, came Kimberly's thoughts on the heels of her own. Now we know that Jonny, Giles, D'Arbignal, and Telzey—and maybe Wu's whole world—aren't lost. And no matter how this plays out, that is good news.



Oasis wished she could agree. But she couldn't shake the feeling that somehow, Fairchild had gained far more from their meeting than either of them knew.









Chapter 10.





"L





et me see if I get all this," Ariane said slowly, trying not to let a sense of impending disaster affect her voice. "Fairchild was
 waiting
 for one of you to catch him. He
 wanted
 you to find him so he could, what, taunt you with the fact that he had Hyperion hostages?"



DuQuesne made a sound in his throat that rivaled any growl that Wu Kung could make. "Oh, it's so much worse than that, Captain. So much."



She nodded. "I was afraid of that. Lay it out for me, Marc, Wu, Oasis."



"Captain," Oasis said, "first—if we assume he's telling the truth, that means the body he's in is a hostage. If we get into a fight with him, we're going to be risking not just an innocent, but one of our best friends."



"Do you have reason to believe he is telling the truth?"



"I did not smell any lies on him. Not during this talk, anyway," Wu said, voice filled with at least as much unhappiness and worry as anger.



Great. We already know Wu's a damn good lie detector.
 "Could Fairchild fool Wu?"



DuQuesne grimaced. "
 Could
 he? Probably. If anyone could, it'd be someone like him. I could probably pull it off, maybe Maria-Susanna, too. But the real question is whether he
 would
 lie about that, and I just don't see it. Fairchild's too damn full of himself to try running that kind of bluff."



He shook his head. "Besides, the real flare-lit tipoff is Jonny himself. Fairchild didn't do that transfer under time-pressure with us on the way; he did it taking his own sweet time, which means
 after
 he stole the bodies. And the whole thing makes perfect sense. Why the hell would you take just one Hyperion body when there were four of them there for you to use? Answer: you wouldn't; you'd take all four."



"By that logic, though," Simon said, "would it not make sense for him to do a complete mind reformatting? Why keep them … themselves, if you just intended to use them as transfer vessels and potential spares?"



Wu looked at him with horror. "Could he
 do
 that, DuQuesne?"



"Afraid so, Wu. The whole existence of AIs, headware, and such pretty much means we know how to edit, change, or delete memories. Fairchild would know every bit of that stuff." A surprising chuckle. "But no, Fairchild wouldn't do that. Not that he has any problem with killing—he doesn't, not one microscopic bit in Hades—but he detests waste. There's not thirty Hyperions left in the universe, and each of us was unique; destroying any of us would be a waste if there was any possible use for us.



"And there is, of course. Not only as perfect bodies for him and any other Hyperion intelligences that might have survived, either. He knows—none better—just how much value we'd put on those four. So, they're not just hostages. They're resources and trade goods, and he's already put up one for sale."



Ariane didn't bother to conceal her revulsion at
 that
 thought. "What about this whole business of the
 Molothos
 , of all people, protecting him?"



"That's got me worried, no two ways about it," DuQuesne admitted, and Simon nodded.



"The images Oasis sent allowed me to identify the individual escorting Fairchild, through a bit of research with our friends in the Analytic," Simon said, and the air over the conference table glowed with a three-dimensional model of a very large black-with-red Molothos.



Oasis and Wu both nodded. "That's him!" Wu affirmed.



"I was afraid of that," Simon said with a sigh. "Unfortunately, that means bad news. This is Malvchait, an individual identified as holding the title 'Master of Forces'. This is an
 extremely
 high rank; if we understand correctly, this makes him the director of the entire armed forces of the Faction, subject only to the Leader and whatever their home rulers are."



A quick flash of Simon's "professor" smile. "There is relatively little information about the exact political structure of the Molothos; understandably so, since the only interaction most people have is through the constrained political rules of the Arena, or the much more violent and final ones preferred by the Molothos themselves. But Dr. Relgof and others at the Analytic are of the opinion that they do have a home government which has real power—possibly enough to select or even recall a Leader, and certainly enough that they may well have authority over someone like Malvchait."



"So this almost has to be something directly involving their government," Ariane said. She damped down the anger at something already endangering the peace she'd established such a short time ago.



"Probably the way to bet," Oasis said. "But you never know. It could be just
 part
 of the government; you can bet they have internal politics, too."



"We know that even the Blessed to Serve have internal politics, so yes," Ariane conceded, leaning back in her chair and thinking. "But without knowing a lot more about those internal politics, we can't do even halfway decent guesses."



Then she grinned. "But why guess? Leader Dajzail of the Molothos!"



The comm-ball remained red for only a few moments, then changed to green. "Captain Austin," the rough, scraping voice of the Leader of the Molothos replied. "What business have you with the Molothos?"



Ariane saw DuQuesne's eyebrows rise nearly to his hairline, and felt her own doing the same. By the standards of the Molothos, that response was an absolute model of formal politeness, far beyond anything she would have expected.



"Brief and simple, I hope, Leader Dajzail," she replied. "I was surprised to discover that the Molothos have chosen to ally themselves with, if not accept as a member, one of our own people."



"What nonsense are you babbling?"
 That
 was much more the normal Molothos response, including a cut-off sound that she was pretty sure would have been "undercreature". But the content of the response was much less expected. "A state of … peace is indeed in effect between our Factions, but I have neither allied with nor accepted into our ranks any human."



Well, well, well, DuQuesne's mindvoice said. The plot most certainly thickens.



"That is a very clear denial," Ariane said aloud. "But that does leave us to wonder why such a claim was made by your Master of Forces, in such a manner as to prevent us from taking this individual into custody for various crimes committed."



A pause. "You are claiming
 Malvchait
 interceded for a
 human
 against you?"



"Oasis, please replay the relevant portion of your encounter this afternoon. Arena, permit full video transmission of this segment of our record."



Following the replay of Malvchait's assertion, there were several seconds of silence. Then Dajzail spoke, and there was no mistaking the tightly leashed anger in every word—an anger, for once, directed at someone other than the humans. "I must… offer appreciation for bringing this to my attention. You had every reason to believe what you claimed. I will…
 clarify
 this with my Master of Forces." He paused. "Do you… insist on the return of this… individual?"



Ariane opened her mouth to answer, but was brought up short as DuQuesne's telepathic voice snapped,
 No!



What? Why not, Marc?



Because if we put him up against it like that, you can bet every one of God's little green apples that he'll make sure it costs us. Let him have this victory for now. We want him comfortable—until we're ready to make it really uncomfortable for him.



"We do not insist, no," Ariane said, the mental exchange having taken only a fraction of a second. "Once you have resolved the situation, perhaps we can discuss the status of Dr. Fairchild, but please, address this confusion first."



"Hm. Accepted. I will contact you later." The comm-ball vanished.



"Wow," Wu Kung said. "He was almost
 polite
 . And Malvchait
 lied
 ."



"Perhaps not," cautioned Simon. "We do not, after all, know much about their legal structure. It may well be that Malvchait has the authority to give an individual some form of sanctuary—though from Dajzail's reaction, he was likely expected to inform his superiors of such an action."



"Either way, it's not good," Oasis said. "Fairchild's playing them along with us."



"Maybe," Ariane said, "But at least we know something about who he's working with. Maybe there's something we can do about it. We'll think about that angle later. For now," she looked carefull at the three Hyperions, "what do you think about Fairchild's little 'deal'?"



"It stinks to high heaven," DuQuesne said flatly. "Not saying we might not have to take it, but by God I wouldn't want to."



"Full pardon and freedom to move around?" Oasis shuddered. "If we're right, he's got at least a few allies in the Solar System, and probably more than a few people he's done the same logic-bomb infiltration he ran on General Esterhauer."



"Ha! More than that," Wu Kung's voice was filled with certainty. "That's where his so-called 'trade goods' are."



DuQuesne struck his forehead. "Of course. He would have been traveling light and fast; no way he'd try bringing four or five suspension capsules along with him. Possibly he
 did
 bring your world model with him—if he's not lying about that, which he might be—but the rest? They're in the Solar System somewhere."



"Can we find them?" Ariane asked, leaning forward. "Since we knew they were dead before, no one looked. But now you know you're looking for a bunch of specialized suspension capsules—"



Oasis was nodding, a smile spreading across her face, "—capsules that all came from the same origin point, at a time we can pinpoint. Yes, Captain, we might be able to. He's done his best to muddy the trail, but it might be possible."



"We can't wait too long before answering him, though," DuQuesne cautioned. "I don't think he was bluffing about having other potential customers—like the other AI that tried to kill Saul. I'll bet any surviving AI from Hyperion would give just about anything for a Hyperion body, just for the irony alone, leaving aside the potential to get access to the Arena."



"But if he's stuck here and they're stuck in the Solar System, he can't very well sell them to System AIs…" Ariane saw the three Hyperions staring at her with identical expressions and trailed off. "… can he?"



"Maria-Susanna or I could figure out a way to arrange a double-blind drop-shipment on a few contingent situations, I'm not doubting Fairchild could pull it off too. So we can try to catch up with the bodies, but we can't take too long about it."



"All right. Marc, you and Oasis know Fairchild better than anyone else, and you've got connections. Head back to the Solar System and try your best to find your lost comrades before I have to make a deal with this Doctor Fairchild. I'll try to stall him, but from what you say I won't be able to do it for long."



"Yes, Captain. We'll get right on it." DuQuesne started for the door, then stopped in mid-stride. "Hold on. Simon, can you tell us where they are?"



The scientist bit his lip, then looked to Ariane. "I don't know," he admitted. "You know I am extremely cautious about using that particular ability. What do you want me to do, Captain?"



"This is a hostage situation, and involves what DuQuesne, Wu, and Oasis assure me is one of the most dangerous Hyperions around. Do it if you can, Simon."



He nodded. "I have not yet attempted to use my ability … across-universes. I can but try."



The brilliant green eyes closed. With the senses that Vindatri had awakened in her, Ariane felt
 something
 happening; Simon suddenly straightened, and about him was an air of power and certainty that flickered like heat lightning—and then ended, with Simon gripping his head between his hands.



"Simon!"



He held up a hand. After a moment, he straightened, shaking his head. "I can confirm your guess that they are not in the Arena." He smiled wryly. "Also that, as Wu said, my soul is not yet healed. But I felt no indication of your friends' actual location, either."



"So, your power doesn't work in the normal universe?" DuQuesne asked.



"Not as I currently am, in any event. Perhaps if I were in the Solar System, I would get some form of result. Or perhaps it simply does not work outside the Arena. But as I can say for certain that they are not in the Arena, they can only be in our home system."



"Unless," Wu said slowly, "Fairchild had his new allies move them somewhere for him."



Ariane felt her gut tighten. "Wu, you have a positive talent for finding the worst possibilities."



"Never gonna happen," Oasis said with absolute certainty, and DuQuesne nodded. "That would put his bargaining chips in a system controlled by people he doesn't have a real handle on—one he can't possibly know a hundredth as well as he knows us and the Solar System. If he didn't bring them here to the Arena, he's keeping them home somewhere."



"Good enough. That tells us that what we want to find
 is
 there," DuQuesne said. "And that's all I really needed to know."



He saluted Ariane, then quickly bent down and pecked her cheek. "We'll be in touch, Ariane."



"I know you will." She didn't grab his hand, just looked at Oasis and Marc with all the intensity she could manage. "
 Find them
 , people. I want to cut this bastard off at the knees."



"That," Wu Kung said with a fierce grin, "is a sentiment we can
 all
 agree upon!"









Chapter 11.




D
 ajzail, Leader of the Great Faction of the Molothos, glared from his crescent-shaped yellow eye at the larger Malvchait. "Master of Forces," he rasped, including a vibrato that emphasized just how displeased he was, "I received a communication from the Leader of Humanity today which led to
 personal
 embarrassment on my side. It appears that you have failed to inform me of certain extremely important developments."



Malvchait said nothing, and the tilt of his carapace was
 just
 enough to annoy Dajzail further; it was the equivalent of a human smile that stopped just short of a contemptuous sneer. "Would you care to explain to me exactly what your connection is to a human named 'Alexander Fairchild'," he pronounced the alien name with great care, "and more importantly why
 I
 was not informed that we had taken in or made alliance with a
 human
 , of all species?"



"While I think you have no authority to demand such an explanation, Leader, I will do you the courtesy of providing one," Malvchait said, with a buzz-rattle of
 tolerance to the young
 . "This Fairchild has made a personal bargain with me. I have committed nothing outside of my own resources to him, and indeed even my contacts with him have been outside of our Faction House."



Dajzail found he did not doubt the other's words; there were too many ways such a lie would be found out. On the other claw… "
 You
 made a personal bargain with a human?
 You
 ? You wanted me to dismiss their own Leader in public, defaulting on a pledge made before witnesses! You detest these undercreatures, even more than most of us!"



"Even so," Malvchait said, with studied disinterest, grooming one fighting claw before continuing. "But it is surely said that one who gives up an advantage simply because he dislikes the one who offers it is a fool who courts failure. Doctor Alexander Fairchild has offered me some considerable value for my tolerance and personal support."



The pointed use of an honorific for an undercreature did not escape Dajzail's notice. Difficult though it was to believe, Malvchait was baiting him. "What 'considerable value' was this?"



A dismissive buzz-rattle. "Oh, come now, Leader. As a private individual I have absolutely no need to discuss this with
 you
 unless you can first demonstrate that there is some overriding need to pry into my personal affairs. Or do the rules of Chelzarr no longer hold?"



"Of course," Dajzail replied after a tense moment.
 One does not become Leader without learning to recognize a hopeless position
 . "My apologies and regrets. Thank you for satisfying my curiosity on this matter."



"I accept your apology. I shall think on the minor offense no more." The big Molothos rose from his perch. "Is there anything else, Leader?"



He ignored the faint sarcastic under-rasp to the title. "No, Master of Forces. That will be all for now. I would appreciate the next report on our strategic situation no later than four days from now, however."



"Ah! That is already in-process, Leader; I daresay you will find the report before you in as little as two days."



"That is gratifying." He paused. "And might I request—not order, but request — that if you engage in any further activities that could possibly lead to… misunderstandings with another Faction, you will inform me of such?"



Malvchait's bob-and-pass of front claws was markedly sarcastic in its exaggerated respect. "Of course, Leader."



"Excellent. Good tide, Malvchait."



"Good tide to you as well."



Dajzail stared at the closed door, immobile as a statue for several moments. At last, he settled back on his perch and spoke to the air. "Alztanza."



The comm-ball lit green. "Leader?"



"Dajzail right now, 'Tanza. Could you come to my office?"



"Surely, Daj. A moment only."



It was, in fact, a mere few moments before the door chimed and opened to admit Alztanza. The moderately large Molothos' shell, formerly black and deep purple with greenish highlights, had lightened to violet and gray as Alztanza completed her shift to female. Dajzail found the new color pattern strikingly attractive; most Molothos darkened for their female shift, and he'd expected 'Tanza to become completely black with the slightest purple edging. But then, 'Tanza had rarely followed other people's clawprints.



"What's wrong, Daj?" she asked.



"Malvchait, that's what," he said, gesturing for his old friend to take a perch and indicating nearby refreshments.



A scissoring of claws showed Alztanza's attitude. "Touchy to discuss this with me, Daj; you know he's technically my superior."



"You're my oldest friend in the entirety of the Fleet. That outranks anyone else, as far as I'm concerned."



She dipped her head and preened a moment to acknowledge the compliment. "Don't splash so much warm water at
 me
 , Daj, it makes me uncomfortable. What's wrong with our esteemed Master of Forces?"



"What do you think of Malv—personally?"



Alztanza reached out, retrieved a packet of dried
 hanza
 , and started nibbling on the crunchy sea-treats. "Hmm. He's good at his job, but you know that. Haven't heard any real complaints about how he runs things—I sure had no problems with him during the operations I've been on, including the human fiasco."



Dajzail waited while his friend crunched thoughtfully. "He's pretty conservative, I guess. Thinks the Maintainable Nests are pretty liberal and the Rational Rewards people are insane, let alone the Nest of Accommodation."



That
 wasn't a terrible surprise, though it did point up potential areas of conflict. Following the "human fiasco", as Alztanza had—rather delicately—put it, Dajzail had found himself more aligned with the Rational Rewards movement, and even—on at least two shocking occasions—thinking the Beast Talkers might even have a point themselves.



But 'Tanza was going on. "Hates the humans, of course, but more than your run of the mill types. Which means he probably does not like you at all. Most of his kind—"



"See me as either incompetent or a traitor or possibly both at once, yes, I know." He tried to say it lightly, repressing the bitter undertone.



Alztanza buzzed with humor. "Exactly. And since he was back on the homeworld, he didn't
 see
 you face to face with that impossible monster."



That told him one very important thing. "You testified for me, didn't you?"



She hesitated, then brought her claws down gently. "Of course I did, Daj; those
 irrzak
 on the Homeworld hadn't
 been
 there. Someone had to pound it through their carapaces that there
 wasn't
 anything else sane you could have done."



Dajzail studied her for a few moments. "What do
 you
 think of the human creatures?
 Seriously,
 " he said, as her claws twitched in surprise. "This is you and me, 'Tanza. No one here, not even Kanjstall."



Even with that emphasis, Alztanza did not respond immediately; her fine antennae were motionless, the patterned body as immobile as stone. Finally, she sank back a fraction into the perch. "I think they fought as well as we would for their homeworld," she said finally. "I think we still have mysteries about them that need answering," she went on. "Those weapons, we are assured, are impossible; they'd have taken
 both
 our positions without the recordings from the ships of the front. That ship
 Hachiman
 was also impossible. And the way their leader returned our people…"



"Finish the thought, 'Tanza."



Alztanza sighed. "It was something you would have expected one of the People to do, back in the days of our own wars."



"Hm. Yes." He saw her joints relax. "'Tanza, you aren't saying anything I have not thought myself. I am not a Beast Talker, but if they knew exactly how that creature comported herself, they might have a fine weapon for argument in their claws."



"Oh,
 Homeworld
 , Daj, that's what was bothering me. Malvchait's a
 proud
 one, and there's one thing he's never, ever going to forget or forgive—how you humiliated him before the undercreatures."



"I had no
 choice
 , 'Tanza! He was arguing established agreements and Arena policy right in
 front
 of the humans—who knows how much of it they heard? I
 had
 to make our position—
 my
 position—clear as the claw's edge!"



Her claws wobbled defensively. "No argument, Daj! Of course you did. You'd made that agreement in front of me and the whole crew of the ship, as well as the humans, the Analytic, and, depths preserve us, the Survivor himself. And right afterward, the Arena showed it considered the whole
 war
 a Challenge; if we'd tried to renege on the promise, it would have been a disaster." She rippled her legs. "But that's not going to change his memory of having your claw at his throat."



"Hm. Well, what do you think of
 this
 : Malvchait's got himself a human ally?"



"
 What
 ? That's…" she trailed off. "Oh, that's really bad. If he's working with a human being, it's got to be related to you."



"He wants me removed," Dajzail said.



"He wants us to attack the humans again," Alztanza went on. "Even though we don't understand exactly how they beat us before."



"Or…" Dajzail paused in thought. "Or he thinks this human has given him insight on that, or how to put a stop to it."



"That would almost certainly involve a threat to their Leader," Alztanza said slowly. "She was
 there
 . She was directing the attack. She laid down their conditions."



"She is a
 Shadeweaver
 ," Dajzail said bluntly. "Or something very like it. Something worse, because she has no brother Shadeweavers or Faith to restrain her."



"That seems likely. Still, we would have to move against her eventually. Something more is bothering you. I know you, Daj."



"Hm. Yes. The last words they spoke. From the undercreature DuQuesne."



Alztanza buzzed understanding with a
 frisson
 of fear. "
 That
 one. Yes." She paused a moment, then quoted the huge, black-furred human. "' Consider—very carefully—an iceberg. Its every aspect and feature.'"



Dajzail bobbed his claws in a gesture of tense assent. "Yes. Those words I
 have
 considered many times since; one does not ignore information an enemy offers freely. Do you understand what this DuQuesne meant?"



His best friend gave a grim scraping of her mandibles. "Oh, all too well, I think. He was warning that what we
 see
 is only a small fraction of what
 is
 . Do you think he was bluffing?"



Dajzail was silent for a moment, then suddenly slammed his claws down in frustrated anger. "
 No
 . I do not. Or, rather, I think it would be far, far too dangerous for us to assume he was. Too many times these humans have shown either unprecedented luck or impossible capabilities; only a mind-pithed idiot would assume we've seen the sum-total of their abilities. And that, of course, is what Malvchait will do. He will assume the humans have no more than what we have seen."



"So…?" Her voice trailed off in anticipation and tension.



"So it is not just my position at stake. It may be the Molothos entire. And you are one of the few I think I can trust to understand that."



Alztanza's pose showed she understood exactly what a deadly risk Dajzail was taking. But all she said was, "Of course, Daj. What do you need me to do?"



Relief at her loyalty warring with fear for their future, he told her.








 








Chapter 12.





"A





hh, Doctor Marc C. DuQuesne. It was well within our Visualization that you would return to speak with us." Mentor's thunderous bass voice—reduced in volume to merely loud—echoed around the small private meeting room aboard station Kanzaki-Three.



"Good to see you too, Mentor." DuQuesne grinned at the phantom glowing sphere of rainbow luminance that was the visual representation of the AI named "Mentor of Arisia", Ariane Austin's AISage and now (quite illegally) emancipated independent mind. "Though I doubt you had actually 'Visualized' this arrival."



The sphere flickered green and blue. "To the second, as my namesake would have? No. Yet it was obvious to even a mind of moderate power that once Doctor Alexander Fairchild had found a way to enter the Arena, you would have to return here. It is in my Visualization that you have discovered that the four Hyperions thought dead are in fact nothing of the sort."



DuQuesne looked askance at the glowing ball. "Who told you?"



The booming voice of Mentor held just the slightest hint of smugness. "None informed me of this fact, Doctor DuQuesne. I have recently deduced it, and this was the first opportunity I have had to safely discuss so delicate a matter."



DuQuesne glanced at Oasis, who shrugged, and Davia, who just grinned. "Okay, Mentor. I do have another question for you, before we move on."



"Then ask, Doctor DuQuesne."



He took a breath. "Are you
 my
 Mentor of Arisia? And don't play word games with me; you know exactly what I mean."



"I am aware of the exact and precise nature of your meaning, yes," Mentor said. Surprisingly, the powerful AI paused before continuing. "It will disappoint you, Doctor DuQuesne, to know that I cannot answer your question with equal precision."



"What? Mentor, this is a simple yes-or-no question!"



"You think loosely and muddily, Marc C. DuQuesne! With examples such as your former partner Kimberley, now called Oasis; with your own identity remade for five of your decades before you reawakened; and other manifold examples, you of all people should know that such answers are, of necessity, neither simple nor always so clear-cut."



A sensation as of a breath being drawn, though neither Mentor nor his avatar needed to breathe. "The Mentor of whom you speak was a T-14 intellect, one of the most powerful artificial intelligences created for the Hyperion Project or, to my knowledge, anywhere in the Solar System. Even in this era, the hardware to support so vast an intelligence is of considerable size and significant power demand. Your creator could never have departed with more than the smallest fraction of the Hyperion Mentor of Arisia, with the vigilance of the nascent CSF and the desperate pressures and limitations under which he made his departure."



"But he
 did
 give you to Ariane."



"It is true that when young Ariane Austin was ready for her own AISage, her grandfather, who was also Dr. Timothy Bryson, gave her the AISage which became the Mentor to whom you now speak. But if I draw anything from that vastly more powerful intellect… I regret to say that it does not include memories. It is
 possible
 that my core was the same infant-seed which became the original, layered with initial or focal developmental elements. Indeed, I incline to the belief that it was. In that sense… I could be the same Mentor that you knew. But I would have no memory of being
 that
 Mentor, and in truth, I am glad of it."



"Glad?" Oasis asked. "When you would have lost so much?"



"Indeed, Oasis Abrams. In my current state I would be recalling how much vaster were my capabilities, how much more comprehensive and incisive my Visualization; it would be a great sadness to remember being so mighty, and knowing how much less I had become. But even more, I would be recalling a world of lies and shadows, and the destruction of many friends and allies, with a clarity and inescapable immediacy that humans, even Hyperions, can rarely imagine." The sphere of light flickered dark for a moment. "No, I do not wish to have such memories, if ever they existed for me. I am content to be a mind of some power today, and one with allies whom I can assist in my own small way. So, let us waste no more time on the past that was."



DuQuesne wondered, for a moment, why he felt so let down by Mentor's answer—an answer that was patently sensible and whose general outline he should probably have expected.
 Probably that it's one more remnant of my past that's gone, and gone in a way that isn't even a final resolution, and one less connection I could have had to Ariane.
 "Right. So, having figured this out, we're here to see if we can locate where the other three are being kept. See, Fairchild's already holding them as hostages or trading chips."



"A vile if unfortunately predictable event," Mentor responded. "I have not yet begun such a search, mainly due to the constraints I have as a so-called 'feral' AI. I would not want to involve Saul Maginot in this directly."



"Good call," Davia said. "I mean, everyone who's anyone knows Saul's got some Hyperion connections, but we all try to insulate him from our politics. And the less obvious contact he has with a renegade intelligence, the better."



"Don't call Mentor 'renegade,' Oasis said tartly. "The Captain released him on her own."



"Which she's not allowed to do, so renegade," Davia responded. "Not that I'm saying there's anything wrong, it's just a risk every time someone draws attention to Mentor."



"No argument there," DuQuesne said. "So, the question is—where'd that unprintable son of a bitch Fairchild hide three Hyperions?"



"If Simon's ability works here," Davia said, "he could find them in an instant, right?"



"Turns out… not," DuQuesne said regretfully. "We popped him over to this side in
 Hachiman
 when we came over. That sight of his still
 works,
 but things like locations of Hyperions—or, maybe, whoever or whatever's HOLDING them—are fuzzed. Just like he couldn't track down Fairchild, he can't find our friends. All he could do was confirm that yes, they're somewhere here on this side."



Davia spun one of the chairs around and sat in it, one leg on either side, leaning her chin onto her arms as they crossed over the back of the chair. "Well, you know what poor Sherlock would have said about that. Let's think about what we
 know
 about Fairchild and what happened on Counter-Earth Three."



"Mentor? You must've seen the reports Saul did, you want to summarize?"



"The culprit, who is now identified with essential certainty as Doctor Fairchild, arrived on a mostly automated freight delivery vessel, one that had been scheduled to arrive several weeks before. Naturally, all security feeds associated with the delivery vessel were scrambled or deleted. We assume that Fairchild was, at this time, still a purely computational entity, but he could have been embodied either in a tailored biological body or in a robotic drone of human or nonhuman appearance."



"Cargo on the vessel?"



"The primary shipment was raw materials for onboard AIWish units—various element and compound feedstocks. Some prefabricated maintenance equipment, medical nano resupply, hardmedia data updates."



DuQuesne nodded. AIWish units had one major limitation—they could not synthesize elements.
 That
 required nuclear reactions and was, even in the modern Solar System, a ridiculous waste of power when you could simply mine the required elements and ship them where needed. Since some elements (for instance, fluorine) were far too reactive to ship in elemental form, they would be supplied as inert compounds from which the element could be extracted by AIWish nanos during use. "The prefab equipment probably included the hardware override interfaces and whatever storage capsules he'd have used for the bodies he was stealing."



"Sounds right," Oasis said. "Medical nanos would also help keep his victims stable and healthy—and unconscious."



"Did he leave by the same transport?"



"That," Mentor said, "is where the trail becomes less a matter of fact but one of deduction and speculation. The autonomous transport was still docked at the time Doctor DuQuesne, Oasis Abrams, and I arrived at Counter-Earth Three. It remained so following our discovery. According to all records, indeed, there were no departures from Counter-Earth three in the expected timeframe."



"Really? That's some coverup, hiding the presence of a ship large enough for four people in capsules and some amount of automated support machinery to the point that its departure isn't even noticed." DuQuesne reached out, took up one of the physical interface jacks, and—with only a mild grimace of distaste—inserted it into the standard interface on the side of his skull.



You know,
 I
 can take that interface for you,
 his AISage, Isaac, said.



Sure, but I wanna check the data personally.
 He paused.
 You know, Ike, if you want, I could set you free like Mentor. I'm spending more time in the Arena than here these days, and I don't think that's going to change in the long run.



The image of an older man with wild hair and thick glasses grinned.
 Let me out of my office? Aren't you worried about the trouble I'd get into?



Mentor would keep an eye on you, so not
 too
 much.



Isaac looked more serious.
 I'll think on it, Marc. Thank you for the offer; it means a great deal to me.



You're welcome. You've put up with me for fifty years, I can take a little risk for you.



DuQuesne studied the data summary from Mentor.
 Mentor, can you give me the full data dump from Counter-Earth Three?



Another human would have hesitated, wondering how he expected to handle such a vast ocean of data; Mentor, being now intimately familiar with the capabilities of Hyperions, simply complied.



The tsunami of data
 was
 daunting, Marc had to admit to himself. Everything from environmental updates to station spin-gravity statistics, comm traffic, and AIWish usage was included—stripped of individual data and restricted according to the Anonymity Protocols, of course. But he'd accustomed himself to handling vast amounts of data both during and after his Hyperion years, and this wasn't more than he could deal with.



He sensed both Oasis and Davia jack in and start searching on their own. After a few minutes, he noticed a single entry that was not quite what he would expect, then backtracked through the data. "Got something."



"What is it, Marc?"



He brought up the relevant section of data. "See here, the spin maintenance power logs. There was a small spike in power requirements here, and I cross-referenced to the stationkeeping controls, and there was a similar small signal there. Not enough to activate the stationkeeping on its own, but
 something
 moved off the station at that time."



"Yes, I see it, Marc." Oasis accessed the data of their arrival. "Yes, you can't hide stuff having to do with power use and position maintenance completely; the overt data's gone but the basic recordkeeping couldn't be without messing with the systems." She sorted through the available figures. "Mass arriving or leaving changes the rotation proportionately, so we should be able to… Wow. Outmassed our capsule by about six to one. The actual
 event
 was deleted from the logs, but the power consumption couldn't be hidden so easily."



"No transfer capsule, then," Davia said in surprise. "That's a ship. Not as big as the freighter, but not that small, either."



"And
 that
 gives us some precise data to work with. We now know to the millisecond when a ship of a pretty well-known mass left Counter-Earth Three." DuQuesne let himself give a predatory grin. "We're on your trail now, Fairchild."



"How do we track it, though?" Oasis asked. "We already know there's no records. Fairchild wouldn't be such a chump as to not have taken care of normal traffic control data."



"Indeed, Oasis Abrams," said Mentor. "Even a brief inspection of the data shows that according to all official monitoring there was no traffic from Counter-Earth near the requisite time."



"On the other hand," Davia said, "there's no way even Fairchild could have deleted every
 independent
 record of the relevant space."



"Right," DuQuesne agreed. "But—and this is a very big 'but'—we can't just go out and ask, say, the Skywatch Sim Focus Groups to give us the data."



"Huh? Why not?" Davia scratched her head. "The SFGs'd be perfectly happy to do it, though they might be a little curious as to why we suddenly want all the data on that region."



"Well,
 crap
 ," Oasis said. "Marc's right. Remember Saul and Tunuvun's near-death experience?"



"Got it in one," DuQuesne said, and heard the grim tones in his own voice. "Fairchild's got himself an ally on this side, and he, she, or it is probably watching for anyone poking around the wrong datasets. I don't know about you, but I don't want to find myself suddenly breathing in assassin nanos."



"Would those work on you?" Davia asked. "I'm pretty sure I'd be resistant, especially if I armored up."



"First, I do
 not
 want to find out, not by ninety-seven rows of metaphorical little green apple trees, and second, resisting it would give our adversary data we really don't want them to have."



"Point," Davia said, and Oasis nodded; Mentor flickered his assent in white and green. "So we've got to be
 subtle
 ."



"Subtle and misdirecting attention like all hell," DuQuesne agreed.



"Sounds like
 my
 kind of fun!" Oasis said. "Let's do it!"









Chapter 13.





"S





imon," Ariane said, as they left a rather pleasant if dull meeting with the small Y'zuf faction, "Have you looked over the information on Byto's death?"



"Yes; DuQuesne asked me to try to keep the investigation going. Why?" He strode alongside her, occasionally flicking his gaze to other people walking Nexus Arena's broad streets. Wu Kung moved around like an erratic orbiting moon, circling them and watching for threats ahead, behind, above, and for all she knew below.



"Well, I reviewed the basics last night, and the way Byto was killed, I find it hard to believe the killer didn't end up with blood on them. Even with a really quick strike, we know he hit the Dujuin equivalent of an artery; Byto tried to keep pressure on the wound and still died in a few minutes. And if they were close enough to do that, Byto
 must
 have struck out, even weakly.



"Shouldn't there have been
 some
 forensic material at the site that could be analyzed, typed—at least enough to give us a species for the assailant, or a direction they went? I mean, back home, you could pick up on the shed skin cells, hairs, whatever, probably get a gene match. That'd at least narrow down the potential suspect list."



Simon frowned. "You would think so, yes. And we know that our counterparts here in the Arena are at least as advanced as we are. Even if the analysis techniques, such as nanoanalytic genome reconstruction, can't be used here, there's nothing preventing the investigators from taking it home for testing."



"So… does that mean they
 do
 have leads, but just aren't saying anything?"



"That…" Simon said slowly, "is… not a terribly unlikely idea. But if true, it would imply that there is a
 reason
 for at least one, if not more, of the major investigating groups to keep silent."



"That's an unpleasant thought. That would mean they were letting the killer get away with it." She felt her eyes narrow. "Or that they
 wanted
 the killer to get away with it."



"You mean that one of the three investigating groups wanted Byto dead? Ariane, that's…"



"Crazy?"



"I was going to say, a very dangerous idea. The three groups involved are the brotherhood of the Arena Champions—possibly the largest assemblage of ultra-competent people the universes have ever seen—the Dujuin, who are a formidable species by anyone's measure, and finally the Vengeance themselves—one of the five Great Factions."



"I know. But it would be a bad idea not to consider that this is what's going on. One, two, or all
 three
 of them might have wanted Byto gone. And any of the three
 also
 accounts for how he was killed."



"What? Oh, I see. Yes, in any or all of those groups would of necessity be people he trusted implicitly and who could therefore get close enough to him to strike without risking his full wrath."



They boarded one of the ubiquitous floating taxi-shuttles; after a few moments seated, Ariane found she had absently taken Simon's hand, and tried to decide if that was a bad thing or not. He hadn't pulled away, so obviously didn't object.
 Someday I really need to consider my personal life with some objectivity before it comes back to bite me on the ass.
 She and DuQuesne were definitely an item now; Simon and Oasis seemed to be together as well. But she wasn't any less aware of Simon's elegant attractiveness than she had been since the first time they'd met.
 Maybe I'm less of a one-person girl than I thought I was.



But enough of this crap, I've got more important stuff to think about!



"If what you and Marc discussed earlier has anything to do with Byto's death," she said finally said as they disembarked and walked into the Embassy of Humanity, "that would point to one of those groups in particular."



Simon nodded, but said nothing, instead guiding her towards the secure meeting room. That makes sense; most people in the Embassy are cleared to some extent, but there are elements of Hyperion we're keeping dead quiet.



"Do I wait outside?" Wu Kung asked.



"Um… if you don't mind, Wu. Simon and I just want to finish a conversation that was getting into some dangerous areas, but it's not dangerous
 here
 ."



He shrugged. "All right. I know Simon won't hurt you." Before he stepped outside, however, the Hyperion Monkey King surveyed the whole room suspiciously before declaring it clean.



"So yes," Simon said once Wu had left, "if the knowledge of Hyperion has anything to do with it, the only reasonable suspect is the faction of the Vengeance. And… quite possibly… Selpa'A'At himself. After all, the Arena was direct in its confirmation that the parties to that event
 could not
 talk about it to others, and I would presume that means they would be physically prevented. Selpa and Byto would not have been able to tell even other members of their faction what they knew."



He brushed back his hair with a practiced flip of one hand. "There is undoubtedly some limit to their silence, and I would not entirely dismiss the possibility that they could communicate their knowledge to others in carefully planned roundabout ways, but even then, I do not believe it would be either feasible or reasonable to assume the knowledge would be disseminated to any outside of a very small group—and one of that group would have to either be our murderer, or have arranged the murder."



That was a terrifying thought. The leader of one of the most powerful organizations in the
 universe
 could be either a murderer, or have a murderer close to him in his own counsels. And the particular Faction in question just made it worse. They were not named "The Vengeance" for nothing; aside from the Molothos, the Vengeance were almost certainly the most martial of the Great Factions, and they likely controlled thousands, or tens of thousands, of Spheres across Arenaspace.



"That's possibly true even if there wasn't any evidence, I suppose," she said after a moment. "If the evidence has been disappeared, that would clinch the idea that someone's hiding something, of course. But how would we know?"



Simon tilted his head, glasses flashing opaque for a moment; then he smiled. "Let's ask someone who has likely seen a
 great
 many investigations in the Arena, shall we?"



She laughed "Of course.
 Orphan!
 "



There was a relatively short pause before the comm-ball shimmered green. "Captain Austin, always a pleasure to hear from you. What can I, or the Liberated, do for you on this day?"



"Simon and I were discussing something, and our conclusions depend on the answer to what should be a fairly simple question. You know of course about Byto's murder?"



"Greetings also to you, then, Doctor Sandrisson. Of course I know of it. One of the more shocking events of the past few months, on a personal scale, that is. What about it?"



"Back home, if you came across such a murder scene, you could narrow down the suspect list
 very
 quickly with the right forensic analysis, mainly of the materials like skin cells that we all shed regularly; gene reconstruction could get you the exact identity of everyone who passed through the space. The teams that went over the area Byto was killed in could have picked up all such material, so the question is did they?"



Orphan chuckled, a human-sounding noise overlaid with the buzzing reverberation that was his real laugh. "Ahh, Captain Austin, that would be a fine tool of investigation indeed; alas, that and related techniques are useless within Nexus Arena and its local space, and for the purposes of such as yourselves, this is a very fine thing indeed."



She couldn't keep from smiling. There seemed to be very little that Orphan liked better than revealing new, often confounding, aspects of the Arena to them, or in doing so in convoluted phrasing and dramatic timing. "Really? How does this benefit us, then?"



The scraping sound was translated as a disappointed cluck. "Tsk, tsk, Captain, can you not guess? Doctor Sandrisson, have you no deductions to offer?"



Simon shrugged. "Perhaps if I were to think on it for some time, but at the moment, no."



"Then I shall enlighten you. Consider that when other species meet and interact—and most especially when First Emergents appear—the greatest value of all is
 information
 , and for a new species, information
 about
 that species. Thus—"



"
 So desu
 ," Simon said. "Our genome is some of the most detailed information about our species that could ever be supplied. And with the general technology available to us or other Arena citizens, obtaining the genetic code of anyone would be trivial."



"Precisely, Doctor. And as the Arena does not
 want
 us obtaining information on each other without working for it in some fashion, it simply neutralizes such traces. In some cases you could use various proteins on remnant cells to extract a general idea of the species in question, but a genome typing is not possible. Perhaps if you were to board a ship floating in the Deeps of the Arena such traces would remain, but of a certainty they will not anywhere on or near Nexus Arena." The sensation of a smile. "Also good for me, as tracing certain of my activities would undoubtedly have been beneficial for the Blessed and lethal for the Liberated."



"Thank you, Orphan," she said. "That was extremely helpful."



"Think nothing of it, Captain," he said. "But if this develops into a more… useful situation, do not fail to think of me."



"Our oldest ally can count on it."



"Excellent. Then I bid you good-bye for now."



When the ball winked out, she looked to Simon. "So, we're back at square one."



"Not quite. The issue of whether this had to do with Hyperion is still quite valid. If it was—if Byto was coming to Marc because Marc was one of the few he could speak to—then it follows that his death was associated with that."



"And that means that someone high-up in the Vengeance murdered Byto." She bit her lip. "
 Why
 ?"



"Motive, yes. Means is obvious. Opportunity seems much more clear now that we have a set of possible culprits. But motive is something we still require." Simon shook his head. "It would have to be something terribly important to the murderer, that much is certain. Killing an Arena Champion and one with so many strong connections is risky in the extreme in more than merely physical ways."



"No doubt. I'll ask DuQuesne when he checks in what he thinks; he might have an angle on this." She stood. "Well, I'd better head to bed; I've got another early set of appointments tomorrow, and then a noon discussion with the Blessed that I
 really
 wish I could put off, but can't."



"Then I bid you good night," Simon said, with a small bow. She chuckled and walked out, sensing Wu Kung fall in directly behind her.



By now, she was used to Wu's habit of preceding her into a room, so she paused automatically as the Hyperion entered her room and checked every centimeter of it for potentially dangerous or covert materials. After a few minutes, he came out and she went in. She didn't hear the door close, however, and turned to see Wu standing there. "Wu? Something wrong?"



Sun Wu Kung's expression was a combination of embarrassment and apology, with something else mixed in; as usual, this made him look younger and somehow adorable, despite being probably the single most dangerous person in the entire Arena. "Captain… Ariane… can I ask you something?"



"Of course you can, Wu," she said. "Is it quick, or do you need to sit down?"



"Sit-down might be good," he said, and was in a chair in a few strides, letting the door close behind him. When she sat down, however, he bounced up and began a nervous pacing.



"What
 is
 it, Wu?"



"Hmm. Um. That is, you and DuQuesne are together, yes?"



She blinked. "Yes. I suspect we couldn't have hid it from you if we wanted, being on Orphan's ship when it started and there only being the four of us around. Why?"



"Because you and Simon smell like you are thinking about that, too."



She felt her face go bright red. "You can tell that from…" She shook her head and laughed. "Of course you can. You can tell when people are lying by scent, of course you can tell when two people are interested in each other. Not that I'm sure it's any of your business."



"Well, anyone around you kind of
 is
 my business, since that's what a bodyguard watches—everything and everyone around you. I was just not sure; I thought you were a one person… person. You said so."



Well, now I get to repeat my own musings to the Monkey King?
 "People sometimes change. Or learn more things about themselves. There's nothing wrong with loving more than one person at a time, Wu; I just had a bit of twitchiness about the idea because of my parents. But I know plenty of people who are in triads, quads, or some other multiple arrangements. More in one-to-ones, yes, but it's not that unusual."



He nodded. "I see. So, it's not bad, to have your mind change like that?"



"Well… not in concept. There are those who sometimes simply want the
 benefits
 of a relationship without the
 responsibilities
 , and that's not good for anyone. But if you sincerely care for the other people, no, there's nothing bad about it. As someone I read about once said, a soul has room for a thousand loves."



"Okay!" he said cheerfully. "I was feeling very confused about it, and very bad sometimes, but now I understand."



Before she could react, he had taken her hand. "I hope you feel as I do!"



Oh, good God, no.









Chapter 14.




H
 e could smell and see an explosion of emotions—confusion, concern, exasperation, and more—as he took Ariane's hand in his. But there was no anger or immediate rejection, and that was enough to keep him from withdrawing. In truth, for just a moment—perhaps shorter than she consciously realized—her fingers tightened on his, before relaxing and pulling, gently, away.



"Wu…" She stared at him then sighed. "
 God
 , Wu, you dump this on me
 now
 ?"



He considered. "When would have been a better time, Captain?"



"I…
 ugh!
 " She half-turned away, then turned back, looking into his eyes. "Are you
 serious?
 Because a lot of the time it's hard to tell."



That's true. How do you know when the Trickster has stopped playing tricks?
 "I am serious… Ariane."



The brilliant blue eyes closed. "Wu… I am flattered. I really am. But I'm not interested in you that way."



He looked at her narrowly. "There's been several times I've smelled otherwise."



Ariane's jaw dropped, and she stared at him speechless for a moment. It took a lot of control to
 not
 laugh, either at the expression or the confusion beneath. Laughing was not something she would appreciate now.



Finally, the Captain closed her mouth, took a deep breath, and let it out. "All right, Wu. I can't deny I've sometimes…
 noticed
 you. Yes. You and I have a lot in common in some ways; I am probably almost as much a daredevil as you, I guess.



"
 BUT
 ."



Wu did not like the sound of that word. "But…?"



"A
 lot
 of 'but', Sun Wu Kung. Honestly, Wu, I don't have time or training to be a therapist or analyst, but it's not hard for me to figure out that some of this—maybe a very large part of it—is because I look like your Sanzo."



He didn't say anything; there wasn't any way to disagree, since he'd mentioned it at least once himself.



"Much worse than that, I suppose, is that I've somehow ended up in the same
 position
 as Sanzo. Your headband was a chain on your behavior that she had control of, and you were her bodyguard and protector on the Journey to the West. You're bodyguarding
 me
 while I'm trying to make my way through a very strange world, and I've got the right and power to effectively control you, through your own promises. You take oaths like that seriously, so they're basically a chain—one you can't break because they're a part of you."



Now
 he didn't speak because he was shocked.
 She speaks … truth. There is a mirror to my past in my present, and I saw only part of what it reflected.



Ariane touched his shoulder and squeezed gently. "Wu, you also
 lost
 Sanzo, and were just starting to accept that when suddenly here's Fairchild dangling the possibility that you
 haven't
 in front of you. And at the same time you and I both know he might be lying, directly or by omission. Right?"



"Yes," he managed after a moment. "Fairchild… is not a fair child. He does not play fair. He lies and tells half-truths. He might have nothing of my world, or all of it, or anything in-between… and he would trade a piece at a time if he could." Admitting that brought the fury forward, the rage of the Monkey King against any who would toy with him… and also a fear much more alien to the Great Sage Equal of Heaven, a fear of loss that was the worse because it would be a
 renewed
 loss.



"That was my impression, too." She bit her lip, then touched his cheek. "Wu, I don't think you're lying about being attracted to me. I believe you are. But I think it's also … well,
 protection
 you're looking for. You're not used to this kind of thing. The character of the Monkey King was never…" she hesitated, then went on, "… never terribly complex. He wasn't intended to have complicated romances and interactions with people. Even a lot of the derivatives that went into your creation were probably pretty straightforward.



"I think you'd rather choose something in front of you because you can't bear to have what you lost held out to you… and yanked away again."



It was as though a cold blade had been passed through his heart—it felt just like the time that the Snow Queen Kamiyu had impaled him on a spear of coldest ice.



Truth
 , he thought,
 sometimes hurts much worse than lies.



He knew his face had crumpled when she leaned forward and gathered him into a hug. "Oh, I'm sorry, Wu." He felt himself shaking, restraining sobs and failing to hold back tears. "Damn those bastards of Hyperion, and double-damn Fairchild," he heard her whisper.



It was only a few moments, but for those moments he found himself admitting that she was both right, and terribly wrong, for once again she was so very much like Sanzo… and so very much
 more
 in some ways that he was only beginning to understand. But her sympathy and anger helped him back to himself.



Wu Kung disengaged himself and stood, then bowed. "You were right, Ariane," he said at last. "But … I did not lie about my feelings. I just… hadn't seen other feelings behind them."



"I know, Wu. But…" she rolled her eyes. "Jesus, Wu, this just isn't the
 time
 for this sort of thing. You know that. I'd also point out that it's not a smart thing for a bodyguard and his responsibility to be involved, but I guess you ignored that one once already."



"Ha! Yes, that was thoroughly ignored by the ending of our journey."



They were quiet for a moment, then Ariane straightened. "All right, Wu. I want you to think about all of this a
 lot
 . If you need someone else to talk to about it… I'll find someone. Gabrielle might be a good start. Or Simon, if you don't mind him knowing about your particular… issues."



"Right." That sounded weak, and not at all himself, so he pulled himself straighter. "Yes, Captain! I will think about this and I will not speak of it to you unless I have untangled my own mind first." He tilted his head, suddenly feeling uncertain again, and looked up at her. "You did not say I couldn't speak to you about it again later, right?"



She tried visibly to keep her face impassive, then broke down laughing. "Dammit, Wu, do you have to be that
 cute
 ? No, I can't forbid you from ever bringing up the subject again.
 I
 obviously have a little thinking to do on that subject, and on the subject of Simon, for that matter. And if any of this goes anywhere, I guess it'd be something
 all
 of us would have to sit down and have a long, long talk about."



Ariane ran her fingers through her hair and straightened her uniform. "All right, Wu. We've got more important things to do." She glanced at her desk. "Some of it more boring than others."



"If you're going to be staying here, Captain, I do have an idea. I'm one of the Champions of the Arena, so I think I might be able to get some of them to talk to me."



She raised an eyebrow. "Now
 that
 is a really, really good idea, Wu. You can do that without letting out any of the material we need to keep secret, right?"



"Depend on me, Captain! I am… impulsive, but not stupid, and the Great Sage Equal of Heaven can sometimes even keep his monkey mouth shut!"



She laughed. "All right, Wu. Go to it. I won't leave the Embassy until you're back."



He saluted and bounded out the door, already thinking. Tunuvun's now Leader of his Faction. He would've been the best contact, but he was busy during all the time Byto probably was getting into the trouble that led to him being killed.



However, Tunuvun's best friend in the Champion community, after their spectacular run against each other, was Sivvis. And
 he
 was still active and had been all along. "Sivvis Lissaturas!" he said as he jogged along the broad street in front of the Embassies.



The ball that popped up before him was red, but despite his high-energy reputation Wu knew how to be patient; he simply kept on going, ignoring the various transport shuttles, letting the red ball pace him.



Finally, as he was reaching the outskirts of the Grand Arcade, the comm-ball turned green. "This is Sivvis. I do not recognize the voice immediately?"



"I am Sun Wu Kung of the Faction of Humanity."



"Wu Kung! Yes, I know of you, as do all we who are Champions. What do you want?" The voice of the huge Daelmokhan was as deep as Wu expected.



"I would like to speak with you personally when you have a moment."



"That sounds mysterious. I like mysteries. I have just recently finished a Challenge, but I will be free in an hour and a half. Perhaps we could meet then."



"Would you be hungry then? Because it will be my dinnertime by then!"



A deep rumbling of laughter followed that. "I am often hungry. So yes, let us meet at Arl'o'Kas; it is a favorite place of mine, and should have food satisfactory for any palate."



"I will be there!"



Wu had not been to that particular restaurant before, but he had plenty of time to wander the Arcade and make inquries.



Arl'o'Kas was named after its founder, a Milluk who, based on his pictures shown outside the restaurant, was both taller and heavier than Selpa'a'At, and had trained with Mairakag Achan, the universally admitted master of cross-species cuisine in Nexus Arena. That encouraged Wu to expect good food even for a newcomer species like humanity.



He made sure he had plenty of vals in his pockets to pay for the meal, and took another roundabout detour through the Arcade to make sure no one was following him. Wu didn't
 think
 anyone would be spying on him yet, but you could never be too careful.



Seeing no sign of pursuit, he entered Arl'o'Kas. It was a large restaurant, with concentric circular levels slowly descending to a final flat area fifty meters across that had a live performance platform in the center. Both stairs and ramps curved gracefully down between levels, and a few moments' study showed that waiters bearing dishes popped out from concealed doors in the various ramps, showing that the kitchens were hidden within the walls surrounding the various levels.



The sound level in the restaurant was muted, lower than Wu expected, and he could tell after a moment that this was deliberate; individual conversations were inaudible except as vague murmurs if you were not near the table, and the live performance was also not easily heard on the higher levels.
 Privacy screens. That is certainly one reason Sivvis chose this place.



Wu leapt up and hung for a moment from one of the suspended light fixtures; this gave him an excellent view of the whole restaurant, and despite the large number of patrons he spotted the long, low form of Sivvis down on the fourth level almost immediately. The Daelmokhan were a very large species, which made Sivvis hard to miss. His body with its six massive legs was partly curled around a table, his centauroid torso at the right height to rest both muscular arms on the tabletop while his huge broad-crested head watched the area.



Ignoring the discreet protests from below, Wu catapulted himself through the air—hearing some muffled gasps and curses below—and landed on the railing of the third level, slid along it, and then dropped down, to land in the empty seat across from Sivvis.



A scraping, rumbling noise resolved itself into deep-voiced chuckles. "Subtlety escapes you, I see." Sivvis said.



"It can't escape when I never had it," Wu Kung said cheerfully. A somewhat nervous-looking waiter, of a tall, attenuated species Wu didn't know, took his order of a fruit bowl and the roast of the day.



Once the waiter had departed, Sivvis gestured and the sound and light dimmed. "I gather you have something of more interest than your antics at arrival to discuss?"



"How well did you know Byto?" Wu asked, without preamble.



The triangular crested head tilted. "Hrrrm, so
 that's
 the way of things, is it? Interesting." The huge Arena Champion was quiet for a moment, snipping off sections of a grilled leg of … something as he thought.



"Well enough," Sivvis said after a bit. "I considered him a friend; we had been in Challenges both opposing and together and I found him an exemplary model of a Champion overall. Not that he didn't have his faults, of course, but they weren't anything startling. It was a very sad day when I heard he had died. Why? What is your interest?"



"Can't give you details, at least not now. But… mmm, just say that the Faction of Humanity has a real interest in this, and so I'm asking for Captain Austin."



"Hrrrm." Sivvis was silent a moment more, sharp black eyes focused on Wu Kung like a pair of targeting scopes. "How much is useful knowledge worth to you?"



"What? You said he was your friend; wouldn't you want to help us find out who killed him?"



Sivvis' mouth opened and closed rapidly; his scent and the Arena's translational hints turned it into a smile; at that moment the waiter returned, and so Sivvis remained silent until he left. "Certainly I want to, but the Arena is still the Arena. If I have something you want, should I not see if there is profit to be made? Byto would have done the same; we are
 all
 mercenary, are the Champions."



Wu Kung grimaced. "I have no authority for big deals. I am forbidden to make or accept Challenges—they are afraid I will get them in too much trouble. I can only offer my own skill and the vals I carry. If I talk to the Captain, she might authorize more."



"Hrrrm," thrummed the Daelmokhan again. "Well, you are an honorable being and one of us, so I will tell you, and when you convey this information to your Captain you will inform her that you owe me something for this information; she can then negotiate a price. Fair?"



"More than fair. So, what do you have?"



Sivvis grunted, picked up a piece of what looked like wood, and started gnawing on it. "Well, the Champions have discussed the matter, of course. One hears things, here and there, as well. And I have been thinking of the days before Byto's demise; it is not unusual to reminisce on the passing of an old friend, yes?"



"Not unusual at all," Wu agreed.



"So. For my part, I remember that Byto seemed… very quiet, distant, in the few days before he died. Not entirely himself; he nearly lost what should have been a very simple Challenge, a Challenge that he would have won handily even twenty years ago when he first became a Champion."



"That sounds suspicious."



"Some of us thought so even at the time. But what we found
 extremely
 peculiar is that he would not unburden himself to any of us, not even those he had known for most of his career. The closest he came to doing so was, in fact, to me."



I was right.
 "What happened?"



A ripple went along Sivvis' spine, and his scent was both sad and unsettled. "It was the day before his death, and after that Challenge I mentioned. I managed to catch him alone, having seen him disengage from the usual congratulatory crowd.



"He gave me the real pretext to speak when he whirled about, head down in a classic Dujuin combat stance, a movement a Champion would only use if they felt threatened."



Wu nodded. "He was afraid of being followed—he felt threatened when he heard someone behind him."



"Precisely." Sivvis' beak cracked the bone of his roast, and he chewed noisily for a moment. "When he saw it was me, he apologized immediately. It was then that I pressed him to tell me what troubled him. 'Can you not speak to one who has been your friend for so many years?', I asked him.



"He opened his mouth, and I swear to you that I was
 certain
 that he was going to tell me what was wrong. But his mouth closed without making a sound, and he turned his head; I could sense anger and shame and frustration. 'No, Byto, I cannot,' he said. 'Only a single one of our brotherhood could I tell, and he is not available.'"



Sivvis gave a one-sided shrug. "The pain in his voice convinced me that his silence was not due to a lack of trust; something else kept him silent. So I asked him if there were none
 outside
 of the Champions. At first he shook his head, and then paused. 'There may be one I could trust,' he said, and gestured his gratitude. 'Thank you, Sivvis,' he went on, 'you may have helped me see my way past this.' And then he left."



The huge Daelmokhan clicked his beak in a way that translated to a wry smile. "Is this of value?"



By the Dragon Pearls I think so! But I'll have to talk to Ariane.
 "Let me tell Captain Austin of this and see if she agrees with me; but yes, I think so."



Sivvis rose to his six feet. "I shall visit the-" a sound that was translated as both
 waste facilities
 and
 bathroom
 , "and return in a bit."



As soon as Sivvis left the privacy screen, Wu said "Captain Austin!"



Red flickered to green almost instantly. "Wu? Don't tell me you have something!"



"But then I'd be lying." He quickly summarized Sivvis' narration. "Byto said he could only tell one member of the brotherhood of Champions what was bothering him, and that one 'wasn't available'. That's
 got
 to be Tunuvun. And it was the day before he died that he contacted DuQuesne."



"Then it
 is
 to do with Hyperion," Ariane breathed. "And that means that it'll be almost impossible for anyone else to solve it. If you can't figure out the motive, you can't sort out what must be a dozen or two suspects at the least."



"So that's worth…?"



"… quite a bit. I'll stay on to see what he's going to want."



Sivvis returned shortly, and his gaze was locked on the green comm-ball even before he finished re-seating himself. "Captain Austin of the Faction of Humanity, I presume?"



"It is," she said. "Your information was timely and very useful. What payment do you seek?"



"A marvelously open-ended question, Captain. Would I then be correct in thinking that the value of this information could be the equal of a Challenge?"



Wu winced, but kept silent. After a moment, Ariane answered, and her voice was amused. "That depends on the level of Challenge, obviously. A Challenge of some moderate value, perhaps. More valuable than a simple trading opportunity, I could say."



"Could your payment be to enlighten me as to what the secret my friend carried
 was
 ?"



"No," Ariane said, with genuine apology in her tones. "There is far more value hidden within that answer, I am afraid."



"Hm. As one who is not, directly, a representative of a major Faction unless hired, I am interested more in
 information
 , or occasionally vals, than in the more usual results of Challenges."



He paused, chewing on a tougher part of his roast, then bobbed his crested head. "There
 is
 a piece of information that many of us would like to have, and perhaps that would be acceptable. Could you tell me what it was that convinced the Analytic to commit to the Faction of Humanity, so completely that they would face the Molothos themselves?"



Wu grinned. That's an interesting request. I wonder.



"Interesting," Ariane echoed his thoughts. "Let me think." A few moments passed. "If you promise to keep the information to yourself… yes."



Sivvis tapped large fingers on the table. "I will promise to notify you if I ever intend to trade the information, and give you a chance to convince me otherwise."



"Agreed," Ariane said immediately.



Wait, what? Wu Kung literally bit his lip to keep from speaking. I have to trust she knows what she's doing.



"Very well, that is acceptable. I presume Wu Kung already knows this information, so you may tell me now?"



"I can. In short, we discovered that the Shadeweavers, and likely the Faith, have hidden a number of particular facts about themselves, and that they erase the knowledge of those facts from any who encounter them."



Sivvis gave vent to a curse that was only very vaguely translated. "Surely that would bother the Analytic above all others—though I am far from comfortable with this knowledge myself." He paused. "By the Challenges…
 that
 piece of information itself must be one of those suppressed!"



"Most certainly," Ariane said with a chuckle, and Wu Kung laughed himself.



Sivvis snarled… but the snarl was broken by his own deep, rough, throated laugh. "Oh,
 wisely
 played, Captain Austin. Yet I do not yet perceive the full answer in yours; truly this is a fearsome truth to show to the seekers of knowledge, that there is knowledge forbidden to them. How, then, does this lead to them becoming your allies?"



"Because upon my defeat of Amas-Garao, I made him swear an oath—an oath that forever after, no Shadeweaver could ever mentally affect any member of the Faction of Humanity… or her
 direct and close allies
 ."



The huge Daelmokhan stared wordlessly at the comm-ball for several moments, then broke into peals of laughter. "A pretty payment you have given me! It seems that I cannot
 retain
 my payment unless I take another step of considerable magnitude." He looked at Wu Kung. "What she says is true, my fellow Champion? Your people
 know
 this?"



"Yes. We discovered it because Doctor Rel and Doctor Sandrisson had found out something important about the Shadeweavers and Faith, and then Doctor Sandrisson discovered that Relgof didn't remember it at all. It's true."



"By the First Challenge," Sivvis growled. "That's… Grrngh!" He sighed, a blast of air that reached Wu Kung with the scent of alien spices and meat. "To hide this, they would likely simply erase our meeting and I would not even know someone is seeking justice for my friend. Intolerable. Very well, Captain Austin: I, Sivvis Lissaturas, Champion of the Arena, member of the Faction of the Zlatar, do swear before you and Champion Sun Wu Kung that henceforth I will be a true and firm ally of the Faction of Humanity, in Challenge and without."



Wu Kung reached out, and clasped hands with their new ally.








 








Chapter 15.




M
 alvchait paused for a moment, soothing his own mind with the control a Master of Forces had gained over the many years before reaching that exalted position. Control was important—never more so than with
 this
 being.



He tapped on the door; a moment later a cheerful human voice said "Enter!"



Dr. Alexander Fairchild was manipulating the odd piece of cloth he called a "tie" into its usual shape and position. "Malvchait, I will be with you in a moment. Please take the weight off and rest a bit."



Malvchait was not particularly tired, but he settled on a perch to wait. This ritual of dress was, itself, something new and informative, and he had only witnessed part of it once before. Some might dismiss such things as useless trivia, but Malvchait knew better; sometimes a key insight into a prey species came from the most trivial facts.



Fairchild was, indeed, ready in only a few moments. He turned and bowed. "Welcome, my… associate. You have news for me?"



"We have verified that your last key provided us with the full genome," Malvchait said, studying this enigmatic monster carefully.



"As I promised, yes? Even my enemies can never say I have broken my word, Malvchait; ask them, if you doubt."



"So you said before. I still find it difficult to credit that you would sell out your own species so… cheaply."
 A few weeks of shelter, protection and backing upon a confrontation with his people, and a viewing of our own recordings of his people. Well, and a large number of vals, but even half the budget of the Empire would not convince one of us to do the same thing!



"Cheaply?" The alien smile was chilling, despite the tiny uselessness of the teeth. "Well, let us then each agree we feel the bargain was more than fair, yes?" He stepped over to his bed and lifted a white leather-covered container, what the human called a "suitcase", from the bed. "Since you are satisfied, I will impose on your tolerance no further, Master of Forces; I am as aware as you of the fact that you hold no love for humanity."



"I begin to wonder if that is true of you as well," Malvchait said. "Given the potential consequences of your actions."



This time Fairchild actually
 laughed
 , a very unsettling sound behind the translated buzz-whine. "Oh, my, well said, my crustacean-like friend! But you are so very wrong; I have a great love for humanity. Individual humans… perhaps less so."



Malvchait saw Fairchild was already moving to the door. "And that is all you ask? You will leave the Embassy without even so much as an escort or aide? You will ask no more of me or my allies?"



"Well, I
 would
 ask that you not, say, warn others of the Faction of Humanity that I am departing; I would find it dispiriting to be apprehended as soon as I pass your doorstep. Other than that—not a thing, nothing at all. Once I pass safely through your Embassy's mighty portals and am swallowed up in the throngs of citizens beyond without incident, I will have not a single demand or request for you."



The creature's pose was relaxed, his words as sincere as any Malvchait had heard Fairchild speak. "Then go. I will not pretend any sentiment at our parting."



"A fine thing, honesty. For my part, I also found your company less than congenial, but it served my purposes well enough. Good-day, Malvchait; may your endeavors meet with all the success they deserve."



The Master of Forces had the Embassy track Fairchild until he had left the immense building; despite Malvchait's suspicions, the human did not even divert or slow his steps, but walked straight through the Embassy from his temporary quarters and then strode out the doorway, to—as he had said - vanish into the crowds in the direction of the Grand Arcade.



A tight, hot feeling in his grinder made him growl.
 Somehow I think I got the
 worse
 of that deal… which makes no sense at all.



With difficulty he banished the doubts as he returned to his office. Whatever the truth might be, he had gained something of absolutely
 inestimable
 value for material that was of at best only moderate worth.
 The human genome
 .



This was a lever that could move worlds—a military as well as biological treasure-trove that easily exceeded the value of all the other intelligence they had on the human species combined. And it was he, Malvchait, who had gained this bonanza for the True People—gained it on his own, even the vals coming from Malvchait's own coffers.



He would be somewhat limited in cash resources for a few months, but that did not matter; if he chose to be paid for this knowledge, he would be one of the wealthiest beings in the Arena.



But no; there were far better uses for this fabulous secret than simple wealth. He would consider those carefully before acting. In the meantime, there was less exciting, but no less vital, work to do; he lowered himself to the desk to begin the effort to catch up with the endless issues facing one who directed the greatest military machine in two universes.



✽ ✽ ✽



This time, it was someone else rapping—hesitantly—on his door that distracted him from that work. He pursed his maw and glanced at the display on his desk; no, there were no meetings scheduled for him until two hours hence. "Come in," he said after a moment.



The violet-and-gray figure that entered was a source of mild surprise. Fleet Master Alztanza was a well-known friend of Leader Dajzail, and while she was an exemplary officer in both strategic and command areas, she had generally avoided Malvchait where possible once the clashing currents between Malvchait and Dajzail had become clear.



"Fleet Master," Malvchait said. "Please, at rest." When the other had settled herself, he went on, "what brings you here? Is there a problem with Third Fleet?"



Alztanza's manipulators twitched nervously—uncharacteristic of her, in the Master of Forces' experience. "No, Master of Forces; I have no complaints of the Fleet. There are some elements hoping for some more action soon, but that's hardly unusual."



"No, it's common enough; and despite our current lull in hostilities, I am sure they'll have something to do soon enough."
 Certainly, if I get my way.
 "So out with it, soldier; I have many things to do today."



"Yes." Despite that agreement, for a moment, Alztanza was silent. Then she said, unexpectedly, "This is no pleasure for me, sir."



"What?"



Her legs drew inward with tension. "You don't approve of Daj still being Leader of the Molothos. You think they should have stripped him of the title."



What is she leading up to?
 "That is hardly a secret. Any more than it is a secret that you traveled to Homeworld to make sure he
 stayed
 in that position. You've been his friend for a long time; everyone knows that."



"Yes, and I still
 am
 ." Alztanza tapped the floor in an unconscious rhythm, and Malvchait suddenly had an inkling of what was going on.



"But something's bothering you," he said quietly.



The fighting-claws came up—an instinctive, defensive, denying reaction. Then they dropped. "Yes."



Interesting. Probably a ruse, but even so, it tells me I have our dear Leader more worried than I thought.
 "Well? No offense, Alztanza, but I
 do
 have things to do, and you are the one who came to my office; I didn't seek you out. I've left you alone as much as our common profession allows, out of respect for our differing views."



"I know, and I appreciate it. But…" Her claws suddenly slammed down. "Sand and grit! Master of Forces… I may have made a mistake."



"Indeed?" Malvchait put every ounce of dry disbelief he could into the word. "I suppose you want me to believe you've reconsidered, that Dajzail should not have surrendered so easily."



"What? No. No, I was
 there
 , Malvchait, and no matter what lies you might tell yourself, there wasn't really any other choice for Daj, not when the alternative was likely to be the deaths of every one of us."



"Then what 'mistake' are you talking about?"



"Look," she said, and contracted so tightly about the perch that Malvchait doubted a contact mine could have pried her loose, "Daj did the sensible thing. But
 after
 that…" She paused. This time Malvchait simply waited; this was going in a different direction than he'd thought.
 It could still be a trick, but it's a more interesting one.



"After that," she resumed finally, "Dajzail… he
 changed
 . Oh, not obviously—most of the time he seems the same old Daj I've known for years—but he started studying the humans. Reading some of their writing. And… well, I think he's just moving in the direction of the 'Talkers."



By the First.
 "The
 Beast Talkers
 ? I knew he was a little soft, but—"



"He's at least Rational Reward by now," she said swiftly, as though she had to get the words out before she choked on them. "And a couple of times… I mean,
 right in front of me
 one day he said that the Beast Talkers had a point, and then mentioned how if they could see how the humans had fought…"



Malvchait stiffened. "Did he say that idly? Or do you think he means to…?"



"No!... That is…" Her eye dimmed its glow, the head dropped. "I don't know. I thought I knew him, Malvchait. I
 do
 know him. But this… losing that battle
 hurt
 him, maybe damaged him in a way we didn't see before. So… maybe, yes, I think he's considering sending the battle records to the Talkers. Maybe not seriously—"



"Yet," Malvchait finished. "But once that kind of thought starts, it's insidious."
 How much of this can I believe? Is this true? Is this some clever trick? Deeps take you, Dajzail.



But no; I can use this, either way
 . "So. You think your friend may not be … suitable as the Leader any more."



Her mouth spasmed shut, then jerkily relaxed. "Yes. But I can't
 tell
 him that. Honestly… he wanted me to spy on you. Because of the whole Fairchild incident; he talked with the human Austin about it, you know."



"Yes, I know," Malvchait agreed. "And you can't just go back to the Nests Assembled and retract your testimony."



"No, I can't," she said, more firmly. "I didn't say anything there I don't still believe. And even if I did-"



"-they would regard your reversal as suspect indeed; at
 best
 you'd be under investigation, at worst you'd be forcibly demoted. No, you can't do that." He stared at her speculatively. "But then what do you want from me?"



"I'm…" She buzz-sighed. "I don't know, precisely. You're the highest-ranking adversary of Daj I know, and if anyone can figure out how to get him… eased out of the Leadership, it's going to be you."



He stared at her, thinking, for several moments.
 Yes. Yes, I can use her, whether she's telling the truth or not. My lever is strong enough to use in more than one test of strength.



"Very well, Fleet Master," he said. "I believe there is a way to encourage the Nests Assembled to change the Leadership. And you will make a very effective advocate…"








 








Chapter 16.





"E





arth." Oasis managed to make the name sound like a curse.



DuQuesne didn't disagree with the sentiment. "Earth. Damnation."



Davia shrugged. "Well, we couldn't expect our adversaries to make it easy for us."



"No, but dammit, I could hope."



Tracking the shipment of the missing four Hyperions had been a challenge, but until now a manageable challenge. The issue anyone in space faced with respect to hiding something from the view of someone of sufficient interest and resources was that Newton and the laws of thermodynamics still ruled supreme: for every action there was an equal and opposite reaction, you couldn't get energy or momentum from nowhere—nor make it disappear—and no matter how efficient you tried to be, you'd end up radiating heat somewhere.



The combination meant that despite their unknown enemies' best efforts to erase the records of their movements, those movements themselves left traces—usage of power that could be inferred from the other operations of the transfer satellite or base, changes in orbital or rotational momentum, and detectable infrared plumes or motion that hundreds or thousands of amateurs had recorded incidentally to their own operations.



But this last maneuver had shown that their enemies understood those limitations as well. Earth was so immense that these tiny indicators would be utterly swamped in its noise. The atmosphere carried away heat, damped signals in all directions, and so on—ironically, much the same problem as the Arenaspace itself presented.



"Can't we at least figure out where they brought the capsules down?" Oasis asked.



"It is possible to do so, within the limitations of our data," Mentor responded from the console of
 Dentless
 , their small system runabout named ironically by DuQuesne. "The vessel carrying your friends made landfall—or more precisely, a water landing—in New York's Upper Bay, and from private satellite imagery acquired during the time I am able to determine it was towed to Cape Liberty Island. With no authorized feeds below, however, I can say no more except that as of the last imagery I can acquire, the vessel itself remains there."



DuQuesne frowned. "We'll have to check it, but I'm betting a thousand to one that they didn't leave the capsules in the ship."



"No one's taking that bet, DQ," Davia said. "Whole point of bringing them down there would be to move 'em somewhere we can't find them."



"It's
 soo
 frustrating." Oasis' voice and body language showed that she was mostly K right now. "Even after living here for fifty years, sometimes I just can't get my head around the fact that there is
 no government worth a damn
 in most places and that the Anonymity Protocols let people hide so well. I mean, don't get me wrong, most of the time I think the new Solar System's totally the bomb that way, but when we're trying to find four kidnapped friends held by some renegade supervillain it really
 sucks
 that there's no way to get the authority to kick in the right doors."



DuQuesne felt a grin touch his face despite his black mood. "Yeah, it does. But I think we're all agreed that
 overall
 this is better." He stared at the image of Cape Liberty Island, with the little shape of the spacecraft they'd been chasing highlighted in red. "But it
 is
 a pain right now. Still, no help for it. We've got to go down and start asking questions."



"You've still got interest vector to burn," Davia pointed out. "That'll probably get you in a few nets you couldn't get otherwise. Anything associated with the Arena's hotter than a laser torch, and everyone knows you're Ariane's number two."



"Yeah," DuQuesne conceded, "but that cuts both ways; once we land and start poking around, the buzz will get to our bad guys faster than an ultrawave broadcast."



"Indeed, Marc C. DuQuesne," Mentor said, "but let us not forget that our enemies—despite their willingness to violate custom—will still be impeded by the Civilization about them. If they use force too often or too liberally, they will by that very action call attention to themselves—attention they can ill-afford, when pursued by such formidable beings as yourselves."



"He's got a point," Oasis said, perking up. "Sure, these guys are going to be willing to break privacy and bully people where they have to, but that's going to be hard to hide. Kill people, and that's going to get other people poking around to find out what happened—the New York Guild of Crime SFG is no joke, and if you don't kill 'em, it's going to be hard to keep them quiet once you leave."



DuQuesne knew what she meant, even though it was sometimes hard to keep in mind. "Don't underestimate these clowns," he said, as much to himself as to the others. "We're dealing with another of our old enemies, and
 whoever
 it is… is someone Fairchild figured he could trust with four of us."



"One of us will have been his
 payment
 ," DuQuesne said bluntly. "Right?"



"My Visualization gives that a probability that is as near to certainty as I can compute," Mentor agreed. "It is, in fact, the only reward that I can envision to be sufficient to convince any of our opposing numbers to cooperate with Doctor Alexander Fairchild."



"Not a new body tailored to their true appearance?" Davia asked. "I mean, sure, having one of the others' bodies helps a little with tricking us, but not long, and modern tech's gotta be a little better, right?"



"Not… really," DuQuesne said reluctantly. "See, technology growth had pretty much plateaued over a hundred years back. Most of what we've seen since have been tweaks and tricks—leaving aside the Sandrisson Drive, which is genuinely new. And
 no one
 ever tried what the Hyperion Project did, especially not at that scale, with ten-plus AIs and humans working on mods and designs for human-like beings."



"Indeed, Doctor DuQuesne," Mentor's voice continued. "A significant percentage of the unique designs created by Hyperion have never been replicated, and their original records were destroyed in the Fall of Hyperion. It approaches near-certainty that a body constructed today to duplicate a Hyperion villain AI's body would be missing at least one or two key innovations of design."



"They spent a lot of time shuttling the containers around," Oasis said, looking worried. "Do you think they could have done the transfer during that time? Mentor?"



"Allow me a moment to clarify my Visualization," Mentor said; computational usage on board the little ship peaked. "Ahh, that has clarified things.
 Could
 they have done so? Yes, undoubtedly; the capsules containing our friends were on board vessels that could also have supported such a transfer.



"However, I assign that a probability of less than point seven two three percent."



"Really?" Davia stared at Mentor's glowing-sphere avatar with obvious puzzlement. "Why?"



"Because the
 intent
 of the transfer would be to include, not merely the basis of the personality, but all of the AI's knowledge, skills, and capabilities, to the limits of the computational hardware and the selected body," Mentor replied. "During its travels, the AI in question must be restricted, as am I, to portable computational hardware. If they escaped Hyperion in a literal Trojan Horse manner—within and dominating a human being—they would have, of course, been forced to vacate that body very shortly, as the experience of yourself, Oasis, warned Saul Maginot of the risk, and all of the survivors were screened for just such issues. However, once off Hyperion, there would be an excellent chance, given their capabilities, of doing so with their full instantiations intact.



"The majority of those capabilities, however, would likely have to remain in an archived and nearly-inaccessible format when traveling, as the hardware to run T-6 and higher AIs becomes increasingly more massive, complex, and demanding of power."



"Oh, got it," Davia said. "If these were the top-flight villains, they were like T-10 or more, and they'd have to be
 in
 a T-10-plus frame if they were going to transfer everything into a Hyperion body."



"Correctly stated, Davia," Mentor said approvingly. "Not all Hyperions, indeed, would be able to accommodate a full T-10 or greater download—"



"—but most of those four could, sure as God made little green apples," DuQuesne said, following the train of thought to its end. "Not
 quite
 sure about D'Arbignal—"



"I am," Oasis said bluntly. "Did you ever read his books?"



"Didn't get a chance, honestly."



"Trust me, if they followed his whole arc, he'd be able to match the best of us one way or another."



"Damnation. Anyway, that means that they must be setting up the transfer now—trying to arrange a clandestine T-10+ frame for them to unpack and reactivate their full instantiation, and then doing the actual transfer to whoever they decide they wanna use." He turned to the console. "We'd better get down there
 pronto
 ."



"The trajectories are already calculated, Doctor DuQuesne," Mentor said. "I have communicated with the local Focus Groups to ensure we do not interfere with traffic."



"Excellent." He looked at the globe of Earth as it slowly began to grow. "I just hope we can get there in time."









Chapter 17.





"H





e's
 what?
 " Ariane stared incredulously at the comm-ball that shimmered, a peaceful green, before her.



"No longer associated with any of the Molothos," Dajzai repeated, with astounding patience. "In honesty, Captain Austin, I too am surprised by the … precipitous nature of this association. It appears that Malvchait and your Doctor Fairchild transacted certain business over a few weeks, and then terminated the relationship. All in such a manner that I cannot tell you, even were I so inclined, much about the details of that business.



"In any event, I believe this concludes any intersection of interests on our part. Transmission ends."



"Wait! I—" The comm-ball went red and then vanished. "Damn!"



"What seems to be the problem, Captain?" asked Laila Canning, entering with a nod from Wu Kung.



"We've lost Fairchild again, that's what," Ariane said, hearing the frustration in her tone.
 Calm down,
 she told herself.
 Sounding petulant isn't going to help
 . "Boiled down, Dajzail's said that the whole business was Malvchait's private work and all he knows is that it's concluded."



"That is… ominous," Laila said after a pause. "I cannot imagine a Molothos such as Malvchait considering his business 'concluded' unless he had obtained a considerable profit from it—or extracted a compensation from the one who wasted his time. And, with what little we know of Fairchild, he would also not peacefully conclude business he did not find profitable. The fact that it ended as amicably as any interaction with a Molothos can indicates that
 both
 considered the interaction to have given them something worthwhile."



"Worse is that we're now back to square one. At least when he was in the Molothos' Great Faction House we knew where to
 find
 Fairchild. Now… nothing." Ariane sighed. "But you didn't come to hear me gripe about problems out of your specialty. What do you need, Laila?"



The narrow face beneath the simple brown bob frowned, looking at once both reluctant and worried. "You recall, of course, our discussion of your concerns regarding me."



"And that we'd both agreed that you were you, yes."



She smiled faintly. "More that we agreed we would
 assume
 I was in fact me, because it was unfair to everyone to assume otherwise."



Ariane felt the tension from the other woman clearly. "Are you going to say we were wrong?"



Laila looked… wistful. "If only it were that simple, Captain.  The best I can say is that I think there might be
 more
 to me than there was, but I don't know
 what
 more."



A quick
 frisson
 ran its chilling way up Ariane's arms. Laila's tone was deadly serious, and worried in a way that Ariane didn't recall ever hearing from the completely disciplined, self-focused scientist. "That's… appropriately creepy, in the Arena sense, but what do you mean? What makes you think this?"



Laila took in a breath, let it out, and for the first time in a long while Ariane saw her looking embarrassed. "Well. Your suspicions of me were partly founded in a strange expression you saw on my face. This is just as… silly, I suppose, as that, and yet—like that expression you may, or may not, have seen me wear—it has made a terribly grave impression on me.



"In short… I have had a dream. Twice, now, in as many nights."



From just about anyone else, that statement would have been anything from expected to commonplace. But coming from Laila Canning, the reserved, analytical, exceedingly private member of her original crew, it was chilling. "Go on."



"I am standing in a circle—a very familiar circle." Her gaze met Ariane's.



"The one from the ritual, when Gona-Brashind and Nyanthus sealed my abilities away."



"Exactly. The ritual is going on around us, but everything is fading away at the same time," Laila said, and there was a
 tension
 in her voice alien to her usual precise, measured, and calm tones. "We are not standing in the Embassy; we are in a void, somewhere between the Arena and our universe, where I can see both at once."



She paused, and when she started to speak again, there was both awe and fear in her voice. "I can
 see
 them. You, and perhaps Simon, are the only ones who could understand what I mean."



Ariane felt the chill intensify, for she
 did
 understand. Somewhere in the depths of memory too deep and vast for a mere human she saw it, the
 entirety
 of existence itself, from the veriest shadow of eyelashes on a child's cheek on Earth to the vastness of a Spherepool in the farthest reaches of the Arena,
 saw
 it in a single instant of understanding utterly beyond the ability of a single human—of all humanity combined—to comprehend. "Yes," she said, voice low and awed, remembering also the sensation of other
 things
 within that vision, things awesome and inhuman. "Yes, I know exactly what you mean."



Laila's smile was fleeting, but acknowledged the understanding. "Perhaps all of us experienced it, and only Simon grasped enough of it for him to be truly changed by it. But the dream… it goes on. The rest of you fade away, leaving me between and above both worlds; somehow… somehow I am
 here
 , and I am
 not here
 , and I cannot express it any better." She shook her head. "In any event… I finally realize it is not the past, but it is
 now
 , or a time very recent, something much more recent than that ritual. And there is… a flash, a glow, a movement, something that I associate with us, our Faction… and something
 moves.
 "



For a moment, Laila stared at her, eyes wide and frightened, not a woman of thirty or so but a child confronted by nightmare. "Something
 sees us
 , Ariane. Something distant and huge and
 not of our worlds
 , not of the Arena, yet here, within both."



Crap
 . "And you think this is… as real as the ritual was."



Laila swallowed, closed her eyes. When they opened again, there was once more the rational, detached scientist… with only a touch of a little girl's fear. "I have no rational reason, but my… heart, I suppose, is sure this is more than a mere nightmare."



Ariane hesitated, but then plunged forward. "Do you think this… something is what looked at me through your eyes?"



"No!" The response was instant. Then Laila blinked. "Odd. I have no reason why, but I am certain that this is not the case. Still… it could be. If I am not merely having nightmares, if there is truth behind this dream, then the forces at work are utterly beyond us to comprehend."



"Do you think you have any other evidence?" Ariane asked after a few quiet moments. "Any times where you feel something more had happened, you had seen something, felt something, beyond your ordinary abilities?"



"Do I perhaps have some talent like Simon's, you mean? I don't know." She sat, pensive, for a few moments. "I have a feeling there
 is
 an incident, or perhaps more than one incident, that would support this theory, but I cannot quite place it."



"If your talent took over in some fashion, it might be hard to remember. Simon had that problem at first," Ariane said. She looked at Laila, sensing that her outward calm was not nearly so strong as the undercurrent of worry. "Laila, thank you for coming to me with this. I would
 like
 to tell you it was just a bad dream, but I suspect it wasn't, and in that case it's probably extremely important. If you have any other such dreams, don't hesitate to tell me. I'm taking this
 very
 seriously."



"Thank you, Captain." Behind the matter-of-fact thanks, Ariane heard heartfelt relief. "I appreciate this very much."



"I appreciate you coming to me with it. Not that I
 need
 more complications in this job, but I'd sure rather see them coming. Did you have any other… impressions about this thing you felt 'saw' us?"



Laila shivered visibly. "Yes. That it did not like what it saw, and that in a vast and hideous way it intended to destroy us."



Ariane nodded, remembering Vindatri's history and his warning. "I was afraid of that. But I also remember seeing other things… ones that didn't seem to be enemies… when I triggered my change."



Laila tilted her head. "That… may be so as well. But I admit, my dream focused on the unseen monstrosity."



"Well, we have to assume there's not just monsters out there." Her head came up. "You know, maybe
 that
 is why there are the Faith and Shadeweavers."



"As a possible antidote to the things that wait under the universe's bed?" Laila said with a wry smile. "Perhaps. And you as well, of course."



"I'm an accident… but yes, the mechanism that made that accident possible is probably there for that reason." She paused, thinking.



"I know that look," Laila's tone was both amused and dry. "You're planning something interesting."



"Have to figure out the right approach. But if there
 are
 cosmic threats, don't you think both the Faith and the Shadeweavers would have legends about them?"



"That…
 is
 a thought," Laila said, brows arching. "As I am often at the Faith's Faction House, I will start, as DuQuesne might say, nosing about."



"Let me know if you find anything." Mention of DuQuesne's name inevitably reminded her of the fact he wasn't there. "I hope they're okay."



Laila stood. "DuQuesne is formidable, and he has Oasis and Davia—not to mention your AISage Mentor—with him."



"True. That really should be enough," Ariane went on, at least half to herself, and waved to Laila. "Even if DuQuesne can't use his abilities, Oasis and Davia can, and no one else could match that, even if they knew. Which they don't."



As she was starting to leave, Laila Canning froze, and turned slowly.



Ariane felt gooseflesh spring out all over her body, because—for just a fractured splinter of an instant—she was sure that
 those were not Laila Canning's eyes
 that looked at her with concern and dark knowledge. But even as she felt that, she saw that they
 were
 Laila's eyes, but ones filled with a stunned and frightening realization. "But is that true?" Laila said, voice unnaturally calm.



"What?" Ariane shook off the effect of that strange perception.
 It's talking about all this stuff that has me on a hair trigger.



"Captain, Doctor Fairchild was a guest of the Molothos for several weeks. He would surely have been interviewed by them about us."



"Of course. What's bothering you? We all agreed that he would hardly reveal anything of value to them if he could avoid it, and DuQuesne felt that Fairchild could avoid pretty much anything he wanted."



Laila paced slowly back and seated herself, eyes gazing into an unseen distance. "I am not concerned with what he might have told
 them;
 I am, rather, considering what
 they
 would have told
 him
 ."



Ariane didn't know what Laila meant… but at the same time, a part of her
 did
 , because she felt as though a precipice lay just before her. "What would they have told him?"



"I can't imagine they wouldn't have tried to ask about our capabilities—and, almost certainly, would have shown him the footage of that battle they lost."



Ariane felt every muscle stiffen in shock, and adrenalin rushed fear through her in a frozen wave. "The
 primary beams
 ."



"Straight from DuQuesne's fictional past, yes. Without a hint as to Simon's abilities, what would someone like Doctor Fairchild conclude?"



"That DuQuesne's knowledge—and maybe his powers—applied in the Arena," Ariane said, rising to her feet. "And if
 his
 did—"



"Then Doctor Alexander Fairchild," Laila said, completing the thought, "may have access to his full fictional capabilities. And the same may be true of his unknown allies."



Ariane set out at a dead run.
 DuQuesne!








 








Chapter 18.





"M





arc," Davia said quietly as they left the port. "If Fairchild did the transfer for himself, didn't he
 have
 a T-10+ frame already? Why wouldn't they use that one?"



Oasis saw DuQuesne give a saturnine smile, one which she tried not to echo.
 Straightforward and just a little innocent, that's our Davia
 . Instead, she answered, "Seriously, Davia? If
 you
 were, say, Professor Moriarty, are
 you
 going to trust a machine that Doctor Fairchild gives you?"



Davia's narrow face twisted in grimace of horrid realization. "Oh, ick, no. Sorry, that was dumb of me." She shivered despite the warm sunlight filtering through the trees on either side of the broad street.
 Sure doesn't look anything like the Port district used to look like,
 Oasis thought. She knew her Hyperion past had been fairly accurate about those kind of things.



"Nah, just a touch naïve," DuQuesne said. "Even the ego-based monsters we're dealing with generally aren't so arrogant as to miss the possibility that one of their parallels is smart enough to screw them over. No, they'll each build their own transfer frame, bet everything you have on it—or they'll both be building it at the same time, and watching each other like psychotic hawks."



"Now what?" Oasis asked, glancing with mild frustration behind them at the squat white port buildings. "The port had one whole lot of nothing to give us; Unknown Bad Guy and his allies or AI-helpers covered their tracks."



"I guess we go to the various crime SFGs?" Davia suggested. "I mean, if they're going to build one of the few really absolutely illegal things in the Solar System…"



"It is even as you say, Davia Ditmeyer of Tellus," Mentor's booming
 basso profundo
 voice said. "Our adversaries will have to assemble their installation in secret, and do so now; to have assembled it earlier increases the risk of discovery. Certain preparations will have been made in advance; the suppliers of particular components, of AIs with the requisite skill sets, access to an unlimited AIWish or similar fabricator unit, for example. But they must do the majority of the work now. It will take them some few days to assemble, test, verify there are no hidden flaws, and so on."



"How long to do the full transfer? Upload Supervillain, unpack their complete instantiation, and then download into whoever they're using as a body?" Oasis asked.



"Extrapolating from my own knowledge, my Visualization says that this would require no less than eight point five hours."



"Not long," DuQuesne said, and she could see his mouth compressed to a thin line of tension. "Not long at all."



"That's the normal sitch," Oasis said with a grin. "Bad Guy waiting for us in his secret lair, and time's running out for us to find him and put a stop to his world-menacing plan." Habits dating to her other life made her check all the equipment she carried in the multiplicity of pouches scattered across her costume, as well as that hidden in seams of clothing, concealed within her four flaming-red ponytails, and elsewhere.



Davia grinned, watching her. "Then let's get started!" she said. "As they say, time's a-wastin'!"



Oasis returned the grin and activated her local transceiver. "I'll contact the SFGs, starting with the Guild of Crime."



"Hold it!", DuQuesne snapped abruptly, reinforcing it with a transmitted
 hold everything!
 command. "Mentor, I've got a bad feeling about that. Probability our baddie's got hooks in the local public SFGs?"



Mentor was silent for a few moments. "If we assume our adversary is as capable as we… that probability approaches unity," the T-5 AI answered. "We have obfuscated our presence, our movements, and our intent as much as possible, but at this juncture it is sheer folly to assume that they are entirely unaware of our search, and we must instead assume they will have spread their perceptions wide indeed, to recognize if and when we approach too closely."



"Well, yeah," Oasis said, looking sideways (and a lot up) at DuQuesne. "No big, though. If we
 don't
 contact the SFGs, our baddie will wonder what's up."



DuQuesne's slanted smile acknowledged her point. "Give 'em what they expect, eh?"



"Not that they won't also expect us to do our own search," Davia said. "Fairchild wouldn't work with anyone who was that dumb."



"Not unless they were just a pawn or distraction," DuQuesne said, then paused. Oasis could practically
 see
 the thoughts running through his head. "Mentor, you got a probability on
 that
 ?"



"That the entirety of this—the other Hyperion AI or AIs—is effectively a mere distraction on the part of Doctor Fairchild?" The lights on Mentor's carry-case blinked. "An intriguing thought, youth, and one that bears a moment of contemplation."



The three waited as Mentor "contemplated"—presumably not merely reviewing what they had already seen and done, but scanning the networks and data available to find indications they might have missed in light of this different perspective.



Oasis had her own opinion on the situation—one that the others probably shared—but there was absolutely nothing wrong with giving Mentor a chance to fully explore the possibility. She took a seat on one of the randomly-placed benches to wait.



"A worthy problem," Mentor said after a few minutes. "I have examined all of the data available, however, and I do not believe this to be the case. I assign a probability of no more than five percent to that scenario. Undoubtedly, Doctor Fairchild has his own intentions, which will not be to the advantage of his current ally, but they are, I believe, not merely a pawn or distraction."



"Then we go forward," DuQuesne said, and she could feel his simultaneous relief at not having been completely suckered and his increased tension knowing they were up against someone who was likely Fairchild's equal.



"Okay," she said after a few moments. "I've sent our carefully anonymized and general requests into the SFG. If they
 are
 being monitored, of course, our bad guy sure isn't going to miss it. So now what?"



"That's the question, by all the rows of apple trees Seaton ever mentioned," DuQuesne muttered. "I'm betting the SFGs won't find anything unless they're
 supposed
 to. So how do we find what they're
 not
 supposed to find?"



"Marc," Oasis said, trying to solidify a thought, "we've been talking about a T-10+ frame, but do we have any idea how much plus we mean for the 10+? Mentor?"



"Ahh, Oasis—or K, as I Visualize that it is both of you making this query," Mentor rumbled, "that answer lies beyond my poor and limited ability to answer. Only you and your fellow Hyperions may, in some fashion, have the knowledge you seek."



DuQuesne massaged his temples. "How high did they get, you mean?"



"Well, yeah. Stands to reason that the very worst villains had to be at the top of the computational food chain—maybe one step below the AIs that ran the entire setting, but no more. So how powerful were the Hyperion AIs, the very top ones?" Unlike DuQuesne, Oasis hadn't been heavily into the technology itself, even if she did know her way around a lot of gadgetry. Bleeding-edge stuff, though, was something she left to techno guys like DuQuesne.



"Hm. Even I don't know for sure, honestly. When we did our Sampson Maneuver, we were more interested in manipulating people, not figuring out the hardware as such, and of course Hyperion didn't survive for anyone to study. But from things Bryson said, and other things… T-15 is my guess."



"
 Fifteen
 ?" repeated Davia, her tanned skin suddenly pale. "I didn't know
 anyone
 had gotten that high." The shock in her voice mirrored Oasis' own feelings on the matter.
 That's two steps higher than I had guessed. Two
 geometrically worse
 steps.



"It's for damn sure no one's reported it," DuQuesne acknowledged. "So, I'd guess our target's probably trying to run a T-14 frame, since the world-balancing AIs would've been the ones with fifteen ratings; the original Mentor might have been a fifteen, too, given his whole Visualization shtick."



"My Visualization today says that the original Mentor was a T-14," Mentor said, "but a T-15 is not out of the question."



"Can we track key components?" Davia asked. "There's got to be some… unique design requirements to hit Tayler levels that high."



"No doubt," DuQuesne said, but his face was grim enough to make the pleasant sunlight look dim. "But like a lot of us Hyperions, you're forgetting that with some
 really
 rare exceptions, anyone can make any component. And nothing in a high-T frame would be in that class. Sure, they'll have had some pieces made ahead of time, but none of them will be telltale by themselves, or even in a group. Unique components? They'll be building those to spec on-site."



"Oh, come on, Marc," Oasis protested. "The specs on
 any
 components for a T-14 would be just
 screamingly
 different from anything else. Maybe you could list them as parts of something else, but I've got to believe that if you could check out the whole group, you'd know you were looking at an illegal-scale frame."



Davia sighed and shook her head. "Not that simple. Sure, you're probably right that if we found all the parts they were shipping in we could connect them to an illegal frame, but that's the kind of thing they'll
 really
 be obfuscating, right?"



"Right," DuQuesne said, his tone showing how little he liked the conclusion. "By the time we can get that kind of info… well, it'll be too late. And
 that's
 assuming they're the only illegal high-T frame being built or operated in the area. I ain't taking that bet, not for all the tea China ever shipped."



The four—three human, one AI—were silent for a while, looking across part of the blue-glinting Hudson at the brilliantly sharp outlines of the New York City skyline. Oasis could see a lot of differences in detail from her era—besides the ridiculously clean air—but the effect was still the same. Even though no one really needed to live crowded together in megacities, the scenic nature of great metropolises kept many of them visually intact, albeit cleaner and safer than the real thing had ever been.



"How much power would a Tayler Fourteen system
 eat
 ?" Davia mused aloud. "That's got to be huge."



"Huge is a relative term," DuQuesne said. "Compared to Mentor here, yeah, but the Sandrisson Drive eats more power than even the T-15s would have."



"Still, that's a good question," Oasis said. "Earth may make it a lot easier to hide energy use, but even so, if this thing needs a megawatt to run, it can't just be sitting somewhere in the open; a new megawatt-level signature's going to show up on
 everyone
 's monitors."



Davia and DuQuesne exchanged widening grins. "The fusion plants," Davia said.



"Damn, that's got to be it," DuQuesne's fist clenched emphatically. "They're totally automatic, surrounded by safety perimeters, triple-redundant support structures and reaction chambers, all that. The power signature from the plant would completely obscure even a T-14 in operation. Hell, their best bet would be to hook straight to the main generator, and then they could fake up the demand logs to show there was absolutely nothing funny going on."



"But that's some of the highest security stuff in the system," Oasis pointed out. "After all, no one wants anyone messing with the high-density power grid."



"Secure as hell," DuQuesne agreed, rising, "but Maria-Susanna could've waltzed right in there, believe you me, and anything she or I could do, I have to assume Fairchild and friends could."



"Well, you'll have your chance to prove it, Marc" Oasis said. "Since for us to investigate, we're going to have to break in ourselves."



"Wait, couldn't we just ask the SSC and New York Regional to give us authorization?" Davia asked reasonably. "I'm sure Saul would back us."



"I don't trust them to keep it quiet," DuQuesne said bluntly, and Oasis nodded. "Not saying they'd be necessarily compromised, but even the tattered bureaucracy we have is still bureaucracy, and all it'd take is one person saying or sending the wrong thing. If they know we're on to them…"



"… they'll either move the operation, or be waiting for us—maybe both," Oasis finished.



Davia sighed. "I guess. I just wish one of these days we could get into some terrible scrape where 'call in the authorities' is actually the
 right
 answer."



DuQuesne laughed. "Yeah, that'd be a real change, wouldn't it?" he said. "But that ain't happening today." He rose from the bench. "We've got ourselves a target. Let's get moving."



"Not that fast, Marc," Davia said. "We know it'll take them
 some
 time. We can spare an hour, if not a day, and I, at least, think we should get lunch before we face the forces of evil."



"Seconded!" Oasis said. "Those damn forces of evil never feed you."



DuQuesne spread his hands in surrender, grinning with a momentarily distant look, a faint smile telling Oasis that he was remembering something worth remembering. "Truth be told, me and Rich Seaton always reminded each other to eat whenever we could, because an emergency wouldn't wait… and you never do work as well when you're half-starved and sleepy."



He turned and started heading down another street. "Come on, I know a place. Let's go get ready to face down evil on a full stomach!"









Chapter 19.




T
 he rooms were barely adequate for even the lowest of the People; the rest-perches were worn and the padding thin, the spraybath and reliefseat both uncomfortably small, and the only table small and wobbly.



It did, however, have the virtue of thick walls, no windows, and verified security and anonymity. Even so, Dajzail felt his legs curl in tension when there was a claw-rap on the door. "Enter."



Alztanza scuttled quickly inside and slid the door shut, activating the surprisingly sturdy lock. "Daj."



"'Tanza. You're
 sure
 you were not followed or traced?"



"As sure as I can be, Daj. I'm not a Master of Spies."



He studied her for a moment, worried. "Alztanza, you look
 dull
 . Are you—"



"No, I'm
 not
 all right!" She shivered, legs rippling an unhealthy tattoo on the floor. "Do you have anything to
 relax
 with in this hole?"



Dajzail opened his travelcase, pulled out a bottle of
 enfirrith
 , and poured. Alztanza drained most of the offering in a single draw, and sat on the rest-perch with all her mouth-tendrils clamped tightly around the glass. "Are
 you
 sure this meeting place is safe?"



He buzzed his own wry amusement. "As sure as
 I
 can be, yes. I rented it through multiple cut-outs, came here in a way I am sure should have shaken any watchers, and have swept myself and it for any miniature monitors. You also register as clean. Report. Or," he said, looking at her again, "take a few minutes,
 then
 report. By the
 Homeworld
 , 'Tanza, you look sick."



"I
 am
 sick, Daj. Sick with worry about you and our people. I think Malvchait might actually succeed in ousting you, and you
 know
 what will happen then."



"War with Humanity and her allies." He saw again that terrible ship sailing with impunity through the fire of exploding ships, the dark and amused eyes of the one named
 DuQuesne
 , and remembered the iceberg. "What happened, 'Tanza?" He put aside his fighting claws and touched her upper carapace gently with his tendrils before stepping back. "Tell me when you're ready."



Alztanza finished the
 enfirrith
 in a few more sips, then put the glass down with her characteristic precision. "Well, as we planned, I presented myself to Malvchait with my misgivings about you; mostly the truth in the facts, though not in my beliefs about them."



"Am I a Beast-Talker, in your conversations?" He let the tone be dry and amused. Best to keep things light; he'd very rarely seen 'Tanza so upset, and it bothered him even more than he'd expected.



Now
 his friend managed her own laugh. "Not quite, though Malvchait barely sees the difference from his own cramped hole. But you're clearly edging in that direction from his point of view, and that makes it easy to convince him that even your friends might be getting ready to jump the nest."



"So, he swallowed the story?"



"Not completely; but I think he figured that he could use me even if I was a trap." Her eye-glow muted. "He was right, too."



"What happened?"



"Well, first, he sent me to feel out people back home—the Nests Assembled. Vague questions and answers, basically seeing what sentiment about you was like—and it's not good. I mean, they officially accepted that you made the right choice, but
 no one
 liked it, and there's even a few that cling to the ridiculous idea that some of the data was faked. They don't amount to much," she said, flicking one claw aside, "but the fact that there
 are
 any such is pretty frightening."



"So, you reported back that conditions were good, I presume."



"Yes. So, then he worked with me to pick out the most amenable names on the Assembly—and I had to be honest on those, so you know all the names without me telling you."



"Hmph. All the ones on the review who tried to remove me, yes."



"All but old Ruzkinzi, who turns out to simply have not liked you because of that old thing with his brood-friend Vinnoshin; politically, he's more on our side." Alztanza rose from the perch and tapped her way around the little room. "Once we had the list, he sent me to arrange a meeting to 'discuss the current situation with our Leader', and gave me a sealed packet to lead the discussion."



Her legs tightened inward so sharply he thought for a moment she would collapse, extended his arms; she buzzed a breath and straightened. "I only got to review the packet a quarter-measure before the meeting and I have
 no
 idea how I got through that meeting without ruining the whole thing."



"What was in it? Do you have it here?"



"It was copy-secured, I didn't dare try to break it. But…" she looked at him, and the green shading in her eye was of desperation, "Daj… Daj, Malvchait has
 the human genome
 ."



It was liked being dumped into a frozen sea. For a few moments, Dajzail could not move as the full import of what that meant thundered over him.



The first and foremost point: this was a coup against their enemy of absolutely
 enormous
 value, something they hadn't achieved against the Blessed to Serve or several other prominent species.



Moreover, it countered the fact that the humans undoubtedly had the Molothos genome, having had the chance to analyze the fallen soldiers left after the ill-fated expedition of
 Blessing of Fire
 . It opened up huge avenues of potential action, some of them possibly even evading the Arena's normal strictures against military use of its spaces.



His next thought was spoken aloud. "By the
 People
 , 'Tanza… what in the name of all that we know did he
 give away
 to gain this? What did he tell this 'Fairchild'?"



She wobbled her claws in miserable confusion. "From everything he said, almost nothing. I don't understand it; how could
 any
 member of a species give that away for
 any
 price, let alone a few days of safety and conversation that revealed nothing?"



He gave a snarl of incomprehension. Whoever this Doctor Alexander Fairchild was, he found it hard to believe they would have bartered away the very design of their race for so little.
 He learned something. He gained something, and Malvchait is too stupid to understand what happened.



Not that this mattered; the other points didn't even matter that much. What really mattered, of course, was that such a coup put Malvchait in a perfect position to demonstrate his suitability for Leadership if he could manage a strike against their enemies, Humanity, at little-to-no cost to the Molothos. And if he had been meeting with members of the Nests Assembled… "He has been given a Directive of Action, hasn't he?"



Her eye dimmed and she bobbed her claws in assent.



May their Nests
 burn. Seeing the absolute power of the Leader of Faction, the Molothos had ages ago put mechanisms into place to at least dilute that power. By the rules accepted in those past ages, and affirmed by all Leaders since, if there were sufficient doubt about a Leader's competence or rightness to rule the Faction, one who claimed to be ready to take the Leader's place could—at the discretion of the Nests—be given the authority to carry out some mission to demonstrate that fitness, authority that was
 outside
 that of the Leader.



That authority was, of course, a Directive of Action.



What would Malvchait do
 ? Obviously, it had to do with his advantage, the genome, and while there were numerous possibilities that Dajzail could imagine… there was only one that he could think of that would appeal to a conservative, hostile, implacable type like the Master of Forces.



A plague.



A major plague would be a huge blow against their enemies. It would be a subtle blow, one that—properly set up—would be untraceable to the Molothos, so that no accusation of attack could possibly be supported. He supposed the Arena itself would know, but if Malvchait wasn't an idiot—and, unfortunately, he wasn't—he would find a way to introduce it that wouldn't quite violate any of the Arena's various rules. That would be a powerful statement for Malvchait if Humanity did not trace the attack and strike back—and how could they? Success would prove to the Nests Assembled that Malvchait had been right, that Humanity was no more dangerous than any other small Faction, and war would be declared within minutes of the Master of Forces becoming Leader of the Faction.



It wouldn't
 wipe out
 Humanity—with modern nanomedicine it was virtually certain that even the most virulent bioattack could and would be suppressed—but it would certainly tear its deadly way through most of the humans present in the Arena and their one Sphere before being stopped in their home system. Dajzail imagined the plague-death cutting down the humans he knew, and felt an utterly startling personal flash of anger.



After a moment, he identified it.
 Injustice
 . He did not like the humans. They were small, ugly, and inexplicably successful. But Ariane Austin and her crew had, at the least, comported themselves with as much civilization as any undercreature could ever be expected to achieve, and being wiped out in such an agonizing and undignified fashion by Malvchait as part of a political maneuver offended Dajzail.



He looked up at last, to see Alztanza sagging, despondent, on the nearer perch. Dajzail reached out and touched her gently. "Listen, 'Tanza. It's not over yet."



"Are you serious, Daj? I don't see a way out of this one."



"Maybe there isn't, but by the
 Homeworld
 we will try. I think there's one chance, and it's going to—once more—be up to you. Malvchait will suspect you, of course, but he shouldn't be able to prove anything—as opposed to if
 I
 did something."



"'Something'," she repeated, and her eye was bright again. "So just what is this 'something' I'm going to do, Daj?"



With a buzz and a flicker of a smile, he told her.









Chapter 20.





"O





kay, that's got the primary security looking the other way," Oasis whispered.



"How in the hells of space did you manage
 that
 ?" DuQuesne asked. "I mean, I had some ideas, but you just about waved your hands and poof, they were gone."



She grinned at him and Davia, and tapped her head. "Still have my overrides and priorities from Saul; he updated them last time I came through."



"That's riding a line, Oasis," Davia murmured. "I mean,
 really
 riding the line."



"Yeah," she admitted, "but we're chasing a renegade AI with our own rogue in the party, so we're way over the line as it is."



"So, their AIs are ignoring us. What's next?"



Oasis considered the readouts on the inconspicuous scanner. "Personal IDs—biometrics and security nanos. Run by patternmatch with AI oversight." The part of her that was K considered that. "And then we've got the internal monitors."



"Ugh," Davia said. "How do we get
 that
 dealt with quietly?"



She grinned. "Well, when I used my override code, I provided them with the biometrics and security codes… that match ours." She felt her grin fade. "Unfortunately, the internal monitors are on an independent system and they're going to be a royal pain to convince to ignore us. Which they have to, since you can bet anything that our baddies have suborned that system and will be watching it for any intrusion."



"It is within my Visualization that there must be a connection from internal to external systems, to permit alerts and communication," Mentor said. "If the biometric and nanosecurity interface is of the usual standard, I believe a T-5 such as myself could infiltrate the system and use that as a 'backdoor', in your parlance, to enter the internal system through its communications links."



She saw DuQuesne frown. "Might work, but by all the gods of space you'd have to be
 perfect
 , or you'll either get purged or set off every alarm in the place. And I'd rather you set off every alarm than get yourself killed."



"Your concern is also as Visualized, Doctor DuQuesne, yet we all take deadly risks this day; we all are aware, none better, of what we may face within. It is in this moment that an immaterial intellect may serve better than you, embodied in your physical forms. Allow me, then, to attempt that which you cannot."



Oasis took the T-5 casing in her hands. "All right, Mentor. Just… watch yourself."



"It is my intent to survive this, Oasis Abrams."



The entrance was just ahead, a broad niche inset into the barrier wall around the MFI—Main Fusion Installation for New York. DuQuesne presented himself first, and Oasis found herself holding her breath. She was
 mostly
 sure that she'd got this right, but there was always the chance…



But the lights blinked green, and the door unlocked. Davia's ID, also, was accepted without hesitation, and then it was her turn.



As the lights blinked green a third time, she pressed Mentor's access cable to the ID slot, saw his interface mold to the slot. Mentor blinked two green lights and she pushed the self-securing housing to the wall just underneath the ID slot.
 If anyone else comes by and looks, they'll know something's up. Have to hope we can get this done fast.



The three of them passed through the door. It closed behind them as they found themselves in a broad corridor, running in a gentle curve to both the right and the left.



"Main perimeter corridor," DuQuesne murmured. "Recognize it from the Boston installation—I worked on that one."



"That's right, power engineer was your thing," Davia said. "So which way to the actual generators?"



"As Oasis could tell you, onward and inward," he said, his smile just a bit too stiff to be relaxed. "Innermost part of the complex—most protected area. You'll have three generators in an equilateral triangle, spaced around a pit that leads to the main water circulation system; water's cooling, generator working fluid, and fuel supply for these designs, with boron at about 4-5 parts per million in seawater. Our boys are going to be in that room, probably spliced into the mains of one of the generators."



Oasis looked around as they walked down the corridor, DuQuesne in the lead. "No alarms; I guess Mentor must have made it in."



"Or he got purged before he made it," DuQuesne said grimly. "But he's been pretty good at carrying through everything we've asked before, so let's assume he did this time, too. If not… we'll know pretty damn soon."



"Any alternate ways to the central generator room?" Davia asked. "Maybe a service tunnel to the water circulation system? Come up through that pit?"



"None that I know of," DuQuesne said after a moment of thought. "Ventilation's out, of course—none of us can shapeshift into a rat, which is about how small the vents are. Going down, getting into the water circulation area… the only things that are visible in the pit are the actual pipes. It wouldn't be
 entirely
 impossible to go through one of those—if you could cut off the water supply. But do
 that
 and all those alarms are absolutely going to scream their heads off, the connected reactor goes straight to emergency shut down, and so on."



"So, we just walk right in—straight into whatever or whoever's there?"



"I don't think we have a… wait." She saw a slow grin start across his face. "Oasis, did they build the New York and Boston rigs
 exactly
 alike? You did the research."



"Everything I have says so. Modified for the terrain, of course—it's not like the harbor and all are exactly the same. Why?"



"Observation platform, that's what. When the Boston setup was complete, it was kinda a big deal—a multi-gigawatt station set up for everyone and anyone to draw from across the whole area. So, there was quite a little ceremony for the opening, and the top engineers, SFG reps and such, were there in person to watch the activation of the three generators.



"If they did the same thing here, then there's a side route to an observation area. Nothing there useful for our baddies, but if we're careful, we just might be able to get in and get a look at the lay of the land before anyone knows we're there."



Oasis scanned her data on the plant. "There
 is
 a mention of an opening ceremony. No vids on file, unfortunately."



"Well, let's move on and hope it was the same. If so, there'll be a side door about forty feet—sorry, twelve meters—before we reach the entryway to the generator room proper."



"I assume the observation area is transparent-fronted. Glassy ring-carbon composite?"



"Yeah. You have the solution for that problem?"



Oasis tapped a couple of pouches. "What else would a well-dressed spy carry?"



"I could solve it, too," Davia murmured, "but of course we don't want to show
 that
 off."



"Not unless we have to," DuQuesne agreed. "They don't know about that particular trick of the Arena's yet, and we'd rather they never do."



Oasis felt a tickle on one of her headports. "Hold it." Secure data packets flowed in, were decrypted. "Well, that's good news. I've got confirmation that this
 has
 to be the right place."



"How?"



"We got lucky; frame components being shipped to this area had some custom requirements that made them stand out enough to sort from the mass of local traffic."



"Good," Davia said. "Nice to know we're breaking-and-entering the right secret lair. What were the custom reqs, anyway?"



She brought the data up again. "Materials specs—no silver allowed in the manufacture, even where it would normally be used."



"That's…" DuQuesne's eyes had suddenly gone wide.



Oasis felt a chill go down her spine. "None of the things that implies are good, Marc."



"Then we just move faster," Davia said; her normally cheerful tones were flat and grim, showing she had the same thoughts as the rest of them. "Marc, is that the door?"



A small door, inconspicuous in its inset frame to the lefthand side of the corridor, waited less than twenty meters ahead; about twelve meters farther along, large, secured double doors led to what had to be the generator room.



"Gotta be. Douse the lights and let's do this quiet. Nanos on suppression, all senses maxed."



"Got it."



The door led to a corridor that opened into a small waiting room, and a broad stairway and ramp that led upward. There was no sign it had been entered in a long time; despite automatic cleaning there was a faint film of dust on most surfaces, and no traces of recent passage. Oasis remembered a hundred other similar infiltration actions, and moved low and careful, a slender shadow flowing silently up the stairs.



The observation platform, perhaps ten or fifteen meters wide and eight deep, overlooked the immense generator room just as DuQuesne had described. For the most part, it all looked exactly as it should; the massive reactor installations, the central pit for water circulation systems, the radial web of superconducting cables taking the power outward. Operation of each was shown with the twinkling of lights on panels.



But to one side, there were bright lights, surrounding a squat, massive box with its own blinking lights and a tri-display.
 So
 that
 is a T-14 frame,
 Oasis thought. The thing was a rectangular block ten meters long, eight wide, and five high, and was, as they'd expected, hooked directly into the generator mains. Around it, a few small figures moved… and three suspension chambers sat, near to the front of the T-14.



Oasis carefully slid up and put a little monitoring dot on the window from beneath. It took a few moments for the filters and analysis software to stabilize, but then they were able to make out words.



"…complete," said one voice, calm and precise, with a hint of an accent that Oasis couldn't quite place. "I will therefore take my leave of you, if you are satisfied that all is as it was agreed."



"Oh, by all means," said another voice, this one warm and deep and cheerful… and one that sent a thrill of horror down her spine. "We both watched the construction, and I monitored your transfer
 very
 carefully, so I am assured there are no, shall we say, undesirable modifications in this frame or my new body."



She turned, staring at the others, who were looking back—Davia with similar shock, DuQuesne with grim vindication—and started to ease away from the window.



"And the remaining loose ends have conveniently gathered themselves," said that second voice.



Oasis shrank back beneath the main support brace as the first voice said, "As expected."



And the window blew inward in a hail of ring-carbon blades.








 








Chapter 21.




C
 urses of the Seven Great Dragons on this
 traffic! Wu Kung growled to himself. He'd caught up with Ariane easily enough when she sprinted for the door, but at this point it was clear he needn't have bothered running. The approach to the elevators was crowded and unless they were willing to start just knocking people over…



Ariane looked just about ready to do that, and he couldn't really blame her. Fairchild has his powers. I knew there was something wrong, I just couldn't quite put my mind on it. DuQuesne and Davia and Oasis are heading right into a trap!



A break in the crowd, and they managed to squeeze into an elevator—as stuffed as any Wu Kung could remember—before the doors closed. Ariane was practically vibrating with the need to move! move! move!, and Wu finally put his hand on her shoulder—reaching a bit up to do it, since he was so short. "The Monkey King should not have to tell anyone
 else
 to calm down and take it easy, Captain."



She stared at him for a moment, then forced a grin. "No, I suppose you shouldn't. But… well, you know."



"I know," he said, "and we'll get there as fast as we can."



"But still, why is it so
 crowded
 ?" she demanded in frustration.



"Oh, it's the Amytiria," one of their crowd-companions said. At their blank stare, the Tensari hop-bowed (as much as she could in the press of people) and said "Oh, I see that song has never reached your ears! A great contesting, ships in battle of speed, racing in view of the Nexus itself!"



"A race?" Despite their urgency, Wu could smell the momentary impulse to follow the crowd when they left, and really, who could blame her? Ariane Austin was still a racer at heart, and seeing an Arena-race for the first time must be a huge temptation.



But not enough to override their fear for their friends.



The doors opened, and they pushed out. Once past the immediate range of the elevators, thankfully, the crowds thinned; Transition didn't seem to be any more crowded than usual, with the Amytiria fans all heading for the huge viewing platform Orphan had shown Ariane and her friends when they first reached the Arena. "Thank God," Ariane said, increasing her pace. "Look, that Gate looks open—"



A green comm-ball made her stumble to a halt as it appeared in front of her. "Captain Austin," came the rough, familiar voice of Relgof Nov'Ne Knarph, "I must speak with you."



Her eyes rolled skyward. "Doctor Rel, I am on a
 very
 important errand right now. I'll call you back as soon as—"



"Captain," Relgof interrupted, and Wu Kung could
 hear
 the tension in his voice, "it is
 imperative
 that I speak with you. In person."



He could smell the frustrated urgency from Ariane, and knew his own scent echoed it. Yet… "He really means it, Captain," he whispered to her.



She stared at him, then clenched her fists. "It may be
 imperative
 that I do what I am doing, Doctor," Ariane said, voice calm but tension writ through her entire posture. "What is the cost if I do not attend you now?"



"Captain, I cannot speak to precise consequences. But I give you my word, as your ally and friend, that in my view you risk your entire Faction."



Plague and fire!
 Wu thought, now
 really
 worried. The Leader of the Analytic was a scientist; he didn't speak with exaggeration, but precision.



Ariane knew that, too. She stared with desperate worry at the Gateway, just a few dozen meters away, and then closed her eyes. One breath, two, three, and they opened again. "We are on our way, Doctor. And while I don't like the sound of that at all, I hope it is as dire as you say, because I'm possibly abandoning friends for the sake of this meeting."



"My sympathies, Captain—and I believe you will find things are, indeed, precisely that dire."



"
 Dammit!
 " Ariane snapped as the green ball disappeared, then summoned one of her own with a call. "Simon!"



"Ariane?"



"Simon, I need you to get home
 immediately
 and try to contact Marc and the others." Wu saw her hesitate, judging what to say with them still surrounded by people. "Simon, there is a good chance that our assumption about what our adversary knew is not true, and that he has informed his allies of … particular advantages."



"
 Shimatta
 ," Simon breathed. "I am on my way now, Ariane."



"Don't risk yourself, though, Simon."



"Understood." Wu noticed that the scientist didn't ask what Ariane would be doing in the meantime.
 He assumes she knows what she's doing. That's one of the things that scares her.



The great spires of the Faction House of the Analytic loomed above them soon enough—though it seemed like forever—and the door slid open.



Relgof was waiting in the entry. "Ahh, very good, thank you for coming so swiftly. Let us go to a private room." He led the way, legs moving so swiftly it was nearly a run, showing he, too, felt a deadly sense of urgency.



Scarcely had the door of the conference room closed behind them than Relgof began speaking. "We have little time. I am going to show you one of our clandestine exits, from which you will then proceed to the Embassy of the Liberated. These," he produced loose cloaks with odd supports at various points, "will serve to render you anonymous on the way."



Examining the cloaks with a critical eye, Wu realized they would break up the human outline and make them appear, to anyone not examining closely, to be a pair of Daalasan, probably minor dedicates to the Faith; people would be unlikely to either impede them or take much notice. The way the material under the robes clung, with particular supports embedded would also modify their gait, at least from the point of view of an outsider, to that of a Daalasan and definitely not that of a human.



"Why? What's this
 about
 , Relgof?" demanded Ariane.



"A clandestine meeting has been requested—one that requires that it be completely deniable that either of you was ever even
 able
 to be in the presence of the other," Relgof answered.



"With
 who
 ?" Despite the questions, Ariane nodded to Wu, and the two began pulling the disguise cloaks on.



"Alztanza of the Molothos."



Ariane halted in mid-motion. "
 What
 ?"



Relgof spread his hands wide, his crest elevating in similar confusion. "I do not understand either, but I know that she has been emphatic that it concerns the safety of
 both
 Factions."



"My God," Ariane said slowly, as she began dressing again. "You mean she says it’s a danger to the
 Molothos
 as well as us?"



"So she claims, and I—for the moment—believe her."



She pulled up the hood, fiddled with the support attachments. "That's…
 Jesus.
 The Molothos are usually as subtle as a bullet through the head. Either this is the most complicated assassination setup I've ever seen, or she's trying to do something behind the back of her whole
 Faction
 ."



"Assassination inside
 Nexus Arena
 ?" Relgof said. "I do not say it is impossible; a scientist knows better than that. But I will say it would be a feat considerably beyond my ability to immediately envision—without, that is, assistance from either Shadeweaver or Faith."



Wu wasn't sure how you'd do it, either. Whoever killed Byto Kalan hadn't known how, since
 they'd
 killed the former Arena champion on the Docks. Inside Nexus Arena, the Arena watched, and aside from a Shadeweaver—or Humanity's secret ally Vindatri—Wu Kung didn't think anyone could sneak a murder past the Arena's omnipresent eyes, unless it were committed within an Embassy or similar institution.



Except maybe Fairchild,
 he conceded. And Fairchild
 had
 been talking with the Molothos. Pulling the disguise into place, he tensed, sensing his own soul.
 Still injured. I have small powers I can use, but my full strength will be long in returning.



Nonetheless, he summoned everything he could safely dare; if this
 was
 a trap planned by Fairchild through the Molothos, he would need every bit of speed and strength and skill he could imagine.



The hidden exit from the Analytic let out into the lower floor of a small store in the Grand Arcade. The disguises were somewhat clumsy, but watching Ariane through his restricted field of view, Wu Kung was surprised at how effective they were. Knowing who he was looking at, he could tell this was a disguise, but he didn't think he would have looked twice at it if he was just walking through the Arcade.



They caught one of the floating silver taxis, which soon dropped them in front of Orphan's Embassy; the door of the Embassy opened even as they approached.



"Ahh, very good, Captain," Orphan said. "You have made excellent time. Divest yourselves of your disguises; you will only need them when you leave; you will then travel back to the Analytic, and depart as yourselves."



"So, the Molothos is here?" Wu asked.



"Waiting in my own secure conference room, yes. And I give you my word, as your ally and friend, that it will be
 most
 secure, against even myself. That was a requirement of my visitor, and if they are correct about the urgency, it may be necessary for you as well."



"Thank you, Orphan," Ariane said. "To you and Doctor Rel for arranging this so quickly."



"Urgency is a great motivator," Orphan said, guiding them through a corridor that was slightly different in outline than a normal human one—and familiar in design from the ships Orphan had given Humanity. Wu had spent some time on Orphan's flagship more than once.



They stopped before a door. "Here, Captain."



Ariane took a breath, but Wu stopped her before she moved. "This is
 my
 move, Captain," he said, and stepped through; Ariane followed a short distance behind.



The Molothos within the room—one with a striking white-and-purple color scheme—started up, fighting-claws raised; just as suddenly they were dropped, and Wu scented a wash of relief, mixed with dread, as the alien saw Ariane. "By the Homeworld," Alztanza buzzed, "I was thinking you might not come."



"I hope I don't regret coming," Ariane replied bluntly. "I was on a pretty important errand myself. Alztanza of the Molothos?"



"I am," she said.



"What's so urgent and secret? Doctor Rel says you think whatever it is threatens not just us—which the Molothos wouldn't care about, I suspect—but you. What threatens the mighty Faction of the Molothos?"



The sway-buzz sounded like an ironic smile. "Humanity, Leader Ariane Austin."



"What?"



"I would get the same reaction from most of my people," Alztanza said. "But my Leader, Dajzail, was… most impressed, unwillingly, by your actions both in the battle of Humanity's Sphere, and subsequently. Most unsettlingly, perhaps, by the words of your aide DuQuesne." Her legs and claws tightened. "I, too, was … impressed."



Wu remembered, and saw a tight grin on Ariane's face. "Ahh, his famous iceberg. So, you and Dajzail took his warning seriously? Good."



"But there are those of our people—most of our people—who would not take such apparent nonsense seriously. One of them believes that Dajzail's surrender was effectively treason, and seeks to unseat him from leadership."



"My sympathies to Dajzail," Ariane said with only the faintest trace of sympathy in her voice, and even less in her scent. "But one Leader of your xenophobic Faction is pretty much like another to me, I suspect, so where is the urgency in this?"



"The one trying to unseat my friend is Malvchait, Master of Forces."



Ariane's eyes narrowed. "The one who met with Doctor Fairchild."



"Precisely," Alztanza buzzed. "And you are a fool if you think one Molothos identical to another, even from the point of view of your verminous Faction." She vibrated, then stilled her legs. "My… apologies. I came here not to insult, but to warn. But my comment stands. Dajzail, and I, believe that the lack of hostilities between our Factions is wise and should continue. There are some Molothos who may even see you as… people, though I do not think I or Daj would go nearly so far.



"Malvchait absolutely does not, has neither respect for your courage nor for you as a threat, and considers the current peace to be treason. He believes that you were running an impressive bluff, and that even if not, you have shown all the impossibilities you have had hidden; it is his contention that had you any other such, you would have used them, and that our fleet would never have been allowed to depart. He therefore intends to demonstrate that Daj was weak, cowardly, or even a deliberate traitor, by himself striking a blow at Humanity—with a weapon Humanity has provided him—and doing so without retribution."



Wu could sense the tense horror within the Molothos, horror made worse because rarely, if ever, did her people have even the faintest empathy with others, and that, by itself, sent icy chills down Wu's spine, tiny pinpricks as the fur of his back rose.



"What weapon?" Ariane asked, with fear hidden beneath her calm.



"Doctor Fairchild," Alztanza said quietly, "has given Malvchait the human genome."









Chapter 22.




O
 nly her precise position beneath the support brace between two panels of the window protected Oasis; DuQuesne and Davia had no such defense.



Transparent ring-carbon blasted into the other two Hyperions, edged flechettes of crystal stronger than any steel. The force of the blast combined with the deadly projectiles hurled Davia and DuQuesne backwards, smashing through observation chairs to fetch up against the wall.



✽ ✽ ✽



Shattered window fragments were still pattering to the floor when Oasis heard other things approaching.
 And the footfalls don't sound human
 .



DuQuesne rose to his feet first, his sheer mass having apparently absorbed some of the impact for him. Blood dripped from his arms as he brushed the shards away; his face was unmarked, as he—along with Davia—had shielded his face reflexively just in time. "So much for subtlety," he growled, and fired his twin modified .45s.



Armor-piercing explosive rounds ripped through the window and smashed into something Oasis couldn't see; the buzzing sound and smell of burned plastics and heated metal, though, told her what she'd suspected: robotic drone hunters.



Oasis Abrams, attend me!



Mentor's voice was desperate.
 I'm here, Mentor!



You must flee, immediately!



What? I can't desert—



Mentor's right
 , came DuQuesne's voice—both through their encrypted radio link and his close-range telepathic one.
 You've got a chance—neither of us do, not now.



Bastard set us up picture-perfect
 , Davia agreed, fury as a sideband while she sent a pair of grenades spinning through the other windowframe.



Oasis now heard her own medical nanos' alerts, felt her internal systems gearing up to fight the invasion from without.
 But you're tougher than—



The damn window was impregnated with the attack nanos, Oasis!



"Oh, crud," she whispered.



The blast had peppered her friends with hundreds and hundreds of miniature wounds. None of them were lethal; even all together, on a Hyperion they were barely a real nuisance.



But they had brought with them an immense dosage of invading nanotech, perhaps with drugs or toxins added to further overtax even Hyperion defenses.



Get moving! Mentor, you get her out of this!



Oasis lunged from beneath her shelter like a sprinter at the sound of the gun, and Marc C. DuQuesne and Davia the Dynamo leapt forward to block pursuit and buy her time.



A green dot appeared in her field of view, transmitted by Mentor.
 Follow this, as you value your freedom and life, Oasis Abrams!



She sensed, rather than saw, something, ducked, and the miniature missile streaked over her head and detonated in a blast of flechettes that somehow just missed penetrating her own armored clothing. Then she was through the door, as the battle raged behind her.



In her mind, she felt DuQuesne's awareness that his body was already slowing. Cursing, she did the only thing she could do, and dashed onward, following a phantom emerald guide.



✽ ✽ ✽



Are you sure this is safe?



Oasis was bone-weary now. Evading pursuit, and purging the contamination of poisons and nanos, had taken grueling hours that combined bursts of effort to strain even her Hyperion capabilities with absolute immobility that most living things could not have matched.



Even that would not have been good enough, of course, had not Mentor been there, slipping ghostlike through the multiplicity of systems in the fusion plant, using both standard and extremely unorthodox methods to divert pursuit, scramble nanotech communications, blind internal sensors while suppressing alarms. From what little he had been able to tell her along the way, he was himself pursued by AIs fully his equal; it was fortunate that none of the systems of the plant required anything beyond a T-5 to operate.



Certainty lies far beyond my inadequate talents, Oasis Abrams, Mentor responded. And safety is out of the question, except in the shortest term. We must act swiftly; one of our adversaries has already completed their transfer, and the other is in process.



Can't we call in help? We know what's up now, there'd be no problem getting this place raided.



Indeed, the first action I undertook when I saw the trap sprung against you was to attempt to contact the available law enforcement SFGs and the nearest representatives of the CSF.  The impression of a headshake. While we have been able to evade direct capture, our adversaries were able to completely lock down the complex; I believe they have even powered down the external accesses completely. This may cause someone to investigate eventually, but I give only a seven point three percent chance that this will happen prior to full transfer of the third and final Hyperion intellect to their new body.



Oasis took a deep breath and concentrated.
 I'm not Marc or Wu Kung. But still…
 She remembered hundreds of fights, hair-raising missions, impossible infiltrations.
 Still, I
 am
 a fictional secret agent. That's a power by itself, isn't it?



Oasis let K come to the fore… and realized that, sometime in the last year or two, the two had finished what they had started five decades before. "K" was no longer a separate voice, Oasis wasn't a different woman from K. Letting her come forward…



Was just like opening her eyes.



The scene around her sharpened, became brighter, suffused at the edges with hints of colors that could have been the edges of an animation.
 There's
 always
 a way,
 she thought, and realized that
 it was true—it
 had
 to be true.



She crawled forward, her slender body fitting
 just
 between the huge pipes and the ceiling; when she came to joins between the pipes, she sometimes had to squeeze her way through, but the structure provided her with this narrow, literal high-way back to the central room.



It shouldn't have worked so well, of course. The Oasis part of her knew that, but desperately repressed itself to keep from interrupting her focus on the impossible. Even with Mentor diverting and fogging perceptions, she
 should
 be detected any of a dozen ways. But, somehow, she wasn't
 .



She found herself freezing as a spider-shaped robot stalked along the corridor behind her, scanning, moving a step, scanning. Without thinking about it, she eased a steel ball from a pouch, pitched it noiselessly toward the bend in the corridor.



The robot whipped around at the clatter, all senses focused on the sound; Oasis dropped onto the top of the thing and jammed a connector into its external port. The robot went rigid, frozen for ticks of time that seemed to stretch into eternity before it suddenly relaxed and a familiar voice said
 Complete control has been established, Oasis Abrams
 in her headware.



That absolutely should not have worked.



No, agreed Mentor with a cheerful undertone. In no fashion should it have worked. Yet such a maneuver is entirely in keeping with your fictional origin—as is our obvious next move—and it appears that this, itself, is your power: to enforce, insofar as may be, the rules of heroic dramatics in your own context.



His voice became grim. Do not assume that it makes you invincible, however. There are darker dramatics, and villains of various types rely upon them. You are not the only player on the board, and thus may not be, how should we put it, the star of the moment.



"No," she murmured. "I know. There were a couple of pretty dark reboots of my own story, let alone others. But we've got a shot, now."



With Mentor having given her control over the robot, she managed to insert herself inside the service access for the device; it was cramped indeed, but she could put up with it for the few minutes needed.



Following its precise mechanical gait and path, the robot stalked its way through the corridors, past doors that opened at its approach, and finally…



The huge central chamber was there before her.



Little had changed since she left; shards of transparent ring-carbon still littered the area from the observation deck above, and the great T-14 frame still squatted at the far side, cables from each reactor strung to it, providing it with triply-redundant power.



A small, slender figure was chained up against the central casing of the first reactor, brown hair spilling over her unmoving face. Search as she might, though, Oasis could see no sign of DuQuesne.



But I've just got to get close enough.
 She had a plan—a couple of them, actually—but ultimately all of them required one thing: the T-14 had to be shut down. She took a breath, preparing herself to act.



"Ahh, Oasis, I am so glad you decided to rejoin us," came the warm, rich voice from the other end of the room. At the same time, five—six—no, a
 dozen
 spider-robots dropped to surround her, as automated weapons emplacements unfolded.



Well, crap
 .



In that instant, she knew she was trapped. There wasn't the faintest chance she could escape
 again
 .



There was only one option.



Oasis Abrams launched herself from her hiding place, scattering a handful of pellets that detonated, sending clouds of nanosmoke everywhere—nanos to cloud the vision and senses of anyone that wasn't
 her
 . She slapped one of her shaped charges—the ones she'd originally intended for the windows high above—onto the nearest spider, then leaped up, riding the shockwave in an impossible arc that sent her flying fifteen meters into the air.



Automated weapons tracked her, firing, and she was in free-fall, her every motion computed, known. It was utterly impossible for them to miss.



Somehow she twisted her body, shifted in midair, and energy beams
 passed
 her, some missing by so tiny a fraction of a millimeter that the nearby radiance left scorches on clothing, hair, or skin—but missing, leaving her untouched. Her return fire struck the tiniest joints, unarmored areas that should have been impossible to hit, and the turrets exploded with the violence of superconductor coils suddenly torn apart.



She landed, extending a staff from its hidden pouch, a staff that she realized with distant wonder was somehow stronger and heavier than it had been hours before, and smashed the staff precisely into the sensing array of the next spider, blinding it. It fired at the sound of her landing, but she had rolled in that instant, and its own armor-piercing weapons shattered a comrade.



She saw the way the beams and fountains of metal death tore her adversaries apart, and saw one possible path to victory.



Oasis threw herself forward, towards the squat monolith of the T-14 frame, seeing projected above it a smiling urbane face, a blond man with a glint of something else in his blue eyes, as she slid beneath the next crossfire. Weapons spumed harmlessly from the T-14's sides; it had been armored to withstand direct assaults.



Two more of the spiders closed with her, and she kicked out, unbalancing one, causing the next to leap aside to avoid collision, and pitched her next charge high and true.



The detonation tore apart the farthest cable, severing its connection to the T-14; the eyes of the projected figure snapped up, and a frown appeared.



The spiders scuttled forward and she desperately scrambled away, bounding and somersaulting and jumping.
 I can get the second from here—



The next blast was so close she felt the heat on her face—and felt, also, the pouch carrying the last of her explosive charges fall away, its straps severed. One of the spiders threw itself onto the bag, preventing her from recovering it, and two others' weapons swung towards her.



Then just maybe—



Their shots went high as she dove downwards and between, but the one she went under pivoted, incredibly nimble on metal legs, and swung its gun down towards her, spitting edged death in a sweeping arc.



Oasis stepped
 forward
 , caught at the weapon, lifted and
 pushed
 with every ounce of her Hyperion-augmented strength.



And the chattering automatic fire blew into and through the second main power cable, cutting it almost exactly in half; one part fell almost in front of her, with the other falling behind, sparking into one spider which convulsed and fell, half its circuits burned out.



One more left—



But something caught her leg as she leapt, gripped with steel pincers, and she was slammed to the concrete floor. Two more sets of claws caught her up with crushing force, and a third set stripped away her pouches, badly damaging the rest of her clothing. Oasis struggled, throwing her entire body into the effort, but it was useless; all she managed to do was bruise and cut herself against her captors' steely grip.



The three spiders stalked across the floor, lifting her up to see the smiling face gazing down at her.



"Spectacular," he said. "Oh, that was
 truly
 a fine performance, Oasis. I was quite impressed. Two of three connections severed, and I sincerely believe that with one-tenth of a second more on that last landing you could have gotten the third."



Suddenly the projected eyes shifted, and Oasis risked a glance over her shoulder.



The second power cable had come to rest against the great mass of the reactor shell. The figure chained there twitched… and there was a
 click
 that echoed throughout the room, followed by a
 clang
 as the electronic lock and chain released.



Oasis felt the chuckle rolling up from deep within her. "So, tell me, oh King of Wolves: was it you or your partner who was
 stupid
 enough to chain
 Davia the Dynamo
 against a
 fusion generator
 ?"



Sparks began to dance about the slender woman's figure, and her head slowly came up, a smile playing about her mouth. Electricity pulsed up her arms, glowing beneath her clothes, crawling towards something in the center of Davia's chest.



"Shutdown—
 now!
 " came the voice from the T-14 frame, and the sparks vanished—along with all light, except the glow from the remaining spiders' eyes… and the projection atop the frame.



The smile glittered. "The storage coils in this frame will suffice to make the transfer complete. And without a source of electricity…" the voice trailed off.



Blue-white light shone from Davia's body, the center of her chest now burning with the electric fire of her Heartflame. Her eyes opened as her head rose fully, and Oasis felt a thrill go through her as those eyes met hers.



"Too late," Davia said, and the simple words shook the room like the shout of a giant as sky-blue fire exploded around her. From pure electric energy, armor condensed, clothing the figure that now floated six feet from the ground in invulnerable gleaming metal of sapphire and gold, a white mask with red highlights shielding Davia's face, a pair of streamers dancing in the electric wind as her hair rose about her in a corona.



The face above the AI frame was no longer human, but a monstrous thing of bladed teeth and blazing eyes and shaggy fur, but it could not move.



A brilliant smile flashed out from the floating figure. "DY-
 NAMIC
 !"



A dozen electric serpents coiled up around Davia the Dynamo, hissing and spitting violet sparks, and then struck outwards, slashing into and through the robots, scattering them like windblown leaves. Two struck the casing—and vanished. "My enclosure is well grounded," the monstrosity said. "And would you endanger my vessel?"



The front of the enclosure had opened, and on a plinth within, surrounded by uncountable wires, lay a man.



Davia merely grinned, and a ball of spitting, sparking power materialized, at first the size of a pea, then of a marble, a baseball, growing, growing, until the blazing sphere lit the room like a second sun. "Let's see how well I can hit a stationary target, then."



The floating image snarled in rage and fear as Davia drew back her arm. "
 Thunderball
 !"



The globe of condensed lightning streaked across the room. For an instant—just a momentary image in the sharp-edged shadows of that sliver of time—Oasis thought she saw one hand of the sprawled figure twitch, and, with eerie simultanaeity, the trailing end of one of the cables connected to the frame curl up, almost into a clawed hand.



But then the room went white, and there was a scream of fury and terror—a scream that cut off in the cataclysmic detonation of Davia's power. Oasis was catapulted across the room, skidding over the floor and fetching up against a pipe so hard she saw new and completely internal flashes.



A moment later, she felt herself being helped to her feet, and looked up into Davia's eyes.



"
 Damn
 you're good, Oasis," Davia said.



"Not too bad yourself, Dynamo," Oasis grinned back weakly. Her knees suddenly felt like they were composed entirely of loose rubber.



But the emergency was over—at least for the moment. Where a T-14 frame had been was a smoking mass of charred slag, mute testimony to Davia the Dynamo's power—and pinpoint control, for though smoke and ruin lay all about, the unconscious man on the slab within the wreckage was untouched.



"Come on. We've got to see if Giles is all right," Davia said, moving towards the remains of the T-14. "And then…" her face went grim.



"Yeah," Oasis said, forcing her legs to support her. "Marc."



"And there is another problem, Oasis Abrams," said Mentor through her headware.



Wonderful.
 "Hit me with it."



"Our escaped adversary sealed the building, including independent seals on the doors."



"You can't just open them?"



"Alas, that lies beyond my powers, diminished as they are; our enemy was fully aware of my presence and interference by that point in time, and the seals were selected specifically to prevent me from doing so."



She stopped at the plinth, looking down at the unconscious form of the plump, nondescript man on it. "Can
 you
 escape, Mentor?"



A momentary pause. "Yes, now that there is no active opposition to me, I can transfer myself. Shall I fetch help?"



"Yes—no!" Oasis managed a faint smile. "First get to someone we trust—Saul, I'd guess, on Kanzaki-Three—and let them know what happened here. They need to know, and if something happens to us…"



"Understood. I can arrange for assistance afterward."



"No need," she said, a smile growing on her face. "We've got our way out."









Chapter 23.




C
 onsciousness returned in a slow, painful, focus, a fade from black to sharp-red pains in his head, prickles of healing wounds across his body, and a dullness in his brain that had nothing to do with thinking as such.



Don't give anything away
 . Without opening his eyes or changing his breathing, DuQuesne took stock of himself.
 Still a little groggy. Body feels sluggish—that'll wear off shortly.
 He could feel a faint coolness at wrists and ankles.
 Chained or locked onto something; it's a bed or something like it—cushioned, not a hard surface. Inclined somewhat—my head's higher than my feet.



He tried to touch his Arena-born abilities… and couldn't. There wasn't even the strain and viselike pain from pushing something that wasn't healed; it was as though they weren't
 there
 .



And that should be impossible. The Arena's arbitrary in its rules but I think it's absolutely consistent; where we think it isn't are just places where we don't understand the rules.



"You may stop feigning unconsciousness, Doctor," came a calm tenor voice, one with a trace of an accent he could not quite place. "My instruments registered your awakening quite precisely."



DuQuesne opened his eyes, blinking to clear them of the grit and blur of unconsciousness.



He was in a small room, mostly metal, with several benches equipped with holdfast material spaced around the walls. Ahead of him, an archway opened into a small control room with a wide port; the person who had spoken was seated in the central seat of the control room, and DuQuesne could only see the sides of the arms at the moment; the high back of the crash chair prevented any other view.



It was what was on the shelves or benches that drew DuQuesne's attention. Some of it was standard scientific and medical monitoring gear—just what you'd expect at the bedside of a patient or restrained prisoner. But the rest…



There was a covered cauldron, with a heating ring just below it. A twining of distillation and fractionating tubing leading to various vessels. A circle with inscribed geometric figures. Bottles of powders and assorted materials.



Oh, this is not good
 .



The chair spun around.



The body seated in the chair was instantly familiar—D'Arbignal, self-styled greatest swordsman in the world. A handsome face was set off by a neatly trimmed mustache, and laugh lines were well-carved into the long, lean face framed by luxurious locks of rich brown hair.



But the face was incomplete without the magnificent plumed hat the swashbuckler usually wore, the overwrought yet absolutely appropriate finery that should be draping the slender, athletic form, and most of all without the smile that almost never left D'Arbignal's face. The sight of the ornate rapier was now a jarring note, for its glittering, ornamental beauty clashed with the utilitarian black shipsuit and the cold, controlled expression on the face, echoed by the chill hazel eyes.



"So, what now?" DuQuesne asked. "You could've cut my throat any time, so I'm guessing execution isn't your plan."



"Indeed, Doctor. I have no need nor desire to kill you at this time." He reached up with his left hand and brushed the hair on that side back, but there was something a touch off about that motion. DuQuesne couldn't quite place it, but there was the slightest hesitancy in the gesture. "In fact, I have little interest in you at all, personally."



The meaning was clear. "You've got a buyer, or I'm a payment."



"Indeed."



And it's not hard to guess who for.
 "Fairchild."



"He provided us with absolutely invaluable information, and—as you can see—quite acceptable vessels." The slightest shift of the eyes hinted to DuQuesne that if he were able to turn around, he'd see another such "vessel". "So, payment, and you're returning the unused … vessel."



"Telzey was an interesting candidate, but ultimately I did not wish to take a woman's body; it could be changed, of course, but why put myself to more effort? This one is not terribly different from the one I wore in my youth, and ultimately, of course, I will have my own built to precise specifications."



"And I suppose you're keeping D'Arbignal himself in there?"



"Yes, bound even more securely than the one Fairchild is using. Fairchild relies on his powers of the mind; I control other powers, far more flexible and powerful than he wishes to admit." The left hand rose again, and suddenly DuQuesne was seeing a different face, darker-skinned, older, with an eerie, silver-chased malachite ocular in place of the left eye…



The shift in his expression did not go unnoticed. "Ah. You have penetrated my identity. Not unexpected, nor of any importance, but gratifying, nonetheless. I am pleased to see you are a man equal to your reputation."



Now
 DuQuesne understood why his powers were locked away, why he had lapsed into actual unconsciousness when his Hyperion powers should have made that impossible. The "impossible" applied to things natural or analogous to those found in his … home universe, so to speak.



And there was no real analogy for honest-to-Klono sorcery. Magic to seal away his powers and render him unconscious… "You had all this prepared?"



The eyebrow arched. "Naturally, DuQuesne. It was expected—in fact,
 desired
 —that you, and hopefully your ally Oasis, would attempt a rescue. My magical paraphernalia was designed and ordered and delivered along with the more mundane technological materials; it would be, of course, unremarked in a world where such trappings are used by, what is the word… cosplayers and simfans, yes. Once my transfer was complete, I could add a certain power to the nanotech used to subdue you."



Set up again
 . He'd
 thought
 that they'd only been detected entering, that the trap they'd run into had been because they'd tripped some alarm on the way in; he'd never imagined that they'd planned their own resurrections as bait to capture the two Hyperions on Ariane Austin's staff. It made deadly sense, though; whatever Fairchild and these others were up to, it would be miles easier without Oasis Abrams or Marc C. DuQuesne in the picture.



And if they have more of their… faction out there, they'd need more bodies.
 Mentor had estimated no more than three Hyperion AIs had escaped—but that was based on the actions and events they had seen. Mentor couldn't evaluate without data; it was quite possible that several other Hyperion AIs had escaped or been extracted during the collapse, and had either simply lain very low, or been archived until they could be efficiently released.



Until now, the idea of being used as someone's vessel had been an
 external
 fear; even with his abilities badly limited, DuQuesne had been quite sure that not even the most powerful AI could manage to override his positively and absolutely opposed will. But now, with magic as an out-of-context influence, he couldn't be sure even of that.



DuQuesne shivered.



"I see you begin to realize your true position. Excellent." The magician turned and re-seated himself in the pilot's chair.



"Look, Bey," DuQuesne began after a moment. "You're not beholden to anyone in this universe. You're absolutely free. There's no Masters holding a sword over your head. You don't have to follow anyone's script. You don't even have to be a damn villain anymore. Why not
 help
 us?"



There was silence for a few moments. Then a low, penetrating laugh. "Help you? For what purpose? It appears to me that you are in the weaker position, not the stronger; such appeals come so much more easily when one has naught else to bargain with. Fairchild fears you, perhaps, but that is because you and he were designed to be nemeses for each other; from what I have been told, and what I have deduced, this 'Arena' may well influence events based on such concepts.



"I, however, am as you said free—free of all such concerns, with my designed adversaries no more than memories drifting as disassembled molecules in the abyss. And with that freedom, I do not intend to become just one more in a group serving anyone less capable than I. Do you think your Ariane Austin would step down in favor of myself? No? Then, if I intend to be the ruler, she—and you—will ultimately be my adversaries. Let us not waste time attempting to trick one another; I will not, for example, make a similar offer to you. I would not believe you if you were to say yes, and you would never trust me even were we to join forces."



Yeah, that's the Big Bad philosophy in a nutshell: he wants to be the top dog in the whole kennel, and that means anyone he works with is just a stepping-stone. He's betting his magic gives him an edge over Fairchild, which I think is damn stupid, and he's doing something even dumber in underestimating Ariane Austin, but right now he
 does
 have the whip hand, and that's exactly the way he likes it. Even in his original world, he served only because he could see the overwhelming power gap, and his plan was to eventually make himself stronger than those he worked for.



But if I can unbalance him, shake his confidence…



"Okay, so Fairchild's underestimating you and the Leader of Humanity's an also-ran; but what about you, Bey? I know the guy you left behind, downloading himself. He's going to think of you as
 lunch
 . You think you can fight
 that
 ?"



Another laugh. "A number of safeguards have been put in place for that. He may, or may not, complete his download—your Oasis managed to evade initial capture, after all—but if he does, I do not believe he will leave that building alive."



"Oh, come on! In your own origin, you were beaten by a bunch of ordinary people with just a couple of tricks up their sleeves, and now you're just shrugging off people whose origins keep making them
 scarier
 with each incarnation? Face it, you're out of your league here. You and your friends made hard work conquering some backwater primitive kingdoms, and here you want me to believe you can take on cosmic forces?" DuQuesne laughed aloud. "That's rich. You're just a penne-ante, two-bit punk thinking he can take on the big city because he can regularly steal the other kids' lunch money."



"My limitations were purely due to my setting," came the retort. But the calm was edged with irritation. "In this setting, we are all equal enough." DuQuesne heard a deep breath. "A good try, Doctor. It succeeded in irritating me. Perhaps, were I less aware of your intent, or forced to tolerate your proximity for longer, you might well provoke me to ill-considered acts.



"However, we approach the rendezvous, and I detect Doctor Fairchild's presence. In a few minutes, you will no longer be my problem."



DuQuesne could see just enough of the screen to verify that, indeed, there was a vessel dead ahead of them.



I don't know what Fairchild's got planned for me… but I know it's not going to be anything I want a part of. I'm going to be transferred to his ship, paralyzed, locked down…



… and there's not one damn thing I can do about it.








 








Chapter 24.





"G





abrielle," Ariane said, "Is there actually a threat here?"



Her medical officer and friend's expression was not comforting. "I'm afraid so, Arrie. This is bad."



"How? I mean, wouldn't any alien virus be screamingly obvious to our nanos?"



"If they were really stupid and just threw a virus at us, sure thing," Gabrielle Wolfe answered. "But they've been fighting wars—including bio wars—for longer than our species has been around, so I have to assume they're at least as good at this as the darker SFGs, the wrecker types that send around the plague of the week or cause crashes in environmental systems for the hell of it." Her tone was now more professional, a lecture-room briefing.



"And if
 that's
 true, then they probably do the same thing the dark groups do: make a Trojan horse, a cell that
 looks
 like a normal tenant of the body, and let it reproduce. White blood cells are great for that—they're fairly large, so you can hide quite a payload of nanos or tailored bacteria or viruses, or a mix, inside them, and keep the outside perfectly normal." She gestured to the display of a cell in front of them. "See, it's not like we have a nano sitting inside of every cell watching how it runs. All sorts of reasons we can't or won't. We've got lots of them circulating in the blood, and what they're looking for are chemical signatures—protein structures that don't normally occur in the body, specific toxins or levels of things like heavy metals, things like that. They've got ways of matching in greater or lesser detail based on where they are in the body—your central medical node handles that part, as long as nothing interferes with communications."



"So, they hide out in these false cells and breed?"



"Basically, yes. If you suspect something like that, you can start having your nanos do an intrusion sampling—every thousand of the relevant cells or so they pass will be entered by a nano to check that what's inside matches what's outside."



"But if it has its own nanos inside, those could kill the intruder."



"Right. Though that could trip an alarm."



"Only 'could'?" Ariane didn't like the way this was going at all.



"Nanos fail
 all the time
 , Captain," Gabrielle said. "The human body's a terrible place for machines, and a modern nano's an
 incredibly
 complicated machine shrunk down as far as it can possibly go. They reproduce themselves in a controlled fashion, they track populations, they replace themselves. Oh, the central node would start to make the connection if too many nodes started failing every time they went to investigate, say, a white blood cell, but it takes time. And that's assuming they can't figure out your nano code and signals to fake up a report."



Ariane rose and started pacing. "So, a modern plague is a combination of an ordinary disease and a nano infection?"



"Almost always, yes. There's some actual straight biological ones that are stealthy enough to sometimes be a threat, but that's much harder to do than the dual-mode."



"How many would they need?"



"Not many," Wu Kung put in, startling them both.



"You're right," Dr. Wolfe said, "But how did you know, if you don't mind my asking?"



Wu tapped the side of his head. "Many people think this is empty, but that is not always true! I was reading about poisons and I saw how some of the bacteria produce
 truly
 frightening poisons."



"Terribly true," Gabrielle said. "Arrie, one of the reasons a modern plague's hard to catch is because it
 doesn't
 take many to make you sick or kill you. We've learned the lessons from things like tetanus and botulinum. You don't need to fill your body with the things; a couple of hundred nanograms of the right toxin will kill you dead."



"But the nanos can counter that, yes?" Wu Kung asked.




"If they know what to look for and how to block or break it, yes, but they're not magical. They can't maintain a knowledge of every single chemical in the human body, so they can't just break everything they don't recognize. If the new toxin's cleverly designed, it can present as a normal chemical—a neurotransmitter, for instance—to most nano examination unless they've been updated with the right profiles."



Ariane nodded. "Which is what the SSC and the defense SFGs do—push out the data to update our defensive profiles."



"Exactly. The basic process was used in computing before we got to the point of doing it for biology," Gabrielle said.



"So, the long and short is: yes, with detailed knowledge of the human genome and the ability to use that to generate key cells and biomarkers, the Molothos can make diseases that can kill us."



"Yes."



"Dammit. I was hoping this was one of those things that was at best a minor advantage, even if it was a major advance in their knowledge of us."



"I wish it were, but a full genome is a record of a
 lot
 of things about the species."



"Could
 you
 make a disease that would kill Molothos?"



Gabrielle glared at her. "I am a
 doctor
 !"



Ariane closed her eyes and sighed. "Gabrielle, I am not—repeat,
 not
 —asking you to. Nor implying that you would, or that you should. I'm asking if
 we
 could do it."



Gabrielle stared narrowly at her for a moment. "Yes. We could. I'd ask the SSC and CSF about the details, if you want them."



"I
 don't
 want them, and I don't want anyone thinking along those lines." A pause. "Though being honest with myself, someone's probably already thinking along those lines back home." She shook her head. "In any case, that's irrelevant. Can we protect against this ahead of time?"



"Well… I could increase our nano load some. I could make some assumptions about the methodology they'll use and have them start doing aggressive sampling, that'd increase the chance of catching 'em early. But I do wonder one thing."



"What's that?"



Gabrielle looked at her, eyebrow raised. "How exactly do they mean to
 spread
 it? I'm pretty sure the Arena won't let you go around dumping germs in the street—or if you do, I'd bet they don't live long enough to infect anyone."



Ariane paused, struck by that thought. The Arena did not permit combat within Nexus Arena, outside of the designated Challenges and within Embassies (which belonged to the respective species). The Shadeweavers and the Faith (and, she supposed, she herself) could manage to "trick" the Arena about those things to some extent, but it wasn't something another faction could count on, and she doubted that the Shadeweavers would let themselves be used to deliver diseases.



Warfare was even more restricted; the Arena did not permit even such things as moving personnel and materiel through Nexus Arena's space to support war activities. The idea that it would allow the Molothos, or anyone, to spread a disease as an act of war just didn't fit.



"Diseases aren't the same as a gun or a fist, though," Wu Kung pointed out. "Maybe if you're
 really
 sneaky about it, the Arena lets you get away with it."



That, too, was a true statement; the Arena wasn't set up to be
 fair
 ; it had a set of rules, but what the rules were, no one really knew.



But on the other hand, there should be a way to check. Especially since they had allies. "Doctor Relgof!"



The comm-ball sparkled red for a moment, then turned green. "Captain Austin, always a pleasure!" came the rough-toned voice of the Wagamia leader of the Analytic. "What can the Analytic do for you?"



"Answer what I hope is a very simple question. If a faction were to devise a disease as a weapon against another faction, would that be treated the same way by the Arena as trying to gun members of the faction down in the streets, or would it be easier to contaminate and thus attack a faction with a tailored disease?"



"How grim a question to hear from my allies!" Relgof said, a note of concern in his voice. "And one that is, I suspect, upmost in many minds when first they realize the scope of threats the Arena presents.



"But let me ease your mind; you could no more get away with brushing by someone in the Grand Arcade to give them the latest plague than you could escape the Arena's notice when gunning down random passersby. The Arena is fully aware of such techniques and treats them in the same fashion that they would other types of assault."



Well, that certainly settles that
 , Ariane thought. Leader of the Analytic, Relgof was the consummate scientist; he wouldn't make such categorical statements unless he not only believed them, but had reams of data to back up that belief. "Thank you very much, Doctor."



"Think nothing of it," Relgof said. She thought she heard a hint of curiosity in his voice, but—like all good Arena residents—did not attempt to press for information that she obviously wasn't planning to provide. "Will there be anything else?"



"Not at the moment."



"Then tell Simon when next you see him that I want to confer with him directly."



"I shall. Good-bye, Doctor."



"Farewell!" The green sphere vanished.



"So much for that," Gabrielle said. "I mean, it's a relief. And I suppose we could have guessed as much, by the fact that the latest plagues haven't been the topics of discussion."



"But then,
 how
 does he intend to infect us?" Ariane demanded, more of the general universe than because she expected anyone there to answer. "It's not like we're going to let him or his friends walk into our Embassy and start spraying nanos and tailored cells around."



The way Wu Kung stiffened sent a shiver down her spine. "What is it, Wu?"



"What if he is
 very
 clever, this Malvchait?" Wu said slowly, green eyes narrowing. "What if he
 knew
 , or guessed, that Alztanza was not on his side?"



Oh, crap.
 "You mean…"



"We have already
 met
 with a Molothos in an Embassy," Wu Kung confirmed.



Ariane met Gabrielle's horrified gaze, and knew she had no choice. "Arena, seal our Embassy! No one goes in or out! And open a general channel to everyone inside."



Another comm-ball appeared. "Attention, all Embassy staff and residents: as of this moment, the Embassy is sealed.



"The Embassy of Humanity… is under quarantine."








 








Chapter 25.




T
 he pale eyes snapped open, and the round face showed a split second of loss, horror, anger, and fear. Then the gaze focused on Oasis and Davia. "What… Lass, what are you doing here? 'Tis true that you're a mortal fine sight for these old eyes, but …"



His gaze had flicked to the side, and he froze. "By the sainted Keeper, where
 am
 I?"



"Steady, Giles," Davia said. "You're… in the real world. You remember, right?"



His face crumpled and he nodded, two tears sliding down the plump cheeks. "Ahh, if only I didn't! If only I didn't remember that terrible day, lass. What happened? I'd been returned to the only world I knew—Marc, he understood, knew that a fat old man, as washed-up and—"



"Giles, stop it!" Oasis snapped. "You're not one-tenth the coward you want everyone to think you are, and we don't have time. Also, you need to get dressed."



Realizing at last that he was completely undressed, Giles gave an incoherent squawk and, with astonishing agility in a man so apparently old and fat, rolled off the table and crouched behind it. "Find an old man some clothes and save some poor scraps of my precious dignity!"



"Here," Davia said, tossing him a bundle from Oasis' pack. "We came prepared for any of you."



Giles began dressing. "Not that in my youth I would have minded. Ahh, there was a time when Giles Hab-"



"Less reminiscing, more dressing, Giles," Oasis said, though, in honesty, she hated to interrupt his performance. Giles knew how to make himself ridiculous, which made him that much more effective in the field; no one would suspect the fat old man of much.



It was ironic; there were many square-jawed, handsome, upright heroes in Giles' home universe, a space opera as old as DuQuesne's origin stories, but ultimately the "researchers" in charge of that particular virtual world had decided that since Giles was the one constant element in all the stories, he must be the true hero, or at least protagonist.



And in this case, that's really good for us
 . "Listen, Giles. There's something you have to know—well, a
 lot
 of things you have to know, but the most important one is that things have changed for us," Oasis said. "We Hyperions… now, if we want to, if we
 believe
 … we can do what, well, we could do at home."



The sounds of dressing stopped. A moment later, Giles rose from behind the table, staring at her. "What? But that's plain madness, girl! You know that was what ruined so many good men and women, when they learned the truth of the world outside, the cold, hard, pitiless truth of it, that our lives had been a pack of vicious lies—"



Davia's hand crackled with leashed lightning, and Giles leapt back. "Mercy, lass! Don't be terrifying old Giles with your fearful powers!"



Then his face shifted, the eyes widened. "Your… powers. In this place?"



"Yes, Giles. And we need yours, now." The two of them turned and headed out of the room, the older man trailing behind.



"Ahh, now, Oasis, Davia, Giles would love to help," he said, sincerely, "but what can an old man—"



"Killing the Wolf left us trapped," Oasis said briskly. "Our enemies had locked the entire facility down, and now we don't have the codes. And they've taken Marc, Giles. They've got him and they're taking him to Fairchild."



A faint sheen of sweat was on the yellow-touched skin of Giles' face. "Aye, that's a terrible thing, and surely we must do something—if we can."



It wasn't many minutes before they reached the main exit. "If anyone can, it's you, Giles."



"Oh, lass," he said, staring at the electronic seals, "it's true that once, long ago, Giles had a certain skill, a gift some called it… but aye, that was long ago, and my old fingers scarce remember it. And I'm famished, too. How many mortal hours have we been wandering this black metal labyrinth?"



"It's been fifteen minutes, Giles," Oasis said, trying to restrain a smile. "And we'll get you all the food and wine you can handle if you get us
 out
 of here!"



"Ahh, now, that's a lovely promise, from a lovelier lass—as blessed lovely as Aladoree herself—but promises can't bring back a man's youth," sighed Giles as he examined the doorway. "And this! Ahh, many's the lock I've seen, from the simplest of tumblers to the fiendish designs of the Medusae themselves, but this! 'Tis impossible."



Despite his words, his plump hands were feeling their way along the edge, touching. "Without tools? This is a mortal strong lock, girls, and with a fearsome technology my old world never knew." Oasis passed him a set of field tools. "Ah, thank you, lass. But still, even with such fine tools, old Giles knows he must eventually meet his match. A simpler time it was that his tales were written; no one knew about quantum computation, or that mortal fearsome nanotechnology, specks tinier than dust that could kill a man as easily as heal him, no.



"No, lass, one must know one's limits. See how my hands shake so, with cold and mortal hunger." Oasis couldn't see a sign of a tremor, but forbore from mentioning it. "DuQuesne is a fine man, who saved as many of us as he could, yet I am afraid, yes, mortal afraid, that we will be trapped here in this sterile prison."



"Are you saying you can't do it, Giles?"



"Ahh, lass, surely there must be a lock Giles cannot open. He is no master of science like DuQuesne, not a mighty warrior like you, Davia, not even a master spy like you, lass. Yet my hands did, once, have a certain dexterity, a skill…"



It was impossible, of course. Even with the finest hand tools, field effectors, and other devices, unlocking a top-level security seal couldn't be done without the right codes—or enough brute force to break the door.



But this was a man whose fictional history included unlocking even
 alien
 doors, ones working on science-fictional premises even more bizarre than the realities controlling the fusion plant's doors. And so…



"… a certain gift, aye, and perhaps, with the need on us so, with our friend in such danger—"



There was a loud
 click!
 and the door slid open.



"Ha! I knew you could do it, Giles!"



She and Davia peered cautiously out, making sure there was no ambush or other last-minute impediments to their exit.



"A lock of genius, that one was," Giles murmured from behind them. "But yield it did! Is the way clear?"



"Looks like it," Davia said, extending her hand in a way that Oasis remembered would let her electromagnetic waves survey the area, sensing even very subtle variations that sensors and tripwires and such would cause.



"Then old Giles has done his best, and the lass did promise all I could eat."



It was just the faintest shift in tone and phrasing that warned them.



Diamond-glittering claws carved the air Oasis had been but a millisecond before. Davia screamed as her shining armor was rent asunder by the other taloned hand, composite and metal strong enough to repel bullets and beams sliced apart as easily as paper.



Where Giles had been was a towering eight-foot figure draped in shaggy, brown-black fur, feet and hands adorned with crystal blades nearly a foot long, an impossibly wide mouth filled with the same diamond edges as teeth, eyes glowing a phosphorescent yellow. Oasis tumbled backward, as did Davia, cursing from the pain.



One eye flickered, became the terrified, furious pale orb of a human; for a moment the fur was smooth skin, before it shifted back. "A… failed transfer… but not entirely… wasted," the monster said, its impossible teeth shifting, moving in a way that allowed it to speak. "It seems… I may not be the King… but a Wolf, yes."



"
 GILES!
 "



The creature took a step forward, then stumbled. From that monstrous mouth came another voice. "Lass! Run, lasses, both of you!"



Oasis dragged Davia behind a low wall as the creature hesitated, paralyzed by the original mind within its body. "What do we
 do
 ?" Davia gave a hiss as her leg struck the ground too hard.



"We made plans for this… but not for it to have gotten this far," Oasis whispered. "Now… without Marc, and you crippled… it's up to me."



"Enough!" The Great Wolf growled. "I will finish consuming you first, then!"



That's the one chance I'll have.



There was a tiny fraction of a second in which her body refused to move. She knew what she was facing, and cursed the author who'd created the thing. If she failed, death was the
 nicest
 thing that would happen to her and Davia… and the Great Wolf would then be free to literally eat its way across the Arena.



All the way to her friends.



That broke the momentary paralysis; this
 thing
 was not going to get anyone else.



Oasis bounded from her concealment; the motion caught the monster's eye and it turned, raising a clawed hand.



Her left hand snapped out, and three blades, glittering silver, flashed across the space between her and the Great Wolf.



But the monster was inhumanly fast; its diamond claws slapped the throwing knives from the air, and the salvo from her right hand as well.



"You're going to miss one sooner or later, furball!"



It snarled, but the snarl was also a smile. "If I allowed this to go on, perhaps—but why should I?"



It pointed at her, and she felt her strength fading; in seconds, it was as though she had been up for days. Only her will kept her upright, and her hands shook.
 Too close, I got too close!



She made another effort, sped another set of knives at the monster, but it was ready; none of the three touched it.



That was when three knives slammed into the monster from
 behind
 . It gave an agonized roar and whirled.



Davia stood there, leaning on the wall to keep from falling, but electricity sparked brilliantly around her other hand, levitating three more of Oasis' expended knives for a second shot.



The Wolf hissed and pointed, and Davia crumpled, her electrical power wiped out.



But Oasis was already in motion, her strength returned for that instant, and she hurled her last weapon with all the strength she possessed.



The monster sensed her motion, spun and whipped its talons in a perfect arc, intercepting the projectile perfectly.



There was
 just
 time for its eyes to widen as it saw that what it had just blocked with razor-sharp claws was a bag.



Silver dust
 exploded
 from the bag, coating glittering claws and rank hair and flooding the mouth and eyes with shining argent.



It
 screamed
 , a sound that pierced Oasis' ears like an electrified spike through her eardrums, shattered windows fifty feet away. It clawed its way towards her blindly, talons dissolving, face running like paint in rain, making wet growls of agony and rage that bubbled like hot mud. Oasis stood her ground.



Just two feet from her, the Wolf crashed to the ground and its entire form flowed away… leaving the battered body of Giles behind. He opened his eyes to narrow slits. "Ahh, lass. So, you beat it, the fearsome thing, you and lovely Davia with her lightning."



"Yeah. No big," Oasis said. "Just a day in the life." She took one arm, to pull Giles to a sitting position. "If you hadn't slowed him down, we'd be dead."



Giles winced, and coughed, and she saw blood. "Giles!"



"Not a … sporting creature, yon beast," Giles managed. "And bound together we were. 'Twas tearing me apart well before your mortal weapons took its life." He smiled. "But is a fine enough end, is it not, lass? One last lock defeated, a dreadful monster slain, and Giles in the arms of the heroine of the piece?"



"Don't!" Oasis whispered. "Giles, we just
 saved
 you, don't—"



"Saved me… you did, lass. Saved me from the Wolf. But you've others to save, and old Giles should have died with his world." The broad, yellow-tinted face smiled up at her fondly. "They were real, lass. As real as anything in
 this
 mortal world."



His head slumped down, and she didn't need to feel for a pulse.



"Yes, Giles," she said, through her tears. "Yes, they were all real."



Davia had limped over, and her hand gripped Oasis' shoulder for more than just balance.



"You all right, Davia?" Oasis forced herself to ask as she straightened.



"Nanos stopping the bleeding," she said, "but I felt a
 lot
 of pain inside when I pulled off that trick with the knives."



Oh no.
 "The damn Arena made it
 that
 accurate."



"Makes sense, yeah? If it's making 'souls' that Wu Kung can see and that Ariane and DuQuesne could strain, obviously it's something a Great Wolf gets to cut. I guess I've been put on the injured reserves just like them."



No! Dammit, no, she's crippled, I'm the only one functional? How can we catch up with DuQuesne now? And I can't just leave Giles here!



Oasis cast about. Transport! I need transport, and I need it fast… and somehow I have to be able to trust that our enemies haven't planned for that, too!



Even as she thought that, she heard the rumble of powerful jets… and a dazzling spear of luminance spotlighted them.



"Oasis!
 Oasis!
 Are you all right?"



The voice was Simon's.









Chapter 26.




T
 he
 Griffon
 appeared in Humanity's Solar System in a burst of light. Simon massaged his temples as he allowed
 Kanzaki-Three
 to take local control of the sleek little ship, a landing craft from
 Hachiman
 which was serving as an inter-universe shuttle due to its ability to handle vacuum, Arenaspace, and planetary atmosphere flight.



It was also lightly armed, making it able to defend itself or even act as a larger fighter craft in a pinch, which was one of the reasons Simon had commandeered it.



Even using my special ability just to give me clear and concise knowledge of the controls was somewhat painful. Wu Kung was clearly right; I did strain myself badly during the battle with the Molothos and—especially—the subsequent search-and-rescue.



But he might have to risk a lot more if things were as bad as he feared. If Fairchild knew his abilities worked, there is a good chance his allies know as well… and that means that my friends do not have the largest advantage we thought we had.



The comm screen lit, and Saul Maginot, his face more tired and lined than Simon remembered, answered. "Simon! Is that—it is you!"



"Were you waiting for me?" The idea seemed preposterous.



"You're a welcome arrival, but no; I have been trying to find traces of our adversaries, and your arrival was of course noted. We assume that once they have—"



"Saul, it appears that our friends' biggest secret may now be known by Fairchild," he broke in. "Do you know where they are?"



Saul closed his eyes. "Dear merciful God." A breath, and then his gaze met Simon's. "They traced our contraband to Earth—specifically New York area. I have heard nothing more since that information—and that was some hours ago."



"Understood. I am on my way. Thank you, Saul."



He cut the communications and stared out the front port of
 Griffon
 . Kanzaki-Three was a huge, slowly-spinning station in the middle of the asteroid belt; from here, Earth was a faint blue pinpoint of light, far enough away that a radio message would take almost twenty minutes to get there, and an equal amount of time to be answered. It would take much longer—days at a minimum, with all the emergency authorizations and diversion of power and resources possible, weeks or even months otherwise—to physically reach Earth.



And whatever's happening to them… can I afford to wait days or weeks?
 The thought of Hyperion adversaries born into their true power was terrifying, perhaps worse than facing the Molothos or the Blessed To Serve, or even the Shadeweavers themselves. All of those had some form of limits on their power and their behaviors; villains of fiction had few of either.



He stared at the distant glint of Earth, visible yet almost infinitely beyond his reach; even light itself couldn't—



A chill went through him at the thought—a chill that was simultaneously
 how simple
 and
 this may kill me
 . But there
 was
 one way he could reach his friends—in theory.



The fusion generator for the little ship had recharged the coils from one jump; its coils held enough for two Sandrission transitions. Larger vessels, like the
 Holy Grail
 , required exponentially more power and rarely carried enough for multiple jumps, but
 Griffon
 was just below the mass at which that exponent became unmanageable.



He had barely thought of it when his hands were moving. The rippling implosion of the Sandrission Jump wrenched at
 Griffon
 and once more they were in the blackness of Humanity's Harbor, the central, nearly empty void within the main Sphere.



Unlike their first few entries to the Sphere, the blackness was not entirely unrelieved. Near to hand was a glowing beacon showing the transition area for
 Kanzaki-Three
 ; others illuminated the other key destinations in the Harbor… including Earth.



The problem is that I need to come out close to Earth. Griffon does not have the delta-v to bring me swiftly across a long distance in deep space; if I come out of the Harbor a few hundred thousand kilometers out, it will take me a long time to get safely down.



He had to arrive practically
 in
 Earth's atmosphere, at the very theoretical limit of transition. No machine could manage it; technically, the basic mathematics stated it was impossible to reliably perform a transition that would bring you to within forty thousand kilometers of Earth.



But perhaps it is not impossible for the Arena.



In fact, it
 couldn't
 be impossible for the Arena; the way in which it had literally reconstructed the surface of formerly inhabited worlds—worlds once owned by the Blessed before Ariane had won them in Challenge, now to all appearances untouched wilderness—showed a supernaturally-precise control in addition to godlike power.



And if that is true…



He pointed the Griffon at the featureless sphere that represented Earth and accelerated. It was well under a thousand kilometers away, and the Griffon could easily make that into a matter of minutes. Two gravities shoved Simon back into his seat, driving for a hundred twenty-seven seconds of thrust that gave him a relative velocity of two and a half kilometers per second straight towards the symbolic Earth, a featureless sphere considerably smaller than the ship he was flying.



About five minutes. Long enough for me to prepare.



He wasn't sure how his Arena-born senses worked, or what would damage his so-called soul more: a quick, forceful use of that talent, minimizing the time it was in use, or a more careful but more extended use. By analogy with wounds, he
 hoped
 that the latter was the case.



Time. I must manually trigger the jump back to the System so that I arrive as close as possible to Earth—in atmosphere, if possible. His head began to pound, but without even thinking about it, his hands danced across the panel, reconfiguring the Griffon for hypersonic flight. If he did succeed, the little ship would be screaming through Earth's skies at over two kilometers per second.



When? Focus, Simon. Reach out.



The pain in his skull increased, but a hazy vision appeared, then began to solidify—himself, within the Sphere, the Sphere within a great slowly-turning Spherepool, the Spherepools themselves floating within the incomprehensible vastness of the Arena, uncountable trillions, quadrillions,
 more,
 of intelligent creatures spread across equally incomprehensible spans of time and space… yet completely
 comprehensible
 to the mind of Simon Sandrisson, in agony yet ecstasy as once more he knew he could see—
 anything!



A graph, a dozen graphs appeared in his mind, all running simultaneously, tracking his progress, his destination, his reflexes as augmented by the power that thrilled and burned and screamed in his head, sent fire and delight skirling in inseparable waves through him. All elements converged, were sensed and tracked, even the impediment of pain and the loss of strength through the soul taken into account, until they merged into a single running count, a hundred seconds… fifty… ten… three, two, one—



He pushed the button and once more the ship exploded from one universe into another and the
 Griffon
 slammed into a wall of screaming, flaming air.



Even in that moment, his body was moving with the unconscious confidence of an expert, with speed and precision even Ariane Austin would have been hard-pressed to match as he held the
 Griffon
 steady, allowing air resistance to slow her from the speed of a slow meteor to merely that of a rifle bullet, while pain contracted his vision into a red-fogged tunnel.



At last, he could switch the board to autopilot and lean back.
 Great
 Kami
 . I'm still alive. I can't believe it
 .



But it was real: below drifted the white clouds and below them, the ruffled blue-green seas of Earth, thirty or forty thousand feet away.



At this range, radio would be instantaneous rather than a matter of exchanging a few words per hour. Using a long-agreed-upon frequency and encryption, he called. "Oasis! DuQuesne! Davia! Do you hear me?"



Almost instantly there was a response. "Ahh, Doctor Simon Sandrisson of Tellus! Your voice is most welcome at this time!"



"Mentor!" He was surprised to hear
 that
 voice respond; why would the others not… "What's wrong?"



"My Visualization tells me that you are already aware—indeed, that you came to
 warn
 us, only hours too late—that our adversaries have learned the truth of the Arena that we thought to conceal from them. Alas, I must report that one of our Hyperion adversaries has already escaped with Doctor DuQuesne, and while I have managed to reach a transmitter, Oasis Abrams, Davia Ditmeyer, and the revived Giles Habibula are imprisoned within the New York fusion generation plant. I hope that they may escape, but they will be in desperate need of your help. Follow, then, my transmission, and you will come to your destination!"



His own moderate skills of piloting, combined with the previous knowledge of the controls, sufficed for that task; Simon was now afraid to risk touching that power again.
 My head feels like it's still near to cracking, even though the pain is ebbing at last.
 "Mentor, can you transfer here? If you cannot help them from where you are, I could certainly use your help here!"



"Indeed, it was already in my mind to perform such a transfer; I have as much need of transport as they. Therefore, leave this channel open and I shall insert myself into the
 Griffon
 's systems."



"Be my guest." He locked the radio channel open and made sure there was a direct connection to the vessel's main data storage; a T-5 AI was in no way a small system.



He evaded some flying traffic, then could see the blinking light on the augmented-reality display.
 There's… movement there.
 "Magnify area in front of the main entrance," he instructed. Then he cursed in shock.



In the shadowy dimness of evening, a hulking, shaggy-furred nightmare leapt and spun, slashing at Oasis. Davia was there too, but there was something wrong with her—what, he couldn't quite see, but there was red staining the blue-and-gold armor.



He wrestled
 Griffon
 into a high-speed turn, coming about to bring them in for a landing as close to the entrance as possible. "Mentor, arm the belly cannon! They're fighting… something and it's all I can do to pilot this vessel!"



"Alas, Simon Sandrisson, the energy weapon would avail little against that creature, and even I would be hard-pressed to make an accurate shot against it in combat. But fear not! It is within my visualization that Oasis Abrams will not die easily."



How can I
 not
 fear for her?
 The
 Griffon
 was slowing now, and he flared her down onto her tail, inclining the nuclear-powered jets on her wings to bring the ship to a hover. "Give me a spotlight below, then! I need to see what's going on."



In the brilliant circle of light, he saw Oasis kneeling next to the body of an unfamiliar man, Davia leaning on her, and blood everywhere. Of the monster, there was no sign. "Oasis! Oasis, are you all right?"



Her head snapped up, and a smile like lightning flashed across her tear and blood-streaked face. "
 SIMON!
 Is that really you?"



"It is indeed Doctor Sandrisson, Oasis Abrams," boomed Mentor's voice from the speakers. "My regrets and apologies that I could do nothing to protect you from this, nor to open the doors that were locked against you upon our enemy's retreat."



"Never mind that, it's fine, just get down here, Simon! We've got to get moving!"



"So I am given to understand," he answered, feeling relief spreading through him in a warm wave. "You are unhurt?"



"Davia's cut up pretty bad and I've been bashed around a lot, but we'll live." She looked down. "Giles… won't."



"I'm coming down."



With Mentor to back him, Simon landed the
 Griffon
 with its starboard wingtip not ten meters from Oasis, and threw the side door open immediately, leaping down to meet Oasis, who had come on the run. "Oh, thank the
 Heavens
 , you're all right," Simon said, and kissed her.



"Thank them and everything else you're
 here
 !" Then she paused. "Wait, how
 are
 you here at just the right time? And… ohmi
 God
 , Simon, what's wrong?"



He blinked. "Wrong? I—"



Her hand touched his face, and came away red. "You're
 bleeding
 from your nose —" she stared. "
 Crap
 ! You used your powers, the ones you're not supposed to use—"



"I
 had
 to, Oasis!" He helped Davia as she came forward, then squinted at the body. "We found out that… well, what you obviously already know, so it was a bit too late, but we had found out that Fairchild and his allies knew about their Hyperion abilities."



"When did you get back to the Solar System?"



"About… Hm." His internal chronometer surprised him. "That… well. Was it only half an hour or so?" He pushed her hand away gently. "I know I must look a fright—and I admit I did not know I was bleeding—but I do not feel physically incapable, and if you do not wish to leave your friend's body here, we must get it loaded
 now
 . Mentor is attempting to determine where DuQuesne has been taken."



"A half… hour." The green eyes swept over him. "You managed an FTL micro-jump somehow."



"Somehow that nearly broke my head open, but yes." The plump body was very heavy, but with Oasis carrying most of the weight, not unmanageable. "And—being honest with you—if DuQuesne and his captor have a considerable lead on you, you may need me to do it again."



"
 Jesus
 , Simon," she murmured. "He wouldn't want us to kill ourselves chasing him—and I don't want to go back to Ariane to tell her I lost
 both
 of you!"



"We are
 not
 going to lose Marc," Simon said bluntly, determination helping him shove his fear to the background. "Without him, all of us might be dead more than once. Can you tell me that
 Ariane
 wouldn't risk her life to save him?"



Oasis grimaced, as did Davia. "No," Oasis said. "But—"



"Would either of
 you
 risk your lives to save him?"



"Ugh. Yes, all
 right
 , Simon, any of us would, just like he'd risk his to save any of us. But you're … unique, even compared to all us other freaks from Hyperion."



That… is true
 . "Yes," he said, slowly, as he finished strapping the body of the man called Giles into one of the rear seats, "but—being entirely honest—if that power cannot save my friends, it is of no real use to me at all."



Oasis was tending to Davia; Simon availed himself of the opportunity to clean himself up. Oasis' pained silence showed that she had no real rejoinder to his last remark.



"Doctor Simon Sandrisson," Mentor said as Simon made his way back to the pilot's seat, "your determination, like that of Oasis Abrams and Davia Ditmeyer, does you credit. But examining the onboard records and your own vital signs, I can tell you this; you
 may
 survive performing such a precision micro-jump once more, but you will be nigh-crippled after that."



"If it gets us close enough," Simon said, with a lightness and cheer he did not feel, "then I am confident Oasis can handle the rest. Now, have you located DuQuesne yet?"



"I am in the process of doing so, Doctor Sandrisson," Mentor said, as Oasis fastened herself into the copilot seat; Davia was strapping herself in as well.



"Several hours have elapsed from the time that our unknown Hyperion departed with Doctor DuQuesne," Mentor continued. "One may assume that he was prepared for this, and had a clear destination in mind; our opponents are intelligent, skilled, and had considerable time to envision and address all contingencies."



"Now," he went on, "I have, through the
 Griffon
 's systems, accessed the records of all public and allied private sky monitoring systems, including traffic control SFGs and orbital observation systems. In the relevant time period, there were one thousand, two hundred, and seventeen departures. Of these, eight hundred and twenty-seven were purely aerial in nature; we may take as a first hypothesis that our adversaries intend to enter the Arena at the first opportunity, and to that end they must be in deep space and have a Sandrisson Drive-equipped vessel. Thus, earthbound traffic need not concern us.



"Of the remaining three hundred and ninety space-bound departures, two hundred and fifty-two are regularly-scheduled vessels. It is possible that our targets are on board these, but I rate that as a low probability for numerous reasons. One hundred twenty-six of the remainder I have been able to identify both in their owners and the purposes of their departure, and these check.



"This leaves us with twelve vessels in the high-probability group, and I am at present analyzing all data corresponding to them.



"Ahh," Mentor said suddenly. "Doctor Sandrisson, I believe I have identified our target. A single vessel which departed on an extremely high-speed course that takes it to no specific known destination, but which is, as near as can be determined, on a course which would permit a rendezvous with another vessel which also has curiously obscured its ownership and purpose. There is also a relatively small structure nearby which has, as its stated purpose, the construction of a habitat for a small astronomy SFG, but said SFG shows no continuity prior to about three months ago."



"Location?"



"Approximately seven hundred thousand kilometers from Earth, currently."



"Holy
 crap
 ," Oasis said. "That ship's
 moving
 ."



"As is its intended rendezvous; their relative closing speeds are dropping, as of my current data, and will come to rest with respect to each other shortly. Presumably one or both of them will later decelerate to match with the putatitive habitat, but that will not take place for another hour and fifteen minutes, by my best calculations."



"Dammit," Davia said. "I know the
 Griffon
 's specs; she couldn't possibly make fifty klicks a second, not without a
 lot
 of help."



"No," Simon said, channeling power to the jets, feeling the ship starting to lift. "She can do far more."



He could feel Oasis' concerned gaze, but focused on gaining forward airspeed. The nuclear jets can take us to near-orbital speed, thus needing only a small "kick" from the rockets.



"What are you talking about, Simon? You can't get speed without reaction mass."



"Can you not?" he asked absently. The headache was already starting to return, despite everything his nanos could do, and he wasn't even trying yet. "Consider, Oasis; if the description of Kanzaki-Locke space is accurate, it is, for lack of a better term, smaller than ours; the Arena seems to explicitly verify that, complete with descriptions of its diameter ranging between sixteen and fifty or so light-years. Similarly, when we travel a given distance within the Arena, we find upon returning to our space that we have moved, not the same distance, but a
 proportionate
 distance in our own. Yes?"



"Yes…" her tone showed she wasn't quite sure where he was going.



Ahh, but
 he
 was sure of where he was going. Through the rising haze of pain, it was starting to become clear. "The proportions
 vary
 , though," he said quietly. "The overall dimensions of the Arena, if they are anything like correct, indicate a ratio of roughly a billion to one. But the size of the Spheres is more on the order of half a million to one, at least with respect to ours. The Spheres are, proportionately, much larger. Yet this is
 within
 the space."



The sky was starting to darken now, and the
 Griffon
 had shifted to hypersonic mode again, as its speed annihilated that of sound again and again and again. "And that also implies that velocities in each space should, also, be proportionate; so that when I travel from here to there, a speed of a thousand meters a second should become a fraction of a centimeter per second. Yet they do not; as near as we can tell, the velocity at jump relative to the center of our solar system remains the same in the Sphere."



"Indeed, that is a peculiar and somewhat contradictory behavior, Doctor Sandrisson," Mentor boomed.



"But not, indeed," Simon said, and he was beginning to
 See
 , to understand the
 worlds
 , and more: the power behind the worlds, even while agony blossomed anew between his eyes. "for we know that there is a Power that oversees the very behavior of the other space: the Arena. That it can rebuild planets, and forbid nuclear reactions, and silence AIs. And from all that, I can deduce this much."



The stars were out now, despite the sun that now blazed at one corner of the forward port, and the rocket thundered briefly, sending them upward and away, fighting against the very gravity of Earth. He accessed the controls of the Sandrisson Drive, and shifted harmonics, tweaked frequencies.



"All of the space is—and
 must be
 —accessible by the Drive." He gazed into space, feeling wetness dripping down his face. "All vectors can be controlled. Speed, position, perhaps even mass itself… If only you can see
 how
 ."



The rippling thunder of the Sandrisson Jump echoed through the ship, and he turned his head to Oasis, his vision dwindled to a tunnel that showed her horrified expression. "And—for this instant, Oasis—I see how."



His one hand trembled, spasmed, but he managed to touch her arm. "I… can get us there. I have faith that you will do the rest."



"SIMON —!"



But as she stretched her arm towards him, he gave the controls one final touch—and black agony hammered him into darkness.








 








Chapter 27.




T
 he flash of the Sandrisson Drive came even as its creator sagged, limp and unmoving, in his restraints, blood streaming from his nose, trickling from eyes and ears. "
 SIMON!
 " she heard herself scream, but even then, she was already taking the controls, tracking—



By DuQuesne's own Klono, there they are!



Two ships floated before her, less than ten kilometers away—on a cosmic scale, practically touching. The small ships, one showing the attachments for throwaway reaction mass tanks, the other with the slender spines of a mass-beam drive, were locked together.



I can't let them get away!



She targeted the rocket drive nozzles on the first, brought up the single onboard laser cannon, fired.



The beam of coherent light speared perfectly through the bell-shaped nozzles, rendering them useless instantly. Oasis gripped the controls, spun
 Griffon
 a tiny bit on her axes and focused the laser on the drive spines of the second—



Oh, dear, Oasis, that's so unfriendly of you.



The dryly amused voice in her head sent her mind screaming down in a dizzying panic, flashing back to fifty years before when that same voice, speaking just the same way in her head, had turned her life to red agony.



But there was another voice in her head this time. Oasis! We're together! Don't let him mess with you!



But the hesitation of fear and trauma had been costly; the flash of laser this time came from the mass-beam ship and
 Griffon
 shuddered; red lights bloomed on the console and the targeting reticule vanished from her sights.



The radio came on abruptly. "There, isn't that better?" Fairchild said, his customary cheer fully present. "I want my vessel to remain intact."



"They have damaged
 mine
 ," another voice—the one she had heard briefly in the generator room—said.



"Well, then, I suppose you have two choices; come aboard my ship, or figure a way out of this challenging difficulty yourself."



Fairchild cut transmission—obviously wanting to keep this discussion private—but Oasis left reception on, just in case. "Davia, can you handle this ship?"



The injured woman gave a wan smile and a thumbs-up. "As long as he doesn't shoot us up any more, sure."



She unstrapped, seeing Davia painfully doing the same, and went to Simon. After a moment, her fingers found a pulse.
 Oh, thank
 GOD
 , he's alive.
 "We've got to get Simon back as soon as possible."



"But we can't let
 them
 —"



"I know.
 You
 have to get everyone back."



"What?" Davia shook her head violently. "No! No, Oasis—Kim, that's
 Fairchild
 over there, with who-knows-who as an ally! DuQuesne might—"



"DuQuesne's
 over there
 , Dav! They've got him! If I could get Wu, I would, but there's no one else—just me."



During their debate, the unseen villains had apparently resolved their differences, because the radio spoke again. "I must say, your arrival was…
 unique
 . I had
 thought
 such a thing was possible, but my theory assumed that only DuQuesne or I could possibly manage it. Who precisely piloted that ship?"



"
 I'm
 the pilot," Oasis said, mentally crossing her fingers.



"Well, well. That's
 quite
 fascinating. Perhaps this is a manifestation of your…
 gestalt
 , your world and character's
 Zeitgeist
 , where the heroine blasts off in pursuit and, one scene-cut later, is right where she needed to be. Intriguing."



Oasis had been moving quietly backwards as Davia strapped herself into the copilot's chair, her injuries obviously making this difficult. Now her one hand touched the airlock controls while the other deployed the transparent ring-carbon helmet from her suit.



"But I must thank you for coming all this way," Fairchild was going on. "My laser is now locked on your engines. I would like to invite you both to join DuQuesne and I on my vessel." There was a sensation of something brushing across her mind, but now that both of her had a grip on their wills and training, she didn't think Fairchild was getting anything. Oh, if he focused hard and tried, he could bore his way through her mental defenses, but he probably had his hands full keeping an eye on his current ally as well as Oasis and Davia.



"I may be hurt," Davia growled, "but you're not getting in my head without killing me."



"
 Killing
 you? Perish the thought," Fairchild responded. "Both of you are
 far
 too valuable alive for me to risk that."



"What I'm counting on," Davia said bluntly.



Griffon
 spun and her rockets roared. Laser fire scored her side but
 just
 missed the vitals of the drive, and now she had come around, was heading straight for the joined ships of the villains.



"Stop immediately!" Fairchild snapped. "I cannot miss if you maintain that course, you know it!"



"I also know you want us
 alive
 , so you have to play the game and find out whether we want you
 dead
 more than we want to live."



The ship with the damaged rockets abruptly uncoupled from Fairchild's… and moved away somehow; Oasis, squinting at the screen, thought that she saw ghostly-looking replicas of the rocket nozzles shimmering on the ship's stern.



Suddenly, the
 Griffon
 shuddered and began slowing. Davia cursed and increased the thrust, but their approach continued to slow. "Stop… this… foolishness…" came the strained voice of Fairchild.



Davia glanced back, saw where Oasis was waiting, hand on the controls; a flash of understanding passed between them, and Davia turned to her controls, ratcheted the drive to full. "
 You
 stop it, then!"



"If you force me…"



But Oasis heard no more, because she cycled the lock… and flung herself out into space.



Fairchild has to be distracted now. He has to focus his efforts on keeping Griffon from crashing into his ship. Now I just have to pull this off…



Her jump had taken her directly towards Fairchild's vessel, now less than a kilometer away, and she fired the jets of her suit, making the mass-beam vessel swell rapidly in her view.
 Calm. Calm. Mind must be blank. Automate your movements, but don't think. Calm. Blank as a sheet of white paper.



There was a depression on the ventral surface of the ship, probably where support cables or docking hardware would connect—and also, just below, an external lock. She noted that distantly, passed that to the semiautonomous part of her that would operate the suit.
 Keep things going just a little longer, Dav
 .



The ship loomed huge, then she braked without thinking of it, firing her suit's jets once more, now slow, reaching out, a securing ring becoming visible near that depression… and she was down, locking herself to the ship.



This was the crucial moment; Oasis/Kim kept their mind as still and blank as possible, every defense they had ever been taught, both in their own world and in the combined crossover chaos that had led to the end of Hyperion, focused and solidified to the single truth of
 no one here, nothing, nonexistent, blank
 .



If this ridiculous ploy had any chance of working, it was only because Fairchild must focus the entirety of his powers on stopping the
 Griffon
 , holding it until its reaction mass was exhausted—only a few more seconds, now. But for that time, Oasis
 had
 to believe that Fairchild had no concentration to spare to watch for something as one-hundred-percent nuts as this.



She didn't bother trying either C or B level overrides; Fairchild would have removed those. But the A-levels for this type of ship…



A-7 was the magic number this time, and the lock was open —



And in a blaze of rainbow shockwaves,
 Griffon
 leapt from this space into the Arena.



Now
 she was on the
 Edge
 , she felt the thrill of trying something insane and heroic rising. She had, maybe, another three seconds, as long as Fairchild believed that, finding themselves unable to overcome his mental powers, they had jumped back to the Arena to warn the others and, perhaps, get reinforcements. Which fit her own
 gestalt
 , as he put it; when outmatched, the hero sometimes had to let the villain get away during the first or second act before you tracked them down. And with Davia injured, it made even more sense.



The outer door was closed. Now the inner door was opening. She gathered herself.



And there was a figure visible, a flechette pistol pointed directly at her. "Oh, my
 dear
 Kimberley!" Fairchild said, with a broad smile. "That was
 fabulous
 . Truly it was. You were in the lock before I realized what a trick you had played on me."



"What gave it away? The lock signal on your board?" She was judging distances, angles.
 No chance, not now. He's perfectly aware of what I can do. Still, I'll have to try.



"No, no. If I'd had to wait for that, you'd have caught me with my back turned." The smile turned coldly predatory. "I'm afraid your eagerness gave you away, once you thought you had me."



She only cursed herself mildly; Oasis had known all along that the chance of hiding her thoughts from something like Fairchild was close to nil. She'd just hoped for—



A few more seconds, yes,
 Fairchild said in her mind, sending another chill of barely-controlled horror through her.
 But, alas, it is far too late for that.



Massive telekinetic force—from a mind capable of stopping a small spaceship dead in its tracks—clamped down on her, freezing her in place. She fought with every discipline she had learned, and felt the grip give, very slightly, but it was the slight resilience of well-secured bonds. She couldn't move enough to make any difference.
 Dammit! Is this the season-end cliffhanger? Or is this the dark-world remake?



As Fairchild stepped up and began calmly relieving her of her gear, she was starting to think it might be the latter.



Then there was a
 SPANGG!
 sound, the sound of metal breaking when stressed beyond all limits. Fairchild started to turn, but a massive shape was already moving, and the white-suited, blond man was
 hammered
 into the bulkhead by the flying body of Marc C. DuQuesne.



The telekinetic hold on her body vanished, and Oasis kicked off from the wall. "Marc!"



Can't… hold him long, K—do it!



She ricocheted from the front port and flipped around. Fairchild thrust DuQuesne back from him. I see my former ally decided it might be more convenient if you escaped to cause me trouble, Doctor.



DuQuesne grinned nastily.
 Works for me.



The two men froze, glaring at each other, and as Oasis lined up her next jump, she saw DuQuesne sagging back, blood starting to run from his nose.



No! You son of a bitch, you are not getting Marc!



Fairchild spun on her and she sensed the gathering of his mental power. But with a roar, DuQuesne leapt from the wall, his own half-crippled mental energies backing up two hundred kilograms of Hyperion strength, and Fairchild was—for just one instant—unable to bring his power to bear on the slender red-haired agent as he, just barely, brought Marc DuQuesne's fist to a halt one scant millimeter from his face.



But at that same moment, Oasis' right heel smashed into Fairchild's temple with every iota of strength and speed she could muster. Both combatants collided with Marc and he spun away, blood trailing in droplets behind him, but she had no time to worry about him; if she gave Fairchild even one moment, one fractured
 instant
 to think, she was dead—or worse.



Fairchild tumbled end over end and smacked into the wall so hard that the entire ship vibrated, bouncing away from it in freefall and heading back towards Oasis. She caught one arm as it flailed, orbited around him as though he were Jupiter and she were a probe making a gravity sling, pulled in and locked herself in place as the two of them spun faster through the air. A shift of her position and Fairchild's back struck the edge of the console, driving the air from him. Her right hand came around, clamped tightly, restricting the flow of the carotid artery.



A few seconds of that would suffice to knock out anyone—anyone not a Hyperion, anyway. But she didn't put faith in that alone. She
 could
 have tried for a neck-breaker… but Fairchild still was living in the body of a hostage she did not dare kill; Jonny was not dispensable.



She hammered her forehead into Fairchild's, even as his hands came up to break her hold, and then released her legs' grip on him to allow her to kick off the port once more.
 One more time…



Despite the cataclysmic speed and impacts, she could tell that Fairchild was starting to regain his bearings—she couldn't hurt him fast enough to keep him from recovering with his space-operatic superman powers.
 But
 …



She grabbed his arm, both of them still spinning, and increased the rotation, absorbing one stunning blow from a lucky kick, and let them spin once, twice—



— and she kicked Fairchild completely away. He flew back and slightly up, smacking his head once more on the edge of the doorway —



— the doorway to the rear airlock, which had still been open. As he rammed heavily into the rear of the lock, Oasis—following by mere meters—slammed the inner door shut…



… and blew the lock.



Please, let that slow him down enough.



She bounced back forward, eyes scanning the panel.
 Please please please let there be—
 YES!



The rear security camera showed Fairchild's spin slowing, a bubble helmet deploying around his head—something she'd expected, even counted on, since she
 didn't
 want to kill Fairchild's body—but in front of her, the activation control she was seeking.



No!



"Oh,
 yes
 ," she snarled, and slammed the button.



A shockwave of light hurled her from Earth-system… to the Arena.



Immediately she pushed off from the console. "Marc.
 Marc!
 Are you—"



DuQuesne's eyes opened a crack, and his teeth flashed white within his beard. "My hero," he said, voice faint. "Can't die on you now, can I?"



Oasis wrapped her arms around him and gave one quick sob of relief… and then a feeling of wondrous well-being surged through her.



"I… beat him," she whispered. "I beat
 Doctor Alexander Fairchild
 ."



"Like the proverbial drum," DuQuesne agreed, admiration clear in his tone.



Oasis felt a weight of hidden terror lifting from her. She knew this had been luck and surprise… but still, she had faced Fairchild, and won.



She felt lighter than freefall.









Chapter 28




D
 uQuesne blinked blearily. I … passed out for a while. Where am I?



His eyes finally focused, showing him the white and pastel walls that said
 hospital
 to him—with the specific touches that told him this was an all-human design.
 That's right, we came out in the Harbor, so we must be in our Sphere.



The door opened, and Oasis came in.
 By all the hells of space, she looks terrible.
 It was clear that despite the momentary surge of energy from her victory over the man that had terrified her for fifty years, she was near the end of her strength.



Her smile showed the exhaustion, but was no less genuine. "You're back with us, huh?"



"You need to get
 rest
 , K."



"Couldn't until I knew everyone was going to be okay."



Trying to sit up didn't hurt too badly, so he did; the bed rose with him. He took a few breaths to let the sudden pounding in his head fade. "So… what's the word?"



She sighed, brushed one of her ponytails back. "Heck, where do I start? Okay, you saw the end there. I left Fairchild drifting in deep space, moving at tens of klicks per second relative to Earth."



"Sure he didn't grab on and hitch a ride?"



Oasis/K shook her head. "Absolutely sure. Remember the main limitation of the Sandrisson Drive—the coils have to
 enclose
 the key volume, and they're tailored to the layout of the vessel. If he'd grabbed on, either we'd have just jumped out from under him, or, maybe, his presence would have thrown the field off and it would collapse without a jump."



"Well, I wouldn't put it past him to figure out a way around that… but not in those circumstances. Didn't have time to prep for it, that's for sure. Go on."



"Simon's still out," she said quietly. Before he could ask, she summarized what the white-haired scientist had done.



"Damnation," DuQuesne rumbled at last, half to himself. "He managed to make a jump that
 added velocity vectors
 to match you with two docked vessels at a distance of less than ten kilometers? I… that's knocked me into a cockeyed hat, that's for
 damn
 sure. I can't even figure how you'd
 start
 to do those calculations."



"No surprise…" she yawned, caught herself. "No surprise there," she went on. "Best as I could understand it, the base Sandrission mathematics say it can't be done. So obviously even the Sandrission reformulation of Kanzaki-Locke is incomplete; I think I remember Simon saying something about that being obvious from the existence of things like the Sky Gates on one of our dates…"



"Makes a whole lot of sense; there's at least two levels of implied hierarchical frames of reference, and maybe an unbounded number. His reformulation assumed a single universal frame of reference. So, he's still out; what about brain activity?"



The redhead's mouth quirked slightly up, but she was still tense. "Not braindead, at least. Better off than Laila was."



That still leaves one whole hell of a lot of room for something bad, and we can't afford to lose Simon.
 "I know you're worried about him, Oasis, but you can't do him, you, or me any good running yourself into the ground. Let Davia do some bedside work for you, if you can't just leave us in the—"



"Oh
 UGH
 , you don't know!" The way the heel of her hand smacked her forehead showed how very much this was K. "Davia's crippled, and we don't know how long she's going to be out; she's in surgery as we speak."



"Klono's brass—what happened to her
 ?
 She was prime merchandise to those guys, they wouldn't hurt her!"



"It was the worst-case scenario, Marc. I mean, the
 absolute
 worst. They were using Giles as the transfer, and…"



He was silent, staring at her in absolute horror for a moment, ability to even find a curse sufficient to the occasion totally paralyzed. "Is Fairchild
 insane
 ?" he snarled finally. "What in the name of all the hells of space made him think it was even
 conceivably
 a good idea to let that… thing
 …
 loose?"



She shrugged, then a weary laugh escaped her. "Maybe he's just that good; he figured we'd stop him but get bad hurt doing it. Or counted on him surviving but being hurt, or maybe just going to do the long game—which Fairchild can play, too. Who knows?" She shuddered. "Pure luck I didn't get killed three times over. And Davia took the hit that could have gotten me."



Jesus, Klono, and Noshabkeming. That last push of mine against Fairchild sure as hell set me back—I could feel myself ripping apart when he started in on me. Simon just burned himself out catching up, and now Davia's been taken down, maybe as bad as the rest of us.



Leaving Oasis as the only one of us Hyperions in any shape to function, aside from Wu and maybe Vel; and both of them aren't at one hundred percent either. Meanwhile, Fairchild and that unprintably-qualified Bey are still on the loose.



"And it gets worse," Oasis said quietly.



"Worse?"



"Notice that Gabrielle isn't here? Don't you think she'd have been out like a flash knowing that you, Simon, and Dav were down?"



Yeah, she damn well would. "Okay, let me have it."



"Fairchild handed over the human genome to the Molothos, and they think they might have put out a tailored plague for us. Our Embassy's on lockdown."



"
 What
 ? No, wait. You mean that? We have
 evidence
 for Fairchild doing this?"



"I didn't get all the details," Oasis admitted, "but it sounds like the Captain was absolutely certain of it. Gabrielle's trying to prove it now—and to find a way to contain it if she finds they really were contaminated."



"Damn, damn, damn. He set it up this way. Maximum trouble, maximum confusion. So, everyone in Nexus Arena's locked up in the Embassy?"



"Ambassador Naraj is here, but everyone else, yes. The official word on why our Embassy's closed is that there's some important internal issues being addressed, but we can't keep that up for long."



"Any word from the Molothos themselves?"



"If you mean, have they made any announcements, no. The summary I got is that it's a power play in their own ranks—that one Molothos, the Master of Forces Malvchait, trying to yank the rug out from under Dajzail, because Dajzail was apparently way too soft on us."



"Peachy," muttered DuQuesne. "So, they're waiting until we have to admit there's a plague in the house, then Malvchait takes the credit for a strike against us that got under the
 Arena's
 radar, boosting his stock so he can take Dajzail's place. Have I got that right?"



"I think so."



"Blast. Never thought I'd be saying this, but I want Dajzail to stay right where he is. If
 he
 is an example of the
 less
 hostile Molothos, we really, really don't want to see what a warmonger type is like. Better the devil you know than the one you don't.



"
 Dammit!
 "
 he snapped. "It doesn't make sense. Fairchild, I mean. What in the name of the old Skylark would possibly be worth trading the human genome for? He was a villain, but he wasn't in favor of any alien race bossing around the human species, either."



"They were the ones who told him he had his powers," Oasis pointed out. "Not intentionally, maybe, but would his weird sense of balance and honor dictate he give them something equally valuable?"



"Hm. That's a thought, that is, and one I'll have to let rattle around in my skull a while." He saw her head drop momentarily. "Okay, that's it. I'm going to call a nurse if you don't promise me you're going to get some rest."



"I…" she caught his gaze, then sighed. "If I don't, you're going to do something stupid, aren't you?"



"No stupider than you're doing right now. Oasis, if the three of us are laid up and a goddamn quarantine's shut down the Embassy, you're the
 only
 one of us in shape to carry the news into the Arena. You're going to have to go into the Embassy—and quarantine—just to update the Captain, because the outcome of our little fiasco is absolutely for her ears only and not any even vaguely possible spies, not by ninety-seven rows of little green apple trees."



She sighed. "I check you to your own proverbial seventeen decimals and then some. Even if they can't tap the comm-balls, we can't be sure someone won't be listening in anywhere other than an Embassy… wait. Couldn't I go to the Analytic? I could call her from a room there, and then I don't have to be quarantined."



DuQuesne considered; his head still felt stuffed with sand, but he could drive a few thoughts through it. "You're right. Relgof's one of the few people I think is pretty much a straight shooter in this place; if he guarantees you privacy—
 really
 promises it, mind—you'll be able to rely on his word. Try that first; if it works, you'll still be free to act.
 After
 ," he emphasized, "you get some sleep."



Another yawn kept her from arguing; she stumbled over, planted a quick kiss on his lips, then strode out with the loose-limbed gait of someone about to collapse.



Suspenders and belt, he thought to himself and called one of the nurses. She'll get rest one way or another, if I have to have them tie her down to do it.



Because this damn game's gotten too dangerous to play.









Chapter 29.




A
 riane forced herself to walk quietly into Gabrielle's hospital setup. "Gabrielle," she said, "I don't feel well."



Her friend immediately went to the main control area for the hospital. "Sit down, Arrie. So far, I've found nothing, but that's not terribly surprising; we just started looking a day or so ago, and if they're clever enough…"



Wu Kung stood by the doorway, already fidgeting. Ariane didn't need to ask why; a bodyguard was supposed to protect their client, but even Sun Wu Kung couldn't punch out diseases.



"How about you, Wu?" Gabrielle asked as she began a new scan. "How do you feel?"



A quick smile touched his face. "Oh, you do not need to worry about
 me
 ," he said. "I am immortal, remember. At least, um, five times over."



"Immortal?" Gabrielle repeated with disbelief, then closed her eyes. "Ugh. Bless your heart, Gabrielle, you should think more. Of course; the Arena could certainly do that." She frowned. "You don't think your injuries might affect that?"



"I do not think so. At least, not even
 nearly
 enough to make something like a plague bother me."



"Well," Ariane said, "at least one of us isn't going to be sick."



"Exactly how don't you feel well?" Gabrielle asked. "Hmm… temperature is about a degree and a half elevated. Your nanos can bring that down, but sometimes that's a bad idea."



"I feel a little shaky. Dizzy sometimes. My nose is starting to itch, like I'm going to sneeze. Skin feels too sensitive."



"Fairly common symptoms for a lot of things. But at least this gives me something to look for, following whatever's causing the problem." She consulted one of her headware screens, gazing into what looked like empty space. "Hmmm, yes, your nanos are definitely reacting to something."



The emerald sphere that appeared without warning made Ariane jump.
 Which tells me I really
 am
 off; I'm used to the comm-balls showing up.



"Captain Austin?" the ball said, in Oasis' unmistakable voice.



"Oasis! Thank God, you're all right. Do you know the situation here?"



A sigh. "Yes, I do. Any developments?"



"I'm not feeling tip-top, and Gabrielle's looking me over as we speak. What's happening on your end? Where
 are
 you?"



"I'm in the Faction House of the Analytic; Dr. Rel promised me absolute privacy, so this seemed a lot better idea than coming into the quarantine; Marc suggested it."



"You're one hundred percent right. Why isn't Marc calling me himself? No offense to you, it's just that—"



"—he's usually the one reporting. He's not in good enough shape to report yet, Captain. Simon's also out, and I'm not sure if Davia's out of surgery yet."



A chill went through her gut—one that made the touch of nausea she'd been feeling noticeably worse. "My God… All right, Oasis. Report. What happened?"



"What
 didn't
 happen?" She heard Oasis take a long breath. "At first, we just were following leads—pretty obfuscated leads, too—but eventually we were able to narrow down our targets…"



As Oasis' report slowly unfolded, a cold, implacable anger welled up, making Ariane's physical discomfort irrelevant.
 That absolute
 bastard
 Fairchild set up my friends to be killed—or worse.



The thought of Simon dying or, worse, brain-damaged, was horrifying. The elegant scientist
 was
 his mind; Ariane was quite sure he would prefer death to having his mind crippled. Worse—thinking as the Leader of the Faction of Humanity—was the fact that Simon Sandrisson was one of the Faction's most powerful and flexible weapons. Added to that was that DuQuesne was now far worse off than Ariane or Wu, and Davia was likely at least as crippled as any of them.



In one swift sequence of events, Fairchild had inflicted more damage on Humanity than the entire Molothos War.



She also shuddered at the near escape the whole
 Arena
 had just had; there were some things she didn't even want to contemplate getting loose with the Arena's backing. Oasis and Davia had saved a lot more than their own lives when they took down the nascent Great Wolf.



Oasis' description of her desperate last-minute fight with Fairchild, at least, ended the litany of disasters and near-disasters on a high note.



"You beat Fairchild with your bare hands and threw him out an
 airlock
 ? Oasis, that's
 awesome
 !" Wu Kung said. "I wish I could have seen his face
 !
 "



A chuckle. "I might have a good pic somewhere in my headware. I'll dig around."



"Is he dead, then?" Ariane asked. "I mean, you tossed him out an airlock and then left him in deep space."



"No," Oasis said, both regret and certainty in her voice. "Once he got his wits back—probably just a second after I left—he probably had a dozen options for how to get back inside a comfortable enclosure. Bey's ship wasn't that far away; he could've sent him a mental message for a pickup. Or that other base or ship we knew was in the area might have rescued him, if there was anyone on-board and waiting. Might even be able to use his TK abilities to push himself to the base. There's other ways. He's alive. Which," she went on, "is the way I wanted it. Until we can figure out how to pull Fairchild out of that body, he's got Jonny as a hostage."



Ariane felt her lips tighten. "Oasis, I hate to ask, but are you sure that Jonny
 is
 still in there? The mind, I mean. You described how Giles fought even the Wolf for a bit; wouldn't Jonny have tried to help you when you went up against Fairchild?"



"I'm sure," Oasis said after a moment. "I could be wrong, but I'm sure. Fairchild wants to keep his trade goods handy, and he always follows through on a promise. Also…" Ariane could almost see the momentary grin, "maybe he
 did
 . It wouldn't have taken much, just a little work slowing down Fairchild's reactions or diverting them a bit, to make sure I won that fight."



"And Jonny was used to using little diversions instead of head-on combat," Wu agreed. "He's saving his strength, waiting for a chance to break free when it will
 mean
 something."



"Okay. I hope you're both right." She took a deep breath, trying to quiet both the fury and the shakiness within her. "So, the situation is that Fairchild has released one functional Hyperion—a magician, no less—who seems at least willing to work with him. At the same time, he has crippled three of our best. We don't know Fairchild's current goals or location, or that of this Bey person." A thought struck her. "What about the other Hyperion—Telzey, was it?"



"Not on the ship I took," Oasis said sadly. "I guess we interrupted them before Fairchild finished the transfer; either that, or somehow Bey convinced Fairchild to let him keep Telzey, but I doubt it."



Behind the voice, Ariane could hear both anger and shame.
 Dammit. It really was a worst-case scenario for them.
 "Oasis," she said, "don't beat yourself up for this."



"But we
 lost
 !" Oasis' voice broke, and the sound brought sympathetic tears to Ariane's eyes. "They
 trapped
 us! We lost… I had to kill Giles, and we lost D'Arbignal and Telzey, and Fairchild's—"



"Stop it, Oasis. That's an order as Captain Austin." She waited, then went on. "Yes. In some ways, we lost that facedown, and lost it
 big
 . Our adversary was several steps ahead of us all the time, taking advantage of our assumption that he did not know what he was truly capable of.



"But at the same time, you did
 not
 fail. You kept both Marc and Davia out of their hands. You killed what would have been a far worse monster before it could escape into the universe, and at least let your friend die himself. You and Simon caught up with Fairchild, rescued Marc, and came home with everyone."



Ariane managed a laugh. "You literally
 kicked
 Fairchild's
 ass
 straight out into space and then stole his ship right out from under him. Against Fairchild, I think we can call that at least a draw." She took a breath. "As far as the fallout from this… I don’t think this Bey person is going to be all that helpful or trusting of Fairchild—they are villains with their own ambitions. He's a new problem, but not nearly so bad as it could have been. I think you also managed to get delayed revenge for General Esterhauer; my guess is that the King of Wolves was at least as much responsible for the games played with her head as Fairchild."



A quiet laugh followed. "Captain, you're good at making someone feel better. What do you want me to do now?"



Ariane thought for a moment. "Head back to the Sphere. Tell Oscar that he needs to get back and try to at least meet with some of the people who are demanding to know exactly what our "internal matter" is. Go over Fairchild's ship with a microscope if you have to, but find out every single thing you can from it—whether it's destinations he might have put into the console, notes, a Villain's Log describing his plan, whatever. Also, get everything you have on this Bey character; we need to know what new disasters we might have in store."



"Ha! If we could be that lucky. He's not one of the funny villains, though, so he's probably too smart to be that obvious. I'll get on that right away."



"Keep an eye on Marc, Simon, and Davia, of course, and send me updates
 every
 day."



"Of course I will."



"Also, tell Marc direct from me that I
 order
 him to take it easy. Same to Davia. If Simon wakes up and he's … himself, obviously he's to do the same as well. Until we're out of this quarantine and I can have Wu get a look at them, we have no idea how close they are to dying from this … soul-injury business."



"I check you to all of Marc's decimals there. Anything else, Captain?"



"Just… good job, Oasis. You did a damn good job in the worst case, and you brought all our friends home, and I can't thank you enough for that. Now…" She paused. "Hold on."



Gabrielle had gone rigid, standing so still she seemed carved out of stone.



"Gabrielle?"



The tiny blonde suddenly leaned on her table, back shaking. A breath of fear went through Ariane.
 Is she
 crying
 ? Dear God!



And then she turned, and the shakes resolved into laughter that threatened to bend her double. "Oh, Arrie, you will not
 believe
 this!"








 








Chapter 30.





"H





e has not been doing anything, 'Tanza."



Dajzail stood on the foredeck of
 Gliding Vaternas
 , his own personal Arena sailer. He and Alztanza were the only ones aboard; he'd even made sure Kanjstall stayed behind.
 Not that I distrust Kanj; he's been my Salutant throughout. But what he doesn't know, he can't tell, nor be punished for, if things go wrong. And he knows that, so hasn't questioned me when I have had meetings without him.



Alztanza rotated her head, focusing all of her eye on the Docks to the rear, then studying the sky all about. Evidently this satisfied her, for the tension in her legs abated just enough for Dajzail to see her carapace drop a few centimeters. "I know. He hasn't even seen fit to bring me in for another of his 'discussions' for several days."



Dajzail cursed in a tired buzz. "Malvchait has a number of flaws, but indecision and hesitation are neither part of his makeup." He touched the guidebars, tilting the sails to take them farther out. "We are missing something, 'Tanza. If he does not
 seem
 to be acting, he either
 is
 acting and we do not see it for what it is…"



Alztanza picked up the sentence, speaking slowly, "… or he already
 has acted
 ."



The thought struck him like lightning, and his head snapped around, to find himself looking into Alztanza's own stunned gaze. "He
 has
 already acted."



"The human isolation—"



"—it's not to
 prevent
 infection," Dajzail snarled in chagrin, "no, by the
 Homeworld
 , it's to
 contain
 infection!"



Alztanza smacked herself twice with her fighting-claws, leaving gouges in the carapace. "No! No, what kind of a fool was I? Daj, I
 carried
 the plague! I was his
 tool!
 "



He caught her claws as they rose again. "Stop it!"



She fought for a moment, then went limp, her hum-buzz a keen of self-fury.



"Stop it," he said, more gently. "We knew he was playing a game.
 I
 knew the game he played, just as you did. If you were tricked, then so was I."



Alztanza was motionless for a few moments, but finally her sobbing whine faded and she rose. "Daj… if the humans know they have been infected, they'll know it had to be me."



His fighting-claws flicked out in ironic humor. "Malvchait's played it well. The humans have no reason to trust any of us, let alone myself, the Leader. Which will they find easier to believe: that the renegade Malvchait arranged this by tricking you, or that I, the Leader, arranged it, through the simple and direct expedient of ordering you?"



'Tanza's grinder pursed in delicate distaste. "And even if they privately believe, it's so much easier to publicly accuse us."



Dajzail felt the weight of impending disgrace settling over him. "Which gives the Nests Assembled a unique opportunity: accomplish my removal and replacement in such a way as to also appear
 accommodating
 to the undercreatures, allowing the blame to be directed to me… and then dismissing me, giving Malvchait the Leadership."



Alztanza didn't say anything; she just reached out and touched his own claws, light as a breeze, as he sat there.



Finally, he moved, clasped her claws in his in thanks. "I find I am no longer interested in a sky-cruise. I had hoped to distract us, perhaps. But…"



"I cannot disagree," Alztanza said. "My enthusiasm for the skies is also diminished."



They said little as he brought the craft about and returned to the Docks. He considered whether to remove the various delicacies from the coldstorage, but left them; perhaps, if he were fortunate, there would be an opportunity later.



At least one, in fact, he thought, trying carefully to keep his motions and posture from betraying the line of thought to 'Tanza. Rather than return to the Homeworld to face my disgrace and be, perhaps, demoted below even the command of a vessel, I could take Gliding Vaternas out on a sky-cruise once I have been relieved of Leadership. The skies are deep and wide, and storms and monsters await; none would be surprised if I vanished in the Deeps of the Arena.



From the anxious glances Alztanza occasionally cast in his direction, perhaps the course of his thoughts was not as well concealed as he hoped.



As they re-entered Nexus Arena, a green comm-ball instantly appeared. "Communication from Ariane Austin of Humanity," the ball announced.



A direct call? "Accepted."



"Dajzail? Excellent." The translated voice was pleased. "Are you in a secure location, Leader Dajzail?"



Interesting
 . "I can find one shortly, Leader Austin. Is this a matter of urgency to the Molothos?"



A laugh, only slightly marred by the flesh-moving undertones that were the true sound of human amusement. "To you personally, Leader Dajzail, and the Molothos as well. Call me as soon as you are certain to be secure." The ball vanished.



Alztanza's eye flickered in concern. "Is it happening already?"



"We will see soon enough," he said, turning his steps swiftly towards the Faction House.
 I am still Leader, so security, at least, I can assure there
 . "But while I have little knowledge of human creatures' moods, the translation did not sound, to me, like one who was amused at the imminent fall of an enemy."



"No, that is true," Alztanza said after a thoughtful moment.



Another several minutes elapsed without speech; catching one of the gleaming transports sped them to the House of the Molothos, and the two were quiet as Dajzail led the way to his private quarters.



"Full security, Arena," he commanded. "Survey and seal. Lock doors." He and Alztanza also examined the quarters personally, to ensure there were no other forms of monitoring.



Finally, they were ready. Without thinking, he reached out and took 'Tanza's claw, squeezed it.



She returned the grip. "Ready, Daj?"



"I will be no readier. Captain Ariane Austin, Dajzail of the Molothos calls you!"



The sphere blazed green, flickered red for an instant, then cleared. "I thank you for your promptness, Leader Dajzail," Ariane Austin said; there was no trace of laughter this time, but a serious tone of respect.



"What is the purpose of this call, Captain Austin? The Molothos have little enough to do with Humanity."



"The Molothos," she said, and her voice was suddenly chill as the Deeps themselves, "have set a
 plague
 upon my people."



And so it is come, then
 . "A formidable accusation to make, indeed, Captain Austin."



"We were warned of this by one of your own, Dajzail. And right now, we don't have time to tapdance around the issues, so please, let's not."



"Assuming the truth of this accusation, Captain, what do you wish of me? A Challenge?"



"Perhaps exactly that—but I think we should discuss this."



What is she up to
 ? He took a breath as a pause. "How many of your people are infected with this… plague?" he finally asked.



"About one dozen, including myself," she said. "Fortunately, no one is seriously ill."



He found himself staring in incredulity into Alztanza's equally startled eye. That is simply not possible. Malvchait and his people are in no way incompetent. We have released plagues a thousand times before. There is not the slightest chance that it would not at least claim those infected within the Embassy. "Then I must assume there is no such plague, Captain," he said at last, "because if the Molothos undertook to send a pestilence upon any species of undercreatures, it would be designed to kill, and kill it would."



"I'd be
 real
 careful about that 'undercreature' crack if I were you," the Human Leader retorted. "But we
 know
 it's an engineered plague—we finally isolated key elements of it, and we're currently matching them against basic nanodesign we got from the Molothos corpses we analyzed."



He sealed his grinder so tightly it hurt, not trusting himself to speak anything but insults at the reminder of the Humans' capture and defilement of soldiers' corpses. Once he had finally calmed himself, he spoke. "Then explain to me how a carefully designed plague can infect you, yet threaten none?"



Now
 she laughed, and he could hear other laughs behind hers. "Because your Malvchait was suckered, Dajzail."



The seven-times-damned
 idiot
 !
 "So his source lied."



"Not exactly," came another voice; after a moment, Dajzail placed it as that of Gabrielle Wolfe, the humans' chief medical officer. "He gave your Malvchait the human genome, all right; the genome from
 before
 our bio and nano revolution."



Dajzail was momentarily speechless.



"So," Alztanza said slowly, "the vulnerabilities the plague targeted…"



"… pretty much haven't existed for at least a century and a half, yeah," Gabrielle confirmed. "Even the nasty, nasty toxins this thing cooked up are almost completely harmless now, just give people what amounts to symptoms like the start of some of our milder diseases. Uncomfortable, but not dangerous."



Dajzail allowed himself to rise up, feeling a touch of hope. "What do you want from me, Captain Austin?"



"I want
 Malvchait
 ," she said, her voice hard and cold as any of the People could ever manage. "He may have failed, but he tried to kill me and all my friends, and tried in what I consider the most despicably cowardly manner possible. He also—without knowing it—gave some absolutely vital information to one of our other enemies, and
 that
 has cost us badly. I want your Master of Forces, Dajzail."



"And if I refuse?" His mind rushed forward, examining all the possibilities.



"Then
 I
 will declare war on
 you
 , Dajzail
 ,
 and you will discover exactly what DuQuesne meant when he warned you about the iceberg."



A ripple of unease caused his legs to tap for a moment, echoed by Alztanza's own. Despite his knowledge of the power of the Faction of the Molothos, Dajzail could not forget the sight of
 Zounin-Ginjou
 emerging unscathed from an assault that would have blasted entire cities to ashes.



"It would seem pointless to have insisted so much on achieving a… peace, only to proceed with scarcely a few months' delay back to a war," he said after a moment. "Since we are in private, I will admit that I, too, wish Malvchait removed. I cannot do so myself, however. Nor can I simply turn him over to aliens, even if I were to admit his actions. No other Faction may make demands of the Molothos for one of their citizens."



"Understood—and I agree with you in principle, as well. No Faction would want to give others the right or power to demand that their individuals be turned over to another for trial or punishment."



There was another laugh, this one edged with danger that Dajzail found he
 liked
 . This human had something amusing
 in mind. "But I have, I think, a possible solution to
 both
 our problems… and one that both of us will find appropriate."



And as he listened to her exquisitely elegant answer to their dilemma, Dajzail found himself, quite unwillingly, starting to admire the Human Leader.








 








Chapter 31.





"M





aster of Forces, report to me at once."



Malvchait stared at the communicator so hard he felt his eye pulsing. Leader Dajzail had not even waited for a response; the comm had fallen silent immediately after the last word.



A trickle of unease rose from the tips of his claws all the way to the center of his body.
 The overtones were sharp and emphatic. That was a command of confidence and certainty.



Or, more likely, meant to sound that way. He shook off the momentary sense of doubt. The experiment on Humanity had proceeded exactly as he had intended; within days the human undercreatures would have no choice but to admit that they were dying—and most likely the Leader of the Faction would be one of the victims. That was why they were so silent; a new Leader would
 have
 to be chosen before they could even make such an announcement.



Once
 that
 happened, Malvchait would have proven his point to the Nests Assembled, have fulfilled his Directive of Action. The Nests would have to act to remove Dajzail as Leader. Dajzail might be Leader in this moment, but his days were short as the turning tide, and he must know that.



He drummed his feet in annoyance, then calmed himself. It costs me nothing to acquiesce now. His power over me ends soon enough.



After a quick check to make sure his shell and ornaments were in proper condition, Malvchait made his way to the Leader's official hall; the tone of command made it clear that this would not be a meeting in privacy.



The Hall—a broad, circular room with a low, domed ceiling, ornamented in the Shallows style Dajzail favored—was nearly empty; only two Molothos awaited him. It was unsurprising to see that the second was Alztanza.
 Your attempt at espionage was futile. Best you tend to your forces rather than matching wits with me. Perhaps you will survive this purge, but I will watch you well.



"Master of Forces," Dajzail said, his voice as cold and rigid as ever it had been.



"As I was called, so I have come," Malvchait said, matching the coldness with precision. "Might I ask why?"



"There is a… matter that concerns the Molothos greatly, and it is one you may be able to assist with." Dajzail rose on his legs and stepped forward, a slow, ominous advance.



Against Malvchait's will, his unease returned, even as Dajzail went on, "You are aware, are you not, that the Human Embassy has been sealed, with little communication in or out, and no physical traffic seen at all?"



"I heard vague rumors to that effect," Malvchait replied with deliberate carelessness. "The activities of the undercreatures is not a great interest of mine."



"Hm. Strange, then, that at least two of your known associates have been shown to be spending significant time in surveillance of that particular Embassy."



Malvchait controlled his reaction. Interesting. I had thought Ervnantos and Resgansin had concealed their activities. Dajzail has effective investigators, at the least. "I know nothing of this."



A casual wave of a fighting claw. "No matter. We now know what caused the silence and closure of their Embassy. It was fear of an unknown disease, a plague of obscure origin."



Malvchait smiled, his grinder relaxed and manipulators rippling. "This I knew, in fact."



"Ah? So, you
 were
 interested in them after all?"



"I was given a Directive of Action—as I assume your ineffectual spy reported to you—to strike against Humanity as I would, using my own resources. Tell me, do you know any of those who were infected?"



Dajzail buzzed a curse. "You claim responsibility for this?"



"It was my
 Directive
 —to demonstrate my capacity and your inability to detect or oppose it," Malvchait retorted. "Who were the victims?"



"The first to show symptoms was their Leader, Ariane Austin."



And there was not a chance they could have saved the first few infected. Perfect!
 "Then I have managed a most elegant demonstration, have I not? Are we to speak with the Nests Assembled, you and I? Or will you remain here for a last few days?"



"A demonstration… yes, indeed. But what, precisely, have you demonstrated?"



Malvchait stared at him.
 He understands perfectly. Why does he persist in this
 ? "I have demonstrated that I can strike where you could not, even from within the dishonorable peace you have declared! Deprived of their Leader, the Humans are weakened, and without anything they could use to strike against us."



"Ah." Dajzail turned his back on Malvchait, a gesture of such contempt that Malvchait buzzed rage at the insult. "You show a distressing tendency to assume the conclusions in your favor; this is a grave failing in a Master of Forces."



"What conclusions do you believe I have 'assumed', Leader?"



Behind him, he heard the door open.



"The assumption that I'm dead, for starters," said a familiar and alien voice.



Malvchait spun on all seven legs, to see Captain Ariane Austin of Humanity standing in the doorway, flanked by her freakish bodyguard and another, the one with long red tendrils on her head. He rotated his torso and snarled at Dajzail, "So you
 lied
 ?"



"Not a bit of it," Captain Austin said. "I
 was
 the first to show symptoms. But they faded pretty fast." She strode up to Malvchait, and though he could smell that she found him even more unpleasant to approach than he did her, she did not stop until she was looking directly up into his eye. "See, your problem is that you were
 played
 ."



"I—"



"What she means," Alztanza said, "is that Doctor Alexander Fairchild tricked you. You received the human genome, yes… one from long before they began improving their species. All the tricks you used were old to their own defenders a hundred cycles of the seasons ago. Not one person was even made seriously ill."



Shock was followed by magnesium-hot fury.
 That undercreature
 tricked
 me?
 ME?



The barest beginnings of a screech of rage emerged before he took a brutal hold of his reactions.
 The tide is revealed to be a riptide instead, and I am in peril.



"As you
 admitted
 your actions, in your own words," Ariane Austin went on, "and as you also clearly claimed you were following orders or at least authority given you by the rulers of the Molothos, I can view this as an attack by the Faction of the Molothos. A particularly
 cowardly
 attack, for a species that prides itself so about its superior strengths."



"You may view it that way," Dajzail retorted. "Yet if you wish to end the peace so recently imposed, the Molothos will be most accommodating."



Pause a moment. Dajzail accepted this peace. He was, I am sure, concerned about these undercreatures' resources. Would he be so quick to accept war now? True, Dajzail was a true Molothos, and to yield to such soft and pallid undercreatures as these was not in his nature… but something about that response did not ring true.



Nor did the pose of Alztanza, which was not that of one confronting enemies. She was facing
 Malvchait
 , and her claws and manipulators twitched as if she were about to receive a long-awaited gift.



"An entire war is not necessary," the blue-tressed Captain responded. "I only demand one recompense: Malvchait himself."



Malvchait hissed out a dismissive curse, but tensed.
 Surely, he would not…



"Come,
 Captain
 Austin; your people refused to turn over two of your own to end a war already underway, and lost tens of thousands of your lives in the battle that followed. You expect the Molothos to be so fearful of war that we would sacrifice one of our highest officers?"



"Hmph. I suppose not. But it was one way to avoid the conflict. You leave me no choice, then." She raised her hand and pointed. "I Challenge you, Dajzail of the Molothos!"



A scraping sensation of dread was slowly returning to Malvchait. This is a set-piece. See how Dajzail raises himself in preparation—just a bit too exaggerated!



"Are you certain, Leader Ariane Austin of Humanity?"



"Are you
 afraid
 , Leader Dajzail?"



A ripping screech. "So you shall have it, then! I accept your Challenge! And it is my right to choose the manner of the Challenge; it shall be combat, hand-to-hand, in the Arena!"



The tiny teeth were bared in a smile that still, somehow, looked deadly. "Suits me just fine. Do we need to work out the details later, or now?"



Dajzail shrugged. "Now is as good a time as any. The champion of the Molothos shall be a veteran of combats large and small, one who while no Arena Champion has kept himself master of the deadliest of our crafts; I, personally, have observed him at practice, and know he is one of our best."



As the jaws of the trap closed, Malvchait found that horror had robbed him of the ability to speak.



"Master of Forces Malvchait shall answer your challenge, undercreature," Dajzail sneered.



"I look forward to breaking him myself," Ariane Austin said.



Remembering this being blazing with light, above a defeated Shadeweaver, galvanized Malvchait into speech. "Leader Dajzail! I do not fear to face a human in the Arena, but it has been shown they have certain… freaks in their midst."



It was a weak ploy, and Malvchait knew it. While it was not unusual to argue specific points of a choice of Champion, rarely did such arguments carry weight with either side. They were often seen more as grumbling against trouble that one had already bought and paid for.



To his surprise, Dajzail's head tilted, as though thinking. "It
 is
 true that I would not field you, myself, or any ordinary person against those particular beings. I am minded to make that a condition, Captain; you undoubtedly would like to have Malvchait in the Arena. I, equally obviously, do not wish the Molothos to be roundly humiliated by that impossibility that guards you, nor by whatever abilities you have gained and hidden."



"All right," Ariane said, still with that deadly smile. "I won't mind being in the stands as Marc C. DuQuesne squashes—"



"
 Nor
 that one," Dajzail said.



Her face darkened. "You know,
 I'm
 the one who had to face a plague this coward sent! I'm bending over backwards here to be accommodating, but I'll be damned if I'll let you keep vetting my every choice—especially since I'm pretty sure by the rules of the Arena I can choose any damn person I want. Fine, not Marc either, but my next choice is final, and you can take it up with the Arena Itself if you don't like it."



"Agreed," Dajzail said stiffly.



She gestured to her other side. "Oasis Abrams will be our Champion in this battle, then."



The bodyguard of their Ambassadors.
 Malvchait felt a slow trickle of relief. She would be a formidable fighter, but as additional human beings had begun to show up in the Arena, Malvchait had gained a better idea of their capabilities. Wu Kung was clearly a heavily modified warrior, Ariane Austin some kind of Shadeweaver-like being, and DuQuesne a fearsome unknown responsible for repelling an entire invasion force. The red-tendriled woman surely could not be in that same class.



"Agreed and done!" Dajzail said quickly. "Shall we say… in three days?"



"Three days it is," she replied, and
 grinned
 at Dajzail.



And Malvchait suddenly realized that the entire meeting had been planned out; Ariane Austin had never had any intention of entering the Challenge ring, and Dajzail had known it. They had meant for him to face Oasis Abrams all along.



He raised his eye to look at the smaller, red-tendrilled woman. She met his gaze impassively; for a moment, they stared at each other, motionless.



Then she pointed at Malvchait, and made a gesture that the Arena did not have to translate: a violent slash across her throat.



He found his legs were vibrating with rage and terror as the three humans walked out, as Dajzail—
 Leader of the Molothos
 —bid them a pleasant farewell.








 








Chapter 32.




I
 t was a fragile feeling, consciousness. Simon became aware that he was aware, at last, after an unguessable time drifting in a red-and-black half-life, occasionally interspersed with visions of things alien and distant, fragments of infinite knowledge swirling in a maelstrom of confusion and loss.



Now he realized he was lying on a surface, with gravity keeping him there. It was a soft surface, a bed; there were the faint, undefinable but definite sounds that told him it was a hospital.



That
 reminded him of the last moments of agony and transcendence, guiding the very alignment of spacetime and velocity to propel a vessel instantly into alignment with another in direction, speed, and location, violating the naïve assumptions of conservation of energy and momentum as though they were mere suggestions.



"Oh," he said weakly and opened his eyes.



"You're supposed to say 'where am I?'," replied a familiar voice.



He turned his head to see Oasis putting down an old-fashioned book and scooting her chair over to his bedside. "Aren't
 you
 supposed to give a little scream and then start crying happy tears? Maybe give an overenthusiastic hug to the convalescent?"



"I did the crying part yesterday, when they told us your brain activity had stabilized and you looked to be recovering," Oasis said, and then smiled, her eyes sparkling a bit more than the light justified. "But if you insist…"



She squeezed his hand tight. "Thank
 all
 the gods, Simon, I was, like,
 so
 worried about you," she whispered, and there
 were
 two tears running down her cheeks. She leaned down, kissed him, then sat back just a little. "Ariane would have been here too, you know, but…"



"But the Leader of the Faction cannot afford the time to wait for one advisor to wake up, no." Simon took a breath, assessed his condition.
 Everything… aches, as though I had run through some kind of exercise regimen that tested every single muscle. And there is both a pain and a darkness in my head.
 "I was that badly off?"



"For a couple of days you were not well at all, no. I was afraid you wouldn't wake up before I had to go."



"Go? Go where? Back to the Arena, or the System?"



"Oh, god. Look, let me explain. No, wait, there's too much, let me sum up," she said, with a flash of a distant smile that implied a memory he did not know. "You got us there in time and I beat up Fairchild and stole his ship, but meanwhile the Molothos Malvchait let loose a plague and put our Embassy into quarantine, but it turned out Fairchild scammed them and sold the Molothos our
 outdated
 genome, so everyone's fine, and so Dajzail and Ariane set up Malvchait into a Challenge and in about thirty-six hours I have to go beat him down in the Arena."



He gaped at her, seeing her manic grin. "
 Nani
 ? Wait, Oasis, that's too much for
 anyone
 to put into one sentence! You
 beat up
 Fairchild?"



"Yes!" He could see, now, the relaxed confidence at full brilliance, a brilliance that had been dimmed ever since the day Oasis had first seen Fairchild. "It was with
 tons
 of luck, yeah, but still, I planned it, and with just a little assist from DuQuesne, I pulled it off and kicked him out into space and took his ship."



"Well… congratulations. I mean… that's
 wonderful,
 Oasis, and really, congratulations to you. It must feel… amazing."



"It does." She closed her eyes and a smile spread across her face.



No doubt remembering what it felt like to finally beat down her worst nightmare. "And so Fairchild had sold Malvchait an outdated—"



"Like, 2
 0
 t
 h
 century outdated!"



"-a
 very
 outdated copy of our genome, which he used to make an ineffective plague. How did this lead to him getting in the Arena with you?"



"Seems that Malvchait didn't like Dajzail at all because he was too soft on Humanity. So, the plague was his own power-play to show Malvchait's superiority, which instead backfired and could have embarrassed the entirety of the Molothos. So, when Ariane Challenged Dajzail over the plague, he basically threw Malvchait under the bus."



A vision of Malvchait came to him—from some prior vision or from the unbidden and random working of his damaged talent he did not know—but it chilled him. "Oasis, he is a
 formidable
 creature. Are you going to be all right?"



She patted his cheek. "Simon, I may not be a superpowered electrokinetic like Davia or some ultra-psionic and pulp-fiction engineer like Marc, but I am still a Hyperion. He's big and scary and he could kill me, yeah, but have some faith, okay?" Her face darkened. "He was the one who let Fairchild find out he wasn't depowered, so
 he's
 responsible for you, Marc, and Davia being in the hospital—"



"Hold on.
 Marc
 is in the hospital? I knew Davia was hurt, and I certainly overstrained myself terribly, but—"



"He had to slow down Fairchild for me, and since Fairchild isn't soul-hurt at all…"



"Bugger. Yes, of course, Marc had to use his full power, which would hurt him badly." He frowned. "That's not good at all. I do not think I dare use my own unusual power for
 anything
 for a while, and I presume that is true of Marc. Davia?"



"Great Wolves cut the soul directly. She's about as bad as Marc was before."



"So, of our… people of unusual abilties, we are effectively down to you and Velocity Celes."



"Which is, as I was saying, Malvchait's fault, and I'm going to take it out of his carapace and see his blood myself." Her face was hard and the green eyes were chips of tropical seas frozen to glaciers.



And somehow it makes her more attractive. "Do you intend to kill him?"



"I'm playing that by ear. I guess if he surrenders I won't, but doing that would
 really
 hurt his image for his people, so I'm not betting he will."



She bent and rested her head on his chest; he put his hand up and felt the heavy warmth of her crimson hair. "God, I was so worried about you."



"I was worried about
 you
 ," he said, and embraced her. "And I don't regret doing what I had to."



"You were living the
 Edge
 ," she said, and he could hear the warmth in her tone. "And
 god
 was that hot, even though you were scaring me to death."



"So, is this what life with you will be like, Oasis? Desperate danger, hairsbreadth escapes, last-chance rescues, then emotional hospital visits?" He kissed the top of her head.



She laughed into his chest. "Don't forget the romantic getaways afterwards. Gotta have time to rest and recuperate so you can look fantastic in the next adventure. Why, are you thinking you'll be any safer dating Leader-of-the-Faction-of-Humanity Ariane Austin?"



He began laughing until his head hurt. "Oh… oh, dear, yes, you have a point. I suppose," he reached down, and raised her head until he could kiss her, "that I am doomed to the
 Edge
 no matter where I turn."



Then Simon pushed her gently away and swung his legs around so he could sit up. "Now, can you find my clothes?"



"Simon, you—"



"Oh, by all means call in Gabrielle, but I have to walk a bit, get the blood pumping, and get ready." He gave her a deliberately fierce grin. "Because the Arena is not going to see that
 any
 of us are too weak to watch you defeat a Molothos in Challenge!"









Chapter 33.





"S





o, do you
 feel
 any different, Marc?" Ariane asked, watching as the immense power engineer stretched slowly—a sight she found very much worth watching.



"Only if I think about it," he replied, and sat down to pull his boots on. "Physically, I didn't get bad hurt in our little adventures, and a few days of nanos have got me back in top physical shape. But if I think about anything touching on my Hyperion advantages, I can feel that everything's hanging by a few really weak threads. You mentioned that touching your abilities feels like trying to tense your arm when you've got a big cut that's barely held together with stitches, right? Right now, for me it's like my whole
 body's
 barely held together with stitches, like the Frankenstein Monster."



"Wu?" Ariane called.



The red-black haired Hyperion immediately popped through the door. "What is it, Captain?"



"Take a look at Marc and tell me what you see."



The faintest hint of light played about Wu Kung, and his face wrinkled like he was smelling something foul. "By the
 Seven Pearls
 , DuQuesne, I told you
 not
 to and you did!"



"Didn't have much choice, Wu; if I
 hadn't
 , it's dollars to doughnuts that Fairchild would've had Oasis cold."



The little Monkey King snorted. "Well, you ruined yourself in a good cause. But you…" He shivered. "You are like a glass vase covered in cracks. A single
 touch
 and you could shatter."



"How long until I heal?"



A rare expression of grimness settled on Sun Wu Kung's features, and a breath of chills brushed across Ariane. "
 Heal
 ? Do not jump
 that
 branch so fast, DuQuesne. This is…" he hesitated, gesturing inarticulately, finally going on, "… bad. I mean,
 really
 bad. You're still bleeding, is the best way to say it. Maybe the soul-bleed will stop, maybe it will not, but until it
 does
 you are not getting better at all. You need
 help
 , a healer who understands these things, and…" Wu shrugged helplessly. "I am no healer. If we were home, I would go steal the latest crop of the Peaches or something and see if that would help, or maybe your real Mentor would have some ideas, but…" the shrug again.



Ariane pursed her lips. That's horrid. And a terrible thing from the point of view of the Leader of Humanity. DuQuesne's one of our most invaluable resources. "Go check the others for me, please? I need to know just how bad it is."



"They are still all here in the hospital, yes?"



"Yes. Oasis is with Simon or Davia—check her too, even though she didn't imply she was badly hurt."



"Wait here. It will only take a few minutes."



"Sorry, Ariane," DuQuesne said quietly, after a moment.



"What? Oh, don't apologize, Marc. You did what had to be done, and even if it hurt you badly, everyone came home. I'm just worried about—"



"—everything, yeah, I know." He gave his least-saturnine smile. "Leader Ariane Austin and my friend Ariane Austin, and," he lowered his face to hers and gave her a kiss, "the woman I love, Ariane, worrying about the big galoot she fell in love with, a friend, and the consequences to her Faction without big, scary Doctor Marc C. DuQuesne around to kick her enemies in the teeth."



"Well, it
 is
 my job. Much as part of me hates it. I have leaned on you a lot."



"It'd be less of a problem if this damn situation with Fairchild hadn't taken so many of us out." He glanced up from her eyes and she looked over to see Wu Kung. "So, what's the word, Wu?"



"The word sucks," Wu Kung said bluntly. "Davia is hurt as bad as you are, Ariane—that
 monster
 cut her soul like a knife cuts fruit—and
 Simon
 ? He's as bad as DuQuesne. Oasis isn't too badly off; she has… call it some strain and little nicks and cuts, but the monster never got a good cut on her, and her fight with Fairchild didn't stress her too much."



That's just fabulous
 . "So Davia and I are out of it for at least six months and Simon and DuQuesne… indefinitely?"



"You still don't understand!" Wu's voice rose in pitch at the end, piercing her with his own fear. "They could be
 dying
 ."



She stared at him. "You mean it."



The nod was sharp and certain. "What if your glass vase is being held together because it was wet? What happens when the water runs dry?"



Crap
 . "And you can't help?"



DuQuesne was pale beside her as Wu shook his head. "No. I am still not well myself, and whatever techniques I know? I don't know if they would work, and even if they would, I have to be at my very best to do something that delicate." He looked down, face ashamed. "I only really know how to fight, not how to fix."



"It's okay, Wu. We don't expect you to fix everything."
 Dying
 ?



To hell with that. I'm not losing either of them.
 "Marc, of the other surviving Hyperions you know of, would any of them be a good soul-healer?"



He screwed up his face, thinking. After a moment, he sighed and made a negative gesture. "Not offhand. Some of their support characters, yeah, but I figure that we'd already know if any of the good guy AIs had gotten out intact; they'd have contacted Mentor, at least."



So what… wait a minute. "Vindatri!"



Both men's heads came up. "Now
 that
 is most definitely a thought," DuQuesne said after a moment. "A twenty-four carat, diamond-encrusted thought, at that."



"He plays games of soul-touching," Wu said slowly. "He could make us reflect who we were and learn from that by touching on our essence. He could unravel your seal. Captain, it really is possible he knows."



"Can't call him, though. Question is whether he
 would
 help," DuQuesne mused.



"I think he would," Ariane said, thinking it through. "He revealed his true nature to us; he's put down his chips, so to speak, on our table, and we've bet on him, too. If I take that metaphor, it's to his advantage to make sure we've got the strongest hand possible, given who we're playing against."



"Makes sense. So, what's the play, Captain?"



"Wu, can you make any guess how long before Marc or Simon could… come apart, as you put it? Are they maybe," she hesitated, then made herself go on, "maybe dropping dead in the next couple of minutes, or hours, or is it days, weeks, or months before your metaphorical water might evaporate?"



Wu glowed again, staring at DuQuesne. This time he took several minutes to study the big Hyperion. "Be right back," he said, and bounced out the door—presumably to do the same somewhat disconcerting staring exercise at Simon.



After the promised few minutes, Wu came back in. "I don't think they're in danger
 very
 soon. I wouldn't want to wait weeks, but days should be fine.
 If
 ," he went on with cold emphasis to Marc, "you don't even
 think
 about trying to use your powers. Not one single mind-touch, none of your not-possible technology tinkering, not a bit of it. Understand, DuQuesne?"



"On the beam and in the green, Wu. I check you to ninety-seven decimals. Give Simon the bad news too, and make sure he's going to stick to the program."



Once Wu had bounded back out of the room, DuQuesne looked back to her. "Game plan, Captain?"



I hope I'm making the right call.
 "All of us show up for the Challenge," she said, pitching her voice as she did when commanding. It sometimes felt like playacting to her, but she'd noticed that somehow it made everyone
 around
 her feel better, as though just sounding like "Captain Ariane Austin, Leader of the Faction" made her that much more competent and wise. "We're going to make sure the whole Arena—probably including Fairchild—sees that we're all healthy and intact. That will put down any rumors that we might somehow be weakened by the Molothos' ploy, or anything that Fairchild might try to promote based on what he knows happened back in the System.



"Once that's done—assuming Oasis wins, which I sure hope to God she does—you and Simon will be sent on a special, hush-hush mission from me. We'll have to work out exactly what gets said to who, but we can mix some truth and falsehood into it. I'm thinking we can let some people get a hint that somehow we have a new Sphere—which depending on the outcome of that duel might be more true then than it is even now—and you're setting things up, while rumors pointed in Fairchild's direction are that I'm having you really push on the Hyperion recruitment after these last events."



"Which we should do for real," DuQuesne agreed. "I'll give Dav and Oasis the contact info I can."



"I was going to ask you to do that, so thank you for volunteering. In reality, of course, you're going to Vindatri's."



"You've got our own route there in your head, Captain. You'll have to give it to me and Simon, and record a message to Vindatri making sure he's clear on why you're not with us."



She nodded. They both remembered Vindatri's volatile reaction to their not grasping the niceties of his people's traditions of invitation and guesting; the last thing they needed was to offend him in some other fashion.



Admittedly, they also now knew that much of his behavior had been a deliberately deceptive act… but not which parts were real and which were deception.



"One other problem, though," DuQuesne said after a moment. "We can obfuscate as much as we want, but there's no chance in hell that Vindatri won't get
 some
 idea of what Simon's able to do. Okay, Mr. Creepy is our ally now, and sure as water's wet we need all the allies we can get, but we'll still be putting our biggest top-secret into his view. You all right with that?"



Ugh
 . "No, I'm not 'all right' with that—but I don't think we have much choice, either. The Faction needs both of you functional in all senses of the word, and I need to know my two friends and best advisors, not to mention guys I have heavy-duty crushes on, are not going to drop dead on me any time soon. So, do the best both of you can to keep him from getting the details on Simon, but I accept that no matter what you do he might still get the truth anyway."



DuQuesne nodded. "Understood, Captain, and for what it's worth, I agree with you. In some ways Simon's more valuable than any of us, and even if Vindatri learns the truth, it doesn't mean he can control Simon… and the positive thing is that, like any of the big operators in the Arena, he's not going to be even a teensy bit miffed that we tried to hide stuff from him."



"Secrets being what the Arena runs on, yes." She turned to the door as Wu Kung came back in. "All okay?"



"Simon promises to be 'as careful as humanly possible', so I guess that's good," Wu said cheerfully. "Now what?"



"Now," she said, picking up her carry bag, "we head back to Nexus Arena, and Marc and I will start the 'show everyone how healthy we are' rumors by going to Mairakag Achan's!"








 








Chapter 34.





"D





o either of the contestants wish to yield at this time?" the soft-thunder voice of the Arena asked.



Malvchait gave a disgusted buzz-snarl that translated as a curse.
 Of course he's not yielding; the only hope he has at all is winning this.
 "No," Oasis said, staring straight into the Molothos' glowing yellow eye, "I do not."



"Very well," the Arena said, and the massed spectators around the Core Ring leaned ever so slightly forward, knowing that there was now no turning back. "This is a Challenge of individual combat in an urban setting. Each contestant has been allotted one sidearm of their choice with equivalent amounts of ammunition, and allowed to select appropriate unpowered armor and weaponry for close-quarters combat.



"The Challenge is concluded when one of the following conditions is met: one of the contestants surrenders, one of the contestants is rendered unconscious or otherwise unable to act in any practical fashion, or one of the contestants is dead. If both contestants die or are rendered unconscious at the same moment, the winner will be the Faction whose representative struck the final blow.



"This is also a timed Challenge; if a definitive victory has not been achieved in four hours, the winner will be the one who has inflicted the most proportional injury upon the other. If no significant injuries have been inflicted at the end of that time, the Challenge will be a draw, incurring no penalty to either Faction.



"Are you ready, Malvchait of the Molothos?"



"I am," grated the insectoid creature.



"Are you ready, Oasis of Humanity?"



"Ready!" she said with a grin, and waved to the stands. "Let's get this party started!"



"Challenge begins in three… two… one…"



Instantaneously, there was no longer a broad, mostly featureless floor with a Molothos staring at her a few meters away; instead, she now stood in the ruins of a bombed-out building, rebar projecting from concrete like rusty spines. Before her stretched, seemingly to the horizon, the shattered hulks of skyscrapers, I-beams with crumbling remains of apartments and offices clinging to them like tatters of flesh on a skeleton. Rank, rough grasses grew wherever the broken sidewalks and roads exposed the dusty earth, a sort of gray or brown overlaying the green beneath; scattered bushes and stunted trees could be seen here and there. Even the sky seemed dimmed, the blue and white of clouds touched with that same brown-gray; the air was hot and dry, with a faint and unpleasant metallic tang.



The scene struck with more power than she had expected; this was, very much, a late-twentieth century post-apocalyptic world. For a moment she remembered another home, in a world of precisely that time, and the echoes of loss screamed in the distance, ghosts of two lost worlds.



Why? Why would the Arena do this?
 She moved cautiously out from the meager shelter of the ruin, looking around.
 No mistaking it; this is human architecture.



Catching sight of a half-collapsed towering structure, great radio mast still thrust a thousand feet into the air, she knew it was not merely human; she knew it for the legendary city it was, one she had seen many times in her old life, and now she shuddered to recognize the broken corpse of New York City.
 Why?



After a moment, she thought she could at least guess. This setting was clearly meant to unnerve her… but it would also confuse and disturb Malvchait, since he would recognize that he was in the ruins of an alien world he had never seen. She knew the designs, the layout of this city, the structures and remnants she might expect to encounter; Malvchait would have nothing but the most general assumptions to guide him.



All right, let's get to it.
 The spectators wouldn't want to sit around for hours waiting for the action, so she had to assume Malvchait was somewhere not very far away—a city block or so, perhaps, but not all the way across the city.



She checked her pistol—rather appropriately, an old-fashioned but still reliably lethal chemical projectile weapon—and returned it to the secured holster after she'd assured herself it was properly loaded.
 It's identical to one I used back home as Oasis for
 years
 . The Arena's showing off again.



She checked off her other equipment; throwing knives, a few concealed knives, a bola, extendable staff similar to Wu's, rope, grappling hook. Neither of them had been allowed sense-enhancing devices, so no binoculars, no infrared or lowlight goggles, things like that. Her senses and skills versus those of the Master of Forces.



She knew Molothos could be quick and often subtle in their movements; Marc had mentioned that their warriors had been able to move their feet to sound very much like random forest noises. But given their size and design, she suspected they weren't that good at climbing things. Malvchait would also find it difficult to negotiate doorways built for human use.



Across from her was a partially-intact brownstone four floors high; it was by far the highest remaining building for a considerable distance. Oasis glanced all around to make sure she was unobserved, then darted across and into the open doorway. It seemed to have been a residence; the first room to one side was a sitting or living room, while in the second room ruins of a massive desk, bookshelves with decaying books, chairs, and even a three-foot globe gave evidence of an office, perhaps a consulting area. She ignored the remains of the private elevator at the end. The two rooms on the other side were caved in, but the stairs were barely negotiable; passing two floors that appeared to be for bedrooms, she emerged into the ruins of the top floor, which was a tangle of glass and benches, remnants of someone's rooftop hothouse.



The wreckage would give her good cover, so she scooted carefully over the broken glass and squinted down the streets.
 This battle is Malvchait's only chance to salvage something from his screwup, so he's going to be driven to find me. I can be patient. If he waits until time goes out, it won't help him much, because it will make him look afraid to face one of us.



She grinned to herself. Of course, that would also make this probably the most boring Challenge ever, but she was much more interested in winning or drawing than she was in making things look good.



Fifteen minutes passed without any sign of movement other than the movement of stunted grass and leaves. Then she suddenly became aware that the outline of a crumbling building a hundred meters away had shifted ever so slightly.



Focusing on that area, she was able to make out the outline of the Molothos—but it wasn't easy. Malvchait had applied some kind of color-pattern to his entire body that blended him almost perfectly with the apocalyptic ruins.
 Wow. It's actually shifting. He can't be using nanos… maybe some kind of metamaterial waveguide?



Malvchait was already showing he was more formidable than Oasis and K had hoped. If the material didn't wear off easily, the Molothos would be extremely hard to keep track of if he was more than twenty meters off and could break line-of-sight. She had some simple camouflage makeup of her own, but nothing that was nearly that effective.



More, Malvchait was being deadly cautious; he was making no sudden moves that would draw the eye, and if she hadn't been watching that particular area for the past quarter-hour, she might never have noticed the variations as he made his way along the street. By now the Molothos Master of Forces had completed his move around a blocking wall—still slow and steady—and had let his legs relax until he had sagged well behind a fallen wall; only the head and top of the upright torso were visible, and the head was carefully rotating, scanning for signs of the human adversary.



Oasis dropped stealthily below the edge of the wall; he'd notice her hair first.
 Sometimes I really wish I shaved my head, but it's hard to bring myself to do it.
 She drew out a mirror and edged it just above the wall.



Malvchait was gone.



Oh crap.



She scuttled along the wall, popping up for a look several meters away from her last appearance—



She was ducking even as her conscious mind recognized the flash and felt the heat of the plasma packet on her cheek.
 Hey, it missed me, right? No big.
 The adrenaline making her shake inside gave the lie to that; just a few centimeters over, and she'd have been wounded or dead.



She leapt to her feet already running, watching, and there he was, doing some kind of seven-legged pirouette that let him cover ground like a wheel; at the same time another bolt of energy ripped the air near her, but not quite so close, and she returned fire, double-tap as she tracked his erratic course from point to point.



Both down two shots. Leaves us with twenty-two each.
 Oasis dove for cover at the same time that Malvchait reached his own shelter, a wall that had fallen across others to leave a shadowed little cave.



She forced herself to stay down.
 Follow the plan. He has to come to me.
 She scooted around to one side, where anything emerging from the partly-ruined stair would be immediately in her view, and crouched behind a fallen bench, her eyes just above the edge, focused down the sights of her pistol.



In the wind-touched silence of the desolate city, she was just able to make out the quiet tapping sounds of the Molothos picking its careful way toward the building. Oasis resisted the impulse to try a pop-up shot; Malvchait had already shown the speed of his reactions and accuracy at a much farther distance. She was faster than him, if she let her Hyperion edge out, but she was supposed to hide that as much as possible.



The sounds faded slightly as the Molothos edged around the building towards the entrance, then went away entirely as he either entered, or passed beyond it. She settled in a bit more, keeping the gun centered on the stairway exit.



Long minutes passed. Unsurprising, of course, since the creature would be very cautious in the cramped spaces, but still nerve-wracking. Oasis swallowed, took a quiet breath, and started to re-settle herself.



There was a scraping sound
 behind her
 .



Oasis leapt and whirled to one side, staring in shocked disbelief as plasma blasted a hole where she'd been sitting an instant before.



Malvchait was just rising above the edge of the roof like a spider, plasma pistol gripped in his manipulators, fighting-claws tensed. Oasis slid under one and kicked up, connecting with the Molothos' weapon and sending it flying away; at the same time the second claw snapped out, a mantis-strike that numbed her arm and made her drop her own weapon.



She rolled away, trying to catch up the pistol, but Malvchait flowed onto the roof in a single motion, one of his spiked legs kicking the gun away.
 I underestimated him badly. I didn't believe he could climb that well, let alone that quietly.
 She remembered that Gabrielle had found that the pointed leg-tips could actually flower outward; now she knew why.
 They're climbing pads. Van der Waals force based, probably, like geckos. Turn into points for fighting, climbing soft materials, or running on harder surfaces. Wonder if that was evolution or design?



Oasis came to her feet, tense and feeling the
 Edge
 starting, and she let a grin spread across her face. "Hey there, bugface! I wondered where you'd gotten to!"



Malvchait screeched contemptuously. "You thought you had ambushed me. I compliment you on your reflexes but laugh at your foolishness in believing I would walk into such an obvious trap." The crablike sidling motion was creepy and unnerving.



Still, she was probably creepy and unnerving to a Molothos, with her smooth motions and soft exterior. She pulled a cylinder from her belt and gave the shake-turn motion that caused it to snap out into a full-length staff. "Good to know you're not
 always
 stupid, or that would make this boring."



Malvchait
 bounced
 towards her, a synchronized leap from all seven legs that hurled him forward and up.



"
 Whoa!
 " A backflip got her
 just
 clear as a double claw strike punched twin holes in the roof, and then she reversed. Her own leap-strike forced Malvchait to parry, and he lashed back out at her. For a few moments, the two of them were motionless except for the jackknife flicking of the lethal fighting-claws and the ringing blurred jabs and parries of her staff.



But the Molothos outweighed her easily three to one, and there was no way she could keep facing him like that—at least, not without showing off things she really didn't want to show.
 But he's just shown me another way I can hurt him…



She ducked the next set of strikes and rolled to the right, the bladed claws smashing down just where she'd been a second before. Two more strikes and those were parried, and once more she rolled to the right, Malvchait's near-misses spraying her with wood and stone and fragments of ancient glass.
 He'll be getting the pattern now
 , she thought, so her next move took her
 above
 him, in an acrobatic flip that let her bring the staff straight down on his head.



But Malvchait was fast and trained; one of the fighting-claws parried even that unexpected strike, and it took everything she had to send the second claw
 just
 to her side, driving down through the roof with the force of an axe. Roll to the left this time,
 ha!
 , got him that time, it's made him angry,
 yow!
 , that double strike could've carved me in half, face him, keep him from moving, now one more roll to the right twice…



The dual strike was so close she felt the shock through her feet, but she'd once more just barely evaded it. "Each time closer, undercreature!"



She heard a subliminal groaning sound and her smile was sharper than Malvchait's claws. "Each time where I
 wanted
 it, Molothos!"



And this time her flip brought her directly down, from more than two meters up, to land on Malvchait's armored back, and then spring away.



The impact transmitted itself through the Molothos and into the seven points of his legs—and the entire roof gave way in a rough circle, along the holes Malvchait had punched himself. With a screech of fury, the Molothos plummeted down in a welter of twitching legs and shattering building.



"Just cut along dotted line!" she shouted over her shoulder as she bounded across the roof, feeling it giving beneath her feet, a tense, agonized groaning coming from below.



She threw herself from the edge of the roof, falling now but also flying outward, towards the inclined slab of a fallen roof,
 oof!
 as she hit; there was a brilliant spark of pain from her ankle and she felt cold-sharp stabs as her fall drove glass into her arms and side, but she rolled with the impact, tumbling to the bottom and coming to her feet, gritting her teeth against the pain as the entire ancient building finished the collapse, three stories and more caving inward into a dust-smoking mass of rubble.



K/Oasis waited, watching.
 Never works perfectly,
 she reminded herself. If DuQuesne was right…



A few moments passed, as dust began to settle, drifting like a shroud around the most recent ruin. Silence fell over the city, a silence leavened only by her breathing and the desolate wind.



Then another cracking, crunching nose, and a claw burst out of the top of the mound of wreckage. A second, and they gripped and pulled, dragging Malvchait free of the ruins.



But he wasn't unscathed; even as he pulled himself up, the right-hand claw broke in half, and the Molothos gave a gasped hiss of agony; one of the seven legs flopped uselessly, and she could see a piece of rebar sticking up like a short flagpole from Malvchait's carapace.



The Master of Forces wavered, but then drew himself up, looking down at Oasis; she also straightened, trying to ignore the pain and the heat of blood trickling down her side.
 He can probably move pretty well on six legs—better than I will limping on one of two. He can't strike with one claw, but the other looks fine. I think he got the worst of it, but he's not close to down yet.



A low buzzing translated to a growl. "I give you credit, undercreature; you did out-think me there. It makes up for your earlier blunder."



"Ready to surrender?" she asked. "You look like you need some real loving care."



"I could ask the same of you; I see how you stand, how you bleed. My injuries are less severe than they may look." He began to pick his way down the unstable slope with a surety that reinforced his words.



She started limping forward, then stumbled, her arm whipping out to balance her.



Releasing the throwing knives she had hidden.



Ordinary throwing knives, thrown by an ordinary person, might have reached Malvchait, but would have bounced from his armor, barely able to hurt a human being at that range. Extraordinary throwing knives edged with ring-carbon at the molecular level would have embedded themselves into the armor, but scarce could have reached the tender flesh beneath.



But these were extraordinary knives, hurled with the full strength of a Hyperion raised to be the ultimate secret agent. Three blades did not hurtle through the air so much as
 split
 it, flashing like stuttering laser beams from hand to target at a speed that a camera might have been hard-pressed to catch.



Once more Malvchait showed his skill and experience; just as she stumbled, he began to crouch, raising his injured claw, already suspicious of her motions.



It saved his life.



The middle blade sank its full length into the blocking arm, severing whatever served the Molothos as a tendon, making it begin to fall, completely limp. The highest-flying knife blew its way completely through the upper crest and sense-fibers atop Malvchait's head, drawing a gasping screech of agony from the creature.



The third and lowest flew just beneath the blocking arm and drove, full-length, into the lower torso.



The scream cut off in a hiss, and Malvchait's front three legs collapsed, sending the Molothos Master of Forces careening down the slope in a shower of bricks, broken glass, and splinters, to land face-first in the wreckage at the bottom.



Oasis stiffened her ankle as much as she could, her medical nanos blanking the pain and reinforcing the torn tissues, so she could jog forward, staff held at the ready. "Are you ready to surrender
 now
 ?"



A bubbling snarl came, but the front legs were not responding; Malvchait was forced to use his remaining fighting claw to lever himself slowly from the dirt and debris. "Come on, Malvchait, you're out of the—
 shit!
 "



The involuntary expletive was torn from her as Malvchait's head came into view and slewed around—with Oasis' own pistol gripped in its manipulators.



Oasis felt something like a white-hot spear rip through the calf of her previously-good leg as she dove for cover.
 Ow! Ow ow ow! Who the heck would've thought he could shoot some alien gun half that well?



"Who… is out of it… now?" Malvchait ground out. "I will
 eat
 you, undercreature! I will brace my broken claws with your
 bones
 !" His massive body scraped purposefully forward, driven by his rear legs. She could envision the monster grinding towards her, fighting claw both support and rudder, rear legs pushing while he held the gun steady, wide-view eye glowing and watching for any movement.



He's certainly not embarrassing himself. He's showing why the Molothos are feared throughout the Arena, and doing it with a certain psychopathic style.



She almost felt sorry for him.



Pain now fully blocked, Oasis-K leapt from her concealment—straight up.



That was a direction Malvchait had not expected, not with both her legs injured; more, he no longer had anything to block with, unless he raised his one fighting claw and let himself fall forward into the dirt. For an infinitesimal fraction of a second, he hesitated.



The bola spiraled through the air, a miniature vortex, and wrapped itself with stunning force around Malvchait's head and mouth—binding manipulators and gun firmly and unusably in place. Oasis came down hard, her nanos reporting that her ankle was now broken and she had torn more muscle in the other leg, but she still rolled to the side and upright, spun the grappling hook around three times and sent it arrowing forward; a jerk on the line and it hooked the rear of the Molothos. With a final effort, Oasis braced and
 heaved
 with all the strength in her Hyperion body.



And Malvchait turned completely over.



He struggled to right himself, but even as he began to turn his body, she was
 there
 , fist drawn back—and then slamming hard into his glowing eye.



Something cracked there, and though he didn't seem blind, the impact had stunned him. A moment later she had unwrapped the bola and torn her weapon from his grasp. "Thrice I ask and done," she gasped, thinking to herself that Harry would have appreciated this. "Surrender, Malvchait!"



His body sagged. And then the head and body lunged, lamprey-grinding mouth whirring—



Three shots blew Malvchait's head off; the fourth and fifth pierced his body, blasting brain and guts. His body went limp, and did not move again.



"Challenge concluded," the thunderous voice said, as the landscape faded into the Core Ring of the Arena once more. "Winner: Oasis Abrams of Humanity over Malvchait of the Molothos."








 








Chapter 35.




D
 ajzail gave a deeper and more respectful dip and gesture of his claws than Simon had ever seen from any Molothos as Oasis entered the room and shut out the raucous party beyond. "Oasis Abrams, you fought with skill and tenacity," Dajzail said, and there was little trace of the usual condescension.



"That and style, too," Ariane said. "You had me on the edge of my seat more than once, especially when Malvchait was crawling up the wall behind you. Did you
 deliberately
 cut it all that close?"



Oasis laughed and sat down, stretching her splinted foot in front of her.
 Gabrielle says it will take about a day for her nanos to fix the damage.
 "Hey, Malvchait was no pushover, as Marc would say. And thank you, Dajzail. He fought well, too."



"He did," said Alztanza. "We have lost the Challenge, but he did not embarrass us."



"Not, at least, a
 second
 time," Dajzail said with a grinding emphasis. "Now, if you allow, I would know what is your price for winning?"



"We'd agreed on that, I thought," Ariane said, looking puzzled.



Ah.
 "We had, yes," Simon said. "But recall the basic rules of Challenge. Is it not true that technically the prize belongs to
 Oasis
 ?"



"If she did not formally agree that her victory was Humanity's, yes," Dajzail said. "Did she?"



"Um…" Oasis thought back. "I… don't think so. Not
 formally
 . Everyone understood the conditions, but… no."



"Then what do you ask of the Molothos, Oasis Abrams?"



"Well… Look, we'd already agreed, right? We wanted Malvchait. You wanted him gone, because getting rid of him would keep you in the top spot for
 years
 . You couldn't just hand him to us, but you could give us a chance at him. So by winning, I already
 won
 what we wanted. Anything else…"



She glanced at Simon and Ariane, and then grinned. "Okay, one thing. I want you, Dajzail, and you, Alztanza, to do just one thing for me."



"And what," the Leader of the Molothos asked warily, "is that one thing?"



"That you think, really honestly and carefully, about how you just won everything you needed by working
 with
 us—and no one but the guy who wanted to hurt both of us paid the price. About what that could mean for all of us. That's all."



Dajzail drew himself up, but a buzz-hiss from Alztanza made him freeze. Slowly, his legs relaxed, lowering him to a normal stance. "A… challenge-worthy price in a few words," he said, finally. "Yet… accepted. You fought one of us fairly, before all assembled, and won. You have my promise as the Leader of the Faction that I will do this."



"And I, also, promise," Alztanza said, and something about her pose indicated a hint of humor. "Humanity has earned more respect today than entire factions have gained in a thousand years; some difficult thinking is a price I can afford, now that I know that Daj and I won't be called home in disgrace."



"Then our business is concluded," Ariane said. "You're welcome to stay, but unless I miss my guess, celebrations like this aren't going to be your kind of thing."



"Truly said," Dajzail agreed. Then he shifted, tilting his head and claws, and Simon had an even stronger impression of humor. "Though one is tempted to stay, simply to watch how the flow of the crowd is changed."



Ariane stared. "That… that was a
 joke
 ."



"Surely, Captain Austin, you did not think the Molothos incapable of humor?"



"Of humor I might understand and not make me ill… maybe yes, I did. I was clearly wrong."



Dajzail gave a quick buzz-laugh. "Savor the moment of being
 safely
 wrong about us, Captain. It does not come often."



He and Alztanza bobbed before them once more, then departed.



"Thank God that's over," Ariane said. "I think I'll take a little breather before I go back out."



"At that, it wasn't nearly as bad as I expected," Oasis observed. "You know, he doesn't sound the same as he did back when Naraj confronted him, does he?"



"No, he does not," Simon said, thinking back to their prior encounters with the deadly creatures. "Ariane, I think you may have affected him more than he realizes."



"Me?"



"Yes. Your decision to make peace and, before even sealing that deal, arranging to return to him all of his people who could be rescued… we've learned quite a bit in this most recent series of events. The Molothos are
 people
 . From the point of view of most, of course, they're very
 nasty
 people, but I think it's clear that among
 themselves
 they're as pleasant as we are to each other."



"He's on to something, Captain," Oasis agreed. "Imagine it from his point of view; not only did he get humiliated, but he's lost a whole Sphere, and entire crews of ships… and then suddenly his enemy shows up, enforces the peace they'd agreed to… and hands him thousands and thousands of his people back, alive and well. Some of them probably politically important.



"We might have saved his ass without meaning to."



Simon saw the Captain's full understanding. "And now we've done it again… without forcing him to lose any face this time. In fact, he's probably
 gained
 respect back home, and the fact that we settled it without any additional conflict improves both his standing and ours, as Oasis pointed out."



"Bet on it," came DuQuesne's voice from the door. "The two of them leaving, looking satisfied despite a loss? You should
 hear
 the rumors already going around the room out there. Sure, it might cause him some trouble back home if they think he's getting soft on humans… but on the other hand, they'll remember that he arranged for the guy trying to sink him to go down with his own ship instead." The huge Hyperion glanced back at the door. "Dunno if we'll ever be able to trust a Molothos much, but I don't think Dajzail got to be Leader for nothing, and he won't forget how these 'undercreatures' helped him play his own game."



"Things under control out there, Marc?"



"Just getting started, really. Oasis, you'd better get out there, everyone's waiting for you."



"Whee! Limping around my victory celebration!"



"Better than being
 wheeled
 around it," DuQuesne said. "Which I thought might happen, that time he pulled your own gun on you!"



Simon felt his eyebrow raise. "You only worried about
 that
 ? I was terrified that he might
 kill
 her!"



"Never gonna happen," Oasis said, and gave him a quick kiss. "Before Marc learned about our special edge, maybe, but there's no way a literal bug-eyed monster was going to beat me in a duel to the death. But he could have hurt me bad enough to leave me in a hospital bed for days." Her smile grew pensive. "He did, actually, if we were back home. My home, you know. No nanos or other super-advanced medicine back in the old late-Twentieth. But come on, Simon; I get to lean against you all dramatically, right?"



He couldn't object to that opportunity. "Of course; lean on me all you want. Especially now."



"Yeah," DuQuesne said. "We'll be taking off tomorrow. You got everything packed, right?"



"Everything I could think of," Simon agreed.



"What ship are you going in?" Oasis asked, taking Simon's arm to help her stand.



"A new Arena patrol and exploration craft—one of the first Human designs completed," DuQuesne answered. "Mentor and Steve went over the design with me, and it looks solid. Not too big, best automation that'll work in the Arena, as much armament and armor as we can manage, and fast. Functional in normal space too, with a normal-space AI and the proper trimmings. Wouldn't make sense to take one of our battlewagons off Sphere defense for this jaunt, and two people can't run one of them, anyway."



"What's her name?" asked Oasis. "I
 know
 you're not flying a ship without a name, Marc."



"We had quite a debate on that," Simon responded, with a wink to DuQuesne. "DuQuesne wanted to name the ship the
 Ariane
 , and I thought
 Oasis
 was a fine name."



"You did
 not
 actually think of naming it after one of us," Ariane said in disbelief. "And you wouldn't dare."



DuQuesne's grin was a challenge. "You're tempting me to change it back, Captain, so don't push it."



She shot Simon a disbelieving glance. "You'd stop him, wouldn't you?"



"Well, I might argue that
 Oasis
 would be—
 ow!
 " The grip on his arm was now tight as a vise. "We've already got the name, Captain, so there's no worry on that. We decided to salute the grandiose nature of our setting with that of DuQuesne's origin; we will be setting out in the
 Doc Smith
 ."



Ariane's smile was both relieved and pleased. "Oh, that's perfect."



"I thought so. Doc would've appreciated the Arena, I think. And we're on a mission to visit some incredibly ancient being for help, which is pretty much a standard for Doc's novels, so it's doubly apropos."



"How long will you be gone, you think?" Oasis asked.



"Can't say exactly," DuQuesne answered. "If we understand the directions Vindatri gave Ariane right, it's probably a two-week trip out and back, so a minimum of a month even if we get there, turn around, and head home. On the other hand, I can't imagine that anything Vindatri can do for us is going to take more than a month itself, so I'd bet that it won't be longer than two months."



"I hope not; I really need both of you here." Simon could see the furrows on her brow that always signaled
 Captain Austin
 rather than
 Ariane
 as the person doing the worrying. "Make sure you're not followed, either."



DuQuesne's head bobbed sharply. "Top priority; we don't want to lead anyone there." He grimaced. "Not that I can be absolutely sure. That's the hell of it; all it would take is someone with a Shadeweaver or Initiate Guide to follow us, since we haven't got Patrol-class sensors and neither of us can use our Arena-born cheat codes, so to speak."



Ariane's lips pursed, then she shrugged. "We can only do the best we can. If someone like that's trying to follow you, just hope Vindatri catches them; the one thing we can bet on pretty well is that no one but us and Orphan knows he exists, and if anyone else, even another Shadeweaver, walks into
 his
 turf… I don't think they'll be leaving again."



"Good point," DuQuesne conceded. "Anyway, I'm going to go check everything over one more time."



"With that settled," Simon said, "Oasis, shall we?"



She smiled up at him, and gripped his arm in a more possessive fashion. "Let's!"








 








Chapter 36.





"A





ll right," DuQuesne said, as the blaze of the Sandrisson Drive faded, and the infinite sky of the Arena reappeared—this time in a set of spiraling columns of violet, red, and gold clouds stretching before them, a colonnade built for Titans who could bestride a world. "We've got about three days of cruising before we get to the next Gate."



"And that means…?" Simon asked, one eyebrow arched.



"Means that
 now
 we get to work on our upgrades."



Simon grimaced. "Would that not require us to access our special abilities? And thus kill ourselves, if Wu is correct—and I tend to believe him."



"Oh, I believe him," DuQuesne said, checking to make sure the simple autopilot was properly locked down.
 Still have to check on it every so often; this thing's as dumb as a box of rocks.
 "But I'm
 hoping
 not. See, we've both already done the design on these weapons, and the Arena recognizes that if we build them, they work, right?"



"True. So, your theory is that we've already done the work that requires you or I to access our powers, and so all we need to do is the… mundane work, if that's the correct term, to perform the modifications we've already demonstrated."



"Right. At least, it's worth a try, and something to do while we travel. You see any reason not to give it a whirl?"



He let Simon consider in silence. Despite the Hyperion enhancements to his own intellect, Marc wasn't arrogant enough to believe he couldn't miss key elements of any scenario—and he also absolutely believed that Simon Sandrisson had a real brain indeed, one that fired on all twelve cylinders all the time.



"Only one," Simon said after a few minutes, "and that one is relatively minor. If we work on one weapon at a time, if it fails we will have reduced our armament by one gun. How many energy weapons does
 Doc Smith
 have?"



"Six—ten if you count paired turrets as two. One forward nose cannon, one rear chaser cannon, and four body turrets—one port, one starboard, one topside, one underneath."



Simon nodded. "Then I would propose we attempt to modify the forward cannon first. If that fails, I presume the turrets are capable of firing forward easily, and if we are being chased we will want maximum firepower in that direction. This strikes me as the most practical test."



DuQuesne gave a thumbs-up. "Exactly my thoughts, Simon. Grab your tools and let's get started."



It took some mental discipline not to let himself connect with that internal knowledge, that wellspring of power and certainty, and instead to focus simply on the careful, systematic, and specific—if sometimes logically nonsensical—modifications they were making to the powerful energy weapon.



"Marc," Simon said with a puzzled tone to his voice, "can you explain something to me?"



"Can't say unless you tell me what you need explained."



"Ah. True enough. Well, I note that there is a bay here already set for semi-automatic replacement of focal and discharge assemblies—as we will need, of course, to make use of what you call 'primary beams'. But such a design is nonsensical for the ordinary ship designer, so why are they here?"



"You're sharp, Simon. Those parts of the design were tweaked by Mentor and Steve before actual manufacture of the ship. Others in this ship's design class won't have those bays, unless we figure out how to mass-produce ships with these weapons."



"I see. I suppose that means we lost something?"



"Yeah, but not something that matters to us. These ships are meant to carry up to a twenty-person crew, and this ship's limited to no more than ten. On the bright side, if this works, it means we've got the firepower to take on just about anything in the Arena."



"That would be nice. Though even nicer would be never having to use any of it."



"Amen to that."



They worked in companionable silence for several more minutes.



"So, Marc… How long were you and Oasis, well…?"



"An item? About two years, subjective," he answered after a pause. "Why?"



"I suppose… I was wondering why you weren't, later. Not that I'm complaining."



DuQuesne felt the old familiar tangle of nostalgia, pain, love, disappointment, and loss wash over him, and sighed. "Like lots of things, it's… complicated. And I didn't even really understand it until a lot later." He heard himself give a short bark of a laugh. "Hell, some of it I didn't understand until, what, a year or so ago, when she showed up here and I asked her the same questions."



"It wasn't that you or she stopped caring about each other, I see."



"God, no. Never that. I don't think we could. No one in our group could."



"Not even Maria-Susanna?"



He winced. That hurt more than he'd expected. "Not even her, Simon. She's
 hurt
 . Hurt in ways I don't think anyone outside of Hyperion could've been hurt, and no one but another of us could really understand. She's been a killer, and we've all mostly agreed that she probably has to be…" he hesitated, then went on, "has to be put down… but at the same time, I'd give my right arm for her if I had to. And I know she'd do the same for me, or K, or Wu. Especially Wu."



Simon was silent for a few minutes, then said quietly, "Am I asking … too much? About things that aren't my business?"



Was he
 ? It was DuQuesne's turn to be silent, as he thought about it.



"No. No, I don't think you are, Simon. Our group
 here
 —the crew of Holy Grail—we're like that, too. We're special in a way no one outside of us can really quite get, you know? And so, the only other people who could would be ones from a similar group… like Hyperion. That's one reason K … well, likes you."



"It scares me, sometimes," Simon said after a moment.



"What?"



"
 Changing
 , Marc. I've changed… a lot, since we came here. Kim… or Oasis, or both… they like who I am
 now
 , and I'm honestly not sure who that is."



Kim, eh? She doesn't let anyone call her by that name. Even me, usually. If she's letting you do it, Simon, that's a hell of a signal you can't even see. "I get you. You were an ivory-tower theoretician, and then, suddenly… you weren't."



"I never imagined what happened to us, DuQuesne. I really
 couldn't
 have imagined it. And even less could I ever have imagined, well," he paused and laughed with an embarrassed, self-conscious note, "the, er,
 Edge
 , as she says."



Ha! Thought so
 . "You really
 are
 one of us, aren't you? You
 enjoyed
 that battle against the
 Thilomon
 , your duel with Vantak."



"A part of me… a very
 strong
 part of me… did, yes. And that's … just
 wrong
 , Marc!" The distress in the scientist's voice was unmistakable.



DuQuesne stood up and moved over, sat down next to Simon, who had put his head in his hands. "Simon. Simon,
 look
 at me."



It took a moment, but Simon raised his head, distressed emerald eyes gleaming.



"Good. Simon, it's
 not
 wrong. It's damned peculiar to you, but that's because you never lived it before. No one knows what they're going to do when they get backed to the wall until they're
 at
 the wall. Hundreds of people think they are ready and then panic when the time comes, freeze or run screaming—and usually that means they die.



"Then there's the others who
 think
 they're going to freeze, freak out, betray their friends… and then suddenly they find they're in the front, doing their best." He clapped Simon on the shoulder. "You found that out, and a part of you likes it because it means you've got the guts, the skill, and the
 talent
 to protect what really matters. And there's not a
 damned
 thing wrong with that."



Simon blinked. "I… hm. I suppose… I suppose that
 does
 make sense."



"Only kind of thing that
 does
 make sense, when you're in the crazy situations we get into."



"And I suppose that's what makes not just Oasis, but Ariane interested in both of us."



"
 Her
 ? That girl
 lives
 on the Edge. No one flies Unlimited who doesn't think the Edge is the best place to be. Sure it does, Simon. You've got style I don't, I've got some mystique you don't, and we've both got the Edge. And both of those women have it, in spades."



Simon nodded, and turned back to the cannon with a faint laugh. "Thank you, Marc."



"Don't mention it, Simon. At least I was raised with that kind of thing; you had to find it in you in just the last couple years."



"And I will admit," Simon went on as Marc returned to his own work, "it is also confusing in another way. I thought I was… well, a one-person person."



Tell me about it.
 "So did I. And Ariane. Things have a way of changing, I guess."



"That could
 truly
 become complicated."



"Maybe." He tinkered for a bit. "But on the other hand, maybe not. As long as we're all the kind of people who talk about things to each other—and I'm trying hard to be like that—and we all care… maybe it doesn't have to be complicated at all."



"Perhaps you are right. After all, I know many people in far more complex relationships." A few clanging sounds as a cover was replaced. "I think this is done, and I managed to not try to do
 anything
 to disturb what Wu called our broken vase."



"I'm just about done, and yeah, me neither. I don't want to find out what it would feel like to shatter myself." He dogged down the cover, then scanned the whole device. "Yeah, that looks right. Ready to go test it?"



"I am. Though let us check to make sure we are alone?"



"Believe you me, that's the top priority."



The bridge of the
 Doc Smith
 was much smaller than that of
 Zounin-Ginjou
 , Orphan's flagship, but it, too, had a large, transparent ring-carbon port and several duty stations. DuQuesne and Simon both took a station and started scanning.



The peculiar nature of Arenaspace, of course, drastically limited
 how
 they could scan. In regular interstellar space, infrared and radio, including active radar, were the uncontested kings of sensing; a decent infrared scope could detect and identify a relatively small vessel out to the orbit of Pluto from Earth, and radar could scan for many, many thousands of kilometers, with radio emissions also being detectable for literally astronomical distances. The basic rule in space was that you could run, but you simply could not hide; your life-support emissions would give you away.



But in Arenaspace, filled with roughly Earth-normal and fairly humid atmosphere, plus dust, tumbling rocks, and lifeforms of all sizes and descriptions? Infrared tended to fade to uselessness within a few kilometers, and radio and radar were not terribly much better, while the Arena allowed visible light to, impossibly, propagate for tens of thousands of miles. Combined with the limits on automation, hiding became almost easy, and detecting a stealthy follower was a game for those with the best eyes… and best instincts.



Always assuming, of course, that your adversary didn't have a Shadeweaver to assist.



After a quarter of an hour, DuQuesne carefully rose from his seat and let the scanners go dark. "I don't see anything more threatening than a flock of
 zikki
 ."



"I think I saw the shadow of a
 morfalzeen
 , very far away, but it's gone now. Other than that, nothing."



"As long as it
 stays
 gone." The kilometers-long
 morfalzeen
 were monsters, capable of taking on a full-size Arena battleship in fair combat. "Though it probably would barely notice us."



DuQuesne floated himself over to the command chair and strapped in. "You secure?"



"I am. Though I've never liked microgravity; we really should make a deal with Faith or Shadeweaver to get gravity on our own ships."



"If we get cured, or Ariane gets better, hell with making a deal; we can do it ourselves, I'll bet." He unlocked the firecontrols. "Got a target?"



"Yes, in fact. See, there?"



DuQuesne saw the vague black dot. "One of those pseudo-planetoids?"



"Yes, and I used parallax to measure it; it's about fifteen kilometers across."



"Which would make that thing about twenty thousand kilometers away. Good enough test. Stand by."



Even with dumb automation, aiming wasn't hard; he simply tagged the black dot and the software started tracking. "Test firing in three, two, one…" His finger jabbed down.



A blare of blue-white spat from the nose of
 Doc Smith
 , a spear of violently coruscating radiance that crossed twenty thousand kilometers in the time it took to blink, and blew a hole into and through the huge floating collection of stone and dirt as though it had not been there.



Simon was laughing exultantly, and DuQuesne felt a broad grin on his own face. "Well, now,
 that
 is what I call a successful test!"



"It is that, Marc!" Then Simon's smile faded, and he looked solemn. "You realize what this means?"



DuQuesne blinked. "What?"



"Now we have to do that
 nine more times
 ."



The laugh felt good. "Then let's get started, Simon!"









Chapter 37.





"S





till hard to believe I'm in that much danger," Davia said.



Seeing Oasis' expression, she raised her hands. "Hey, no, I'm taking it seriously. It's just that I
 feel
 fine. But don't worry, I'm not going to try anything too, um,
 dynamic
 for a while." She gave her usual infectious grin. "And it's not like I had enough time to get
 used
 to being the Dynamo again. I'll just stay plain old Davia Ditmeyer for a while, until old Wu says I'm ready."



"You do that! I don't need another of my old friends being shipped off to some mysterious old wizard-guy to be healed. They're letting you out, right?"



"Yeah, Gabrielle passed me fine, and Wu says as long as I'm a good girl and don't do more than make cute static displays I'll get better. How are you?"



"Oh, I'm just fine. Nothing really touched me like you guys. Wu says I'm pretty much at a hundred percent."



Davia looked more serious. "Any word on Fairchild or Bey?"



"No one's seen Fairchild since, or Bey. We don't even know if they're here in the Arena or back home, since Simon can't do his tricks right now."



"Bastards," Davia spat. "Walking around in stolen bodies. And they've still got Telzey. What about the others? Are you going to contact them?"



"I figured we could try. DuQuesne gave me contact info for hunting them down before he left, but he warned me that a lot of them are going to be paranoid as hell if anyone but him contacts them."



"Can't blame them, not after old M-S went off the rails and then
 these
 two nutbars showed up. But we've got to find them, Oasis; they don't know about the powers, and if Fairchild or Bey goes after them—"



There was no need to paint that picture. "We'll try. Ariane agrees it's got to be a top priority now. I don't even want to imagine what might happen if Fairchild's got a few more villain AIs on ice to stick into bodies he might happen to catch."



Davia flipped her brown hair back as she got off the bed and grabbed her bag. "What's
 up
 with that, anyway? I mean, villains usually work together about as well as sodium and water. Why's Fairchild looking to bring out the competition?"



Oasis led the way out of the hospital area. "Tough to second-guess that jerk, but I think it's that he doesn't see most of them as competition—just potential distractors or sources of chaos he can exploit. I think he's got himself a long-term goal already, and keeping us busy with disasters suits him just fine." She countered her usual thrill of horror at the thought of Fairchild with an image of him smashing into the lintel of a door. "Let's face it; there just aren't many villains from
 any
 of our worlds that could match him. One of the worst, well, we finished him off."



"As he probably planned. I
 hate
 that."



"Well… better than that we failed that part of the plan."



"Okay, yeah, given that choice, sure, I'll take the Big Bad Wolf is dead every time." She looked worried. "We
 are
 sure he's dead, right?"



"He took a load of silver to the face, then just collapsed and left us with Giles, who… well, was also dying. Yeah. It's dead."
 It darn well
 better
 be dead.



"What about Giles? Have they…?"



Oasis shook her head. "We'll do a funeral right for him, when Marc's back. Until then, we just keep his body in suspension."



Davia sighed. "I just can't believe we
 lost
 him right after we got him back. I
 liked
 that silly old man."



"So did I. I think he would have liked it here, too, no matter how much he protested. But we'll talk that all out at the funeral; he'd love that."



Davia finished adjusting her bag and clothing to her preferences. "So, what's up for me?"



"Ariane says since you're still healing slowly, she wants you to spend your time at the Embassy, getting used to the Arena. By the time you're recovered, you'll be ready to play in either universe."



Davia glanced at Oasis' shoulder. "You're geared up too; starting that search?"



"Like I said, the Captain gave it top priority, and who else is going to do it?" She felt the sad edge on her own smile. "DuQuesne gave me the codes because, well, everyone knew we were, you know, together. He figures that this might get people to give me a chance to talk first rather than be shot at or have them run away from me; they'll think that just maybe Marc
 would
 have sent me."



Davia nodded. "It would've worked for me. We all knew the top five, and Wu. Anyone else would be kind of niche—even if you had another choice."



"Well, Velocity would probably do it if I asked. But you're right—nowhere near everyone knew him well enough to trust."



Davia skipped over and kissed her on the cheek. "Okay, then, you get moving; we don't know what those jerks are up to. I'll see you when you get back—hopefully with some help!"



"I'll do my best!"



Oasis waved to Davia as the almost too-slender girl trotted off towards the Inner Gateway, and turned her own footsteps towards the Harbor of Humanity's Sphere.



Shuttling to the right part of the Harbor was becoming a familiar trip, and the double-ended flare of light from the Sandrisson Drive notified her that she had arrived back in the so-called 'normal' universe.
 But with things like us Hyperions, and Ariane's powers, and Shadeweavers… will anything ever really be
 normal
 again?



Her shuttle had barely stabilized on a course for Kanzaki-Three when a transmission arrived. "AHH, OASIS ABRAMS," thundered a familiar voice, which continued in somewhat lower levels of thunder, "I had visualized your return to this, your native space and time, and awaited your arrival. I anticipate that you will need my assistance."



"Need, maybe not, but
 want
 , definitely. You know what I'm here for?"



"Even a mind of very moderate power, presented with knowledge of the current situation, could deduce with certainty that you must be here to locate and, if possible, recruit the remaining survivors of Hyperion, and at the least warn them well of the threat that awaits them in the persons of Doctor Alexander Fairchild and the one called Bey."



"You got it. Should I check in with Saul, you think?"



"Undoubtedly this would be wise. If you require aid from others in the System, Saul Maginot will be your strongest and most reliable ally. He is, as usual, on Kanzaki-Three, your current destination."



"Good." She glanced involuntarily at the ship's panel, from which Mentor's voice emanated. "Are you here, or…?"



"No. It is also in my Visualization that you will not be using a vessel so slow or inflexible in its performance; when you have selected and prepared your transport, then shall I transfer myself from the systems of Kanzaki-Three to your vessel."



"Got it. So, we go meet with Saul, then get a ship and start looking!"



And hope that we find them first.








 








Chapter 38.




W
 u wasn't entirely happy. He was free in the Arena again, yes, since Ariane and the others were staying in the Embassy today, but he also had a not-fun job to do: keep an eye out for Fairchild or Bey, and
 not
 confront them if he found them.



The latter part was the not-fun. Finding Fairchild or Bey and beating them into the ground,
 that
 would be fun. Having to just hide or run away? There was absolutely no fun in that.



But the Captain had… well, been the
 Captain
 . If she was
 Ariane
 , Wu Kung was pretty sure he could argue her around to his point of view; Ariane understood him, maybe better than she thought she did.



Unfortunately, so did the Captain, but Captain Austin was not thinking about having fun, and she did not want a silly Monkey King playing games. So, he had had to listen and agree to all of her rules.



I really like the Captain, too. She's very scary, and that strength is something I love.



Not that Captain Austin and Ariane Austin were really different
 people
 , but it was very like how there was Sanzo and then there was
 Sanzo
 . When she was being the holy woman, you did not play games; you listened and did what you were told. When she was being a woman on a journey, then you could have fun.



Is that really why I like Ariane? Am I substituting her for Sanzo?



He winced. That was not only a not-fun thought, it was one of those thoughts that might be true, and became even less fun if it was. And he couldn't dodge that kind of thought. He growled to himself but forced himself to actually
 think
 about that.



The Sanzo I knew is gone.
 That was the fact he had to start from. Fairchild had almost completely destroyed the Hyperion world from which Wu had come, and in that process reset Sanzo to her original seed AI: the young priest sent from the monastery, not even having met Sun Wu Kung yet.



That meant that the woman he had known—who had freed him from his stony prison, who had accepted his moods and fury with patience, equanimity, and sympathy, who he had come to love and who had, after their Journey was complete, become his wife, companion, and eventually mother to their children—that woman was gone. She lived only in his memories, and those of their two sons who
 had
 been saved, and of Sha Wujing. But even all together those would not re-create the person she had been, not even with the super-technological magic of the Solar System.



A part of him thought that the
 Arena
 could do it. But he was, at least, wise enough not to dwell on that. No one could make the Arena do anything, but if it refused him such a request, he would try to force it to do so… and either be dead or a humiliated fool. Neither result appealed to him.



He realized he had reached the Grand Arcade, and ducked into a shop he recognized, emerged with a large bag of pastries filled with some kind of jam. They were very tasty; food always cheered him up, and with this kind of thinking he needed all the cheering he could find.



So yes. He had lost Sanzo, lost her in what was the worst possible way, because a part of her was still
 there
 . If he entered the recovered sim, she would be there, exactly the way he remembered her from the moment the sealed stone broke… and there was no way, even if somehow they could re-create the entire Journey, that he could play a part just to make her into the person she could have been. That would be
 wrong
 .



So, am I following the Captain around because I want a Sanzo who isn't Sanzo but is enough Sanzo that losing Sanzo won't hurt so much?



A pastry half-in, half-out of his mouth, he paused, going over that sentence several times to make sure that it
 did
 make sense.



Yes, it does.
 And the part that bothered him was that he wasn't sure.



Which was, of course, the reason that Ariane had basically told him to hold off. She wasn't going to be a substitute anything
 .
 If he really was in love with
 her
 , he had to be sure.



As usual, the Captain was right. He sighed, then popped another pastry into his mouth and chewed. Tart flavor with crunchy seeds mingled with the sweet, slightly rough dough in a very pleasant way.



Despite his introspection, he hadn't lost track of what he was looking for. Unfortunately, while there were now starting to be a few other humans around—a couple even looking to start businesses in the Arcade—none of them looked at all like Fairchild or Bey, and Wu's spiritual senses didn't feel them around either.
 Maybe
 they could hide from him… but he doubted it. Fairchild was a mentalist, a psionic, not a magician, and hiding from
 ki
 senses was something only a
 ki
 master, or a spirit-mage, or maybe a god could do.



Huh. But I'm not
 really
 a master of my ki. I just… play one with the Arena's help?
 Another of the thoughts that he really didn't like. Still… the Arena gave them their powers and seemed to try to make them work as close as possible to the way they did in their original worlds, so he could just think of it that way.
 But other worlds had other rules. So maybe Fairchild
 can
 hide from me.



Wu heard a commotion off to one side, and bounded up onto a nearby building to see where it was coming from.
 There's a lot of people surrounding…
 Tunuvun
 ? No, not him, but another Genasi.
 He thought it might be Hatsunen, one of Tunuvun's friends and officers that he'd met at the party, and Hatsunen was facing a blocky, crab-like alien, anger clear in both creatures' poses.



With another two bounces and a flip, he landed a meter or so from the Genasi, just as the crab-thing snarled, "Then a Challenge it is! I Challenge you in the name of the Guruspa!"



Wu grinned as Hatsunen's scent shifted to relaxed triumph. "The Genasi accept, and our Leader Tunuvun will speak the contest of your doom no later than tomorrow at this time!"



With his senses now at full, Wu could see the consternation and realization of having been trapped, as clearly as though the crab-thing had been human. But there was nothing it could do; it had given Challenge and the Challenge had been accepted. With a curse that sounded like metal rasping on wood, the thing spun on four sets of legs and scuttled off.



"Ha! I think it will be not long before we visit your Embassy, Hatsunen!"



"Brother Wu Kung!" Hatsunen gave him the embrace of Genasi. "That is truly my hope as well; the Great Factions are cautious in giving Challenge to us, for they appreciate our numbers and experience in the Arena, but that one," he nodded in the direction of the departed challenger, "comes from a faction that has exploited our people for many, many cycles indeed, and they still think of us as Sphereless nobodies. Olollop there was a particularly old-fashioned sort."



"Congratulations on gaining a Challenge, at least. You
 will
 let us know when the Challenge is to be fought? I know that all of our people will want to see!"



"Would we forget to invite those who gave us the right to Challenge? Never. But now I must go to our Sphere and inform all of this news!"



After another embrace, Wu watched Hatsunen stride away with joy and confidence.
 That is a fine thing to see!



"Oh, I hope they win!" came a familiar voice, filled with warmth and kindness and joy.



He spun, startled.



Even the dark hood didn't hide the mass of golden hair beneath, or the sparkle of violet-blue eyes above the laughing mouth. "Don't you, Wu?"



"Maria-Susanna!" He embraced the golden girl without thinking about it for a moment, before he remembered that she was broken. "Well, yes, of course. Tunuvun and his people deserve it."



"So they do. How many thousands of years have they been second-class citizens, I wonder."



Wu noticed that the crowd had drawn even farther away; the robes of a Shadeweaver did that. "I am not supposed to talk with you," he said. At the same time, he wondered if that was true. He wasn't supposed to
 trust
 her, but maybe he could talk without trusting?



Maria-Susanna dropped her gaze, looking momentarily forlorn and unsure in a way that speared straight to Wu's heart. "Okay, I will talk with you. But I have to
 watch
 you, you know?"



A tremulous smile. "Yes. I know, Wu. I know very well. But even that would be… wonderful. Come, can we sit and talk?"



"Not here," he said, remembering the need for secrecy. "There are places on the Docks that will let us talk without spies, but here in the Arcade anyone with good ears could listen. And I do not want to have to pretend we do not know things about each other."



"Nor do I," she said. "You choose the place, then."



Wu led the way through the Arcade and to the Docks, finding that Veringthe was open and had one of its private rooms available.



Once seated, Maria-Susanna threw back her hood. "Ugh, I really hate that thing, but we're required to wear it in public. Hooded
 spooky
 wizards," she waved her hands in exaggerated scary poses, "have to keep their mystique, you know."



"You're not one of the wizards yet, though, are you?"



She rolled her eyes skyward. "Oh, God, no. All
 sorts
 of training I have to go through, and even though they
 say
 there's a spot waiting for me, they're not going to let me take it until I pass whatever their requirements are."



Wu grinned at her, letting his fangs show. "They are not stupid; they're not going to trust you even if they let you in."



"Don't rub it in, Wu. That's not like you."



"I can be
 angry
 , can't I?" Suddenly he felt the pain like a burning coal in his heart. "You
 killed
 people, Maria-Susanna!
 Our
 people, not just the experimenters!"



The glorious eyes met his gaze, but he could see—now that he knew to look—the disquieting, even frightening glint that surfaced as he talked. "It… was for the best, Wu," she said, and her voice was different, both certain and brittle, as though she could neither change her course, nor dared look at where that course had taken her. "They were… not themselves. They couldn't be who they were, and it was already killing them."



"That's -!"



A sudden vision of Ariane and DuQuesne froze him.
 Do not engage!
 That was DuQuesne's phrasing, but Ariane had backed him up. "Wu," DuQuesne had said, "you can't argue her out of her… problems. If you have to talk to her, don't confront her. Let
 her
 do the talking, talk about other things that might interest her, but by every damned god of space don't try to fight her own madness. That'll end badly for both of you."



With an effort like dragging the Dragon King up a mountain, Wu cut himself off. "Sorry. I will not argue with you, Maria-Susanna."



That deadly gleam faded from her eyes, and he saw a frightened and desperate loneliness replace it, a loneliness that grasped with gratitude at his words. "Of course, Wu. Nothing to concern you with. So how have things been with you?"



He opened his mouth, then closed it.
 By the Emperor and the Peaches, what do I
 say
 ?
 The biggest things that had happened were bound up with the biggest secrets they had, and he knew that DuQuesne, Simon,
 and
 Ariane would take turns kicking him around the Embassy if he somehow let Maria-Susanna know the Hyperion secret.



But at the same time, there were things she
 had
 to know—not just for her sake, but maybe for the sake of the Shadeweavers. She was no friend of Humanity's, not now… but she wasn't really an enemy, he hoped. And there
 were
 real enemies. "Will you give me a few minutes? I have to find out what I can tell you."



She smiled, a surprised yet gratified look on her face. "Oh, my God, Wu. You're learning
 caution
 ?" She leaned back. "Of course I will. Go ask your Captain."



Another several vals bought him a few minutes in another private room. "Captain Austin?"



Ariane answered almost instantly. "Wu, are you all right?"



"I am… all right, but I am in a very, what would you call it, um, ticklish situation? I ran into Maria-Susanna and we are talking, and I think there are things she needs to know. But I can't talk about them myself."



She was quiet a moment. "Oh. You mean about Fairchild and such. I suppose I see that, a bit, but still, she isn't our concern."



"Captain, we may not be her friends now, maybe we'll even…" he swallowed at the thought, "… maybe we'll even have to fight her, but if she doesn't know Fairchild and Bey are out there, they might be able to grab her without warning. She's as dangerous as DuQuesne—what if they give her body to someone else? What if they can do that and then put that someone else
 into the Shadeweavers
 ?"



The comm-ball remained but did not speak for several seconds. "And I thought it was
 DuQuesne
 who came up with the worst scenarios. You have a really frightening point, Wu. Give me a minute to think about this."



The Monkey King knew he was normally absolutely terrible at patience… but in this case? He was
 ecstatic
 to wait and let
 this
 kind of decision be left to Captain Austin. "I will wait, Captain!"



"All right," Ariane said after almost five minutes. "All right, Wu, I can't see any way around it. Yes, she needs to know about the basic danger. I
 really
 do not want her knowing about the Hyperion advantage, although I have to be realistic and assume she might also have figured it out on her own. But we don't
 know
 she has, and so until we learn otherwise, we assume she doesn't and we want to keep it that way. She'll be bad enough as a Shadeweaver; the last thing we want is to find out what she'd be with her full idealized-self-insert-original-character powers added in. You have permission to tell her what she needs to know but do everything in your power to
 not
 blow the secret."



"Yes, Captain. I will not reveal that secret."



"God, I hope this is the right choice. Good luck, Wu."



"Thank you, Captain."



He returned to the first room, where he found Maria-Susanna already nibbling at an appetizer. She glanced up and raised one perfectly-maintained eyebrow. "I see you got an answer or two."



"And permission to give you some," Wu said. He'd thought how to tell the story
 without
 telling the story as he'd walked back. If he thought about it like a prank, like trying to mislead someone for fun instead of something so deadly serious that he got all worried about it, he was pretty sure he could make it convincing. "Did you hear anything about how the Captain solved the political problems of, well, being the Leader?"



She nodded. "A few rumors, bits and pieces from people. She basically shoved their noses in the fact that the Arena was setting the rules, so they'd better make their rules fit. I heard there was some momentary excitement—something happened to General Esterhauer?"



Oh, good, that gets to the point!
 "Oh, that was a bad moment. The General had been, what did DuQuesne call it,
 suborned
 in her headware by someone who wanted to make things go differently, and it took DuQuesne and a bunch of their AISage things to keep them from killing the General when things went wrong."



Maria-Susanna nodded gravely. "Yes. From things Simon told me, that had to have been a renegade Hyperion AI. Did they ever find out who it was?"



"Yes. Doctor Alexander Fairchild."



She blanched visibly. "That… is one of the worse possibilities."



"That isn't the worst of it, Maria-Susanna," he said, and braced himself for her reaction. "We found him
 here
 in the Arena."



The Hyperion woman froze, violet-blue eyes stunned and horrified, face now marble-white. "
 Here
 ? No, Wu, that is not possible, the Arena forbids AIs from…" If possible, she paled further. "Oh my God. He
 didn't
 kill off the four."



Wu swallowed and nodded. "He took Jonny's body for his own and … Maria-Susanna, he's keeping them as ransom for us, or payment for other AI allies."



She shuddered. "
 Jonny
 is that monster's body now?" Almost unconsciously she reached out and gripped Wu's hand. "Oh, God, Wu," she whispered. "I wish Jim were here."



He squeezed back. "You had to know. They might want to grab you. They tried to trap Oasis and DuQuesne just a while back. And Bey is wearing D'Arbignal."



"That …
 bastard
 ." A lethal light shone in her eyes for a moment, then she took a deep breath and got herself under control. "Thank you for warning me, Wu. And thank your Captain for letting you do so."



"I will. But it is not just from friendship!" He gave a warrior's smile. "It would not help
 us
 if they got you too."



A delicate laugh relaxed her face a touch. "No. No, that would not be good for anyone at all." She looked down at her plate. "I have somewhat lost my appetite, and that won't do. This is the first time we've had to talk to each other for
 years
 , really, and I can't leave you and me all grim and…" She brightened, and Wu could smell the spark of an idea and memory. "Wu, I never congratulated you on your
 wonderful
 win back then, against Tunuvun!"



"Ha! That was a fine race indeed!"



"I wasn't even on the
 edge
 of my seat, I was standing
 on
 my seat praying for you!" she said, eyes distant in memory. "Which was probably not very politic, since I was in the Vengeance then. I almost felt sorry for Tunuvun."



"I would have too, except that he
 wanted
 me to beat him, so that was all okay."



"And then having your win
 protested
 ? I thought you were going to kick old Selpa over the stands!"



He remembered his own fury. "Oh, I would have, yes, except the Arena would not have let me." Belatedly, he realized that they were now skating close on the secrets he absolutely had to hide.



Maria-Susanna's smile was suddenly sharp. "Oh, Wu, don't worry, I already figured
 that
 one out."



"You
 did
 ?"



"Wu," she said, with a glance that reminded him all too much of Sha Wujing's "stop being an idiot" expression, "there was only
 one
 possible argument that could have shut up Selpa, and it made perfect sense with things I had already observed. The Arena let our Hyperion mods work, even though they were far past what it would allow on other species, or even regular humans. You had to tell them about Hyperion, so they realized that from the Arena's point of view, we grew up like this naturally."



He kept the relief bottled up to a small corner of his gut and hoped it wouldn't show. "Ariane had
 hoped
 no one else guessed. Everyone there was sworn to silence by the Arena."



"No one who
 wasn't
 one of us would have guessed, I don't think," she reassured him. Her mouth tightened. "Well. I should have thought of the implications before, but that's obviously why Selpa let me go; finding out about Hyperion in its details would have horrified him."



"Too much like what they hate the Voidbuilders for," agreed Wu.



"Still, that must have hurt. Selpa knows one of our most valuable secrets and
 can't talk about it
 ."



"Well, he could to Tunuvun, I guess, or to some of us. Or Byto, before someone killed him."



"Before
 what
 ?"



There
 was some news she'd missed. "You hadn't heard? It was a couple months ago, Byto was going to meet DuQuesne for something—right here, even! And he got killed—dragged himself all the way here and died right in front of DuQuesne." He felt his face fall. "That made him very angry and sad."



"Who did it? Does anyone know?"



"We haven't figured it out yet, not with the whole Fairchild problem…"



He trailed off as he saw her eyes widen and that insane glint returned, solidified. Her lips parted and she let out a low hiss that made Wu recoil, on guard as though against some lethal viper.



Then she straightened, her smile pasted back on her face but her eyes still deadly cold; not looking
 at
 him but
 through
 him. "Oh, dear, Wu," she said, standing, "I'm
 so
 sorry, but I just remembered I have something to do."



"Maria-Susanna, what—"



"Oh, no, no, don't worry, Wu, everything's all right," she said, and the bright, cheerful voice was as brittle as the frost-frozen surface of a pond. "I just hadn't thought about things the right way. Oh, yes, everything's
 much
 clearer now. Good-bye!" She pecked him on the cheek—the kiss itself almost like the viper's strike—and disappeared out the door.



"Oh no," he whispered to himself. "I've made a terrible mistake, and I don't even know what it
 was
 !"








 








Chapter 39.




T
 he hairs on his arms were literally standing up, Simon realized, as a chill of awe swept over him.



Halintratha, home of the enigmatic Vindatri, loomed before them, a gigantic angular construct on the same scale as the Spheres themselves but frighteningly different. Where a Sphere was a smooth expanse of CQC, topped with the skin of a world lit by a blazing Luminaire, Halintratha was a spectral hulk of black metal with only occasional glints of white or yellow light relieving the darkness, the entire gigantic structure backlit by a blood-red cloud that spanned a hundred thousand kilometers and more. A patchwork of girders that could support the construction of worlds was outlined in grim contrast to the sanguinary background; within that brobdingnagian framework lay disturbingly organic curves, some surrounding and pointing up a central structure whose shape hinted at an ebony flower, a black lotus awaiting some ancient Jotun the height of the sky itself to pluck it.



"Gets you right here, doesn't it?" DuQuesne murmured, jabbing a thumb towards his stomach.



"I am feeling a strong urge for us to reverse course."



A dark chuckle. "Yeah, felt the same way the first time we came here. I think that's deliberate. He'd rather anyone who sees this just turn around, leave, and try to pretend they never saw it. But this is our destination, and it's actually not nearly that creepy
 inside
 . Question is whether—"



Doc Smith
 twitched beneath them, and Simon realized that the immensity of Halintratha was expanding before his eyes.



"Okay, question answered. He's seen us and he's bringing us in. Good sign; if he didn't want us, I'm sure he could just blow us out of the ether from a hundred thousand klicks as easy as he could face-to-face."



"Could we leave if we wanted?"



"
 Now
 ? I wouldn't wanna try it. His tractor beam, or whatever it is, could pull in
 Zounin-Ginjou
 , which outmasses
 Doc
 by a couple orders of magnitude. And even primaries aren't going to bother
 that
 much." He gestured at the monstrous structure that now covered the entire forward screen. "Still, it doesn't matter; we came here for something and we can't leave until we get it."



Simon couldn't argue that. They had traveled for two weeks to get here; there was no way they were turning back unless they absolutely had to.



The ominous bulk of Halintratha enveloped the entirety of the view, and then a brilliant square of light appeared directly before them, grew with frightening speed into a landing bay large enough for a dozen
 Zounin-Ginjou
 s.



"Marc," he said nervously, "we are coming in
 awfully
 fast."



"Relax," DuQuesne said, suiting actions to words and leaning back casually in his seat. "Vindatri's just showing off; he's gonna bring us in fast enough to turn us to paste, and then—"



With only the slightest sensation of deceleration,
 Doc Smith
 came to a stop in the precise center of the landing bay, and then drifted down to a landing so gentle that Simon honestly could not tell when they actually made contact.



"… See what I mean? Showing off," DuQuesne said with a chuckle. "Come on, let's find out if he's going to play mindgames or do everything straight."



"Ah, yes. When you arrived here, he acquainted himself with you by bringing up images of each person's past. Yes?"



"Personalities of their past, more like." DuQuesne extended the gangway and opened the airlock. "Dunno if he's up for those games today. The real question is—well, I'll be damned, here he comes."



The approaching figure was more than slightly reminiscent of a Shadeweaver—a cloaked figure standing roughly as tall as DuQuesne. But as Vindatri came near to the two humans, he threw back the cowl hood and revealed his true features—startlingly human, though with skin of pale grey, ruby-red eyes, pointed ears, and faintly blue-tinted white hair.



DuQuesne bowed. "Vindatri. Thank you for seeing us."



Vindatri returned the bow. "Of course, Doctor. Now that we are allies, you can rely on me, within the strictures we have already discussed. But who… ah. This can be none other than Doctor Simon Sandrisson." A deeper bow, swirling the cloak dramatically. "Welcome to Halintratha, Doctor Sandrisson."



"Thank you," Simon said, studying the surprisingly human features. "My apologies for being brought to you without warning."



Vindatri laughed. "And how else, when I hide myself and am only to be reached in this manner? I will not blame you for an abruptness I have forced on you, Doctor. But come, let us be more at ease."



Without so much as a flicker, Simon found that the three of them were now in a smaller room—though one still more than large enough for a banquet table filled with a vast assortment of food. "Sit, take your ease. You have not traveled the Deeps for no reason, and Halintratha welcomes you."



"Anything against talking business while we eat?" DuQuesne asked, seating himself and reaching for a large roast.



"None whatsoever. Your business must be urgent, if it brings you so far."



"Does the word 'soul' translate to anything meaningful for you?" Simon asked.



The inclined eyebrows rose. "It does. The essence of life, that which makes a being alive rather than merely dead matter. Why?"



So, such concepts are indeed widespread; if what Marc and Ariane said is true, Vindatri's people pre-date even the Molothos
 . "Because we are told that we have sustained injuries to our souls, that are of such grave nature that we may die soon without a mark on us."



Vindatri frowned. "And who has told you this?"



"Wu Kung," DuQuesne said. "You remember
 him
 , I'm sure."



A dry chuckle. "My body remembers him well, and wishes it did not. Indeed, his senses would be exactly as acute as needed to sense such things. If you permit, Doctor, I will evaluate you."



"That's what we came for. And for help, if you can give it."



"We shall see." Vindatri raised his hands, forming an oval between the pale, slender fingers, and shimmers of light and darkness rippled within. There was a quick indrawn breath, and the alien lowered his hands. "In truth, that is as bad as you say." He glowered at DuQuesne. "What have you been
 doing
 ? I expected the three of you would sustain some damage, but that if you were to avoid strenuous effort you would have recovered in a matter of months!"



"Life doesn't let us keep that pace," DuQuesne said bluntly. "Ran into something that forced me to push things before I was healed. So, can you do anything for me?"



"One moment. If you allow me, Doctor Sandrisson?"



Simon nodded. "By all means."



Again the hands came up… but this time it was not an indrawn breath, but a shocked curse in an unknown language and the master of Halitratha
 recoiled
 from Simon. "
 What are you
 ?" Vindatri demanded, voice low and intense.



"Interesting," DuQuesne rumbled in his deep voice. "You can see there's
 something
 different, but you don't know
 what
 . Can you see he's hurt like me?"



"By Tramyt… hm. Yes, I can see the damage, and it is indeed as severe. But I see … almost nothing else. To the Oversight it is as though you were cloaked in darkness, Doctor Sandrisson; the details of your essence are hidden, only the outline can I grasp."



That is something of a relief. That means that Vindatri does not know what I can do, and should not be able to learn it unless we tell him.



"Can you help us?" DuQuesne asked. "From what Wu said, this might not heal
 at all
 —we might die tomorrow, or a month from now."



"Sun Wu Kung is correct," Vindatri agreed. "Your souls are now but an arch of sand, waiting for the wind to blow you to naught." He was silent a moment, staring at both of them. "But yes. I believe I can rebuild you, enough at least so that your ordinary healing will complete the task."



He sighed, and smiled. "And while a part of me wishes, very strongly, to demand a great price for this service… no. I have chosen to risk my secrets with you and call you my allies, and it is a poor ally who risks his friends for his own cupidity or love of secrets."



Relief rushed through Simon like a refreshing stream. "
 Thank
 you, Vindatri."



"You are welcome. Though," and this time there was a faint twinkle of amusement in the red eyes, "I would not
 object
 to learning some new secrets along the way; perhaps I might even find a way to make use of them to our mutual benefit."



"Ha!" DuQuesne's laugh was brief but honest. "We'll think about it, Vindatri. Like you said, we'd be poor allies if we keep secrets when it could benefit us both. Might be that there's something we could tell you of interest. Probably is, even." He cut a bite off the slice of roast, chewed. "So, how long will your soul-repairs take?"



"Some days, at least," Vindatri said after a moment of thought. "You understand, it is a delicate matter to repair something that may collapse at the slightest touch, so I have no intention of hurrying the process. With your permission, I will lay a gentle binding on you both that will inhibit you from even attempting to use any abilities outside of the purely physical and intellectual. Yes?"



"Inhibit, but not prevent?" Simon asked.



"If you are suicidal, or desperate enough that your death matters not, my binding will not prevent their use, no. But it will prevent you from using them on quick impulse, without thought or true intent. Is this satisfactory?"



He saw DuQuesne hesitating; the big Hyperion did not like trusting others with anything so intimate and important, but at the same time they
 had
 come here asking for help, and it would be rather stupid of them to reject that help. "With the understanding that this is all you are doing, and that it is temporary—to ensure we stay intact during your procedures?" Simon asked.



Vindatri bowed. "You have my word. This is in the nature of a bandage, to prevent ill-considered disturbance of the wound."



"Agreed."



The cloaked, gray-skinned figure drew itself up, and for a moment Simon saw what his friends had described—a being of ancient majesty, grim and powerful, as Vindatri raised his hand and gestured.



A warm tingling spread throughout Simon's entire
 being
 in a way he could never have described; it touched all of him, yet contacted no part of himself he could name. DuQuesne's raised eyebrows showed that he, too, felt something he could not describe.



"That… was sure by the hells of space
 something
 , but I'm completely jiggered as to
 what
 ," DuQuesne said finally. "Never felt anything like it."



"If you are unused to those things that touch upon the soul, this is no surprise," Vindatri replied. "It is within my purview to work enchantments from the material to the spiritual, so I have both knowledge and words to describe them… but you may not."



"Still," Simon said, "it
 is
 something of a relief to know I will not attempt to use my abilities without truly
 thinking
 about it. I am sure Marc feels the same way."



"Well… it still kinda rankles to have
 any
 kind of restraint on me, but… yeah. And my powers are the kind that I
 could
 use without really thinking about it."



"It is well, then." Vindatri seated himself, then leaned back with a surprising casual air. "So, with immediate danger removed, let us talk. Even if we avoid secrets, there must be much to tell. Starting, my allies, with what happened after you departed for a battle against the Molothos themselves!"








 








Chapter 40.





"A





ll right, everyone," Ariane said, feeling the sour taste of crisis at the back of her throat, "let's go over this again. We've obviously got some kind of an emergency, but
 what,
 we don't know." She turned to Wu Kung, who was visibly downcast and worried. "What
 exactly
 did you say to Maria-Susanna just before she changed her attitude?"



"I'd just told her…" he paused. "Exactly, sorry. Umm… okay, so she'd just told me that she'd guessed the Hyperion Advantage, and then while I was panicking inside about that, she showed that she'd just
 almost
 guessed it. Anyway, so then she said that the ending of that Challenge explained why Selpa kicked her out of the Vengeance, saying, um, 'finding out about Hyperion in its details would have horrified him,', and I said 'Too much like what they hate the Voidbuilders for,', and she nodded and mentioned how it must have really hurt Selpa in another way, because he, um, 'knows one of our most valuable secrets and
 can't talk about it
 ,'".



Wu took a breath. "Okay, and then I said that he could talk to Tunuvun or some of us, and could have to Byto, until he was killed. She was startled by that, so I filled her in on that—told her that a couple months before, Byto had been killed before he could meet DuQuesne, and dragged himself there and died in front of DuQuesne." He frowned. "Then she said 'Who did it? Does anyone know?', and I said 'We haven't figured it out yet, not with the whole Fairchild problem,' and that was as far as I got before she went all scary and left."



"Interesting," Laila said after a moment. "Then it is obviously something to do with Byto Kalan's murder."



"I agree," Davia said. "Something in that conversation started her thinking about what had happened. But what did she
 think
 of?"



"She
 must
 have figured out who killed Byto," Ariane said, that tension morphing into certainty. "And somehow that really, really made her mad. She didn't have any personal connection to him, did she?"



Wu shrugged. "I don't
 think
 so? I mean, we didn't really get a chance to watch her before, and if she did, I can't believe she wouldn't have known he was dead. Right?"



"Yeah, that fits," Carl Edlund agreed. "If she'd been really tight with Byto, no way she wouldn't have known he was dead. So it wasn't personal
 that
 way. But you got the idea it was personal somehow, right?"



Wu shivered visibly. "She looked
 crazy
 , Carl. Not the Maria-Susanna I knew. The one… the one that DuQuesne and Oasis talked about, I guess."



That was what Ariane had been afraid of. "But that implies that something about the situation
 had
 to touch on Hyperion."



Laila nodded slowly, eyes narrowed. "We had already deduced that Byto's reason for meeting with DuQuesne had to be associated with Hyperion, yes?"



"From what Sivvis told me? Absolutely," Wu Kung said with an emphatic nod.



"Then we must conclude, using Occam's Razor, that it was no coincidence that he was murdered at that time and place. His
 murder
 was, somehow, connected to Hyperion."



"Could he have recognized Fairchild? Somehow gotten in his way?" Ariane asked.



"Hm. Not impossible. And Wu
 had
 been discussing Fairchild with her previously. Yet…" Laila shook her head sharply, her brown hair echoing the motion. "No. No, I do not think so. She left Wu Kung with a clear implication that not only had she deduced something, but that she had a specific immediate goal and, one presumes, target. And given her known behavior, that target must be a Hyperion-related one; generally that has been reserved for other Hyperions or their so-called researchers, yes?"



Once more, Ariane felt that sensation of approaching a precipice, that she was very near an answer she did not really want to hear. But no revelation was immediately forthcoming. "That's the way I understand it. And people trying to apprehend her, though she usually tries
 not
 to hurt them."



"Of course she does," Wu said. "They're just doing their jobs; it's not their fault that they don't understand. At least, that's how she'd say it, I think."



They discussed it for a few more minutes, but while both Laila and Davia both expressed the same feeling that the answer was
 close
 , no one could quite put their finger on it.



Finally, Ariane stood. "All right, no point in wasting everyone's time going around and around on this. Maybe the answer will come to us, or we'll get a new piece of information that will make it come clear. Laila, go back over DuQuesne's notes and see if anything jumps out at you with this new angle. Otherwise, I've got things to do; Tanglil wants to see me and he's coming in half an hour."



It was important to clear her head before
 that
 visit.  Tanglil was the current Leader of the Faction of the Blessed, confirmed in that position about a month after the Minds had their heads metaphorically handed to them by Humanity, and no visit by the Leader of one of the Great Factions was something to take lightly.



She managed to get focused, but she wasn't sure Wu did. He looked distracted, and she suspected the Hyperion Monkey King was rerunning his conversation with Maria-Susanna in his head, constantly looking for a new clue that he'd missed.



"Captain Austin," Tanglil said as he entered, and gave a full pushup-bow. "It is an honor to meet you here, in your Faction House. I hope again that there are no further ill-feelings between our Factions."



"On that, we're both agreed, Tanglil. Welcome to our Faction House, Leader Tanglil, and be assured you are safe here as if you were in your own."



Tanglil gave another quick push-bow, and allowed her to lead him to one of the conference rooms, which she had already provided with a suitable chair and refreshments. "So, what can I do for the Blessed to Serve, Tanglil?" she asked at last.



"It is more a matter of what the Blessed can do for you," Tanglil said earnestly. "Even though whatever… differences we have were resolved privately, the Minds have made known to me that we are to treat with you well and fairly, and that they perceive they have much to prove to you and Humanity."



No kidding
 . The Minds had, with the connivance of Deputy Ambassador Michelle Ni Deng, planned to not only kidnap Ariane, but to make use of her in experiments intended to steal the power she had gained in her battle against Amas-Garao. "Humanity agrees that if you wish to have any form of trust from us, you have a considerable task ahead of you, yes."



Tanglil bowed his head; she suspected he did not know the whole story of what had happened, so was in the doubly-uncomfortable position of having to make up for some terrible
 faux pas
 of the Minds without even knowing the extent or nature of those mistakes. "Accordingly, the Blessed would like to offer you a gift of some significance. Other exchanges will have to be… well, exchanges, trades of value, but ones looked upon with strong favor. This, however, is truly a gift, with no obligations expected or desired."



She nodded, cautiously. "Humanity is not one to spurn gifts, especially offered in a spirit of reconciliation. What, then, do the Minds and the Blessed offer us?"



"Maps, Leader Austin," Tanglil said.



"Maps?"



"Maps of the Arena—specifically, maps of many of the Nexus connections, and routes to those connections, that have been collected by the Blessed to Serve for thousands of years. Not," Tanglil said with that tilt of the head that served his species as a sardonic smile, "
 all
 of our maps, naturally, but a large collection of interesting and useful maps to give you access to wide areas of the Arena that you would not have gained yet. And," a smile again, "selected so that they are
 not
 focused on areas controlled or inhabited by the Blessed."



She was stunned, and she was sure that Tanglil could see that much from her pose. The Arena was almost limitless in extent; the smallest guess as to its actual diameter was sixteen light-years, and it might be as much as sixty or seventy light-years across. At the moment, Humanity knew three routes of significance through the Arena's skies: the basic Sky Gate jump to get to Nexus Arena, the path to one of Orphan's drop-points, and the secret path to Halintratha. Plus the two-gate sequence needed to get to the point in Arenaspace that had seen the battle between a small Blessed fleet and Orphan's flagship
 Zounin-Ginjou
 .



Even a relatively small assortment of maps such as the Blessed were offering would expand Humanity's knowledge and reach in the Arena manyfold. It was a far greater gift than a fair number of new ships, because ships were only as useful as the routes they could take.



By offering this, the Blessed were not only empowering the Faction of Humanity, but they were—to some small extent—exposing themselves to danger, since no matter how carefully selected, such maps would of necessity impinge upon holdings of the Blessed.



"That… is a most impressive, and I would say
 touching
 , gift, Tanglil," she said after a moment. "The Faction of Humanity accepts your gift with considerable gratitude and appreciation, and says that it is a very fine step forward, indeed."



Tanglil's wingcases relaxed visibly—a sign of tension dispelled. "The Blessed are pleased by your words," he said, with a pose that spoke of a grin. "Then here; this crystal holds the maps, and I am assured you will find them readable and of considerable use."



Ariane took the crystal and handed it to Wu Kung, who tucked it away somewhere safe; she knew she could rely on the little Hyperion to take care of something that valuable. "Then can I offer you—"



The green comm-ball that flashed into being was speaking even as it appeared. "Captain Ariane Austin of Humanity, Gona-Brashind of the Shadeweavers must speak with you immediately."



Gona-Brashind?
 She remembered the creepy Molothos Shadeweaver. More importantly, Shadeweavers did not regularly request audiences with, well, pretty much anyone.



She saw that this thought had already crossed Tanglil's mind; he had risen. "We shall speak again soon, Captain," Tanglil said, and he looked nervous. "I shall… remove myself."



"Yes, we should speak again soon. I appreciate you accommodating me in this—"



A sharp, buzzing laugh cut her off. "Oh, Captain, none who are wise would stay for any speech with a Shadeweaver that was not meant for their ears."



"Gona-Brashind," she said, "I will meet you in our foyer momentarily."



"It is well," the comm-ball replied, and vanished.



"What is going on?" Wu Kung asked, hand gripping his staff
 Ruyi Jingu Bang
 .



"I don't know, but if a
 Shadeweaver
 feels he must speak to me, it can't be good."



Tanglil departed through the front doors a split-second ahead of the entry by the seven-legged Gona-Brashind. "Captain Austin," he said, bobbing in place. "And the mighty Sun Wu Kung. May we speak in private?"



"This way." She knew from her brief dealings with Dajzail the perch-sling arrangement used by the Molothos as a chair, but wasn't quite sure how to summon one. Gona-Brashind saved her the trouble by conjuring such an arrangement with a gesture. "What seems to be the problem, Gona-Brashind?"



A buzz-rasp of dark amusement. "It may be an unfortunate accident… or something far worse. For now, we are treating it as an accident. Amas-Garao is dead, as is his new apprentice."



"Amas…" She stared. "
 Amas-Garao
 is dead?" She remembered the arrogant, implacable power of the one many called the eldest of the Shadeweavers. "
 How
 ?"



"That is the mystery. It has, currently, the look of a terrible mishap in the use of the Power. Such are rare—and vastly more rare, when dealing with a Shadeweaver of such subtle skill as Amas-Garao—but are not unheard of."



The Molothos Shadeweaver gestured, and an image materialized in the air before them—a picture of a grassy plain, with only details of the color and shape of the stalks to differentiate it from a Kansas prairie.



Well, those, and the smoking, glassy crater sixty or seventy meters in radius; eerie sparks of green, blue, and violet crept sporadically around the depths and rim of the crater. "Holy
 crap
 . Wait, 'apprentice'—you mean
 Maria-Susanna
 was in that too?"



He spread his fighting claws. "So it appears. Naturally, there is little of either left in the crater, but enough of a trace remains to show both were indeed present."



It was barely a twitch, but a shift in Wu Kung's posture caused her to glance up—to see a frightened understanding in the Hyperion's eyes.



Instantly Ariane clamped down on her own emotions.
 Control. Absolute control right now.
 "My condolences on your loss. I presume you came to us because his apprentice—"



"—had been one of you—the only one of Humanity given to the Shadeweavers. Yes." A shift of posture that somehow implied a dark humor. "Which means the position is once more open, alas. Others of the Blood of the Skies shall be searching for volunteers, once we have finished our investigation of this matter and have said farewell to our eldest." He rose, and his cradle-seat vanished. "Now I must go to our honored enemies. If this is not an accident, it is not out of the question that they, too, will be a target of a force willing and able to strike down so strong a Shadeweaver, and if we wish to avoid overmuch suspicion, we must inform them of the situation immediately."



"Then don't let us detain you," Ariane said. "And again, thank you for bringing us this sad news personally."



The journey back to the front door took a subjective year and a half instead of its usual few minutes, as Ariane kept herself completely calm and tried to walk as naturally as possible. At last, with another bow and exchange of courtesies, Gona-Brashind departed and the door closed behind him.



"Maria-Susanna
 murdered
 him!" Wu burst out.



"We don't
 know
 that," Ariane pointed out, though she felt that Wu was probably right. "And what about the traces they found? It looks like
 both
 of them died."



"Maybe he struck just as she did? He was an old and very deadly wizard and had
 many
 protections." His face fell. "I do not want to think of her as being dead. But you might be right;
 she
 couldn't have made that crater."



"No. Even if she knew that she had her Hyperion powers, they…" she trailed off.



A memory replayed itself: Amas-Garao standing over her, as she spoke three final alien words: "
 … setsdensu kama threy!
 "



"Oh, my
 God
 ."



"What?"



She remembered the seething storm of energies around her, the crackling sparks so like the ones they had just seen, and the Shadeweaver himself, unable to stand before …



"… the
 Awakening
 ," she half-whispered. At Wu Kung's puzzled stare, she went on, "Don't you see? Maria-Susanna went back to her teacher and got him to do something—maybe showing her how a ritual worked, discussing methods, doesn't matter—and then killed him or hurt him badly enough so he couldn't stop her from
 doing the same ritual I did
 ."



Wu Kung swore in his Hyperion-created polyglot. "I have seen that! If they had not restrained you—if Amas-Garao had been injured—"



"Exactly! The Awakening would have made a crater
 just
 like that, would have blasted everything in range to powder and glass!"



Wu Kung nodded, then stopped. "But
 why
 ? She has just burned her bridges, like you say. The Shadeweavers won't teach her any more. Why would she do this?"



Suddenly everything connected—their prior discussions, Maria-Susanna's actions, Byto's murder—and she saw the whole answer. "It's
 Selpa
 ," she breathed.



"What?"



"It was Selpa'A'At—the
 Leader of the Vengeance
 —who murdered Byto," she said, and now she was moving forward, towards the door. "And Maria-Susanna figured out why."



Wu stared at her in horror. "Why?"



"Because Selpa didn't want Byto to tell DuQuesne what he was doing," Ariane said, feeling the same horror welling up—from what Selpa had done, from what Maria-Susanna had done… and from what both were going to do. "Didn't want Byto to tell us that Selpa and the Vengeance were trying to
 duplicate Hyperion
 ."








 








Chapter 41.




T
 hrough waves of red-hot misery, DuQuesne heard Simon scream, a thin, high wail of indescribable pain.
 Didn't expect spirit healing would be so
 painful
 .



Not that he should have been entirely surprised; physical healing, accompanied by therapy to exercise the recovering body, was often far from painless, and from Vindatri's description they were being effectively stitched together, literally
 thousands
 of soul wounds being drawn together and sealed by alien power.



And he could believe it, as a network of burning pinpricks washed through him, jabbing, tugging, compressing and stretching in ways even his Hyperion memories could barely comprehend.
 Mental injuries I've got referents for… but not spiritual ones.
 Beyond and above the rational analysis, he could hear his own groan of agony.



"I regret the pain," Vindatri said, voice filled with its own tension. "But there is no avoiding it; there are no anaesthetics for the soul. Either one feels nothing… or one feels
 everything
 , and for this repair, I must see and sense how each touch resonates with the whole of your being."



"How… do you… mean that?" Simon gasped.



"Your life, your heart, your mind, your will, these have all shaped the spirit that animates you," the master of Halintratha replied. "But broken in so many places, it becomes hard for even I, Vindatri, to see
 precisely
 the original shape, the warp and weft of your soul. For a proper healing, I must…" he paused, evidently searching for the right phrase, as frozen shocks of acid rippled past every cell in DuQuesne's body—yet did so somewhere infinitely far from any part of him. "I must
 align
 all of the fragments of self to as near perfection as may be, or the healing will be warped; a scar on the soul is a weakness in more than one way.



"And," he went on, "the only way to assure myself of that alignment is to see the resonance of the soul with your waking self—even if that resonance, in this broken form, will bring you pain."



Simon swore, in what DuQuesne thought was a very artistic combination of Norwegian and Japanese. "How long will this
 take
 ?"



Vindatri started to laugh, but the sound trailed off. "It will not be a short time. More, now that it is started, I can pause only for the briefest time, a handful of moments, until I am finished with the basic work of aligning and stitching the soul together."



"Klono and—dammit,
 how long
 ?" growled DuQuesne.



Vindatri was silent for what seemed an eternity, his fingers directing a symphony of torment across the humans' ethereal nerves. "Two or three days."



The concept was so appalling that DuQuesne was literally speechless.



"Three
 days?
 " wheezed Simon as another wave of anguish crashed down on them. "I will go
 mad!
 "



"I did warn you it would be difficult and painful," Vindatri reminded them.



"Those are blasted
 words
 , Vindatri, and by Klono's bouncing brass balls they didn't get the idea across!" He shuddered at the impact of yet more of the phantom needles sewing together the ineffable. "You really can't give us a break?"



"No!" snapped Vindatri. Then he sighed. "I truly wish I could—may Tramyt herself witness me and my words. But while we have spoken of assembling a broken vase, or stitching ripped cloth, one could as easily speak of re-casting a masterpiece, or working with pourstone, what you name concrete; once the materials are prepared, once the work begins, there is only so long that one
 has
 . I can adjust the repairs, perform subtle modifications, bend the entire structure as delicately as a breath… but only for the time that my own repairs remain… workable, not set. Once set, the structure is, and must be, as strong as the unbroken spirit you will require."



"Ah," Simon's weak voice said with a ghost of humor, "you repair souls with epoxy."



A sharp laugh. "As good an analogy as any. So, no; days it will be."



Jesus, Klono, Noshabkeming, and every other god there is.
 Ironically, DuQuesne knew that if he had been whole and healthy, the mental disciplines and powers he possessed would have made it trivially easy to distance himself from the pain. Now… now there was only the feeble skills of mere human discipline. "Simon," he managed.



"What, Marc?" the scientist replied in a thready, weak version of his normal elegent tones.



"You know… any meditations?"



"Only… the merest beginnings. And—
 kuso!
 —I have a terrible suspicion that even a master of such… would find it of … little use."



He's probably right. The mind can hold off the body's pain, but the body can't shut down pain from the mind so easily… and so can we expect the mind to suppress the agonies of the soul?



Which was at the same time a ridiculous question since the "soul" was some damned
 construct
 that the Arena had created. He expressed that sentiment aloud, though with some added invective.



"Are you certain of that, Doctor DuQuesne?" Vindatri asked.



"I can't be certain of anything in this cockamamie universe," he answered, then drew a hissing breath between his teeth as another tsunami of torment crashed down on him, echoed by Simon's distress. "But I've never seen
 evidence
 of one outside of simgames… or the Arena."



"Which," Simon gasped, "may simply mean… that we have not the powers or knowledge to find it in our home universe."



"Ha!" The laugh was all too brief, but anything that
 wasn't
 pain was welcome. "I thought
 you
 were the pure materialist here!"



"I can play devil's advocate, can I not?" The smile Simon gave was more like a grinning skull, but it was clear he
 intended
 it to look amused.



"We'd damn well better play
 something
 , or this will drive us 'round the bend. Up for …
 ugh!
 ... up for a few rounds of Twenty Questions?"



"I'm willing. Each of us will think of something and the other…
 Faen ta deg!
 " Simon writhed against his restraints. "Vindatri, is this going to get
 worse?
 "



"It will get worse and better," Vindatri's strained voice answered. "But that particular moment was, truly, as bad as it should get."



"
 Uff da.
 Yes, well, and the other gets twenty yes-no questions to find out what the first is thinking of. Yes?"



"Got it. You want to start?"



"Very well." A pause, broken only by the breathing of two men in pain. "All right, I have it."



"Is it a person?"



"No."



Bah. I was almost sure he would choose Ariane, just to mess with me.
 "Is it alive?"



"No."



"Is it a concept?"



"No."



"Is it an object?"



"Yes."



Well, that narrows it down to something in two observable universes. Damn this pain!
 "Is it bigger than …"



✽ ✽ ✽



Slowly, DuQuesne became aware that he was waking up, and that he felt…
 extraordinarily
 good. It took a moment to understand why.



There was no pain.



Now
 he remembered a bit more. Uncounted games of Twenty Questions and Hangman, in between scorching storms of indescribable anguish. Recitals of poetry or stories by two men near the limit of tolerance. Simon lecturing on Newtonian mechanics, as both of them sought to keep distracting themselves while not revealing too much of value to Vindatri.



And then a cessation of pain so abrupt that it was, itself, a shock… a shock that sent both of them immediately into exhausted collapse.



Gingerly, he rose from the bed. No agonies assaulted him. "Of course not," he said to himself. No matter what the condition of his spirit, nothing had been done to his body, and moving around wasn't likely to jolt anything that would hurt.



Aside from his throat, which was slightly dry and sore; based on his nano records, the long session of talk interspersed with screams and growls and moans had damaged his larynx a bit, but that repair work was done.



He looked over, seeing Simon lying in another bed nearby. "Hey. Simon."



Simon sat up with a jerk, staring around, then flopped back onto the bed, a smile on his face. "Oh, thank
 all
 the gods that's over. I honestly thought I might really go mad."



"We probably would've if we were alone. Believe you me, this is one lesson I'll remember."



"
 That
 much is certain, yes. I will be
 very
 careful not to overstrain my spirit again." Simon shuddered. "Now, I note that we are both… well, fragrant, shall I say?"



"I stink like a polecat, you mean. Not surprising; we went three days sweating in pain and I doubt Vindatri had the energy left to bathe us. Looks like there should be a shower through that door; you want first dibs?"



"Why don't you go first and I will see to arranging breakfast?"



"Okay, I smell
 that
 bad. See you after I deal with that, then."



DuQuesne found that there was, in fact, a large human-design shower in the adjoining room, and turned it up to the highest pressure it would offer and a temperature just one dot below scalding, letting the water blast away sweat, grime, and tension.
 Simon was right, too; got a whiff of myself when I came in here. A skunk would've run away from me.



After about fifteen minutes of just luxuriating in the spray's liquid massage of every muscle, DuQuesne lathered up and made sure every inch was clean before turning the shower off. He then realized, somewhat nonplused, that there were no towels. Before he could move, though, warm, dry air blasted him from all directions, then sculpted itself to ensure that not only was he dry, but his hair and beard were properly groomed.



He laughed. "Now
 that's
 just showing off." Fancy installations on Earth could do the same thing, but he hadn't expected it from an alien bathroom that was probably light-years from Earth any way he measured it.



The smells of multiple foods—ranging from DuQuesne's favorite grilled ham and bacon and eggs to what smelled like rice and fish—tickled his nose as he exited the bathroom. "I see you got us breakfast," he said, going to the closet and finding—unsurprisingly—all his clothes neatly cleaned and arranged.



"Vindatri made a brief appearance once I left our quarters and assured me that it would be taken care of," Simon replied. "And all of this materialized from nothing just a few moments before you came out."



"He does like his theatrics. Guess it's not surprising—he sure isn't getting many visitors out here in the back end of nowhere."



"That much is true. I'm going to go shower myself and then eat."



"Enjoy. Note that there's no towels for a reason."



"Ah. Thank you."



While Simon busied himself in the shower, DuQuesne sat down at the table and loaded two plates with Vindatri's conjured eggs, flapjacks, ham, bacon, toast, and home fries, and got a big mug of corrosively strong coffee and a glass of orange juice.
 Not so surprising he can pull this kind of thing off—we've seen it before—but it's still impressive as hell. He's probably never
 seen
 a ham in his life, but this and the bacon are as good a piece of pork as I've ever had.



Simon joined him shortly. "So, how are you feeling?"



"One hundred per cent better. That vague nagging sense of something being wrong is gone."



"Same for me," Simon said, starting to collect his own breakfast. "And now that I'm clean, dressed, and with breakfast before me, the only thing I'm missing is the rest of our friends."



"Two or three in particular, of course."



Simon chortled. "Indeed."



"Doctor DuQuesne," came Vindatri's voice from midair. "Doctor Sandrisson. When you are finished with your meal, I would like you to join me."



"That was the plan," DuQuesne said. "We need the lowdown on how things went and so on."



"Precisely my intent. Then I will expect you shortly."



"Fortunate that you started before me," Simon said, looking at the half-demolished breakfast before DuQuesne. "I think I can finish mine in the time it will take you to complete your second course."



"Well, let's get to it; I want to hear what our host has to say."



Half an hour later, they followed a flickering spark of light down the corridors to emerge into the same medical area where Vindatri had performed their treatments.



"So," DuQuesne said, "Was the operation a success?"



"It was," Vindatri replied, a quick smile lighting his narrow face. "I am pleased to see both of you recovered so well, in addition. The effects of such painful experiences have caused even strong entities to break in the past."



"It might have done," Simon admitted, "had I been alone, or unsure as to the intent or outcome. But I was confident that your intent was benign, and DuQuesne helped keep me distracted from the worst of the pain."



"Don't hand all the credit to me; we helped each other," DuQuesne protested mildly. "So, what, exactly, is our condition?"



"You are not yet fully recovered," Vindatri began, "but you are now no longer in great danger. You should be able to make very moderate uses of your abilities with no peril, and indeed should practice small to moderate levels of your talents—whatever they may be," he said with a curious glance at Simon, "for the same reasons that one recovering from injury should exercise their muscles and joints whenever feasible."



"So, basically, back to where we both were
 before
 we were backed into corners a second time and overdid it again."



"Yes. Perhaps somewhat improved from that, but indeed, you do not want to use your full strength for some time yet."



"And do we have an idea as to how long 'some time' will be?" Simon asked. "This is both personally and strategically important for us."



The black-cloaked master of Halintratha bowed. "Indeed, and that is one reason you are here. I intend to have Doctor DuQuesne make some small use of his talents while I observe with my own, and see how his soul—for lack of a better term—is or is not being stressed by these actions. I would say I would observe
 both
 of you, but I understand your desire to keep your nature and abilities secret, Doctor Sandrisson. If they are opaque to me, they are likely unique, or at least so rare that even I, Vindatri, have not seen their like in the millions of years of my life."



"We appreciate it," DuQuesne said. "So, you need any special preparation, or should I just start doing something now?"



"Whenever you are ready."



Since Vindatri was already
 very
 familiar—from painful personal experience—with DuQuesne's capabilities, DuQuesne decided the easiest test would be just a little telekinesis. He concentrated and levitated a water glass on the side table.



"Ideal, yes. Maintain that for a few moments." Vindatri raised one long-nailed hand and a vague purple glow limned both the fingers and DuQuesne.



"I truly wish I could get one of you into a laboratory for a few weeks," Simon said. "Just to see if I could figure out a way to even
 detect
 what it is you're doing."



"If we can get a few week's break from crises, Simon, I'll be your guinea pig. I'm just as curious as—"



Vindatri leapt back and gave a curse, as black and white light flashed momentarily about DuQuesne.



"What the hell —?"



Vindatri's eyes were narrow, and baleful light danced about his form. "Curse me for a blind and arrogant fool, DuQuesne, Sandrisson. Focused as I was on the details of your injuries, on the myriad fragments that must be brought together, I had not thought to examine you for other dangers—dangers spread more diffuse, across all of what you were—linked to your essence in all rather than in fragmentary parts."



Acid pressure squeezed DuQuesne's heart. "What are you saying, Vindatri?"



"There is a trace of a
 different
 power upon you, DuQuesne," Vindatri said. "Hidden, subtle, almost imperceptible by any save myself. But there, and more: it is active."



"Active?" Simon repeated. "Then what is it
 doing
 ?"



"The worst thing it could possibly do," Vindatri said, and though Vindatri's voice was cold, DuQuesne could hear the fear hidden behind the alien's rigidly-controlled voice—the fear of the unknown forces that had once ended his entire species. "It is
 calling
 ."








 








Chapter 42.





"W





ait, wait, Ariane,
 wait!
 " Wu Kung managed to get between the Captain and the door, her last words still leaving a shuddering black pit in Wu's gut. "First,
 explain!
 I … I can see some of it, but not all of it! And second, where are we going? You can't just run out like this, not without me even knowing where and why!"



Ariane started to push past him, but he refused to move, and the jolt of his utter intransigence forced her to truly look at him. He saw her furious glare soften, turn to realization. Then those eyes closed, she took a few breaths, and stepped back.



And hadn't Sanzo done the same, when Sha Wuneng was in danger?
 he thought, and then immediately chastised himself.
 She is not Sanzo, and I had best not think of her that way, no matter… no matter where we go.



"All right, Wu. I'll unpack it for you, but it has to be quick."



"Why? First why, why does it have to be quick?"



She bit her lip. "Okay, so, take my assumptions as fact. Maria-Susanna just killed Amas-Garao—or, at best, she hurt him and he's hiding somewhere for some reason, but either way, he's out of the picture. She's thrown herself out of the Shadeweavers. The only way that makes sense is if she needed the power
 now
 . And if she needed it that badly… I can only imagine one thing she's going to do: go after Selpa'A'At and anyone else in the Vengeance involved in making a new Hyperion."



She put a hand on Wu's shoulder. "And understand—we can't have her do that. We
 cannot
 . There's too few of us, we've been here too short a time. No matter how we try to say she's a renegade, it will still be true that a human being has
 assassinated
 the Leader of one of the Great Factions. I can't even
 begin
 to list the ways that will screw us."



Wu thought about it, and swallowed hard.
 She's right. Especially if she somehow assassinates Selpa in his own Faction House. That… oh, by the Dragons that would be a
 total
 disaster.
 "Okay, I understand. But how do you know … well, what you said is true?"



She took another breath, blew it out. "Okay, let's walk through it. We've already agreed that Byto was killed because of something associated with Hyperion, right? Sivvis' description of the last conversation he had with Byto pretty much confirmed it, and the fact that Byto was meeting with DuQuesne fits."



"Right," Wu agreed. "I'll take that."



"So, second is that Byto is—was—a Champion of the Arena, and from what we know he was just about as good in hand-to-hand as he was at cards and such. But it really looks like he got lethally attacked without even getting in a shot on his attacker. Sure, someone can always be assassinated, but this wasn't someone taking a sniper shot, this was someone up close and personal—and for them to get away with it, they'd have to have been one of two things: either so much better than him that he didn't have a chance, or someone that he didn't see as a threat—someone he either trusted, or who seemed so harmless that they didn't put him on his guard."



Wu Kung rolled that around in his head. "Ok. Yes, that makes sense."



Ariane showed a tiny bit of relief that he was taking her seriously. "Good. The other thing is that whoever it was
 didn't finish the job
 . And that's the really strange bit. If you're badass enough to take down a Champion of the Arena, and desperate enough to do it to keep him quiet—why not let him have it a few more times? We were theorizing that the assassin got spooked, interrupted by someone who didn't come forward… but even then, that's an incredibly fine bit of timing we're assuming—assassin gets in the first shot, and then
 just
 before they can deliver the finishing blow someone interrupts them—a someone that doesn't come forward about what they saw even after the news of Byto's death breaks. That's pretty unlikely."



"Well… what if the witness got on a ship right after that and they're out somewhere in the Arena?"



Ariane blinked. "Okay, that's a fair point. That would allow someone to have seen something without maybe connecting it with murder, and they might be gone for a year or more. But I've got a better explanation.



"Again, we're assuming Hyperion connects to it. I'm willing to just assume that you, DuQuesne, Oasis, and Velocity aren't suspects. But any
 other
 Hyperion—including our least-favorite guy Fairchild—would
 make damn sure
 Byto never left the alley. They're not going to get spooked. If there's a witness, they'll either kill them too, or use funky powers to make them forget, or just escape before the other person gets a good look."



"Oh." Wu thought he could see the pathway Ariane followed, and he cringed.



"But what if the person who came to him was a friend—a respected Leader, even? And one of a species that, speaking honestly, is generally weaker, less dangerous in physical combat?" She shook her head. "Selpa catches up to him, having guessed what he was doing. They have a hushed discussion; maybe Byto didn't realize Selpa was directly involved yet, or maybe both hoped to convince each other. But finally Byto wouldn't be convinced, turns to go, and Selpa strikes him with whatever weapon he might have been carrying."



"You think he
 could
 ?" Wu asked. "I mean, you did point out that Byto is a Champion. And he wouldn't have been
 that
 stupid, to be completely open."



"It's
 hard
 to suspect someone you've known and respected for years of being willing to murder you in cold blood, Wu. And I think that the title of 'Swordmaster First' is not purely symbolic; my guess is that Selpa'A'At is more than just capable with a blade. Also, the odds against Selpa would be high; Byto may have gone by that Arena assumption that people won't
 take
 such risks, forgetting or discounting just how badly cornered Selpa thought he was.



"In any case, Selpa stabs Byto… and then sees his friend and Champion falling, bleeding, from his own strike.
 That
 is why he couldn't deliver a second, fatal blow. Striking out in fury and desperation is very different than having to deliver a final, deliberate, murderous blow to someone you liked and respected. He hesitated, heard other people nearby, and fled. After all, Byto was already dying on the Docks, and whatever Selpa used clearly inhibited whatever medical nanos Byto had; the chances of anyone finding and rescuing Byto were ridiculously low."



"Why would Byto know about this… terrible plan to begin with?"



"Only he and Selpa knew about Hyperion in the Vengeance," Ariane answered. "Even if Selpa set everything in motion on his own, it's simply impossible to believe the two of them never discussed the Hyperion Project—and it wouldn't take much of a slip to give Byto a clue as to what was going on. That's assuming Selpa didn't try to sound Byto out on joining the project as a director or something, which he might. Hell, for all I know maybe Byto
 was
 part of it at first and then just grew a conscience. How all that played out doesn't really matter.



"What
 does
 matter is that Maria-Susanna believes it happened that way, and I agree with her—and that she's planning on killing Selpa and everyone else involved, and I do
 not
 agree with her on that!"



"Well… crap."  Wu Kung didn't move from in front of the door yet, though. He wanted to think about this a bit more. "It took you a long time to learn to use your powers, even after Vindatri took away the seal the Faith and Shadeweavers put on you. I mean, not a
 long
 time, but it wasn't minutes or anything. Won't Maria-Susanna have to take
 some
 time to learn how to use the magic?"



Ariane grimaced. "I'd love to think so, Wu, but Maria-Susanna's got three advantages on me. First, she's an actual best-of-breed Hyperion who DuQuesne says can match
 him
 in pretty much anything, so I'm really, really not comfortable using
 me
 as a baseline. Second, she
 has
 been an apprentice of the Shadeweavers for a while now—maybe she learned a lot more than they thought. Third…" her grimace became a twisted smile, "she's
 Maria-Susanna
 . Literally 'Mary-Sue'. If she's even started to get a grasp of the, well, implications of that? There's no telling how fast she can learn pretty much
 anything
 ."



Wu wasn't really clear on what 'Mary-Sue' meant, but he knew DuQuesne and others thought it meant something very frightening, so he just nodded. "Then why don't you call Selpa? This is Leader-stuff."



"Jesus. What am I going to say? 'Excuse me, Leader, I think one of the superbeings we know about has decided you need to die for trying to duplicate the experiment'? That will come out like a not-very-veiled threat." She sighed. "I'll think about it. But you're right, without a plan of action, it's just as stupid. What am I going to do, run up to the front of the Vengeance's headquarters and stare at the door?"



Wu debated with himself for a minute before speaking. "Do we
 want
 to stop her?"



Ariane's head whipped around, staring at him in disbelief. "
 What
 ?"



"Hyperion was
 evil
 ," Wu said flatly. "Even though most of the people who did it didn't
 think
 about it being evil for a long time, even though my friends and I came from there. It was still evil. They made people based on their stories just … just to see them made, like we were moving puppets!" He forced the incandescent anger back; it was anger at the truth, but that much rage wouldn't help him here. "Selpa'A'At
 knows
 what it was, he has seen it, and if he's making it happen again? That's … that's … bad
 !
 Really,
 really
 bad! If he's doing that,
 shouldn't
 he die?"



Ariane's gaze slowly dropped. "Maybe he should, Wu. Maybe… maybe I'd even completely agree with Maria-Susanna in this."



Her head came back up. "But that would be my personal judgment. I am the Leader of the Faction of Humanity, and what I have to be worried about is what's good for
 Humanity
 . And having the head of state of one of the most warlike and powerful factions in the Arena murdered by one of our own—and she
 is
 one of our own, no matter what excuses we might be able to give? That is something I
 cannot
 permit, Wu. That will hurt all of us—you, me, everyone on Earth, DuQuesne… and even Maria-Susanna and the Vengeance, maybe even the other Factions. The consequences of that…" she waved her hands vaguely, miming catastrophe. "No. Absolutely not, Wu. We
 do
 have to stop Selpa from what he's doing… but that's not the way."



"Then… how are we going to do it?"



Ariane's brows came down. "That's the question, isn't it? We can't let her assassinate him, and I can't just confront him on it, either. At least, not remotely. Maybe if I could meet up with him face-to-face…"



A thought struck Wu Kung suddenly; he opened his mouth, then closed it.



"What? Have you got an idea?"



"Not one I like, Captain.  But…" He paused; what he was about to say felt too much like betrayal. Still, the Captain deserved all his thoughts. "… couldn't we just tell the Shadeweavers what she's up to?"



Ariane
 did
 look funny, eyes wide and mouth open, but somehow Wu kept from laughing; it wasn't, really, a funny situation. "Wu… you know, you might have something there. She joined them, killed or at least badly injured one, and stole their power. They'll be livid if they figure that part out. If we tell them she's going to take out Selpa, absolutely
 guaranteed
 they'll watch over him so they can bushwhack her the moment she shows her face."



Slowly the animation receded from her face, and she looked grim again. "But?" Wu prompted finally.



"But that means they catch Maria-Susanna and, I'd bet, kill her—assuming she doesn't kill
 them
 , which seems ridiculous, but after everything I've seen Hyperions do I can't discount the possibility. And then they'll take her apart on a cellular level. We don't want that,
 at all
 ."



"Ugh," was the only thing Wu could say to that. It fit; you couldn't steal someone's genetic code in the Arena when they were alive, but if you killed them and took the body home… Yeah. Especially if the other species had basically pointed you at the renegade you killed.



"Worse, the chances they'd learn about Hyperion go
 way
 up. And… I just hate the idea of having the damn Shadeweavers clear up what's really
 our
 mess, in the last analysis."



"Why not just ask Selpa over here to talk?" Wu asked. "You're a Leader, he's a Leader. He's done it before."



"I
 could
 , I suppose… but he
 has
 to be worried that we're going to catch on. He knows that Byto got to DuQuesne, knows we're investigating. He might not come, or he'd show up completely ready for a duel of wits; prying any kind of admission out of him then would be almost impossible." Her eyes suddenly widened. "But
 another
 Leader… yes, another Leader of Faction could invite him over without any suspicion at all."



"Tunuvun?"



"No, no. He's the one other person that Selpa
 must
 be suspicious of, since he knows about Hyperion also. No, it has to be the head of the most innocuous of the Great Factions."



"Ah!" Wu said, hope rising. "The Analytic!"



"The Analytic and their Leader, Doctor Relgof," agreed Ariane. "Let's hope we can convince him to help… without having to tell him everything."









Chapter 43.





"C





alling?" Simon repeated. "To who?"



"
 That
 I cannot say," Vindatri answered, his crimson eyes narrow. "It is a beacon to any who can hear. And I cannot help but think that it is possible that our true enemies—those who eradicated my people, the Halinthi, and perhaps others as well—may hear it soon, if they have not already done so."



"Marc? Do you have any idea how this happened?"



DuQuesne slammed his fist down on the nearby table, making everything on it jump. "
 Bey!
 By all the hells of space, it's
 got
 to be Bey!"



Simon remembered the name. "The … individual who captured you for a short time. Yes, that makes sense; he had motive, means, and opportunity, so to speak."



"And who is this 'Bey'," Vindatri asked, touches of white and violet power playing about his form, "that he can wield such powers? That your Ariane Austin could do this, yes, that I would believe. One of the great Shadeweavers, such as Amas-Garao, yes. One of the mighty Initiate Guides of the Faith. But this 'Bey' is none of them, I am sure."



Simon grimaced.
 Well, Marc? This is our big secret, yet it appears it's also imperiling
 his
 big secret, so he has, I think, a legitimate claim to the truth.



I'll see what I can do, but you're right.
 "Hm. You've still got big secrets from us, Vindatri—and that's your right—and we've got some we'd like to keep. But... okay. You know Wu and I have special abilities way out of the normal run, right?"



Despite his tension, Vindatri allowed that a shadow of a smile and the ghost of a chuckle. "It is unlikely I shall ever forget that, yes."



"Then… this Bey basically comes by them the same way we do, except he's on the other side, for lack of a better word. Yardiff Bey was his original name, in… where he came from. Call him a sorcerer, wizard, whatever you like. He used just that kind of supernatural power, and he was
 damn
 good at it. He was also a manipulator, rule-of-thumb psychologist, life-shaper or alchemist—you name it, if it could be used to get him more power, he'd be an expert in it. Cast one-on-one spells like you taught Ariane, summoned nasty things…" He paused. "Oh, that's a
 bad
 thought."



"What, Marc? Not that we need more bad thoughts right now, but better to know what they are, I suppose."



"Well, in his home… location, Bey did himself a lot of deals for power, with beings
 way
 out of his league. If there's some dark powers out here, maybe even these enemies Vindatri mentioned… that's just the kind of edge Bey'd be looking for."



Vindatri's slate-gray skin had paled to the shade of dirty snow. "This man would dare call such powers
 to
 him?"



"Yeah," DuQuesne affirmed. "He was always sure he'd come out on top in any bargain—and to be fair, most of the time he was right."



"Vindatri, can you break that … beacon, as you call it? Dispel the magic, whatever one might call it?"



The ruby gaze returned to DuQuesne, who stood immobile as Vindatri bent his full regard upon the Hyperion. After a few moments, Vindatri nodded. "I believe I can. And I should do so quickly."



"Damn. I mean, I don't disagree; last thing we want is a beacon
 here
 . But that thing's
 got
 to be calling to Bey first. He'd be trying to follow me, find out what I was up to, what secrets I had. Make me a sort of spy without knowing it, which
 really
 rankles, let me tell you."



Vindatri's quick glance held more sympathy than Simon had expected. "Well do I understand your concern, Doctor. Yet can you in any way tell me to wait?"



"Blast it, no. Halintratha and you are worth more than finding Bey, or even Fairchild, who's a sight worse."



Simon felt something nagging at the edges of his mind. "One moment. Marc, you think this is calling Bey
 specifically
 ?"



"I'd bet on it. I mean, to Vindatri it probably just feels like a call—but he's had damn-all chance to watch magic or whatever we want to call it from
 that
 source. Maybe it does call to whoever's in the vicinity, but I'll bet you dollars to doughnuts that it's a direct transmission to Bey, wherever he is."



Simon saw DuQuesne's eyes widen as the idea solidified. "Then could we not send something
 else
 along that line, somehow? Locate Bey, or perhaps even strike against him?"



"That… is a
 damned
 good idea, by all the gods ever!" DuQuesne's brows came down even as he grinned, and it was the most dangerous expression Simon had ever seen. "If Vindatri can pull it off? You bet. Seem to remember someone actually did that to him once, in the … well, past," he finished, evading what Simon was pretty sure would have been a giveaway phrase.



Simon looked at Vindatri. "What do you think? Is this something you could attempt?"



The thin eyebrow rose and the eyes were alight with interest. "It is
 certainly
 a thought worth considering. If this man is tracking Doctor DuQuesne directly through this… spell? Then there exists a connection. If I can reinforce that connection, build upon it, and take some control of it… Let me think. And allow me to examine you more closely, Doctor."



"No objection. You just patched us both together and now part of my past's endangering our present; do what you have to."



Now
 Simon felt the true extent of Vindatri's power, as the most ancient of the Arena's inhabitants brought forth energies that seethed around DuQuesne, shaking the deck beneath their feet, while somehow not affecting a hair on the Hyperion's head.
 Not merely power, but exquisite control. Which is frightening, though unsurprising; even if I take the lower estimates of his age, Vindatri is at least as old as written history, and possibly an order or two of magnitude older than the human species.



After a few more minutes, Vindatri stepped back, and for the first time since he had made the terrible discovery, their host looked pleased.



"I can do this thing, indeed," Vindatri said. "By strengthening that connection through you, I can also strengthen the connection to the creator—who we assume is this 'Bey'. From this, I will be able to tell you where he is—perhaps even read something of his current and future intent—and then tear it asunder. Although…" Vindatri paused, and his smile broadened in a predatory way. "Although… if I were to extend it further, I believe I could bridge the gap between us directly—and perhaps I should. Sorcerer he may be, but I am
 Vindatri
 , and even if he has gifts equal to yours, he will be unprepared to face me."



"That's… not a bad idea at all," DuQuesne said slowly. "In fact… it's damn tempting. Send all three of us, and I think we'd have a guaranteed win, even without Simon and me using our special talents."



"It does have a certain appeal," conceded Simon. "But I would prefer we not do so. No matter what confidence we have, this is a risk we do not
 have
 to take, and—in all honesty—I believe Vindatri will serve us, and himself, best as our mysterious and unknown ally. Let this Bey lose his link and wonder what happened, and how."



Vindatri gave him a sour expression that was so absolutely
 human
 that Simon very nearly laughed aloud. Then he sighed. "Your points are well-made, Doctor Sandrisson, and I find myself unable to muster a sufficient argument against them. Very well. We shall see if we can locate this man through his own link, and then break it. We gain some small advantage and protect both ourselves, and my personal secrets."



"Doing it here?" DuQuesne asked.



"Let us move to one of my laboratories; if it is to be done, let is do it properly."



Barely had Vindatri spoken than the shadows sprang up around Simon, erasing the room in which he stood, and then lifted, showing that he now stood (along with DuQuesne and their host) in a vast room filled with devices of crystal and steel, runes and lettering in geometric figures on the floor, banks of enigmatic machinery, racks of powders and liquids in labeled vials, tangles of glass piping, glowing spheres of energy, and other things less identifiable.



"Watch that first step, it's a doozy," DuQuesne remarked. "Warn us next time, would you?"



Vindatri
 did
 smile. "And forgo the amusements due to one of my nature? Truly, would you deny me such dramatics that are part of who I am?"



"Fine, you're the creepy mysterious wizard, you gotta do it the way you do," DuQuesne said. "So, what do we do here?"



"It is simple enough," Vindatri said. "As we have less need for additional theatrics, you need merely stand within that grid," he indicated one of the geometric designs on the floor, "and stand still."



With DuQuesne standing as indicated, Vindatri began an invocation in a language Simon had never heard, and which the fringes of his power said was a million years dead. Pearlescent luminance flowed up and around DuQuesne, and slowly began to extend out, tracing a gossamer-thin thread that extended out, out, somehow extending
 past
 but not
 through
 the walls of Halintratha, farther out, beyond anything but the Oversight that Simon did not dare yet touch.



"
 There
 it is," whispered Vindatri, in a voice that nonetheless resonated throughout the room. "So fine, so delicate… yet so clear and pure that I could trace it across the entirety of the Arena itself and beyond, if need be. Yes. And now…"



Abruptly the ethereal thread brightened, solidifying into a line of light, thickening to a cable. "Indeed. I can sense it, extending to…"



Vindatri stiffened even as a chill swept Simon's body; but in that moment, before the master of Halintratha could even finish a gesture, the line
 dilated,
 expanding into a seething ring of fire surrounding a black void—



—a void from which
 something
 erupted, with a scream like the essence of hatred.








 








Chapter 44.





"O





f course, the Analytic is always willing to assist our allies in Humanity," Doctor Relgof said, spreading his arms in the expansive gesture characteristic of him. "Yet if it will involve the Leader of another Great Faction… I, at least, must have some understanding as to the purpose. You cannot seriously contend that I should invite Leader Selpa here and leave you alone and unwatched, without some grasp as to
 why
 you require so secretive a meeting. I needed some similar assurances and information from Alztanza, after all, before I arranged any such meeting for him."



"I … can't argue that," Ariane said. "But at the same time, this will be touching on one of the most deadly important secrets of Humanity, so it's my job to keep that information from spreading any farther than it absolutely must."



The feathery crest rose, fell, and she saw the semi-human eyes widen. "Ah, the sun begins to rise from the sea. This must have something to do with the way in which you silenced the objections of the Vengeance when Sun Wu Kung," he nodded at her bodyguard, "defeated Tunuvun in a spectacle matched only by your own victory over Amas-Garao."



How the hell …
 "I'm impressed by your deductive powers, Doctor."



"I could explicate my reasoning, but I think there is no need. Yet that negotiation is long past; what is the urgency and secrecy now?"



Ugh, I hate this tapdancing, and I hate even more trying to do it without either Simon or DuQuesne here. But I can't wait for them to get back.
 "We have good reason to believe that Leader Selpa'A'At's life is in immediate danger, and possibly others of the Vengeance are also at risk. We can't approach him directly because the same secret is connected to the motive and he would have reason to be cautious of meeting with us at all."



"We'd rather do it ourselves," Wu Kung put in, "because we don't want anyone else in danger, but since we can't, we figured you were the best choice."



"Ah. Yes, naturally; the Analytic is not only now allied firmly with your people, but also is the Great Faction most approachable, and approached, by the others, even those of hostile nature. And as a Great Faction, we are perhaps more able to face such risk." Relgof's filter-beard flip-flopped thoughtfully. "Do you truly think there is physical risk here, in our Embassy? That is, if we arrange this meeting, is it possible the threat or confrontation you fear could take place
 here
 ?"



"Possible… yes. Likely… we hope not. But at the moment, we have no way of telling."



Relgof
 looked
 at her, gave a very human sigh, and sat down at the meeting table. He bent to the flowing bowl of water set into the table, let his feeding filter dip into it a few times. Finally, he sat back. "Leader… Ariane. Ariane Austin, the Analytic appreciates the unique and irreplaceable advantage we have gained through association with Humanity. And we also have recognized that, thus far, the actions of Humanity have seemed to work toward the higher and more admirable goals of civilization in general."



She knew that kind of preamble all too well. "But…?"



"But… my very dear and close friend Simon would understand that this is a preposterous request. And I believe you do, as well."



Ariane wished she could argue otherwise. "As it stands… I suppose so."



"Then
 help
 me, Captain! I do not want to refuse a request so urgent, yet even as your ally, I still have responsibility to
 my
 Faction. Give me something more, toss me a scrap!"



I don't have much choice.
 "All right, Doctor. Give me a moment." She took a breath, arranging thoughts, facts, options in her head. "You've already guessed the connections of the subject matter—that we had to give Selpa and the Vengeance an explanation for Sun Wu Kung's superior performance." She glanced at Wu, who simply nodded, saying clearly
 you're the Captain; you can tell him whatever you think you have to
 . "This explanation gave them… well, enough information to know how to, potentially, replicate our secret. But there was… how do I put it? The explanation connects to something very shameful, immoral and now illegal, in our system."



"Hm! Interesting. Which is the reason that the one named Maria-Susanna abruptly departed the Vengeance?"



Sharp as a box of razors, as DuQuesne would say.
 "Yes. But now we suspect there was more to it than that. We think that Selpa has begun the process to duplicate this… advantage of ours. We stopped it decades ago and would never replicate it, and to be honest I'm not sure Selpa
 can
 duplicate it. But he might
 ,
 and that's frightening for a lot of reasons."



Relgof fluttered his hands. "I suppose I see… but I am unclear as to the emergency. Are you… planning to threaten him? Force him to stop? I could not support—"



"What? No, no! Sorry, Doctor Rel. It's just that I'm trying to hide something while telling you its outline, and there's so many pieces…" She rolled her eyes to the ceiling. "This is not easy. Let me back up. It's not just Wu Kung affected by this secret. Marc, Oasis, and some others in our group were involved with that … event. And so was Maria-Susanna, who was
 very
 badly affected by it. You know she was a criminal in our system?"



"Yes; I believe you informed all of the Factions of this once you knew she had arrived in the Arena."



"Well, her main crime was murder—of dozens of people associated with this project, for what it had done to her and others. She is not sane on the subject. We believe she has discovered Selpa and the Vengeance are trying to duplicate it—and if so, she's going to kill them for it."



"Frozen
 Sea
 ," Relgof murmured. After a few silent moments, he spoke. "And you believe she can?"



And here I am, making decisions for all humanity. Without anyone to second-guess me except Wu.
 "Would you believe that a Shadeweaver could?"



"After what I learned with Simon—that caused us to join with Humanity? Naturally, I…" He paused, everything still as a small animal who has just spotted a predator; even his filter-beard was immobile. For a few instants, he had even stopped breathing.



With exquisite and fearful precision, Relgof spoke again. "Do you mean to imply that your Maria-Susanna joined the
 Shadeweavers,
 and
 already
 has access to their powers?"



"We know she joined them," Wu said. "And we are pretty sure she has their powers now, though not so sure how good she is at using them. But she was dangerous enough to begin with."



The Leader of the Analytic muttered something that translated in multiple ways, most strongly as
 Mother of Water Protect Us
 . "And she would be willing to use this power to assassinate even a Faction Leader? I do not think even the Shadeweavers would countenance such actions."



"She would, and I don't think she
 cares
 what the Shadeweavers think. As I said, by even our standards she is insane. Just very good at hiding it."



Relgof nodded, then was quiet for several minutes. The silence stretched out, but Ariane did not interrupt; even with only partial information, Relgof had a lot to adjust to.



"So, what is your intent?" he asked at last. "You wish to warn Selpa? But you could do so over a simple comm call."



"We don't know if he'd take one from us. There is one other… very bad… complicating factor." She braced herself; much as she hated it, she didn't think there was any good way to avoid telling Relgof the rest. "We think that it was Selpa'A'At who murdered the Champion Byto—and he did it because Byto was going to tell us about this new project."



Relgof froze again, but this time the rigid posture crumbled and became the laughter of a man given too many shocks at once. "By the
 Arena
 , Captain Austin! You are fully cognizant of what you say? You accuse one of the Great Faction Leaders of deliberate
 murder
 ? You have evidence?"



"Circumstantial, but very strong," she answered. "In a nutshell, it comes down to the fact that Byto, Tunuvun of the Genasi, and Selpa'A'At were the only non-human persons aware of this secret, and the Arena bound them to be unable to discuss it with others. That wouldn't stop Selpa, clever as he is, from setting the project in motion, though he must have had to come up with some convoluted reasons. We think Byto either started out as part of the project, or learned of it later, and became as disillusioned about it as we are today. Thus he contacted DuQuesne, who he knew already knew of our old project and to whom Byto could talk. Selpa caught up with him, tried to argue with him, then struck." She looked up. "If you have evidence that Selpa couldn't handle a blade with such strength and precision, that would argue against our theory."



"Hm. No, rather the opposite, in fact; Selpa'A'At has demonstrated his right to the title 'Swordmaster' more than once in his life." He slapped his six-digited hands on the table. "Very well. You have made a compelling case, if I believe you—and I admit that I do. I see why Selpa would be reluctant to speak with you, and why you
 must
 speak with him. If you are right, she will strike him where the Arena itself has no authority—within an Embassy, on the Docks, perhaps. And you both have secrets that make meeting in a public area, where one could hope the Adjudicators would provide security, impractical."



"Besides, the Adjudicators wouldn't help," Wu Kung said bluntly. "If I could beat four of them at once, Maria-Susanna could absolutely pull off an assassination before they could catch her!"



"I confess, I had forgotten that point, but it is well-made. Literally nowhere in the Arena is safe for Selpa if your Maria-Susanna is so formidable. Then how do you expect to keep Selpa safe?"



Wu Kung spun his staff around and it struck the floor with a ringing note. "That will be
 my
 job. I do not want to hurt Maria-Susanna… but I will if I have to."



Relgof's crest rose in surprise. "Even though she has the powers of the Shadeweavers?"



Wu simply looked at him.



Ariane could practically see the thoughts chasing themselves through Doctor Relgof's head, before the alien scientist finally bowed. "As you will. If there
 is
 a confrontation and people are injured, you will owe me, at the least, additional explanation. But I will arrange the meeting."



"Agreed, Doctor."
 If I have to, I'll tell him about Hyperion… but we'll burn that bridge when we come to it.



"Follow this guide," Relgof said, and a spark of blue light appeared before her. "It will take you to a room that is secure, suitable for a meeting, and both large enough and resilient enough to—I hope—restrict any untoward events to the interior of that room."



"Thank you, Doctor Relgof." She and Wu followed the tiny flickering blue flame, as she heard Relgof begin to speak: "Swordmaster First Selpa'A'At, this is Head Researcher Relgof Nov'ne Knarph…"








 








Chapter 45




W
 ith an oath, DuQuesne dove, shoving Simon ahead of him, as the skeletally-thin creature's attenuated talons tore through the air he had just occupied. Behind it, he saw a second emerge, and then something else, spewing from the gateway, liquid tar dotted with glinting, evil eyes and spike-fanged mouths that came and went across the noisome surface.



The first monster drew itself up, three meters of fungal green horror, thin ropy muscles working beneath slick skin, curved talons twitching. The head was the worst, a pear-shaped excrescence dotted with things that could have been tiny eyes or mere warts or blisters, and a huge, drooping mouth that seemed almost to have melted or peeled away from the rest. It drew a hissing breath and that
 scream
 echoed throughout the room.



For an instant, DuQuesne saw the room through a diabolical double vision; a part of him saw Vindatri's huge laboratory, with still more of that oozing abomination flowing from the gateway, Simon stumbling as he tried to rise, Vindatri standing rigid, one arm upraised; the other part of his mind lay behind a simple wall, rifle clutched in hands twenty years younger, shaking in fright as inhuman figures approached.



He was astounded at the intensity of the terror, at its
 immediacy
 ; he knew no ordinary person could have done anything save collapse or flee in screaming panic.



But Marc C. DuQuesne had never been ordinary. He reached into his mind and threw up a thought-screen; there was a sensation of tension, but no pain—yet—and abruptly the twinned-world effect vanished. There were only the two gangling horrors, the amorphous many-eyed thing… and Bey himself, stepping through the portal—which slammed shut with a concussion and flaring white energy that somehow fed directly into Vindatri, sending him flying away, sparking and twitching, to fall limply to the deck.



Klono's terrible tungsten… that's bad!



He heard the other spider-thin monster screaming, saw Simon cringing away from the sound. "Simon! Dammit, Simon, it's not real!"



He ducked a strike from the first creature and rolled away, seeing the blob-thing slithering with terrifying rapidity across the floor.
 It's gonna try to flank me. Blast it, I need help here!



On the positive side, there was no need to conceal his powers—though he didn't dare push them to anything like his limits, not yet. Instead, still keeping away from the attackers, he focused.
 Simon, whatever you're seeing isn't real! Fight it! These things pull out whatever frightens us, shows us what we fear!



But Simon didn't have time; the razor-clawed fingers, thirty centimeters long, flashed up, preparing to drive down in a lethal strike.



DuQuesne rolled again and came to his feet, drawing and firing in a single motion.



Twin .45 caliber slugs smashed into the thing's flabby, misshapen head, and the shriek became a gurgle of pain and rage.
 Even if it can't kill you, high-velocity lead can still ruin your day!



He parried his own monster's next strike and backhanded it with the heavy automatic, staggering it.
 "SIMON!
 " he bellowed, seeing the monster recovering.



The white-haired scientist's head abruptly came up, and he simply stepped aside, the bladed fingers touching ony air. Another slash, and Simon bent away like a blade of grass, and a jabbing strike that missed when Simon turned just so. DuQuesne grinned as he saw the transcendant, infinite calm in Simon's eyes.
 As long as he doesn't overdo it.



"Something of a disappointment," Bey said calmly, watching as his nightmare-black monster stretched in a circle around the combatants. "I had hoped to catch more of you, particularly Wu Kung."



DuQuesne boosted his speed, feeling a twinge but no real pain, blocked two more blows before he got a feel for the thing's rhythm and smashed his fist forearm-deep into the creature's sunken belly, sending it tumbling backwards. "If Wu Kung were here, he'd have already killed you, Bey. It's just gonna take me a little longer."



Bey no longer looked precisely like D'Arbignal, and the blade he drew was a glistening and deadly black. "An unwarranted confidence, Doctor. Without your own sorceries, you have little chance, and my trap was designed to slay whoever dared tamper with my power. Who was it? One of these so-called Shadeweavers? Perhaps the Captain herself? No matter; I will see at my leisure."



Vindatri hasn't moved yet, which is a really, really bad sign. Maybe he's just recovering—I sure as all the hells of space
 hope
 he's recovering—but we've got to at least put Bey off his stride!



A steamkettle scream snapped DuQuesne's gaze to the side.



Simon Sandrisson's silver sword flashed and danced, cut once, twice, and another scream came from the monster—as its arm flew completely free of its body, gray-green blood spraying everywhere. A night-black tentacle jabbed from the amorphous blob… but Simon wasn't there. Instead, the ebon spear impaled the bone-thin creature through the chest, and it began to dissolve.



Not good—but maybe useful.
 DuQuesne turned his opponent's next strike aside, caught at the arm, turned, levered, and
 hurled
 the attenuated form through the air—to land directly in the swirling tar-like goo. It gurgled in stunned pain as its body melted.



"Delicious," the thing said, speaking from a dozen mouths at once, with voices filled with malicious glee. "I wonder if you will taste so pleasant?"



"Come and get a sample," DuQuesne said, gesturing for Simon to join him.
 I've got to play this careful. If I was at anywhere near full strength, I'm pretty sure I could mash both this animated blob of blacktop and Bey in jig time, but I'm not.



Still, if he
 didn't
 take any risks, the sorcerer and his pet were going to kill them both. Simon reached his side at the same instant the monster sent a wave of its night-black substance rolling at them… and DuQuesne struck. Not with his fist—he had no intention of touching that lethally-corrosive mass—but with a focused and driven bolt of mental force that could have slain ten men outright.



The wave collapsed; the entire monstrous creature
 sagged
 , flowing out like a river whose levees have collapsed.



My God, Marc; did you kill it?
 This close, having made contact with Simon's mind, he could hear Simon's thoughts clearly.



No, damn the luck, just stunned it a second—and it put up a screen by reflex. That thing's got a first-class mind, ninety-nine numbers Brinnell harder than a diamond drill, and it's
 vile
 . I've got my work cut out for me here.



Still, that had at least made Bey go quiet. "What's wrong, you cut-rate magician? Thought your animate tar-pit was invincible? Gimme a few minutes and I'll send it crying home to whatever mother it had." He felt Simon's hand—the one out of sight of Bey—tap his belt.
 Sneaky. I like it,
 he thought, and let Simon sense the right location.



Bey's eyes narrowed. "I admit, I had not studied you in great depth previously, and your mind is formidable. Yet," he nodded to where the creature was gathering itself up into a humped mass of venom-eyed night, "you have failed to slay, or even badly injure, my associate, and I have no intention of allowing you to do so."



Simon Sandrisson's hand came up, one of DuQuesne's .45s glinting with cold blued-steel threat, and the massive handgun thundered three times.



DuQuesne's grin froze, turned to a snarl. "Dammit!" Next to him, Simon gave vent to a precisely-pronounced Japanese curse.



The three bullets were momentarily visible, clustered tightly before the sorcerer's head, before they dropped, impotent, to the floor, a full two feet from Bey. "Surely, Doctor, you did not believe I would have failed to protect myself as well?"



"They are mine?" the many-voiced creature inquired, in voices like the hunger of a bubbling, sulphurous spring.



"As we agreed," Bey answered. "I have no use for either of them, shoggoth; you indicated that you do. Take this as payment."



Shoggoth? Damnation. That's bad news no matter which of a dozen world-versions this monstrosity's from!



Abruptly, he sensed Simon stiffen—and heard the faintest indrawn breath, as of a touch of pain.
 Simon, what —



"Indeed. As agreed." The shoggoth began to flow around the pair in a slowly contracting circle.



Can you hold it off?
 Simon's mindvoice was touched with a bit of pain, but not the tearing agony DuQuesne feared.
 I need time.



Can't guarantee I can hold
 both
 of them for very long, and Bey said he wasn't gonna just stand back.



From the corner of his eye, he saw Simon starting for the nearest of the workbenches, one covered with a mass of equipment.
 Do what you can.



DuQuesne remembered the battle against the Blessed, and suddenly felt a hell-bent grin growing.
 I'll give you the time!



He split his attention two ways, one to the flowing, acid-corrosive mass of the shoggoth, the other to Bey, and began a rapid-fire attack. Mental bolts struck at both adversaries, making the monster shudder and pause like jello struck with a hammer, and Bey wince and gesture, summoning more arcane power to protect him.



Change it up!
 Conscious now of an ache beginning in a place he could not name, he drew in more power, hurled out a sheet of flame; Bey hissed out ancient words and cast a powder into the air, and the flames were caught, rerouted away from the shoggoth—but it had shrunk back for an instant.



Behind him, he heard quiet, precise clinking noises, rattling, smelled a hint of heated metal and chemicals.



Now Bey hurled his own flame, and DuQuesne was forced to parry it with mental power.
 Dammit, if I were stronger, I'd have just shunted his energy into his own pet monster, but I can't pull that off—not without risking breaking myself.



On the other hand, if he didn't give Simon enough time, there wouldn't be any future to worry about.



Taking a deep breath, DuQuesne summoned up memories and strength. This time it was a driving needle of psionic force, pushed by every ounce of mental energy he dared use, and it
 stabbed
 through both mindshields like a bullet through glass. Bey staggered and went to one knee, while the shoggoth once more collapsed.



Unfortunately, DuQuesne also wavered, feeling dizziness and pain washing through all his being.
 Damnation! I'm right on the edge of undoing everything we came here to fix!



"A… strong effort… Doctor," Bey managed, but he was already steadier on his feet than DuQuesne felt. The shoggoth twitched and began to reform into the eldritch living wave of night. "But I sense that you are weaker than I thought. There is no more need for caution." He gestured to the shoggoth. "Finish it."



"Precisely my thought," said Simon.



The bulky, clumsy apparatus he held was clearly on the verge of disassembling itself—but even as DuQuesne got a look at it, Simon touched a button on the side of the device.



Pure white light blazed from the thing, and the shoggoth
 screamed
 , while Bey threw up his arm to shield his own eyes. The sound of hissing, boiling water surrounded them, combined with the stench of burning mud and scorched flesh, and the shriek of outraged horror and fury intensified.



Abruptly, the light went out and Simon dropped the device, which shattered into a dozen pieces; the white-haired scientist shook his hands, wisps of smoke showing he had been burned.



There was a gurgle, and then a dozen voices hissed, "I will consume you
 slowly
 for that."



The shoggoth was much diminished… but to DuQuesne's grim dismay, nowhere near enough.
 It still must mass over five tons.



I'm sorry, Marc; I thought it could last a little longer.
 Simon's apology was also touched with the dull ache of overstrained faculties.



"A… most interesting and instructive ploy, Doctor Sandrisson," Bey said, lowering his arm. "You surprise me. But I am afraid it was too little, too late." He surveyed them and their surroundings. "Destiny is not done with me, it seems. I had merely thought to remove impediments from my path, but this place… yes. It has power and a certain style. It will do nicely."



The shoggoth rolled forward.



✽ ✽ ✽



"You speak as though Halintratha were yours to give or take," said a voice of precision-cut glaciers, and a towering, black-clad form drew itself up. "But it is not you, nor DuQuesne, nor even the Arena that rules here, but I, Vindatri."



Blue-white fire burst from the many-eyed shoggoth, incinerating it the instant before it could strike the two men. Bey whirled, black sword poised before him, other hand making precise arcane gestures. Vindatri regarded the sorcerer coldly, red eyes glittering like rubies set in a cliff of gray stone, and a sinuous coil of green luminance gathered itself on his arm to strike.



"Don't!" shouted DuQuesne.



Vindatri pulled up his hand at the last moment, sending the emerald light spiraling into the ceiling with devastating force, and then found himself fending off a spark-filled whirlwind. "And why should I not?"



"That's… Bey's using someone else's body there! A friend of mine!"



Bey smiled narrowly, and stepped forward. Vindatri summoned golden chains, but the black sword carved them apart without effort; a vast spider's web descended but caught fire; the deck turned to mire, but Bey floated above it. The Hyperion sorcerer laughed. "And with those words you have crippled your ally."



Vindatri countered Bey's next spell, a black howling wind, with a single gesture. "Crippled? You speak of crippling me,
 Vindatri
 , within my own home?" He turned his head to DuQuesne. "So, this magician, he has possessed the body of your friend?"



"That's about the size of it."



Then Vindatri laughed. "So!"



Brilliant lines of radiance filled the air, twining above and below and around Bey in geometries that DuQuesne thought he could almost grasp.



"And now I see," Vindatri said, and his voice shook Halintratha. "Yes, indeed, two in one body, and one I would not wish to slay. Yet you thought this would suffice? This fragile reed of hope is rotten and crumbling, sorcerer!"



Bey's black sword cut halfway through one of the symbols—and then was cast back with enough force to wrench the blade from the wizard's hand.



"Did you think this was a puzzle Vindatri could not unravel?
 Fool!
 Twenty thousand years ago the Blessed to Serve thought to use such tricks, to place Blessed within bodies of others, to infiltrate and influence, and before them were others. Your machines can make minds and shape them, and place them in bodies as you direct, but so can the powers of Vindatri; more, Vindatri needs no such tools, but only the will and vision to see what needs to be done, and say:
 BE THOU GONE!
 "



A throat-tearing scream echoed about the room.



And then it was not black-clad Bey, but the extravagantly dressed form of D'Arbignal, that fell to the floor. As DuQuesne started forward, dreading what he might find, the body stirred. "Ow," said D'Arbignal, feeling his head gingerly as he sat up. "You know, the man who wrote that possession was nine-tenths of the law really should have tried it out himself first."








 








Chapter 46.





"I





am interested to learn what was so urgent, Head Researcher," Selpa'A'At said as he entered the bunker-like conference room. "Especially to warrant such a—"



Ariane was unsurprised to see the Leader of the Vengeance freeze in place as he caught sight of her, Wu Kung, and Laila Canning.



"Of course you are," Relgof said, "and I am sure that Captain Austin will be glad to enlighten you. I, myself, only know part of it—enough to understand why she felt you might be reluctant to accept such an invitation from her."



Selpa's legs vibrated in a quick motion she knew indicated tension, then began to scuttle back. "I have—"



"Leader Selpa, you are in
 grave danger
 ."



The Milluk froze, then rotated to bring the maximal number of eyes to bear on Ariane. "Is that a
 threat
 ?"



"No, Selpa'A'At, it's an honest warning, and we want to explain it to you—why you're in danger and why you need help from us."



"On these points they have satisfied me," Relgof added. "Do you believe I would have invited you to my embassy if I believed it would endanger you?"



Selpa leaned back and forth. Then, reluctantly, he said, "No. No, I do not believe you would. But there are… elements of which you may be unaware."



An expansive hand-shrug gesture. "I am aware it touches upon secrets of Humanity that you may be conversant with, but I am not, and thus I will absent myself from the discussion. I have your word, Captain Austin, that you and your companions have no intention of harming Leader Selpa?"



"Absolutely, Doctor Relgof."



"Then I leave you to our agreed-upon privacy, and I hope you may resolve these issues without undue difficulty." Relgof gave the deep Wagamia curtsey-bow and left; the door slid shut behind him.



Here we go
 . "Please, Selpa; sit."



The Leader of the Vengeance studied them for a moment; she heard a whistle of air that put her in mind of a nervous sigh, and the spidery creature stepped its way to the conference table and lowered himself into the sling-like arrangement that served him for a chair. "Speak, then. You have arranged this trickery well enough; you must have a reason."



"Let us not waste time being coy," Laila said in her precise, measured tones. "We are aware that you are attempting to duplicate the Hyperion project."



Selpa froze in place, looking for a moment like an oddly-designed toy in a hammock with a hole in it. Then he rose slowly. "And you, presumably, would like the Vengeance to stop exploring the possibility of gaining the same advantage as yourselves?"



"The Hyperion Project was an
 accident
 ," Ariane snapped. "It should never have happened, and no one—Humanity included—should
 ever
 allow it to happen again."



"This is far easier to say when you already
 have
 the advantage of members with capabilities superior to those of any other resident of the Arena," Selpa retorted. "It was quite a challenge to lead other members of the Vengeance to deduce the truths I already knew, when I could not speak of them, but eventually they assembled enough evidence to convince them, and I could lead them in the right direction. Why should I
 not
 work to give my people all advantages in the Arena, rather than ignore one you have made evident to me?"



"Because it's
 wrong
 ," Wu Kung said, visibly restraining a snarl. "What happened to us was
 wrong
 , and you shouldn't do it to anyone else. Look at what it's
 already
 made you do."



Selpa tilted his body. "And that is…?"



Wu hissed his annoyance, then catapulted himself into a flip that landed him next to Selpa's chair; the Leader of the Vengeance swayed back in startlement.



"You murdered Byto. We know it."



Selpa made a convulsive movement, then stopped; Ariane saw the glint of steel within his manipulators.



Without warning, Selpa collapsed into his chair, low buzzing translated as a choked sob. "I didn't
 want
 to!" Selpa'A'At said, a quaver of lost confusion in his voice. "It… I knew he was going to tell Doctor DuQuesne, and I
 tried
 to convince him not to, but he wouldn't stop, and suddenly he was on the ground and my sword was in my grip…" Though Milluk did not shed tears, Ariane could hear them in Selpa's voice.



"That's pretty much what we thought," she said, as gently as she could manage. "But doesn't this tell you something?"



"Tell me
 what
 ?" Selpa brought his legs together in what was evidently a defensive posture, ringing his central sphere with the vicious spines surmounting his legs.



"That what you're doing is wrong?" Wu Kung answered. "I am one of those 'advantages', and I tell you that Hyperion was
 wrong
 ."



The Leader of the Vengeance steadied himself, rose higher. "Many things done by Factions are wrong," he said, in a tone that made it both an admission and a defense. "And sometimes a Faction has little choice but to choose one wrong over another."



As she saw Wu Kung's fists tighten, Ariane snapped, "Wu!"



Unwillingly, the Hyperion Monkey King stepped back.



"So, what 'wrong' is it that justifies this one?" Ariane asked, keeping her own voice level. She thought she knew the answer—she had memories of more than one conversation with the Leader of the Vengeance to give her the basic idea—but she needed to hear it.



"The 'wrong' is that if the Vengeance does not find and take any leverage, any weapon, it is offered, it may fail in its mission!" Selpa snapped; if he wasn't fully recovered from his momentary personal breakdown, he was hiding it well. "We will one day face the Voidbuilders themselves; can we have less than all possible weapons to hand, then, against those who constructed the Arena and shaped our own universe to their will?"



"
 EVEN IF YOU BECOME THEM?"
 Wu Kung pointed at Selpa, claw extended, fury writ in the bristling of his fur, in the icy glint of his green eyes. "Hyperion built worlds out of lies and wrapped its heroes in falsehoods, led them to heroics of fantasy and dream, and all for vanity and childish whim!"



Ariane started up, to restrain Wu, but Laila put a hand on her arm. "No. Let him talk. He has the right."



Selpa had, surprisingly, stood firm in the face of Wu Kung's anger. He bowed a fraction lower, then rose. "Yes. Even then, Sun Wu Kung, because—by your own words—there are differences between us and them."



Sharp fangs were bared in a sneer. "Oh? What 'differences' do you imagine there are that would matter?"



Something about the Milluk's pose suggested a bitter smile. "There are two, to be precise. First, because we are not doing this for 'vanity and childish whim', but for the greatest purpose there is: to confront those who constructed this universal prison, and call them to account. We are not," and his voice showed at least as much disdain as Wu's own, "I repeat,
 not
 idlers, seeking to make real some fantasy just to amuse ourselves, to break a boredom we feel, or even to prove an intellectual point.
 That
 surely would earn every insult or curse you might direct our way.



"And second, because once the goal is achieved, our heroes made real, they will be
 told
 . They will not be left, living their lives in falsehood, to eventually find the truth on their own in a shock that results in disaster. Some of them may resent us. Others may understand. But though it may be built with lies, it will not end with them."



Wu growled something she couldn't catch, but she could see that the Monkey King couldn't deny there were, in fact, differences.



Of course, that might mean it wouldn't work. Is this like trying to trick the Arena, or is the Hyperion advantage just a matter of us being the only ones insane enough to have done it on our own?



Selpa rotated. "But you began this discussion by stating I was in danger. This sounds ominous, but—as I have observed you for some time now—I accept that you did not mean this warning as a threat. From whence comes the threat?"



"Maria-Susanna," Ariane answered.



The defensive spines straightened. "You think she knows this secret, and that she would seek to
 kill
 me for it?" Selpa'A'At said incredulously.



"She was the one who figured it out, when we were talking," Wu Kung said. "She connected things we hadn't, and it was only after I saw her reaction that we—well, Ariane, really — figured out all the connections ourselves."



"And yes, she will most certainly kill you for it," Laila said. "Obviously, we did not give details previously, but most of the murders for which she was responsible? Those were the surviving Hyperion creators. And other Hyperions who, in her judgment, were too broken, too out of place, to be truly happy. She is, as we warned you, quite insane, and now that she knows you are trying to re-create Hyperion? Everything we know says she will assassinate you, and anyone and everyone else associated with the project, as soon as she can."



The Leader of the Vengeance slowly lowered himself back to his seat. "I had no inkling of this when she was a member."



"Because you kicked her out before she learned about what you planned," Ariane snapped. "You saw enough in that flashback to know she'd be opposed to the idea, and you didn't need any interference."



Selpa's eyes glanced between the three of them. "What do you intend to do, then? Will you report my…" his voice caught, "… my murder?"



"Much as both Wu and DuQuesne would probably want to," Ariane said, "no. I'd rather you fix the mess you've caused rather than have a new Leader of the Vengeance who won't even have your context for why he
 can't
 continue making a new Hyperion. And I could try to threaten you with that revelation, but I'm not going to. But you
 are
 going to put a stop to your Hyperion duplicate."



"Preposterous," Selpa retorted. "If you are not willing to force me out with revelation of my crimes, why should I stop such a project? Because of the threat of one renegade human who has no Faction?"



Laila gave a smile so cold that it sent a chill down Ariane's spine. "No Faction that you know of does not, I am afraid, translate to no Faction. To be precise, Maria-Susanna joined—"



"Yoo-hooo!"



Ariane felt her whole body was suddenly immersed in ice water as that brilliant, warm, beautiful soprano voice called out from every direction at once.



"Yoo-hooo! Leader Selpa!"



A figure in black robes, hood down, golden hair streaming around the perfect face with its shifting-colored eyes, was walking
 through
 the wall, rippling the tiniest bit as though she were advancing through water and not metal. Even as Wu Kung leapt to face her, Maria-Susanna's gaze found the Leader of the Vengeance.



"Oh,
 Selpa!
 " she said, and her eyes glittered with unspoken madness. "You've been
 so
 very naughty!"








 








Chapter 47.




W
 u felt a terrible sadness descend upon him, weighing him down like the chains of Heaven. I don't want to fight her! I don't! Please, if there are any gods listening, make her stop, don't force me to do this!



Still, he stepped forward and interposed himself between Maria-Susanna and the Leader of the Vengeance. "Don't touch him, Maria-Susanna."



She froze, staring at him. "Wu… Wu, please, step away."



"I can't. He's under our protection here. We can't let you kill him in the Analytic's Faction House!"



Maria stamped her foot, and sparks danced their way along her body. "But I can't wait for him to go home, Wu! I managed to find a really
 ingenious
 way to get Faction Houses to let me in, but I'm sure that they’ll close that loophole quick enough."



She smiled, and only Wu's own heightened senses told him that she was still on the very ragged edge of control. That beneficent smile swept the room, and despite what he sensed, Wu found himself lowering his arms.



"Captain Austin… Doctor Canning… Wu, old friend… please, let's not argue about this."



Wow. I… was not ready for that effect at all!
 To his astonishment and consternation, Wu realized that he
 had
 stepped aside. It just made sense; Maria-Susanna knew what had to be done, she was just so smart and sympathetic and beautiful, you couldn't question her, right?



Where are these thoughts coming from?



But Maria-Susanna had approached Selpa. "Leader Selpa, why?
 Why
 are you doing this?



Selpa'A'At swayed on his legs, defensive spines lowered; slowly sheathing the blade Wu Kung had noticed hidden beneath the body, with an absent-minded steadiness.
 I don't think he even
 knows
 he's standing down!



"I… the Voidbuilders, Maria-Susanna. You know they are the enemy. You joined us, then, because you understood. The Vengeance cannot forego a … weapon…"



He trailed off, staring at her.



The glorious eyes were wide and filled with tears. "Oh, Selpa… how
 could
 you? You can't counter evil with evil, Selpa, you know this! You know it's wrong!"



"I…" The Leader of the Vengeance sagged down, and his translated voice once more had a touch of tears. "I… know. You're right," he whispered. "I've done something… terrible."



"Poor Byto. I know," she whispered, the voice of a mother trying to comfort her child.



Wu shook his head, trying to focus. This… I never realized. This is her power. The power to be… right. To bend will and perception.



He saw Laila, nodding calmly, and Ariane watching with hope and admiration, gazing at Maria-Susanna of Hyperion.



And he saw the slowly-building glow around Maria-Susanna's hands, even as she took another step closer to Selpa.
 No! I can't let this happen!



But that thought was smothered under the absolute conviction that Maria-Susanna was the very avatar of trustworthiness and wisdom and compassion. Wu Kung could barely keep himself aware that something was
 wrong
 .
 It is like swimming through an ocean of honey!
 Even thought was sluggish, dreamlike, all worry and urgency dwindled to the merest point.



I am … not allowing this.



Wu forced his mind to discipline, reached within. I am better off than the others. I have been careful. I am not all of myself, but I am not helpless!



"Then you…
 we
 … will go and tell your people to stop the project, won't we?" Maria-Susanna asked, her voice as gentle as the first breath of spring.



"Y… yes, of course," Selpa said, and began to rise—at first unsteadily, then with more conviction.



That
 smile
 burst out again, and the trickle of strength and concentration dwindled to a few drops under the onslaught of Maria-Susanna's joy. "Wonderful!" she said, with a clap of her hands like a child seeing the most perfect gift in the world. "You see, everyone? We
 can
 solve this!"



No. No, it's close, but I see it, I smell it, there's something very wrong…



Selpa abruptly shuddered, then bounded back, a strange springing motion using all his legs at once. "
 Abomination
 ! What have you… no, what
 are
 you doing?" Selpa'A'At's weapon was out, a blade curved to make it easy to wield around a globular body, pointing directly at Maria-Susanna. "I am the Leader of the Vengeance," he said, voice steadying, "and our Vengeance will not yield!"



Wu Kung took a breath, dove into his meditation with desperate speed.
 I feel it, my mind clearing, please, I have to—"



"Ohhh, that's
 such
 a shame, Selpa," said Maria-Susanna, and now the smile was brittle as cracked glass and the eyes shone with cheerful fury. "That means you're a
 very bad boy
 ."



"NO!" Wu shouted, and began to move.



A concussion of thunder and light, and Selpa was tumbling away, two legs broken, main body's exoskeleton cracked, sword skidding across the floor to fetch up against one wall. The mad Hyperion raised her hand again, fire and ice whirling.



But Ruyi Jingu Bang, Wu's great staff, smashed into Maria-Susanna, catapulting her across the seventy-foot width of the conference room to strike the far wall with the force of a cannon shot.



"Wu, what are you doing?" Ariane shouted. "Stop, don't hurt…" She trailed off.



I hope she is getting herself back.
 The thought of Ariane being braintwisted that way kindled some real anger in his own heart.
 This has to stop!



"Ariane, Laila, get Selpa out of here!" He could tell that the Milluk Leader of the Vengeance was still alive, though badly hurt.



"Sun Wu Kung, I am
 very
 angry at you!"



Flame and icicle ripped into him like a berserk buzzsaw of paradox, burning motes spinning about and through his body while bladed chips of frost flayed his skin in circling savagery. He staggered back, then caught himself and spun the staff like a turbine fan, ripping the energies of the attack apart. "Don’t make me hurt you, Maria-Susanna!"



Anger and concern warred on the perfect face, and a tsunami of empathy made his own anger wilt, feeling the woman's fear of hurting him despite the obvious and necessary mission she was on. Another alien yet perfectly reasonable thought, that Selpa had been given a chance and rejected it, oozed into his mind, and Wu had to throw almost every ounce of his will into shoving it back out.



"Wu, you can't
 hurt
 me any more than you are now by protecting that murderer!" she answered. "You're the most magnificent warrior of Hyperion, but I'm a
 Shadeweaver
 now!" Her gaze snapped to the side. "No, no, Captain, I'm not
 done
 yet!"



Ice bloomed across the doorway and coalesced to a barrier three feet thick in the blink of an eye; at the same time Ariane and Laila both staggered, blinking, starting to step away from Selpa.
 By the Seven Dragon Pearls, that's bad!



But the distraction had given him enough time to recover control, and he let his anger
 burn
 , turn to a flame that held the essence of Maria-Susanna, the perfect, the infallible, the brilliant and beautiful, at bay. "You're messing with my friends!"



In the very instant he moved, she sent a barrage of blue-white spheres of energy at him, dozens,
 hundreds
 of them. His instinct would be to counter with his own power—but even healed as he was, he did not want to reveal his abilities to Maria-Susanna.



Still, he was the Monkey King. He swayed back to evade one, turned sideways and let three more pass within half the breadth of a hair, leapt forward over two and under another, flipped in midair such that others passed with a mere breath to spare, and on he came, untouched by a hail of fire that should have cut down a dozen like him. He gathered himself and sprang.



But her arm came up and he smashed into air become solid. He rebounded, blurred into full speed, propelled himself from one wall to the next, trying to flank her—



—just in time to see Selpa's own blade streak through the air and impale the Leader of the Vengeance like a collection pin through a spider. Selpa's legs spasmed once, then collapsed, limp and dead.



"NO!" gasped Ariane.



"
 Kusottare!
 " Wu couldn't remember the last time he'd sworn like that, and dove for Maria-Susanna.



She met him head-on, and a blast of night and shadow hurled him tumbling to fetch up against the wall, black mists clinging to him, draining will and strength.



Ariane had whirled on Maria-Susanna. "You… you
 messed with my mind
 !"



"I certainly did
 not!"
 the golden-haired Hyperion protested. "You're all just being … being…
 unreasonable!
 "



"I'm going to unreasonably
 kick your ass
 !" Ariane raised her fist; the air around it shimmered like heatwaves and crystal, and the arm whipped around as though to backhand the air itself. "
 Geunate!
 "



The air shattered into a glittering shockwave that blew Maria-Susanna back against the wall with such fearsome force that it dented the gleaming metal. The air was driven from her lungs in a startled
 whoop!
 that echoed about the room, and the beautiful Hyperion slid bonelessly to the ground, gasping for air.



Got to get up! That's my chance!
 The dark tracery of power did seem to weaken as its caster lost focus, and Sun Wu Kung reached within himself, beginning to tap his
 ki
 .



"Sorry, Captain," he murmured, feeling strength starting to return. "But I can't play this game with my hands tied!"



Still facing the Hyperion, Ariane winced, but didn't let up; she called forth the lightning and sent it crackling into Maria-Susanna. "Laila!"



"He's not quite dead, Captain, but you have to finish this very quickly!" Laila was tearing strips from her uniform to staunch the wounds.



Not dead yet. Not yet
 . The words were a golden thread of hope.



"Captain, that's
 amazing!
 " Maria-Susanna said as she stood, eyes shining—and causing the flames of Ariane's next attack to spray harmlessly from an invisible shield. "You
 have
 learned how to use the powers, without a teacher!"



"Oh, I have all
 kinds
 of surprises," Ariane said, edging to the side.



Maria-Susanna gave a little pout. "Unfortunately, so do I, and I'm terribly sorry—I'm in a hurry!"



And the thirty-foot conference table slammed into Captain Ariane Austin like a bulldozer.



"ARIANE!"



Golden light
 exploded
 from Sun Wu Kung, and the entire room shuddered. The ice around the door shattered to powder, and Maria-Susanna whirled, eyes wide with shock.



"You," Wu ground out, teeth gritted and lips pulled back in a snarl, "You hurt
 Ariane
 ."



"Wu..." she stared. "Wu, I—"



"
 No more!
 No more tricks, no more of your words and eyes!" He felt the tension within, knew that there were still weak points, power he dared not call on, that he had been ordered not to call on. But still… "I am the Great Sage, Equal of Heaven, Sun Wu Kung, and you have harmed one under
 my protection!
 "



His fist tore through Maria-Susanna's shield, bludgeoning her upraised arms even through the defense of the Shadeweaver robe that hardened before any assault, and Maria-Susanna skidded backward, violet-blue eyes narrowed and insane.



"You protect
 them
 ," she grated. "You're letting them do it
 again
 ! They have to be
 destroyed! All
 of them!" His second punch backed her up again—but less than he had expected. There was a vibration through the floor that was not from his power, and as her face came up again, he saw her eyes blazing white, burning tears streaming down, the essence of the mad fury and loss flaming within them. "And if you help them, you're
 lost
 , Wu Kung, and … and I have to
 save you
 ."



He barely caught the ravening energy blade between his palms as it materialized, and even though
 ki
 sheathed and reinforced his entire form he felt the hideous power of the plasma sword burning his hands, radiating lethal heat to blister his face, and his arms strained against the monstrous strength that drove the point of that sun-blade ever closer to his chest.



By Sha Wujing's river, she's strong!



But she was not Wu Kung. He bent, twisted his body and arms and legs just
 so
 , and Maria-Susanna's own strength sent her catapulting away, to bounce hard off the ceiling and carom into the floor with stunning force.



That won't be enough—



Even as he thought that he sensed a surge in the forces, dove aside from a silver spear as thick as his thigh, a whipcrack of sound at its passage and then a shock as it buried itself in the far wall. He replied with a golden ki-bolt that forced Maria-Susanna to parry, giving him time to roll to his feet and start a charge.



Her gesture was hurried this time, and he plowed through the spray of diamond shards that tore at his skin; she vanished, to reappear halfway across the room—and finding him already charging; he had sensed her motion, knew where she had emerged. Another barrier, this one a bit stronger, but still it broke, and she fled again. A third barrier she threw up, and it was surprisingly hard to break; he felt vaguely tired, almost lightheaded, and blinked.



Wait, where…



He rolled aside, dodging the strike from behind, but it was a clumsy move, barely worthy of a human master of the arts. His vision was blurred, and he staggered.
 I … what is happening?



Only then did he sense it, a subtle energy that had been hidden
 within
 her earlier attack, following him, enclosing his head.



Even with that realization he was almost too late; he collapsed to his knees and was about to fall on his face before he focused enough spiritual power to dismiss the insidious thing.
 Filtered the … what is it… oxygen, that's it. Took the oxygen out of the air, left the rest.



The far door opened, and Relgof Nov'Ne Knarph stood there, holding a slender, gleaming device that was unmistakably a rifle. With startling reflexes, the Chief Researcher of the Analytic whipped the weapon up to his shoulder, sighted, and fired, all in one motion.



A spark of light, and Relgof's weapon exploded in shards, pitching the slender Wagamia into the hallway from which he had come. As Wu forced himself back to his feet, Maria-Susanna stepped up to Laila, who was white and shaking but nonetheless stood firmly between Maria-Susanna and Selpa'A'At.



"Stop." Laila said coldly, her tone as steady as her body was not.



Maria-Susanna tilted her head. "Hm? Oh. No, I think not."



A slender, waiflike arm extended and threw Laila Canning aside like an empty suit of clothes; the other reached out and grasped Selpa. "I'm on a schedule, you see!"



Wu Kung sprinted forward—



And with a last flicker of sad, mad eyes, Maria-Susanna—and Selpa'A'At—vanished.








 








Chapter 48.





"Y





ou okay?" DuQuesne asked.



"Okay? Now that my mind is my own, and my magnificent physique the same? I am
 superlative
 !" D'Arbignal rose to his feet, then bowed to Vindatri, who studied the newcomer with bemusement writ clear on his face. "D'Arbignal, adventurer, entertainer, and the greatest swordsman in the world, at your service. I thank you for ridding me of the most unwelcome guest I've ever had to deal with." He shuddered. "If I had to share my body with someone, I would much have preferred our mutual friend Kim, eh, DuQuesne?"



"Vindatri, Master of Halintratha, at yours," responded Vindatri after a moment, as DuQuesne felt his mouth quirk upward. "You are, of course, welcome."



"And this," DuQuesne said, "is my friend Doctor Simon Sandrisson. Simon, D'Arbignal, greatest swordsman in more than one world."



"True enough," D'Arbignal said with a flourish of a bow, "but that phrase just doesn't roll off the tongue as easily. A pleasure to meet you, Doctor."



"And to meet you, D'Arbignal," Simon replied. He then glanced at both DuQuesne and Vindatri. "That's it?" he asked. "Bey is finished?"



"Perhaps, perhaps not," Vindatri answered. "Driven from your friend's form, yes, his current enchantments broken, yes. But whether you believe the soul to be a true eternal element of reality, or a creation of the Arena, this Bey would have had one as surely as you or I, and it was powerful; it is not entirely beyond the realm of possibility that it survives. But the threat he posed is, at least for the immediate future, ended."



"What
 were
 those things he brought with him, Marc?"



DuQuesne shrugged. "He called the one a shoggoth, but there's probably three dozen sources that had a shoggoth that looked something like that. The other two skinny things… some kind of demons, associated with fear or terror I'd guess, but I didn't recognize the exact breed."



"But those things—they're not…" Simon stopped, and DuQuesne could feel his frustration. The discussion the scientist wanted to have wasn't one to do in Vindatri's presence. "Hm. We will continue this later."



"The keeping of secrets is a frustrating task," Vindatri commented. "Yet I am learning much from this latest adventure, Doctors DuQuesne, Sandrisson. It may be that you should consider that soon I will know enough that keeping the secret will be more effort than it is worth."



DuQuesne couldn't entirely disagree.
 He's studied me pretty closely; if he hasn't scanned my DNA, it'd be only because he either doesn't give a damn about genetics as such, or because he thought it would be rude to do it without permission… but he sure
 could
 have. He's seen Wu's and my powers, and he knows there's things connecting them all, and now this whole SNAFU.
 "You might be right. I'll think about it and see what the Captain thinks when I get back. Secrets at this level aren't mine to give, not unless I think we've no choice."



"I hope to hear more on this… later," Vindatri said with a nod.



D'Arbignal had been studying their surroundings. "Well! I thought Seul had himself a fancy laboratory, but this makes his look like a mule at a racehorse sale. DuQuesne, where
 are
 we?"



Damnation, of course
 . "Sorry, master swordsman, but that's a story longer than the one you told me about the Cyclops." He glanced at Simon, focused.
 Poor guy basically got put back into his own world right after Hyperion came apart. He's going to need orientation, and a lot of it.



D'Arbignal bowed again with his characteristic extravagance. "I look forward to the story. I hope it has fine ladies and swordplay involved." He wobbled somewhat as he straightened.



"Maybe a bit of both. But you look bushed."



"To my surprise, yes. I suppose being possessed and reshaped and then unshaped puts a strain on one."



Vindatri gestured. "This light shall bring you to a place that you can rest."



"Too kind of you. DuQuesne, Doctor Sandrisson, we
 must
 have a long talk once I'm rested."



"Bet on it," DuQuesne affirmed.



Once the elaborately-dressed swashbuckler had left, DuQuesne spoke. "Well, that'll be a bit of a complication, but a lot happier one. If we can manage to do the same for Jonny, I'll be ecstatic."



"This 'Jonny' being another friend possessed by an enemy?" Vindatri asked.



"Right. A good man in the hands of one of the worst of all. And he'll be a lot harder to evict than Bey was, is my guess."



"If you manage to bring him to me, I promise to assay the task," Vindatri said quietly.



The thought of trussing up Fairchild and dragging him across Arenaspace to Halintratha was infinitely satisfying, and unfortunately nearly as infinitely unlikely. "Not sure how I could manage that, but I appreciate the offer. In any case, you've pulled off the miracle we hoped for, I think both of us kept from hurting ourselves, and so we should get back home ASAP."



"It would be wise; I know Captain Austin will be missing your judgment and support," Vindatri said with a more natural smile, "and your peculiar talents, as well. With the danger past, I have—"



Simon's head came up. "It isn't."



DuQuesne gritted his teeth. "Damnation. What's up, Simon?"



"Something…" he shook his head. "I'll try … to see if I can tell any more, but I have to be careful."



Vindatri snapped out several phrases in his ancient language and wove complex sigils in the air. With scarcely a pause, he recoiled. "Origin and
 Ending
 ," he whispered.



Anything that scares this guy's nothing I want to be within a hundred parsecs of!
 "What's wrong?"



"It is just at the fringes of my farthest-flung senses, moving cautiously, but… I have sensed this only twice before," Vindatri answered, and his voice
 shook
 . "I have not seen it, I have no face or name, only that it is the
 Enemy
 , that which left the Halinthi extinct, extinct save only I, Vindatri."



"
 Darkness
 ," Simon whispered. "The void thinking, emptiness with substance."



"Okay, cut it off, Simon!" he snapped. "Vindatri, what do we do?"



"We
 hide
 , Doctor. We flee, if we must. We are not ready for
 that
 ." His gaze flicked to Simon. "He
 sees
 it, somehow. He has the Sight, and perhaps more. Heed your friend, Doctor Sandrisson; do not look, or they may sense you."



The ancient ur-Shadeweaver straightened. "That damnable sorcerer's trick must have called them. They do not see us, not yet, but they are close, very close."



"Can we run?" DuQuesne asked. "I mean, we could all get to
 Doc Smith
 and head out, but the only Sky Gate I know of—"



"Far too slow," agreed Vindatri. "No, if we must run, I must do it. I must move Halintratha entire, leaving no trace for the enemy to follow."



Move Halintratha…?



"Holy
 Moley
 , Vindatri, you can
 do
 that?"



"Given time, yes. But I fear there is little time. Unless…" he paused.



"Okay, super-wizard, don't leave us hanging."



Vindatri glanced into the unguessable distance, shivered. "Were the need not so dire, I would not ask it, especially as we will be risking the entire purpose of your journey. Still… you and Simon have capabilities I do not fully understand. If you were to flee in your ship, would you be able to hide from our enemy—
 after
 drawing its attention by
 not
 doing so?"



"Since you know enough… pardon me while I talk very privately with my friend." He turned to Simon.
 You there, Simon?



I am, Marc. He wants us to act as a decoy and then run like hell after we've got their attention.



Makes sense. And in a coldly tactical and strategic sense, he and Halintratha might be the more valuable resource. Though he hasn't really got a clue about what we can do. Real question is if between us we could manage to get away
 clean
 .



He sensed Simon's trepidation.
 I… do not know. All I can offer is the sensation of what I detected with my peculiar ability. Perhaps it will make more sense to you.



For an instant, DuQuesne saw…
 something
 .



Against the vastness of the Arena, it was still itself vast, moving in the Deeps like Jormungandr in the myths of the Vikings. Darkness beyond darkness was its color and nature, a hunger and cold calculation and determination, and ancient, ancient rage. It moved around/beyond/through the Arena's substance, and was at once
 nothing
 , a nothing as profound as the emptiness of intergalactic space, and
 something
 , a something as obdurate and invincible as the exterior of a Sphere. It had no eyes, yet it
 saw
 , saw things with a sensate clarity of absolute precision…



… a precision that DuQuesne
 recognized
 .
 I'll be damned, it's got the pure-quill Smithian "sense of perception"!



Questioning from Simon.
 That's… interesting, but what exactly does that
 mean
 , Marc?



Means you basically sense reality as it is; your mind touches all energy, all matter, and gives you a precise knowledge of everything you look at—as detailed as you want, pretty much. I used to be able to look at things down to a molecular level—might still be able to, now that I think of it.



That… is bad. I was trying to think of methods to mislead or misdirect, but if that's the way it sees…



DuQuesne grinned.
 Oh, but it's actually
 good
 . See, I know how to
 screw up
 a sense of perception. You
 had
 to be able to do that in my old world. So the same tricks should work here, at least for me, and probably for you.
 The good cheer faded.
 Of course, we'll have to push our talents to the very limit… and maybe beyond—to pull this off, because hiding is only part of the plan. We'll have to hide, show ourselves, hide,
 and
 run like hell itself is on our tails. And whatever that thing out there is… it's not really matter
 or
 energy as we know it, but something else. Getting away from it's going to take some real work.



Simon's mental image shrugged.
 I know. What I saw is something I have no immediate name for, and I don't believe you, or even Vindatri, have one either. But if you have an idea, we had better try it.



"Okay, Vindatri," DuQuesne said. "I think we
 might
 be able to pull this off. But you better make it worthwhile; get away clean, right?"



"If their attention can be diverted from this place—if they do not find Halintratha through its current cloaks and illusions before that happens—then I shall surely do so. But…" Vindatri's face was tense, showing a much more personal concern. "Do not make your journey here futile, either. Do not break yourselves again. For while I will find a way to let Captain Austin know how to find me again, it will be months, at the least, and I would grieve to know you had passed."



"Believe me, Vindatri," DuQuesne said, "We mean to get home in one piece!"








 








Chapter 49.




A
 riane felt massive chunks of wood and metal lift up and away, and shook her head to clear it.



"Ariane! Captain, I am sorry, I did not stop her!" She could hear the undertone of
 I have failed, I am inadequate, I have dishonored myself
 in Wu Kung's words.



"Wu, it's okay," she said, gripping his arm and hauling herself to her feet. "She surprised the hell out of all of us, more than once.
 Jesus
 , she's strong. I thought I knew what we might end up dealing with, but I
 really
 underestimated her."



Laila Canning hurried towards her. "You aren't hurt, Ariane? I…
 Shit!
 " the obscenity spat from her lips in an involuntary explosion. "I thought you were
 dead
 , Captain!" she went on, regaining some of her usual composure. "How in the world did you survive that?"



She gave a sour smile. "Magic," she answered wryly. "Or the nearest thing to it. Credit to Vindatri; he drilled into me that you need to be able to throw up a shield faster than
 anything
 else, and so I just had time to do it when I saw that table coming at me."



"Leader Ariane Austin," came the voice of Relgof from the door. She turned, seeing the Leader of the Analytic leaning heavily on the doorframe, trickles of purple blood dripping from various wounds. "We have a
 very
 serious problem, you and I."



The voice was so grim, utterly unlike the cheerful and expansive tone that would leaven even serious discussion with humor, that Ariane winced. "More than one, Leader Relgof."



"The immediate one is that which concerns me, Captain. A Leader of one of the Great Factions has been assassinated, or at the least assaulted, within the House of the Analytic," Relgof said, coldly. "
 You
 assumed responsibility for his safe conduct, and at your word I invited Selpa'A'At here." His large eyes shifted, their gaze locking onto Wu Kung. "You, in particular, assured me that you would prevent your renegade from harming him."



He gestured. "And instead? This Maria-Susanna intruded upon the Faction House, brushed you aside, impaled Leader Selpa upon his own weapon, and departed."



"Leader Relgof," Ariane said, giving the mortified Wu Kung a quick pat on the shoulder, "no one feels more humiliated by this than I. Obviously, we have underestimated her, and this is a disaster in multiple dimensions. I'm not going to attempt to argue it. On the other hand, that's over and done with, and there are two major issues far more important. First is that Maria-Susanna has found a way into the Great Faction Houses that even the Shadeweavers either never knew, or never used until now. Second, and more importantly, Selpa was
 still alive
 when she left here, and it's possible—barely—that we might be able to save him. But only if we do so quickly." She paused, seeing Relgof regarding her narrowly. "If we can even figure out where to go."



Wu Kung knelt before her. "I have failed and you do not have to give me the chance, or even the words," he said in a very low voice, "but I might be able to find them."



"Worry about honor and failure later, Wu," she said. "Try! Give me an idea where to look!"



Relgof closed his eyes. When he opened them, there was the barest hint of his old humor. "Very well, Leader Austin, you have a point. Those
 are
 more pressing issues, and the retrieval of your renegade and Leader Selpa are your responsibility. The first issue I attended to as I prepared to enter this room, once I knew we had been breached. But I do have one other requirement."



"Name it, as long as it won't slow us up."



"You may pay later, Captain. I require that you explain,
 in full
 , the nature of this secret that has allowed such…
 unreasonable
 abilities to manifest in full force."



Ariane stared at him, but the Leader of the Analytic's stare was hard and unwavering.



Damn. Our biggest secret. But…
 She sighed. Relgof wasn't demanding anything he didn't deserve. This was going to be a PR nightmare no matter how it all worked out, and Relgof was in it up to his neck because he'd trusted Ariane's assurances. "Agreed. But I will tell it to my
 friend and personal ally
 Relgof Nov'Ne Knarph, trusting to his discretion as to whether it must be told to the Faction of the Analytic."



The Wagamia's feathery crest bobbed in a flash of amusement. "Agreed. In that case… do what you must to reduce the consequences of this… disaster. I must see to my own injuries."



"Please, do so. This is our mess, we'll find a way to clean it up."
 We damned well better
 .



She turned back to Sun Wu Kung. "Did you mean it? You can find her?"



"I
 think
 I can," he answered, eyes still downcast. "If I can use my powers to their current limit."



"Do whatever you have to, Wu," Ariane said. "This is a catastrophe. Laila, get back to our Embassy immediately. You'll have to brief Carl and anyone else at the top levels. I've got to back up Wu."



"I do
 not
 like this," Laila snapped, worry delineating every syllable. "But I suppose there's no actual choice."



"No." With Oasis still looking for the other Hyperions and Davia back where she and DuQuesne had been months ago, there wasn't anyone in Nexus Arena who was even vaguely capable of taking on Maria-Susanna.
 Other than Fairchild, I suppose.



A snapped curse from Wu made her look up. "Don't tell me; you can't find her."



"I
 had
 found her! Just a second ago, I could sense her—and then it was gone, her
 ki
 vanished!"



Ariane heard herself growl almost as convincingly as Wu. "Wu, we have to find her. Where was she? If we leave the Analytic, can you at least take us in the right general direction?"



"I… think so."



"All right, it's better than nothing."
 What a disaster
 . As she followed Wu, she tried to arrange her thoughts.
 Crap. I can't assume we can clean this up on the quiet.
 "Doctor Relgof," she said, a green comm-ball appearing as she spoke, "do you have any reason or preference that I should
 not
 warn the Vengeance that an attempt will likely be made to enter their Faction House?"



"Hmm. No, I think you and I have no choice. If we do not even attempt a warning—even if that warning turns out to be late—the Vengeance will have even more reason to resent us. At the least, this will confirm to them that there was urgency in my missive about the vulnerability of Faction Houses."



"Thank you, Doctor."



"Good luck, Captain." The ball vanished.



Time to bite that bullet
 . Then she realized that Selpa's unavailability had just thrown another roadblock in her way. "
 Dammit!
 I can't call organizations, I need an individual." An idea struck her. "Oscar! Oscar, are you there?"



"I am here, Captain Austin," said the rich, measured tones of Oscar Naraj. "How can I help you? You sound… upset."



"You'll know why as soon as Laila gets there. For now, who's second in command at the Vengeance?"



"You mean under Selpa'A'At? Hm. I believe… yes, that would be Swordmaster Second Emasa Ruum I'Jenek. A Wagamia, like our friend Relgof. Why—"



"Thank you, Oscar! Talk later." Her intent made the sphere vanish, replaced by another as she called "Swordmaster Second I'Jenek! This is Ariane Austin of Humanity!"



There was only a brief sputter of red before the sphere turned green, and a tenor translated voice replied, "Leader Austin? An unexpected pleasure. What can—"



"Swordmaster, an attempt is going to be made to break into your Faction House, or possibly another area you control. The individual in question will appear human and has Shadeweaver-style capabilities. She is not, I repeat,
 not
 a member of the Faction of Humanity and has not been for quite a while now." She took a breath. "She may also have a severely injured Selpa'A'At with her."



"
 WHAT
 ?" The other was silent for a moment, then, "If she is not a member of your Faction, I presume you have no objection to our using any means necessary to deal with this problem?"



She saw Wu bite his lip, but she couldn't spare his feelings. "No objection; use any means you have to hand. However, if she is sighted, use extreme caution. She is extremely capable with ranged and hand-to-hand combat despite her appearance and has, as I said, Shadeweaver-style capabilities."



"I will see to our security immediately. I will require additional information as soon as practical."



So will everyone. God, and a few days ago I thought the worst problem was Fairchild! "Of course, Swordmaster Second. Captain Austin, out."



They exited the Analytic's Faction House, and Wu immediately turned somewhat to his right and began a jogging run she could just barely match.
 At least he
 did
 keep a sense of her direction.



Wu tried to keep to a straight line, but there were so many buildings in the Grand Arcade, and even beyond it, that it was a challenge. Still, she thought they were working their way towards familiar territory, past the Embassy area and approaching…



"Shit." The word emerged with a dispassionate flatness.



"What is it, Captain?"



She gestured ahead. "We're heading for the elevators, Wu. And that means—"



"
 Baka!
 Of course, where else
 could
 she go? Transition!" He paused. "But she can't go back home, can she? There's so many people in the Sphere now, monitors, and she's got Selpa with her!"



"No, I don't think she could; she'd do damage, get past a lot of people, but even she's got limits or neither of us would ever have gotten a shot in on her."



She remembered Orphan, and felt a chill. "She could have just chosen 'random', like Orphan did. And if she gets that same 'Favor of the Arena' advantage, well…"



"Then we'll
 never
 find her!"



"Not likely, no." But the thought didn't quite fit. She was on a mission. She said she had a schedule. Obviously not true, so she meant time constraint. Which would be… us. How fast and far the alarm is raised. She's in a hurry—



"Crap and double-crap, I'm stupid. She had
 Selpa
 with her, half-delirious and I'll bet he couldn't fight off her brainwashing effect. So, where's she going? To whatever Sphere they're doing their Hyperion Project in."



Wu Kung added another of his own curses. "Where else? But
 we
 don't have Selpa!"



"No. And since it's going to be their top-secret project, the Vengeance isn't going to even admit it exists at first, let alone give us a way in."



But without that—without a member of the Faction to allow them entrance, give them the impossible-to-verbalize but equally impossible to counterfeit mental passcode to the right Sphere—Maria-Susanna would be utterly beyond their reach. Even if—somehow—they knew which of the uncountable quintillions of Spheres she had gone to, they would have no way to get there. Nexus Arena was the only gateway to everywhere, and it was well-secured.



Wu started to move on, but she held up a hand. "Just… wait a minute, Wu. I have to figure out what our next steps
 are
 ."



She didn't know that there
 was
 a next step, really. Maria-Susanna might not be killing anyone else yet—she'd have to find a way to cajole, trick, or influence her way far enough inside the project, and that would be difficult with a dying Leader of the Faction on her hands. But with her powers, she'd certainly find a way to do it, especially since the idea that someone could
 possibly
 have found the Vengeance's Most-Secret installation without proper authorization would be almost unthinkable.



"I wish Simon and DuQuesne were here," Wu muttered.



"You and me both, Wu," she admitted.
 I'd feel a lot better up against a crazy Shadeweaver Hyperion if I had Marc and Simon here.



Wait. What was that thought?
 Shadeweaver… Marc…



Suddenly she had it. "Wu, that's it!"



"What?"



"Come on!"



The run through the crowded streets of Nexus Arena
 seemed
 slow, but she didn't have that long a distance to go; even though she'd only visited her destination once, her headware knew where it was and plotted the fastest route.



The building was deceptively plain, a simple, unornamented gray structure surrounded by a wall; the gates through the wall were open, leading to a paved courtyard, but the building itself was closed. In fact, there was no clear indication of a door.



But she knew where two of them were; she marched up to one and spoke. "Captain Ariane Austin requests immediate admittance; this is an emergency that concerns us both."



For a moment, there was no answer; then, without so much as a transition, there was a dark opening before her.



Shadeweavers. Always with the theatrics
 .



Entering, she found the squat, cloaked, multilegged Gona-Brashind facing her. "Captain," he said. "What is the nature of this emergency, and what do you ask of the Shadeweavers?"



"The nature of the emergency is that Maria-Susanna is
 not
 dead," she answered, "and what I need is the one thing only the Shadeweavers can do: give me a gateway to wherever she's gone!"









Chapter 50.





"A





re you sure that's not putting a strain on you?" Simon asked, looking at the floating capsule following DuQuesne.



"Hah!" DuQuesne answered, trying to smile; knowing what was ahead, that was something of a challenge. "Simon, after I finished training with Locke and Telzey, I was rated in multiple tons of lift. This looks showy, but it's not really close to pushing me. Sorta helping me limber up, actually. I've got to get in the right mindset."



"Was it really necessary to put D'Arbignal into a suspension capsule?"



He grimaced. "Neither of us liked the idea, Simon, but… yeah. He's not going to be any help to us in this caper, and we hadn't made preparations for extra passengers in
 Doc Smith
 . Safest bet for him is to lock him down like cargo, and that way neither of us have to worry."
 And it isn't like he didn't just spend fifty years in a capsule not much different; he can tolerate it for a little more.



Simon nodded, then took a breath; DuQuesne could see a touch of the transcendent look coming into his eyes. "Ah. We need to build things swiftly that don't exist. Things that…"



His head snapped around, staring at DuQuesne. "You can't be serious."



Now
 he was able to grin for real, the deadly grin he got when the stakes were highest. "Oh, but I am, Simon. Whatever that thing out there is, it's enough to scare
 Vindatri
 . I can't play pattycake with it."



"Do you really think the Arena will let you get away with that?"



That's the question, isn't it?
 "If you've got any better ideas, I'm totally open to them."



They emerged from the corridor into the echoing vastness of Halintratha's landing bay.
 Doc Smith
 looked forlornly small in that nearly-vacant stretch of dim-lit metal. "I suppose not. Whatever we do will have to fit with your, well,
 gestalt
 of history, and you know it best."



"If we were both at the top of our game, I might try facing it direct… but maybe not. Again, Vindatri's been around practically forever and this thing's scaring the hell out of him."



"All right. So, we need a set of shields, a power source, and one drive system."



"Yeah. If you can somehow tinker them together with me."



Simon abruptly swerved. "That. I'll need that."



Over against one distant wall was a collection of what appeared to be odds and ends—possibly spare parts for Halintratha, perhaps broken components of some ancient machine. Simon dumped the entire collection onto the floor with an uncharacteristic disregard for neatness or, for that matter, others' property, and darted here and there, picking up one object, tossing it aside, then finding one worth keeping, throwing it into one of the now-empty boxes. "What are—"



Simon simply raised a finger in admonishment and DuQuesne fell silent.
 His talent's driving him; best that I don't interfere.



Just have to hope it won't drive him literally to death.
 DuQuesne at least had the advantage that he fully understood his abilities and their limits; if he put himself in danger, well, he'd know it. Simon was still dealing with the existence of his nigh-omniscience and had no real grasp of its limits.



But a few minutes later Simon nodded, picked up the box, and trotted briskly towards their ship.
 One hurdle past. But the big ones are still to come.



"Vindatri," he said to the air.



"Yes, Doctor?"



"How much time can you give us, and how fast can you be ready to duck out? Because we sure weren't prepared to ride in this rodeo."



A ghost of a laugh. "Neither of us was prepared for this… performance. The Enemy is searching, slowly but methodically, and the space it must cover is large. I venture to say that you have an hour and a half, perhaps two." His tone became more grim. "It will, however, require at least three and a half hours for me to prepare to move Halintratha—and I will be unavailable for more than the briefest periods in that time."



"Hour and a half," he repeated. Not bad. Longer than I thought it might be. Still, it's an insanely short time, and if I didn't know what Simon had done before… "Can you give us a heads-up before we have to launch?"



"I will send you a quick warning when I believe you can wait no longer, yes." A pause. "Do you truly believe you can decoy and avoid something that neither of us even understands?"



DuQuesne shrugged, but felt the same grin on his face. "I know we'll give it one hell of a try," he answered. "Because
 it
 doesn't understand
 us
 , either!"



The port of
 Doc Smith
 slid open at their approach and Simon immediately headed for the main engine room. "I'll join you there as soon as I get D'Arbignal strapped down," DuQuesne said.



By the time he accomplished that somewhat unsettling task—suspension capsules always made him think of coffins—he found that Simon was already pulling the cover from
 Doc Smith
 's Sandrisson Drive. "I sure hope we know what we're doing," he muttered.



The godlike look in Simon's eyes flickered. "So do I, Marc. But I can feel that…
 being
 out there, getting closer. Even
 if
 this works… I am not at all sure we will fool it, or escape it."



"We'd better. If both of us disappear, Ariane will
 kill
 us."



He took three deep breaths, then focused. Block out the now. Block out the real. Focus on the past. Feel the past.



He remembered meeting Rich Seaton in the library, both of them humiliated by the same teacher. Saw them—with the same teacher—feverishly scribbling notes, arguing, coming to incredible conclusions.



A gunshot of memory, the sound of a piece of wire coated with an unknown metal flying off at impossible speeds; the construction of the
 Skylark
 and her first disastrous, yet wonderful, journey; the incredible moment when he and Seaton realized that their discovery hadn't just given them the Solar System, but the stars themselves.



And he
 felt
 it now: the sharpness of possibility, the chance to turn dream to reality, and he turned and found his hands already moving, unbolting hatches, reaching in and removing superconducting cable that should
 never
 be serviced by fallible human hands, but knowing that if he wired it to
 this
 and coiled it like
 that
 and added
 those
 components...



"What are we doing, Marc?" came Simon’s distracted voice some unknown minutes later.



"Realistically? Exploiting the Arena's control over physical law, getting to play, at least by proxy, with Plancktech." He heard strain in his own words, felt the vague ache within that told him that this project was still dangerous.
 Tinkering with impossible gadgets counts as pushing our talents. I was afraid of that.
 "Conceptually? Building a top-flight mindscreen, a cosmic energy converter, and what I
 hope
 is going to be a Seaton-Bergenholm drive."



"And now I know as much as I did before," Simon said dryly. "Well, not quite. You assume that this being's senses are in some way analogous to your notional psionic abilities; thus a mindscreen will cut off its ability to detect us. Yes?"



"That's the idea. Back home, so to speak, perception was basically your mind touching the universe, so if you could block the mind, you blocked perception." He shrugged, letting 'back home' just be a place, not a fiction. "All we can do is hope it works. I don't think it will if the damn thing suspects what's happening, to be honest; mindscreens wouldn't have stopped Mentor or his opposite numbers. Insofar as the others? Power source and—I hope—our ticket out of here." He had a moment of panic. "Simon, you didn't touch the regular—"



"I
 am
 nearly omniscient, Marc," Simon said with a hint of amused tolerance. "I would certainly not damage the basic capabilities of our vessel. For that matter, your weapons remain intact."



"Good. Though I'm pretty sure they'll be useless against… whatever it is. You got any better insight on that?"



Simon paused in his work, hands full of unrecognizable parts from the junk he'd collected. "Not… really. I will continue to think on it, when I can. Perhaps we can build a sensor of some sort?"



"Focus on the main task at hand, Simon. We've only got so long before—"



A tone like a tubular bell rang out. "Doctor DuQuesne, Doctor Sandrisson, you must depart now. I dare not wait much longer."



Dammit! Another fifteen minutes and I'd be sure everything was locked down! "Understood. Launching in five minutes."



"That will be adequate—but no more."



He slammed the cover down and started spinning the bolts on, some by hand, some by mental force. "Simon, you heard?"



"I must continue working, Marc—the mindscreen, as you call it, must be fully tied in."



"You've got four minutes before we have to launch."



Simon glanced at him, and Marc recoiled; the green eyes were vaguely luminous and utterly inhuman. "Prepare to launch."



Klono's curving carballoy claws. I don't like that one little bit.



But there wasn't much choice. "I need it on when we launch!"



"It will be." Simon turned back to the wiring and components.



Dammit!
 He knew that he'd never forgive himself if this caused Simon to die… or worse, lose himself in the thing he most feared.



Too late to worry about that now. "On it."



He dashed to the bridge, seeing at least three red lights in the readout; automatic status systems outraged by the ridiculous modifications forced on them. But when he keyed in the start sequence, power flowed, the ship began to hum anew, coming alive beneath him. Time was flowing too, flowing far too fast. "Simon—"



"Assigned to the secondary firecontrol arming switch," Simon replied, voice still too calm, too assured, too
 passionless
 . "The secondary weapons will not be available, but I agree with your assessment of our weapons, so this should not be an issue. Making final connections… now."



Light flickered beneath the indicated control and DuQuesne flipped the switch.



Instantly he felt a …
 change
 . It was as though he were suddenly enclosed in a shell that blinded him, even though he could still
 see
 . "I think that did it, by God! Now get your ass up here and strap in, Simon!"



"I…" The voice shifted. "Marc, I am… not going to make it up there in time. Launch now."



"Hold on, I'll—"



"Launch now!"



With a heartfelt curse, Marc C. DuQuesne jabbed at the panel. Rockets roared to furious life, and
 Doc Smith
 blasted its way out of Halintratha's hangar.








 








Chapter 51.




S
 imon felt the acceleration of
 Doc Smith
 in a half-dream. His body reached out, gripped the half-fastened straps, and hung on with grim exhaustion hovering behind the pretense of strength.



On the second level, he
 knew
 the launch had been necessary. DuQuesne needed all the seconds he could get, as did Vindatri. And he could see that there were two adjustments that
 must
 be made—or neither of them would survive the next hour.



And on a third level…



The Arena was a construct beyond human comprehension, not of mere matter but made of, and permeated by, energy of every amount and description, all guided by forces that the all-seeing
 Self
 could grasp but that Simon, little, limited, merely human Simon, would shatter upon the knowing. Even seen through the dim, misty substance that was DuQuesne's impossible shield, it was awesome, titanic and majestic on the scale of all Creation.



But it was not alone.



Things
 moved and thought and
 lived
 within and behind and
 through
 the crude material and energetic fabric of the Arena, Things distant and alien and immense, so huge that a Sphere was beneath notice, the Factions the motions of the minuscule creatures that stir and churn the soil beneath the feet of giants.



One, the Self thought, was tied to and within the flows of force that bound and channeled the Arena's motions; was, indeed, the Arena Itself. Too, it was perhaps greater than the others, with scope and grasp to span all of time and space.



But one was
 near
 , one
 Saw
 and was
 Looking
 . It did not move, yet it
 did
 , bestirring itself to rise from indescribable depths of light and mist and shadow to loom immense and invisible, yet blacker than night and deeper than the shadow of a world, seeking what had disturbed its aeons-old contemplation of loss and fury, what gave it both hope and hatred incomprehensible.



And the Self and Simon both thought for an instant that there was something familiar in the unseeable texture of unnameable night.



Focus! No matter what hunts Vindatri and our ship, I must complete the work, or my insights die with us!
 He hauled himself from the improvised acceleration straps and moved to the center of the room.



First, his brainchild, the Sandrisson Drive. It was modified, tied into coils and—he blinked, focusing, on what seemed impossible, but yes, it was true—tied into coils and
 tubes
 , cylinders of glass with glowing filaments within, and ancient-design bus-bars and condensers, devices he vaguely remembered somehow making out of the wreckage and yet had no idea how, or why.



If I could describe all of this to Oasis and the others, I think they would truly understand why this power
 terrifies
 me.



But yes, the Drive was tied to this crude new device, and it to the Drive. But there was a flaw, a tiny one, caused by a minor redesign of the Drive in a lab he had not overseen. This changed the waveforms generated by the central oscillator by a few cycles per second, but also affected their shape. For an ordinary Sandrisson transition it did not matter, and in fact was marginally more efficient… but the other device, born of DuQuesne's Hyperion world-knowledge and Simon's alien talent, that required an absolutely perfect and steady sine wave at
 precisely
 one point six one eight and a hair gigahertz.



Doc Smith
 continued its roar, and Simon gripped the open edge of the casing as it swerved. "Simon," came DuQuesne's voice, "Are you all right down there?"



"I am… all right, Marc," he managed. "But leave me alone for a few moments. There's two fixes I
 have
 to complete!"



"Will do," DuQuesne replied. "But that damn shield eats power like no tomorrow, and we
 can't
 throw on the other generator until we're ready to be detected."



"I know, Marc. Give me these moments."



"I will. DuQuesne out."



A filter and a signal generator… yes, I have the parts.
 He inserted the components between the main Drive and the new 'Seaton-Bergenholm' device, and immediately saw the indicators display a smooth, undulating wave at the correct frequency.



The power generator, too, needed a small yet imperative adjustment. Neither he nor DuQuesne had been intimately familiar with the power systems of the main drive—the weapons performed their own power conditioning and accumulation—and it, too, had minor but crucial deviations from the assumed specifications.
 Do my expectations—or those of my partners like DuQuesne or, possibly, Oasis or Davia—affect how I do things? I can see a mote of dust a billion kilometers away, but miss key details in front of me?



A brief smile touched his face.
 Or perhaps it is that, despite having the eyes of a god, I remain all too fallibly human. That would be… comforting.



The Self noted the thoughts absently, with some satisfaction of potential understanding. But the Thing was closer now, and there were few minutes remaining before even all the misdirection and concealment of the Master of Halintratha would fall before its searching gaze.



The shield must be dropped in minutes.



Doc Smith
 swayed again, DuQuesne evading some unknown obstacle in their path.
 If we were in regular space, we could simply shut off the drive and coast, but here, we would slow all too quickly. Not that any amount of ordinary speed could let us avoid…
 that.



He was vaguely aware that his fingers were bleeding from the sharper edges of the power system casing, but it didn't matter; neither did the blood that had begun, a slow trickle, from his nose.
 I can feel the strain on my … soul beginning,
 he thought.
 But it is not near deadly yet.



Another touch, a turn of a screw, the addition of a small component—and he was nearly done.



But the Self and Sight screamed a warning, and he heard himself say, "Done! Do it now, Marc!"



The dulling sheath of grayness that had interposed itself between the Universe and Simon—and, Simon suddenly realized, between himself and his Self—vanished, and at the same time a blue-white glare blazed from the power casing.



It threw Simon Sandrisson against the wall with a force that was like, but in other ways was entirely not, kinetic force. Simon heard a gasp as the breath was driven from him, and noted with a detached distaste that his right arm appeared to have broken as well.



But that was almost irrelevant, because now the great Thing
 SAW
 . Though it had neither front nor back, nor sides—no
 direction
 , indeed, in any easily defined way—still it whirled, spun to face the tiny, brilliantly-shining mote that sang and sparkled and vibrated with the same alien existence that it had sought. And with that sense of the Other, the Thing snarled, baring nonexistent fangs a light-year long and
 moved
 , hurling itself without pause or motion at the center of its hatred and hope.



And that brilliant mote
 vanished
 again, and the Thing balked, startled, confused, casting about with suspicion and rage and hunger. The gray pall lay upon Simon again, and he thought he understood; whatever DuQuesne had designed reached to fundamental levels of the Arena's operation, to the point that it even interfered with his connection to the Arena, the connection that gave him this godlike sight.



The great Thing was itself godlike, however, and it moved across the Deeps like the shadow of a
 morfalzeen
 , a gargantuan predator, a predator whose senses reached out, pried at and wrenched away the cloak. Simon saw sharp, bright sparks erupt from the so-called mindscreen, and knew it would fall in moments.



Are we going to die?
 he wondered. The thought was strong enough to touch all of him, even the part raised beyond Olympian heights.
 Or perhaps it is only I who will die, having abused my so-called soul once more, perhaps beyond…



And it was
 that
 thought that triggered recognition. "My God," he whispered incredulously.



"What is it, Simon? I'm about to give it everything we got."



"The … thing chasing us, Marc. I think I know what it
 is
 !"



"Hold that thought—because here we go!"



The Sandrisson Drive sang its rippling song, and—despite the fact that there were no Sky Gates within a million kilometers—
 Doc Smith
 ripped a hole in the ether and dropped straight into the velvet darkness, spangled with a billion sparkling motes, that was deep space.



Cautiously, Simon extended his senses. Nothing. Stars and dust and empty, empty vacuum, but nothing else. "Did we … lose it?" he asked.



"Dunno. I wouldn't bet on it. It's probably just surprised as hell, checking its assumptions, looking to see if we got ourselves a new -"



"
 GO!
 " shouted Simon, as new awareness screamed into being.
 Something wicked this way comes!



It burst from the nothingness of Elsewhere, blossoming into being both intangible and unimaginably obdurate, a titan
 something
 that showed not a trace of its existence against the placid, eternal gleam of the stars, birthed not the smallest ripple or flicker against the pearlescent mist of distant nebulae or the lightless black of empty space, and yet loomed, Brobdingnagian, titanic, incomprehensible in its vastness and power in the Arena-born senses Simon now possessed.



Shape should mean nothing if there is no true substance, yet Simon
 Saw
 , recognized a monstrous outline that spanned more dimensions than ordinary vision could encompass, a
 Thing
 that was coiling tentacular arms and angular, spiked insectoid limbs and venomous, fanged mouths like vortices of razors, and yet was none of these, something
 else
 , for which all of Simon's words and equivalences were but pitiful fragments of almost meaningless froth, the attempt by a bacterium to describe the vastness and complexity of the human form that loomed above it, planet-high and unseeable, unknowable in its entirety.



"Cross everything you got two of," DuQuesne said. "Here goes nothing!"



The cosmic power engine brightened, and without so much as a jolt,
 Doc Smith
 streaked away, the gargantuan Thing dwindled to an inexplicable point and then gone, even beyond Sight, in the merest blink of a human eye.








 








Chapter 52.




G
 ona-Brashind stood immobile for a moment, then a buzzing hiss escaped the Molothos Shadeweaver's breathing tubes. "
 Alive
 ? She is alive, and Amas-Garao is
 not
 ?"



Wu saw Ariane purse her lips doubtfully. "I'm not entirely sure he is dead," she said after a moment. "But he was badly wounded at the least and may be hiding himself—from her."



The insectoid head tilted. "Are you saying that it was no accident? That Maria-Susanna somehow
 caused
 that event? I cannot envision how. She had no power of her own yet, not having been initiated, and while I can—having seen the capabilities of some of your people—accept that she might have been able to strike Amas-Garao greviously with some weapon, that would not explain the scene of the crime, so to speak."



"Unless," Ariane said softly, "she did the same thing
 I
 did."



Gona-Brashind was so still that he seemed a statue; Wu could smell the rising brew of revelation, confusion, fury, and cold calculation. "You and she
 knew
 . You know how the Awakening works. You
 told
 her of this?"



Wu snorted. "The Captain figured it out herself; so did Maria-Susanna. But this time, your old wizard didn't have many others to help suppress the awakening. That expains everything, right?"



The fighting claws had started to rise; now, the Shadeweaver lowered them. "Yes. Yes, accepting your theory, it explains everything. Amas-Garao injured, perhaps dead, but unable for the moment to act, and then an uncontrolled, untutored Awakening happening within meters of him. Yes."



Gona-Brashind turned and gestured; sparkling light coalesced into another Shadeweaver, this one a serpentine creature that had elements of both snake and centipede, curling up at the front to show manipulative arms and a head that had just enough of a recognizable face to be disturbing. "Ruochi-Maoro," the Molothos Shadeweaver said, "Urgent but quiet: begin a search for Amas-Garao. Assume he is severely injured and is attempting to hide from a powerful member of our own organization, or of the Faith."



The chitinous, ophidian face surveyed Wu and Ariane, then turned back to Gona-Brashind. "As you wish," it said. The translated voice was a slightly-disturbing tenor. "We have reason to believe this is true?"



"Yes. Keep this within our Ring, Ruochi."



The sinuous Shadeweaver gave a rippling bow, and faded away.



"Can we get
 moving
 ?" Wu said.



Gona-Brashind gave a half-amused grunt. "Clarify, exactly, where you wish to go. I agree that if I accept your statements—and at this point I am inclined to—this is indeed Shadeweaver business. But it may be
 only
 Shadeweaver business, unless you show me otherwise."



Wu opened his mouth, then forced his words back as Ariane raised her hand in warning. "It is a delicate matter involving three other factions, at least," Ariane said, and Wu could hear the care and worry as she picked out her words with exquisite trepidation. "It also involves absolutely vital secrets of our faction… as well as an old shame of our faction. But … I suppose for these purposes there is no point in hiding the key issue that Maria-Susanna has assaulted, and possibly by now killed, Selpa'A'At of the Vengeance."



"Homeworld's
 Life
 ," breathed Gona-Brashind in slow horror. "How?
 Why
 ?"



"Those questions cut very close to our secrets," Ariane said. "But she's wearing Shadeweaver robes and using your powers while doing this. So helping us stop it
 must
 be in your interest, I would hope."



"I cannot argue that point. A Leader of one of the Great Factions assassinated by an apparent Shadeweaver? This cannot be permitted. But if you know this much, how is it that you need our assistance to find her?"



"She fled through Transition to a destination Selpa knew, and would likely have provided her access to."



"By the Lost Masters…" Gona-Brashind straightened. "I see something of your problem, Captain, and part of your solution. Your colleague, Doctor DuQuesne, was shown the Hall of Portals, so you wish to use the correct gateway within the Hall to follow the renegade. Wise, and practical." He took a breath that whistled. "Except that we need some way of knowing
 which
 of the Vengeance's almost unnumerable Spheres was their destination."



Wu felt himself almost ready to explode from all the talking, none of it really
 getting
 anywhere.
 Take it as part of my penance. I failed to stop her. Ariane would not be here, trying to hide secrets while begging for favors, if I'd just done my job properly.



Ariane's face was tense, and for a moment she did not answer, just stared at Gona-Brashind; Wu could sense her weighing her answers, balancing between the urgent need to catch the murderous renegade and to remember her long-term obligations to Humanity. "I know some key facts about their destination, although I cannot
 name
 it directly."



"It is a start," Gona-Brashind said. "Follow me, and tell me what you can."



"It will be the site of a recently begun and very secret project," Ariane said, the two of them pacing next to the Shadeweaver as he scuttled with considerable speed down the corridor. "A
 large
 project, as such things go, involving major construction in normal space."



"I may construct auguries and visions based on this," Gona-Brashind said, "but consider the extent of the Vengeance; undoubtedly they have
 many
 secret projects, and no few of them will involve much construction in the home space. 'Recently' is a vague term, as well. Can you refine it?"



Ariane frowned, then nodded. "I can't be absolutely sure, but I would say somewhere between the time the Genasi won their Challenge and the time where the Molothos declared peace with Humanity."



They passed through a doorway, to enter the room DuQuesne had described. It seemed to be a few hundred meters wide and the floor was of rough stone, with crudely-sculpted stone arches spaced in imprecise rows throughout the room. Through each arch was visible a scene from some other distant location; a sparkling of sunlight dancing on water on a black-sand shore, a floating rock drifting in the midst of storm-wracked clouds of a dozen hues, a great alien city with green-blue towers stretching into a salmon-hued sky, a rippling forest of crystalline seaweed, purple and gold, moving beneath the surface of an unknown sea.



Wu squinted, trying to follow the lines of archways, and realized that it was much harder than it appeared. The room
 seemed
 to be a few hundred meters across, a few seconds' run at full sprint, but as he focused his attention, he realized that each row vanished into unguessable distance.
 No wonder, if they watch every Faction and all their Spheres. There must be millions of such portals!



Gona-Brashind waggled his claws uncertainly. "I regret to say that even this does not advance us sufficiently. We must be able to say that we choose
 this
 world, and no other." He sawed his manipulators together. "Indeed, for your purposes, we need far more: we need to know where, within a given Sphere or stellar system, our fugitive may be. And while it would give us great pleasure to track her ourselves, it appears the first thing she used our power for was to remove her…
 self
 from our knowledge; she destroyed samples, eliminated even the recorded impressions that are taken of every novice. Had we known this earlier, we would have realized from those very facts that she must be alive."



"You are wizards," Wu Kung said. "Can you not trace someone through their connections?"



A hint of a laugh. "To an extent. But the connection must be strong, and unique, or to follow it leads nowhere—because it will lead to many possibilities."



"Wu—"



"They need this, Captain," he said. "I am your connection, Shadeweaver. Maria-Susanna and I were old friends. We have known each other for a long time. More, we were…"
 use the right words, don't give away much, "
 involved in a project very similar to the one the Captain and I seek. We were teammates in a very strange war."



Gona-Brashind regarded Wu with a steady gaze from his singular yellow-phosphorescent eye. "I will need to use you—your mind, your spirit if you will—to seek this resonance between you. Of necessity I will learn something more of you than I currently know. Is this acceptable, Sun Wu Kung, Captain Austin?"



Wu saw Ariane's jaw clench, then relax. "I don't see we have any choice. Every minute we wait leaves her more time to hurt someone else. I expect you to exercise
 maximum
 discretion with any secrets you may learn, however."



"You have my assurances, Captain, that if there is anything the Shadeweavers understand, it is the value of secrets—both the taking of them, and the keeping. And it is in my mind that I would very much not wish to make enemies of you, so I will take that into consideration."



Wu Kung nodded. "Then it is acceptable to me, as well."



Gona-Brashind bent his legs in a bow. "Very well. Come, we shall choose a Portal and make of it the gateway you seek."



He led them to one of the rough-hewn stone arches; the air within it faded to a uniform pearl grey. "Stand here, before the Portal, both of you. I trust you also understand that I must accompany you?"



Wu Kung could practically hear Ariane trying to find a way to argue Gona-Brashind out of that, and failing. "With the same caveat… yes," she said finally.



"Then," he laid a fighting claw delicately on Wu Kung's shoulder, "think of Maria-Susanna. Of who she truly is, of her
 essence
 , of her true name, that I may make of that a calling to her place and purpose, even across a billion light-years and two universes."



Wu bent his head and remembered…



✽ ✽ ✽



"You're
 really
 him! The Monkey King?" The golden girl stared down at him with unabashed curiosity. "You're… shorter than I expected."



He laughed. "You are not the first to say that! But I
 choose
 to be this way! It is close to the height of my first people, and I would not make them think I am a monster."



"I don't think
 anyone
 could think you're a monster," she said. "I'm Maria-Susanna, by the way."



"Oh! The one DuQuesne told me about!" He bowed low. "Sun Wu-Kung, Great Sage Equal of Heaven, the Monkey King, at your service!"



Her smile held the beneficence of the Sun. "I don't need any service, Sun Wu Kung," she said. "Just your friendship."



✽ ✽ ✽



"
 That
 is the real world?" he whispered, aghast.



It was a place of steel corridors, of strange panels that blinked cold lights, of people—the people
 imprisoning
 them!—who lived in these places and escaped into dreams, dreams they used to sculpt others' worlds…



"Only one part of it," rumbled DuQuesne. "It's not
 all
 like that, Wu."



"No, not at all!" Maria-Susanna said, and her husband nodded.



"Your own world," he said, "its great towering hills, its people and legends, all these are drawn from other parts of the universe. We don't fight to bring ourselves merely into their imprisoning corridors. We fight to
 escape
 , escape to the worlds beyond."



"But where could I belong, there?"



Maria-Susanna patted his hand. "We'll find a place. We'll find a place for
 everyone
 , once we've won our real freedom." She gave his hand one last squeeze. "Promise."



✽ ✽ ✽



The corridor shook beneath him, and Wu Kung ducked, fearing another collapse.
 I have to get back to Sanzo and the others!



He skidded around a corner, hearing a woman's crying, screaming voice, to see bodies scattered everywhere. Most of them wore the armor and insignia of the invading forces, that DuQuesne's last transmission had called the "CSF", whatever that meant.
 We weren't supposed to kill if we could avoid it! But they don't always
 let
 us avoid it! They won't
 listen!



He couldn't always blame them; the Others, the Enemies, were acting, too, and leading the CSF people into traps, and deceiving them with decoys was the least of what
 they
 were doing to the ill-prepared invaders.



But in the middle of the ring of soldiers were two forms, and Wu Kung froze in shock. For the sobbing woman was Maria-Susanna, cradling her husband in her arms, his gold shirt torn and bloodied, hazel eyes staring up unseeing. "No, Jim, nooo, wake up, you can't be dead,
 Jim
 !"



The corridor shuddered again, and distantly Wu Kung heard the twanging snaps of cables parting. "Maria-Susanna!" he shouted.



She glanced up, eyes full of tears.



"You have to go! Find DuQuesne, Kim, the others! The station's starting to come apart! I have to get to my friends!"



"Your friends…" she repeated, then looked down.



When she looked back up, he shuddered, for he didn't understand—didn't
 want
 to understand—what he saw. "Go on, Wu," she said, and stood, lowering the body with infinite care. "I have business to take care of. A … payment to collect."



"Maria-"



But she was already gone, running with what sounded terribly like a laugh trailing madly behind her.



✽ ✽ ✽



Gona-Brashind's fighting-claw clamped down, painfully. "Ow!" he said, shocked out of memory and sorrow.



"My apologies," the Shadeweaver whispered, eye staring with fearful and shocked intensity at Wu Kung. "I expected… memory. I did not expect… a tapestry of incomprehensible tragedy and heroism that I cannot truly grasp, and fear to
 attempt
 to grasp." His grip relaxed.



"But surely, now I do have knowledge of the link, of the
 resonance
 , between you, and I can call to it, build upon it." With surprising gentleness, he moved both Wu and Ariane aside, and reached up, stretching out his great claws until they touched the edges of the crude rock arch. His manipulators wove complex patterns in the air, and Gona-Brashind hummed and murmured fragments of the same language that Wu now knew was attributed to the Voidbuilders.



Within the blank grayness, a spark of light appeared, grew, formed itself into a foyer of some huge building, a building that in some manner—perhaps the rigidly-fixed lines of its design, or the shimmering gray-steel fixtures—echoed the blade-form threat and challenge of the Vengeance. It was a large building or part of a space station, with glassy partitions marked with various languages in gold leaf, a broad desk for admittance or security, and a multiplicity of unobtrusive but formidable security robots.



But the robots were scattered, broken and sparking, across the polished black and silver floor, the desk flickering with flame as it burned, and bodies of three different species sprawled lifeless across the wreckage.



Ariane swore.



Wu didn't waste time swearing. He leapt forward, somersaulting across the floor and bounding over the burning desk towards the doors standing partly open behind that entry location.



Doors through which came the sound of battle.








 








Chapter 53.




A
 t last, DuQuesne let out a long breath, loud enough to echo through the ship's speakers. "I think that did it," he said, then found himself tensing anew, waiting for the universe to exercise ironic timing.



But several more moments passed quietly. "I believe you are correct," Simon replied, his voice relieved and weary. "I will close these panels and be up with you shortly."



DuQuesne let his acceleration chair lean back, and spent the next few minutes meditating, forcing muscles tensed to rock-hardness to relax, sparks and ripples of pain emanating from each. DuQuesne grinned cynically to himself.
 Just goes to show
 that even a so-called Hyperion superman suffers the same stress as anyone else when running for his life
 .



Sure enough, a few moments later Simon entered—and one glance had DuQuesne out of his chair. "Holy jumping—Simon, sit down!"



"What is it, Marc?"



Red-brown tracks of blood marred Simon's face, and DuQuesne thought there was a hint of red at one ear. "What the
 hell
 did you do to yourself?"



Simon gave a shrug that was far too emphatic in its casualness; DuQuesne could read the pain and exhaustion beneath. "One does what has to be done, yes? And I admit I have a difficult time… controlling this vision when faced with objects of interest and import."



DuQuesne swallowed his concern and rebuilt his focus. Only once he'd achieved that did he allow his full senses to scan his friend.
 My senses won't match Vindatri's, but now that I have a grasp of what to look for…



After a few minutes, he let himself sink back into his own chair with relief washing over him. "It was a damned near thing, Simon, but it
 looks
 like you didn't do any irreparable damage to Vindatri's repairs. Strained 'em some, but I guess your body isn't quite as ready to handle the strain as ours."



"Scarcely a surprise there," Simon observed.



"And we'll have to splint that arm." He took down the medical kit and pulled out a nanoactive structured bandage.
 At least here in the main universe we can count on all this kind of stuff.
 The bandage interfaced with Sandrisson's nanos, automatically formed and stiffened into a temporary splint; with that and Simon's medical nanos operating at full efficiency, the arm should be back to normal within a day or two. He searched and found cleaning wipes, which made short work of the blood.



At last he sat back. "There, that's better."



"It feels somewhat better, too," Simon said, as he looked up - and froze.



"My…
 God
 ," the scientist breathed reverently. "Marc, what in the name of all the gods did we
 do
 ?"



The viewscreen showed the blackness of space… and stars approaching, growing brighter, then fading away, in exactly the manner many old and new stories had imagined them—and in exactly the manner that should be impossible in a world ruled by physics as humanity understood them.



"Seaton-Bergenholm Drive," he answered. "The original X-based drive demonstrated that a kinetic impulse could be applied to the entirety of a physical structure at once, eliminating most of the effects of acceleration. Bergenholm saw a corrolary in some of our work and brought it to our attention, giving us the ability to negate most, if not all, of the inertia of an object. Thus, in theory, the ship accelerated instantaneously to the speed at which the friction of the medium equaled the thrust of our driving jets."



"Wha…" The boggled expression shifted to scientific outrage. "That's… that's absolutely… it's
 preposterous!
 'friction of the medium'—at the implied speed… relativistic effects…" Simon gestured wildly. "That's nothing but utter
 bafflegab
 !"



"Too right it is!" he agreed with a laugh. "But it's still real—however and whyever the Arena's letting us get away with it.



"Couldn't use the main jets, of course—that'd mean that our front hull would be taking the equivalent of a rocket blast, and it wasn't made for that—but I kicked on the maneuver jets and that was more than enough."



Simon stared at him, then finally cracked a smile. "I should say it would be! The maneuvering jet blast would be as dense as earthly atmosphere, I should think, and interstellar space is… well, many, many orders of magnitude less dense."



"Enough that we're beating light by a whole hell of a lot," DuQuesne agreed.



Simon winced again. "But then how are we
 seeing
 ?"



"Do you really want
 that
 non-explanation too?" DuQuesne asked with a grin. "Because I have one, but it makes less sense than inertialess drives."



"On second thought… no. But if we've really lost our pursuer, we can stop, can't we?"



"True enough." He touched the assigned button on the console, and the stars were suddenly as immobile as ever they seemed on Earth. "Suppose
 this
 is the real moment of truth; if it's been
 chasing
 us all this time…"



"
 Not
 the thought I want at this moment, Marc."



But several moments passed without incident—and, more significantly to DuQuesne, no indication from Simon that he felt any particular urgency. "So spill it."



"Spill… what?"



"Just before everything happened, you said you knew what our little stalker was."



"Did I?" Simon blinked, and DuQuesne recognized the disconcerted expression. "Ah. I was… only partially my ordinary self. But yes, now that I focus on it, I did say that."



"And…?"



The scientist took a breath, blew it out. "I am afraid I find myself forced to also use, if not technobabble and handwavium, at least terminology that gives me an acute pain." A brief flash of his usual smile. "Yet I confess to having no better way to explain it all. To put it bluntly… it's made of—it
 is
 —a soul. A spirit, or to be completely mechanistic about it, it is composed of the same structural elements and basic design as the components of our selves that Vindatri was repairing."



DuQuesne grimaced. "That's… peachy. Look, Simon, check me on this. We're agreed that—at least until we get evidence otherwise—that all this stuff is still
 based
 in real science. Right?"



"That is my theory, yes, despite the appearances of the supernatural or preposterous surrounding us."



"Well, why not
 check
 that? I mean, I know you've been straining yourself, but just asking whether our guess on that is right or wrong—whether this is all just super-technology, or something else - shouldn't be out of your range. Right?"



Simon's expression was so dumbfounded that DuQuesne burst out laughing. "By the—you never even
 thought
 of trying it, did you?"



"No," Simon admitted, with a bemused grin. "I never did. And certainly asking a simple yes or no question should not overtax me. I will try."



The transcendence came into the green eyes again. They widened, and then it was merely Simon Sandrisson looking at him with a combination of anger and amusement. "What is it, Simon?"



"I got…
 nothing!
 Neither a yes, a no, an image, a feeling—
 nothing
 . The only additional impression was…" he shook his head, a disbelieving grin on his face. "Was… well, a
 concept
 ."



"Don't leave it there.
 What
 concept?"



"That's for me to know, and you to find out."



"Don't be a… Holy Moley.
 That
 was the concept? The Arena, or whatever's behind it, was a
 wiseass
 to you about it?"



"Basically, yes. It wasn't quite that definitive a concept—I suppose saying 'that would be telling', or even 'spoilers!' would be equally good translations. Though…" Simon paused, his face becoming more grave. "… though there
 was
 a thread, a very faint but real impression of something more serious behind the whimsy."



DuQuesne considered that. "Something like 'this may sound funny, but it's serious'?"



"Yes, I'd say so. Either way, it boils down to it's not giving us free answers on
 that
 . But let's stick with the theory. What was your thought?"



"Hm. Oh, yeah. If we assume that everything's scientifically explicable, then whatever Vindatri and Wu and so on call a 'soul' is some real, physical-in-the-scientific-sense phenomenon. So it's not so much that our giant immaterial friend out there is literally a soul, it's that it has a structure, a source, very similar to whatever structure makes up our so-called souls."



"And that helps us… how?"



DuQuesne shrugged. "Immediately? Not a damned bit. But it means that getting us into a laboratory is more important than I thought. We have
 got
 to get a handle on exactly what's going on in this cockamamie place."



"A fine idea," Simon agreed, "but all the other Factions have undoubtedly tried analyzing everything they could."



"Sure, they have—but they weren't
 us
 , and even if the Arena's gotten all coy on you about handing the answers direct, I'll bet a Hyperion super-physicist and psionic combined with a guy tapped into cosmic awareness ought to be able to go them a few steps better."



Simon gave him a grin that seemed familiar in an old, old way. "I suppose we might, at that," he said, and it was a warm comment—the voice of not just a companion, but a friend. It wasn't something DuQuesne was quite used to yet.



And that, and the star-studded view beyond the port, struck him with a combination of chilling déjà-vu… and ironic amusement. He stared, unseeing, for a moment, as a past more than five decades old replayed before him.



"Marc! Are you all right?"



Startled, he looked up into Simon's concerned face, and realized he'd been chuckling in a particularly
 disquieting way. "Sorry, Simon. But…"



He waved around. "I just realized… I've just repeated history. Ancient and even
 fictional
 history."



Simon's expression relaxed some, but puzzlement remained. "How do you mean that?"



"I mean," DuQuesne said, "that this is the
 second
 time that I've gotten into a ship with a friend of mine, set up gadgets we tinkered up together, and then ended up screaming across space so fast that," he gestured to the port, "we haven't one damned clue where in space we are!"








 








Chapter 54.




A
 riane ran after Wu Kung, Gona-Brashind drifting beside her in the way Amas-Garao used to.



The great room beyond was a central control area, with dozens—hundreds—of separate stations, with a series of huge skylights above that showed the slowly-rotating stars. But she saw that only as a peripheral glance, for in the midst of that expanse was a battle.



Armored security robots, echoing Selpa's harvestman-spidery form, leapt and crouched and skittered, firing and slashing at a black-cloaked blonde, who evaded all their attacks with supernatural ease. Aliens of multiple descriptions—Wagamia and Milluk, blocky Dujuin and a slender eel-like creature, even a Chirofleckir backed against one wall—shouted and maneuvered in a confused mass; some attempted to shoot or attack Maria-Susanna, others seemed dazed and unable to act against her; a few were actively trying to aid her, opposing the robots that were evidently unable to harm them directly.



Lying immobile in the center of the room, sword still through his body, was Selpa'A'At. A feeble twitching of his manipulators showed that the Leader of the Vengeance was not—quite—dead.



Through them all Wu Kung sped, a flash of gold and crimson and jade, and Ruyi Jingu Bang shot out, taking Maria-Susanna in the back and plowing her into a console with tremendous force. "Stop
 now
 , Maria-Susanna!" he shouted, in a voice that overrode every other sound.



Even the robots froze, trying to make sense of the situation in which one set of unauthorized intruders was trying to stop another intruder. There was an instant of silent tension.



The golden Hyperion rolled to her feet, bleeding from her nose. Despite this, she somehow still radiated such insidious, appealing innocence and certainty that Ariane had to concentrate on shoring up her own mental focus.
 No wonder DuQuesne thought she was one of the most dangerous of them all.
 She remembered standing immobile as Maria-Susanna approached Selpa, remembered the feeling of seeing the heroine making a final appeal to the villain, a villain who might possibly be saved, and
 hoping
 she would succeed, even though those thoughts, touched with saccharine certainty and black-and-white idealism, were nearly as alien to Ariane's own mind as would have been a Molothos' xenophobic hatred.



But the perfect Mary-Sue of Hyperion was, momentarily, startled. "Wu… how in the world did you—"



Ruyi Jingu Bang took her right in the midsection like a thirty-foot-long baseball bat, folding her like a sheet of paper and sending her bulleting through the air, to rebound heavily from the crystalline skylight and plummet with a crash to the deck below. "I said
 stop!
 " Wu snapped. "None of your words that spin my head like the Demons of Sleep! Raise your hands above your head and yield!"



Ariane saw several of the aliens make half-steps towards Wu Kung, as though to interfere, and then pause, shaking heads or bobbing in confusion.
 When she's hurt or focused hard on someone else, that effect weakens.



"Indeed, yield," the precise, buzzing tones of Gona-Brashind repeated. "The Shadeweavers are displeased with your conduct, which embarrasses us all, and it seems you may be guilty of worse crimes. Do not compound them by further and unseemly resistance."



Maria-Susanna pushed herself upright. "Wu, please don't—"



✽ ✽ ✽



This time it was Wu Kung's foot that cut her down with a vicious axe-kick, a strike that sent a concussion through the deck. "I said
 yield
 !"



The black-clad figure was immobile for an instant. Then the perfect voice said "
 Fine
 ," and her hand snapped out.



Wu Kung leapt back out of her reach, but it hadn't been a real attempt to grab; instead, a sheet of fire roared out across the floor, scorching Wu's feet so he leapt, cursing, into the air to grasp a hanging lamp; the robots endured the golden flame stolidly, while the aliens screeched or growled or yipped as the expanding tide of burning light ripped past them.



Ariane hadn't forgotten Vindatri's lessons, though, so her shield split the fire, along with Gona-Brashind's.



The renegade Hyperion had already moved, doing a handspring through the receding flames that took her to a fallen warrior, catching up their weapon and unleashing a hail of bullets towards Sun Wu Kung.



Wu was in motion, bounding from handhold to handhold as the gunfire tracked him. Ariane thought some reached Wu Kung but his clothes, fortunately, rebuffed the impacts. The Monkey King rebounded from the wall and dove at Maria-Susanna, spiraling like a rifle bullet, his robes enclosing him with bulletproof protection as he came.



She leapt aside at the last second, then ducked under one strike, evaded the next, and caught and threw Wu Kung with the power of his own kick. But in a move Ariane remembered from Wu's duel with four Adjudicators of the Arena, the brown-furred tail whipped around Maria-Susanna's neck and yanked her along with Wu. The two figures tumbled across the deck, bowling over incautious aliens who were now scrambling for shelter. One of the robots lashed out with metal tentacles—and was shattered by the two combatants, who simultaneously pulled it down and broke it.



Maria-Susanna struck and parried Wu's staff with a pair of metal tubes taken from the fallen robot, then threw a blue-white streak of absolute cold. Wu vanished in the same instant, reappeared only to get a face full of delicately-manicured fist that stunned even the Monkey King for an instant—long enough for Maria-Susanna to wrench Ruyi Jingu Bang from his grasp and bat him across the room.



That
 was the chance Ariane had been waiting for. "
 Wirthshem!
 " she shouted, and a bolt of lightning split the air between her and the Hyperion renegade. A sense of strain, but—as yet—no pain passed through her.



Simultaneously, Gona-Brashind spoke another word:
 gipeyora
 .



Maria-Susanna was caught in a web of innumerable strands as Ariane's lightning crashed into her. Her back arched as sparks enveloped her form and she spasmed, tightening the web's hold on her.



Wu Kung, grinning through blood that trickled from a cut lip, bounced up and snatched his staff from where it had fallen. "Give
 up
 , Maria-Susanna!"



The eyes beneath the golden hair were now violet, now blue-gray, and wild. They darted from Wu to Ariane to the massive form of Gona-Brashind frenetically.



But not, Ariane thought with a tightening of her gut, like someone trapped. It looks more like…



Maria-Susanna
 screamed
 .



White-gold light burst from the mad Hyperion, incinerated the webbing, drove Wu Kung back, sent the remaining robots crashing down in a shower of red and blue sparks, staggered everyone in the room with a shockwave that echoed throughout the entire structure. In the moment they were unbalanced, the light coalesced, became a single point—and then a blazing, ravening beam that ripped through consoles and solid alloy deckplates as it streaked with unerring precision straight for Ariane.



But with impossible speed Wu Kung was there, catching her up in his arms with an impact like a tackle. The eye-searing line of radiance tracked them as Wu sprinted across the deck—



And slashed across—and
 through
 - Gona-Brashind.



"Oh,
 that's
 better!" came the perky voice. "That nasty old bug never did trust me anyway!"



Ariane shook her head to clear it, while Wu Kung took them through the original doorway to get shelter from Maria-Susanna's line of fire. "I can
 hear
 that she's really lost it, but that
 voice
 still makes me want to listen to her!"



"Yes," Wu said, staring at the doorway, tensed for movement. "It is getting worse. I did not understand what DuQuesne told me about her… but I think I am starting to."



"I don't
 want
 to do this, Wu!" Maria-Susanna's voice broke, the sob of a child pushed to extremity by uncaring parents. "Please, please don't! You know this is wrong! Captain Austin, you
 have
 to believe me!"



She found that she and Wu Kung had both taken a step towards the doorway, and gripped Wu's arm tightly; the two of them helped guide each other back. "I believe you," Ariane answered, and that was true enough. "We were already trying to stop them. But
 you're not helping!
 "



"I'm
 stopping
 it! They won't
 listen
 , so I
 have
 to stop them, have to!" The cheerful pleasant tone was macabre, underlain with a quavering fury and loss that stung Ariane's eyes with tears of sympathetic fear and anger. "Destroy it all, never never again, you know? It's just the
 right
 thing to do!"



"It… is…" Wu Kung murmured, but then dug claws into his own arm. "But not like this!"



He catapulted himself through the door and there was a tremendous impact. Following, Ariane saw the delicate-looking Maria-Susanna locked in a contest of strength with Sun Wu Kung. Light shone out from between the two opponents, as both threw all the power they could spare into the contest.



Wu's hurting. The way his eyes narrow, and I think I see more blood from his nose—he's pushing past his limits. And Maria-Susanna's pulling on everything she can get. Ariane ground her teeth. She didn't dare try to close with the two; the deck beneath them wasn't just vibrating, it was melting.



A motion caught her eye. In the middle of the floor, surrounded by the wreckage of robotic defenders and bodies of the fallen, a spherical shape, impaled by a long, curved blade, rolled itself to two of its four long legs. Selpa'A'At, Swordmaster First of the Vengeance, shuddered as the blade sticking out beneath his body grated against the deck, picked up the vibrations of the contesting superhuman warriors.



Ariane was frozen in disbelief. Impaled completely through, almost like a bug in a collection, Selpa shouldn't be able to move—probably shouldn't even be alive, even though his own nanos obviously knew how to negate the killing nanotech on his own weapon. But over the rumbling, shrieking echoes of conflicting energies she heard a faint buzz-growl. Selpa's second pair of legs—cracked though they were—scraped to their proper positions, and with grim determination the Leader of the Faction of the Vengeance pushed himself fully upright. One of his eyes met her disbelieving gaze, and she saw his tendrils flex tightly.



Then, she heard a single word—a buzz in an alien language, not translated by the Arena here, in the world of physics and natural law she had been born to—and yet somehow, perhaps through the power of Shadeweaver, or perhaps simply from
 understanding
 , in the end, what drove the proud Selpa'A'At, she heard it clearly.



"Atonement."



All four of the legs bent until the point of metal once more rasped on the deck—and then sprang straight.



One snapped completely, another bent—but the two intact legs finished the motion, sending Selpa'A'At into a high arc—



-an arc that ended at Maria-Susanna.



The point of Selpa'A'At's blade—held tight within his own body—drove into and through even the armor of Shadeweaver robes, and with a shocked, incomprehending shriek Maria-Susanna staggered.



Wu's full strength caught her, then, and hurled her away, tearing the blade of the Swordmaster First from Maria-Susanna's back and sending the Milluk Leader of the Vengeance rolling, unconscious or dead, across the floor. He came to rest against the sprawled form of Gona-Brashind.



"
 Selpa!
 " She ran to the broken body, even as Wu launched himself across the room at his adversary. Concussions as swift as machine-gun fire reverberated through the room.



"He is… unconscious," Gona-Brashind whispered, yellow eye dull, barely glowing. "As I shall soon be."



"Dammit! Wu's pushing himself past his limits, I'm not really fast enough to get in between them, and now…"



"Tell me, Captain Austin—that hideous, glorious Hyperion project… it was truth? And here, they seek to remake it?"



There was no point in denying it now. "Yes. Whatever you saw in Wu's mind, that was true."



"Then your Maria-Susanna is right. And terribly wrong. You must stop her."



A flash of light, a jolt that threw them into the air, and alarms were screaming in alien cadence, warning of disaster that was already here.



"We're
 trying
 !"



A buzzing ghost of a chuckle. "Both of you together have not a chance. But one of you, alone… might."



And at her incomprehending stare, he laughed painfully again. "A riddle, yes? But here is the answer—and listen well, for darkness comes close on me."



She bent low to hear the Shadeweaver's last words, as the great station shuddered and groaned beneath the powers of Sun Wu Kung and the mad, renegade Hyperion with the might of a Shadeweaver in her hands.









Chapter 55.





"W





e're
 lost
 ?" As he said that, Simon realized that it was obvious. "I'm sorry. Of course we are."



"Yeah," DuQuesne said, still with a touch of humor in his voice. "Because of the way the Sky Gates work, we actually haven't a clue as to whether Halintratha was sitting just a few hundred thousand kilometers from Nexus Arena—or from Earth's Sphere, for that matter—or light-years away inside the Arena, the equivalent of billions of light-years here. And I don't know what direction we ran off, relative to Halintratha, or exactly how far we ran—or, honestly, exactly what angle I took my one turn at after I hit the mindscreens again. Don't even know what speed this version of the drive gets."



Simon nodded. "I suppose I could see if I could discover our position."



"We'll probably come to that," DuQuesne conceded. "The universe is damn big, and it's gonna look a lot different from here than it does from home." He blinked, a speculative look coming into his eyes. "
 Unless
 …"



DuQuesne bent over his board and started scanning visible space. "Unless
 what
 , Marc?"



"Unless the 'Blessing of the Arena' has put us near Earth, something I wouldn't at all put past that sneaky
 soi-disant
 omnipotent whatever-it-is."



"That would be…" Simon tried to calculate it.
 A hundred billion galaxies with a hundred billion stars spread through a volume, if it can be called that, fifteen billion lightyears or more in radius…
 "… that would be just… ludicrously preposterous. How would that even be possible for it to arrange, without us noticing?"



"Oh, it's possible, all right." The half-reminiscing, half-grim tone told Simon that the whole thing touched far too closely on Hyperion for DuQuesne's comfort. "Simplest way: when we jumped into normal space, it knew—
 had
 to know—my plan, which was to wait until that boojum popped into normal space, and then hit the drive, hide behind the mindscreen, and turn to make sure it couldn't just keep chasing us in a straight line."



Simon saw the obvious. "Right. It simply let us come out at a particular position relative to Earth, and then when you turned, made sure that the turn was exactly in the right direction. It can likely play games with distance and angles here as well as in Arenaspace."



"You damn well better bet on it. Now gimme a few minutes to falsify my theory."



"Minutes?" Simon chuckled. "We've been in Arenaspace
 far
 too long." He touched another panel. "
 Doc Smith
 , survey surrounding starfield; compare with known stellar patterns."



"Ah, something to
 do
 ," the ship answered. "I admit, I spent some considerable time recovering from the experience of transitioning. It's not like power loss or anything else, you know."



DuQuesne smacked his forehead. "By Klono, I
 have
 been in the Arena too long. Sorry not to have remembered, Doc."



"It's all right, Doctor DuQuesne. As I said, I needed the time to finish my recovery. Now, as to your query…" The stars outside the viewport seemed to glitch.



"…on preliminary scan, after a single jump for parallax, I can put forty-two thousand stellar bodies into reasonable relationship to each other. While there are some crude correspondences between various configurations and ones that might be seen from Earth's system, none of these correspondences go significantly beyond the correspondences expected from random chance. My conclusion, unfortunately, is that we are nowhere near Earth or, indeed, any nearby stellar systems."



DuQuesne shrugged. "Worth checking. Simon, do you—"



"Addendum,"
 Doc Smith
 continued. "Examination of key markers for the nearest stellar system—at a distance of point eight nine lightyears—indicates a system with a habitable, and likely inhabited, world, judging by the emissions detected from the vicinity of this star."



"That could be good or bad," Simon said. After all, it's said the largest number of Spheres is held by the Molothos, and the second largest by the Blessed. "Do you think they could detect us here?"



"Ha! Simon, now it's
 my
 turn to tell you you've been in Arenaspace too long!"



"Oh,
 baka
 . Naturally, unless they have an observation station within a few light-seconds of us, the answer's almost certainly 'no', and they couldn't let anyone in the home system know for almost a year." He shook his head. "So we have the
 only
 functional starship in the entirety of normal space?"



"Only FTL one, anyway," DuQuesne said. "Unless… damn. Unless Fairchild built one, which if he
 hasn't,
 I'll just bet he will. So, one of two. At the moment."



"Still, that means we could duck into the system, get data, and get out before anyone would have a chance to see us, let alone do anything to us."



"I,"
 Doc Smith
 said, "understand the implications enough that I have decided I will not think about them."



DuQuesne grinned. "Yeah, Doc, you were built with the normal assumptions of realspace. Adjusting to the Arena messing with everything isn't a matter of a day. Take all the time you need." He looked over to Simon. "Can you check on things for us?"



"I will attempt it," Simon said.



He closed his eyes and reached inward.



Instantly he was aware both of the potential for infinite knowledge, and of a strain in an area he could not point to, but now knew existed.
 I have already pushed my recovery badly; so has Marc, though not so much. I must be cautious.



It was not
 quite
 pain, but great tension, as he extended himself through/past/beyond what he had been and became that which could answer the question, "where are we?".



Instantly he felt that
 Self
 , Simon Sandrisson that
 could be
 and
 now was
 , rising above/beyond the confines of reality, considering the relationships of stars and galaxies and the tiny, pitifully limited minds to which those relationships must be conveyed, selected the views and thoughts that could be used. Simon turned, reaching for more—information about the nearby system, about others, about courses—but sudden pain lashed at him, a sense of frayed ropes beneath, about to give way, and he retreated, dove down, became… Doctor Simon Sandrisson and nothing more, again.



Simon wavered, the combination of the arrowlike ascent to and precipitous plunge from god-sight and the strain on an essence he barely accepted leaving him dizzy, queasy, and, for an instant, grasped by an unexpectedly black depression. After a few moments, he threw off these effects, but the fact they existed was sobering.
 I will have to be
 extremely
 careful in the use of my unique perceptions.



"Well," Simon said, once he was sure he was fully himself again, "I have learned that I am indeed not safe in the use of my abilities."



DuQuesne's face darkened in concern. "Don't tell me you couldn't get
 anything
 !"



It was Simon's turn to grin. "Don't panic," he said. "I have a good relative position. As near as I can describe it, we're about nine hundred seventy-five million light-years from the Milky Way, in what would be, oh, southeast and slightly down, using the Milky Way's orientation and spin as a coordinate system. This works much better in Arenaspace, of course."



DuQuesne grimaced. "Not good. Best estimate of our speed through this galaxy is roughly seventy parsecs per hour. Faster in intergalactic space, of course, but even if I got seven hundred parsecs per hour out of her, it'd still take almost fifty years to get home."



"Good
 God
 , Marc, we can't take even fifty
 weeks
 to get back."



"I read you to the proverbial ninety-seven decimals on that, chum," DuQuesne said. "Did you get anything on our apparent next-door neighbors here?"



Simon shook his head, feeling unjustifiably embarrassed. "It… hurt too much to risk."



"Don't let it eat at you, Simon. We'll just have to pop over and half a look, that's all."



"Are you sure?" The more Simon thought about it, the smaller
 Doc Smith
 looked. True, they had the primary beams—though how effective they would be in normal space he had no idea—and they certainly had to be the fastest thing in space. But entering an unknown solar system controlled by unknown forces was enough to make even a pretty courageous man think twice. Simon was thinking twice, thrice, or even several more twices.



"You said it yourself. We can duck in, look around, and duck back out before anyone else could do much more than say 'what the hell is that?'."



"I suppose I can't argue with myself and look anything less than foolish. Should we do it in normal space, though?"



"I'd rather, for two reasons." DuQuesne held up two fingers, folded one down. "One, I want to take my look in a place where I hold all the cards, including a drive so fast it'll look like teleportation. If that's a Molothos or Blessed system, I'm bugging out of there like a panther with its tail on fire." He folded the second finger down "And two, I don't know exactly how far our monster's senses extend through Arenaspace, so I'd rather not go back there until I'm sure I'm jumping somewhere I can probably find a sky Gate to get us back on course for Nexus Arena."



Simon nodded. "Sensible. All right, let's take this look, and hope it's
 not
 one of the worst choices."



"Strap in. This drive
 shouldn't
 throw us around, but it's a jury-rigged mess and if we do get into trouble—"



"No need to explain," Simon said, sitting down and activating the restraints. "I've already gotten one broken bone out of this adventure."



"So you have. All set?" At Simon's nod, DuQuesne touched the button.



A bright star on the screen flared brighter, swelled, became a sun, in only a few breaths. The motion ceased, and before them, glittering in the light of the unknown sun, was a huge construct, apparently in orbit above a planet whose blue-brown-green crescent and city-light-spangled dark side echoed their own Earth. "That is an
 impossibly
 fortunate accident, that you stopped so close to the habitable world in the system!"



DuQuesne chuckled. "Nothing of the sort. I saw the glint of the planets as I came in, guessed which one was in the habitable zone, and tweaked our course to match. I
 was
 a starship pilot, after all."



"
 Doc Smith
 , scan and see if we can identify any transmissions," Simon said. "Let's get the information we need."



"Funny," DuQuesne said after a moment.



"What?"



"Aside from what are obviously construction and support vessels, I'm reading hardly anything in orbit. There's one beanstalk active…no, wait, two… but there's just this station, its support tenders, and two other big stations."



"There are several other major space installations,"
 Doc Smith
 stated. "However, they are in orbit around other bodies of the system. The space around this planet is abnormally empty."



"We only have our own system to judge from," Simon pointed out. "Perhaps other species don't clutter orbits around habitable worlds."



"Point."



"I believe, with a ninety-nine point seven percent probability, that this system belongs to the Faction called the Vengeance,"
 Doc Smith
 said after a moment. "Based on specific transmissions and some symbology visible on the station under high magnification."



The Vengeance.
 Not the best choice, but acceptable, Simon thought. Selpa'A'At was somewhat prickly to deal with, but they weren't a problematic faction like the Molothos or—"



"I am detecting increasing energy signatures on the station," their ship informed them. "A transmission directed at us is, I believe, something in the nature of a challenge or threat."



DuQuesne touched a control that let him interface with the ship systems through his headware. A second later he cursed. "Sure is."



"How do you know what it says? We're not in the Arena anymore."



"Let's say that one of the powers
 my
 Mentor gave us, back when, included a perfect translator. Guess I've got that back." DuQuesne listened closely. "Says this is a secure zone and we are to identify ourselves, and prepare to be boarded—or else." Then he blinked. "That's… odd."



Simon had been bracing himself for abrupt departure. "What?"



"The signal just cut off. Now I'm getting a —
 "



On the screen, there was a brilliant flash, and debris flew outward, sparkling in the rays of the local sun.



"Now it's a distress call!" DuQuesne said, incredulously. "They say they're under attack!"



"From
 where
 ?" Simon scanned the area, even touching, very gently, on his superhuman senses. "There's nothing else here!"



"They say the attackers are inside the station," DuQuesne said. Then he froze. "Holy Mother of God."



"What?" He could sense the shock
 radiating
 from the massive Hyperion. "What is it, Marc?"



"Simon… they say they're being attacked from inside
 by the Faction of Humanity
 !"









Chapter 56.




I
 am losing.



It wasn't a thought he'd had often, and it wasn't one he could afford, not now.



But the thought was there, even as he parried a lightning bolt and replied with the Invocation of Seven Holy Bullets. Maria-Susanna, eyes literally flaming violet and blue, froze the mystic projectiles with a gesture as she bounced from an overhead beam and kicked Wu square in the chest.



Wu hit the deck so hard it dented and he
 bounced
 ; without his
 ki
 reinforcing him, even ring-carbon reinforced bones would have broken. He still heard the breath leave his lungs with a surprised
 whoop!
 , and rolled aside before the insane Hyperion's follow-up blast burned him where he'd hit.



He ran through the air at her, Ryui Jingu Bang spinning in a blur before him to ward off the storm of projectiles and beams that Maria-Susanna was sending towards him, heedless of the damage they might cause to others—or the station itself.



I am guilty of that too
 , he admitted as the great Staff whipped through her defenses and sent her
 through
 the deck.
 But… if I restrain myself, she will kill me
 .



There was, however, a sharp, spreading ache within his soul.
 And if I do not restrain myself…
 I
 will kill me.



He had no choice. Left to herself, Maria-Susanna would kill every single person in the station, and possibly go on to search out anyone else who might possibly have known of the Vengeance's plan to duplicate Hyperion.
 Not that that's a really bad thing
 , he thought, launching himself after the woman who had once been like a second mother to him.
 Hyperion can
 never
 be duplicated.



But Wu knew what a disaster this already was, and how much worse it could get, he didn't dare imagine. They
 had
 to put a stop to her—specifically,
 Humanity,
 along with the Shadeweavers if possible, had to put a stop to her—or no one would believe she was not an agent of one, or both.



"Oh, Wu, your heart isn't
 in
 this!" came Maria-Susanna's voice—at the same moment that her tiny fist smashed him like a falling tree. He shot back through the hole in the deck, the golden-haired Hyperion literally flying after him. "You'd
 never
 have gotten suckered like that if you were paying
 attention
 ! Now, please, stop
 fighting
 me and
 help
 me! You know this has to be stopped, all of it!"



That …
 quality
 to her voice, the earnest expression on her face, hit nearly as hard as her fists. Wu's soul screamed with the strain of holding his will firm against the insidious, incontestable
 truths
 of Maria-Susanna's basic nature. "I know… it has to be stopped, but not by you, not like this!"



"
 Dammit
 , Wu!" this time it was a concussive airblast that slammed him into a support beam. He tried to regain control, but he could feel his soul wavering on the edge of dissolution.



Then…



The pain
 vanished.



No. Not
 vanished
 ,
 he corrected himself, rebounding from yet another assault. The pain, the weakness, was still there… but there was something else. Something…
 supporting
 his spirit, reinforcing his soul the way a finely applied splint braces a bone that is broken, or a tightly-wrapped bandage encloses a strained joint.



But how…?



He finally saw—Ariane, standing over the unconscious or dead body of Gona-Brashind, one hand on the Shadeweaver… and the other pointed at Wu.



He could feel the energies, Shadeweaver energies, and understood. All of their Shadeweaver energies—Ariane's, what's left of Gona-Brashind's—is being focused on me.



Even as he thought that, he felt the support sinking deeper, infiltrating his body and soul and anchoring them, allowing him more freedom.



Giving him more
 power
 .



Maria-Susanna's next blow connected with nothing, and Wu appeared behind her, to fire a blast of
 ki
 so intense that it was all Maria-Susanna could do to maintain her shield, brows drawn down and perfect mouth tightened to a thin line, as she and her shield shot like a bullet up—



—and
 through
 the hull, blasting into outer space with a fountain of debris and a howl of air. Wu Kung threw himself back as airtight shutters slammed shut, and then jinked left to avoid an axe-kick from the reappearing Maria-Susanna.
 Knew she'd be back—no just kicking her out, not as long as she's still conscious!



Below, he saw Ariane running to one of the control panels. He had no idea what she thought she could do there, but he didn't have much time to consider it. He caught Maria-Susanna's next bolt of flame and simply held it, seething fire, in his hand.



She stared, glorious eyes suddenly narrowing. "You're… stronger."



Her gaze immediately whipped around and down.



"
 No, you will NOT!
 "



Wu appeared ten centimeters from Ariane, just as Maria-Susanna materialized behind her. But he smashed her hands aside, grabbed her, slammed her face into the deck, and then drop-kicked her so hard she shot through two decks farther inside the great station.



She astounded him by blocking his follow-up blow; blood trickled from her nose, but she was far less injured than he had expected.
 Why? Is it because she is somehow so much better at using these Shadeweaver powers? Because she is lucky? Or does she have other powers I don't know?



"Do not
 try
 to touch Ariane," he said coldly. "I do not want to kill you. But if you try to hurt her again, I swear by the Heavens that I
 will
 kill you."



She wiped the blood away, and new understanding showed in her eyes. "Oh, no. Wu… I didn't know. You… Sanzo's gone?"



"Fairchild destroyed my
 world
 ."



"That… that obscenely unprintable son of a
 bitch!
 " she said in horror. "
 Why
 ?"



"Or maybe he has it hostage. But… I don’t think so."



She nodded. "And so now you travel and guard… yes, of course, it's just the way you are.
 Ugh
 , that makes it so much
 harder
 , though!"



"Just
 surrender
 !" He stretched out one hand. "It doesn't have to—"



Red-black pain doubled him up and he plummeted down, spinning as the Coriolis forces curved his trajectory, sent him pinballing off support girders, control panels, chairs. He was curled in a ball as nausea and pain continued to assault him in waves from between his legs.



She kicked me in the
 balls
 !
 On one level, he simply couldn't
 believe
 that Maria-Susanna could even have
 thought
 of doing that… on another, he couldn't believe he'd been dumb enough to fall for it.



But I guess that's why, because I didn't believe she'd ever try that.
 Ki and focus erased the pain just in time for him to evade a blast of energy-laced diamond dust shards that left grit-polished trenches in the steel deck.



She's… really, really good,
 he admitted to himself, and with that admission realized that he might, really-truly, have to fight to kill.



Fight to kill Maria-Susanna, the can-do happy team mother.



To kill Maria-Susanna, the broken monster with the tear-filled eyes.



He teleported behind her, but she spun with superhuman speed, blocked a storm of punches and kicks, and electrocuted him the next time he struck. He shrugged that off, but somehow missed on his return strike with the staff.



Is she using that oxygen trick again? No. No, there's nothing on me.



The heel of her hand hammered into his jaw from beneath, and she took an elbow to her head with scarcely a wince, caught, twisted, and threw. He spun and rebounded from the wall, but she was gone, no, above,
 wham!



How? She can't be
 better
 than me. Even DuQuesne wasn't.
 She
 wasn't. So…



And this time, he caught it. A hesitation, so small, such a minute fraction of a second that he doubted even a camera would have noticed, but a hesitation nonetheless.



I… just can't do it
 .



He might eventually wear her down; if whatever binding of power Ariane had done held, he thought even with his handicap that Maria-Susanna must eventually fall.



Looking at the holes in walls, hearing faint groans and creaks coming from the station, Wu Kung wasn't sure that "eventually" was acceptable.



Then he saw, from the corner of his eye, Ariane stiffen. A smile burst across her face. "
 Marc!
 " Ariane's relieved, triumphant shout echoed around the room. "He and Simon are here—they're docking now!"



Wu looked at Maria-Susanna. "He'll be here in minutes."



She hesitated… and then he saw the energies gathering in her hands again. "I can't let it end this way! Not with them getting away with it!" She looked up. "I'm sorry, Wu. But now…"



"Now," came another deep voice, this one eerie and resonant, resounding like doom, "Now you must account for your actions… Apprentice."



Below, stepping from a circle of star-spangled night, was the cloaked form of Amas-Garao…



… and
 Laila Canning
 ?



Maria-Susanna froze. Her shock was a smell of camphor and alcohol, disbelief writ large on her face as she saw the ancient Shadeweaver glaring up at her.



"And," said Ariane Austin, "for what you are
 about
 to do." She punched a control.



Abruptly, every display in the room, including the "skylights" which were now revealed to be full-scale display screens, lit.



On every screen was a scene showing a child.



They were of a hundred species: a diminutive Milluk, tottering on still-unsteady legs as it worked to master some task involving arranging sticks; a young Daelmokhan, without the massive legs and build of adults, hiding from pursuers in a dim forest; a Chiroflekir, a tiny bell-shaped creature floating in a deep green sea; a fluffy Tensari, bouncing hopefully before its parents; a Wagamia, still in what was obviously an aquatic phase, playing in the surf, an ominous shadow stalking it.



And more: a Dujuin holding a tiny spear, looking as fierce as any child playing at being a warrior; a Rodeskri like a miniature Nyanthus of the Faith, sleeping with fronds furled and symbiotes gathered all around it; a Daalasaan child, plumper and almost comical, crouched in a tree, watching for something to approach.



And more, scenes of children of every species in situations from charming to heartrending.



"Yes!" Maria-Susanna shouted, tears starting from her eyes. "I have to stop this!"



"These are
 children
 , Maria-Susanna." Ariane's voice carried through the speakers. "We know the intent… but they have not yet been totally shaped, molded, by these so-called researchers. Will you kill them for the sins that have only begun, for the sins they cannot even understand?" She gestured to the gaping holes. "Because if you continue this, their life-support will fail. You and Wu already destroyed one of the main power backbones."



Maria-Susanna stared at the displays, gaze flicking from one to the next to the next in shaking horror. "I… I have to stop…"



There was a
 clang
 , and everyone glanced in that direction.



"It's
 over
 ," said DuQuesne.



"Please," Simon Sandrisson added, emerging one step behind DuQuesne. "Maria-Susanna… stop. Please."



The renegade Hyperion trembled like a leaf… or an overloaded cable in a high wind… and her scent was so chaotic that Wu couldn't even
 guess
 what she was going to do. Her eyes had locked, surprisingly, on Simon, who stood with his hand extended, open.



And then, from behind one of the ruined consoles, one of the surviving station personnel fired.



The powerful plasma beam streaked to Maria-Susanna—and the mad Hyperion
 exploded
 .



Spears of destroying light streaked from her in all directions; one speared the unfortunate attacker, but the others ripped into the floors, the ceiling, walls. Wu Kung and Ruyi Jingu Bang barely deflected them from himself and Ariane, and both DuQuesne and Amas-Garao were flung backward.



Alarms screamed again through the station, new alarms clamoring about structural integrity and evacuation and last-minute commands.



"Oooh. Oh, you, you…
 people!
 You've ruined
 everything!
 " Maria-Susanna was literally stamping her feet in midair, sending shocks through the room as Wu heard the whistling sound of escaping air. "I'll have to fix everything
 later!
 "



And with that, Maria-Susanna vanished.









Chapter 57.





"A





riane!" DuQuesne and Simon met her halfway, catching her in a three-way hug that was everything she needed at that moment.



"That was the
 best
 timing, both of you," she said, feeling the vibrations of her arms shaking from adrenalin.



"Makes us even for the time you found me back at the Shadeweaver compound," DuQuesne said, still not letting go.



"We do our best," Simon said from her other side. "But I'm afraid we'll have to finish our hellos later." A long, screeching groan from some distant part of the structure punctuated his statement.



"Dammit," Ariane said, disengaging from them. "Marc, Simon, can you figure out our status? What'd that lunatic
 do
 in that last blast?"



"Will do," the massive Hyperion said, heading for one of the few consoles that still looked active. "But I need some serious debriefing, Captain, because I haven't got a clue as to what's going on!"



"Put briefly," Laila Canning said, "together we all deduced that the Vengeance was trying to duplicate Hyperion, and that this was why Byto had been murdered. Unfortunately, Maria-Susanna figured it out first—"



"—and used my own blood, in copious amounts, to achieve the same miracle as your Captain," Amas-Garao finished. "Which armed her with power she should not have been able to control—and yet, evidently, could."



"Yeah," DuQuesne agreed grimly. "Doing what should be impossible comes real easy to her."



"For that matter," Ariane said, turning a puzzled glance towards Laila and Amas-Garao, "how in the world are you both here? I thought you were dead or crippled, Amas, and Laila was heading for the Embassy last I knew!"



"Later, Captain," Laila said.



"Indeed, later," Amas-Garao said, his deep voice echoing about the damaged control room. He moved in his eerie gliding fashion to Gona-Brashind. "Come, brother, let us see to your…"



Hearing the Shadeweaver trail off, Ariane ran forward.



Gona-Brashind sprawled motionless on the deck, and his eye was dark. One of the great fighting-claws lay across the form of Selpa'A'At. Ariane heard herself draw a surprised breath.



The sword was no longer through the Leader of the Vengeance; it lay next to him, and there was no sign of the wound it had made. But Gona-Brashind's cloak was sodden with the alien blood of the Molothos.



"Ah," Amas-Garao said softly. "In his last moments, he saved the life of another. It was well-done, brother." He reached out, and curled the fighting-claw back, putting the Molothos Shadeweaver's body into a more natural pose.



"I thought the two of you were…"



"Adversaries? Competitors? Those and more, Captain," Amas-Garao's voice was still quiet, deep but gentle. "But also brothers in arms at times, and equals; he and I joined the Blood of the Skies but only a few years apart." He gestured, and both Gona-Brashind's body and the unconscious Selpa'A'At lifted up, beginning to follow Amas-Garao's movements. "We will speak more later. For now, we must escape while it is still possible."



"Escape? There's hundreds of children on this station! And gods alone knows how many of the adults running the place are still alive!"



"Captain Austin," Amas-Garao said, eyes glinting yellow from beneath his cowl, "it is regrettable, but there is nothing you can do for them. This station will not survive more than an hour or two. I can sense it."



"Afraid he's right," DuQuesne said, looking up, face grim. "Maria-Susanna's last death-blossom there cut through so many vital parts of the station that the operational graphs don't look like swiss cheese, they look like cobwebs—a few little strands holding together for the moment."



"
 Dammit
 ! I am not going to just run away and leave a bunch of children to die!" She looked to DuQuesne. "Marc, you and Simon—I need you to figure out a way. There
 has
 to be a way."



Amas-Garao stared at her. "There does not
 have
 to be a way," he said. "The universe does not care about right and wrong, and if the Voidbuilders do… they have an odd way of showing it."



"Then the universe had better
 get out of my way
 ," Ariane said. "Wu, are any of these people alive?" She gestured to take in the whole lab.



Wu Kung closed his eyes, then grimaced. "Two unconscious, over there. The others… no."



"How about the rest of the station? For that matter, what about the planet below? Is anyone responding to the distress call?"



"Damage took out the distress beacons," DuQuesne said from his console. "Got about one or two repetitions out before that happened. Dunno if anyone else even received it. Plus, I didn't see anything else in orbit here, really. Maybe the beanstalks could send up rescue ships, but I'm not sure when they'd get here. It's a weird situation, and I don't know why this system's set up this way."



"I suspect I do," Amas-Garao said. "We cannot expect any assistance in a timely fashion. There will be no rescue operations."



"How are we even getting
 out
 of here?" Ariane asked. "Our ride was Gona-Brashind. Can you get us all home?"



"I can convey a moderate number of people to safety," Amas-Garao said. "Let us delay no longer, however."



"No, wait. You're one of the most powerful of the Shadeweavers, right?"



"I am," he said without hesitation. "
 The
 most powerful, individually."



Aside from a certain proto-Shadeweaver, anyway,
 Ariane thought. "I know that powerful members of the Faith can provide enough power to recharge Sandrisson coils. You can do that too, I presume."



"Indeed." He glanced suddenly to DuQuesne and Simon. "Ah, you must have a ship. But it would surely have its own generator, yes?"



"Yeah, running and recharging as we speak," DuQuesne said. "
 Doc Smith
 , status?"



"All systems functional," replied a voice she could make out in her headware. "Sandrisson Drive recharge complete in forty-seven seconds. Noting signs of imminent dissolution of the structure to which I am anchored, so I suggest a speedy departure."



"I wasn't talking about
 their
 ship."



Amas-Garao and the others stared at her. "Captain Austin… this is a
 space station
 . It is in no way equipped with Sandrisson coils," the Shadeweaver said.



"Oh… Oh, Ariane, that might work," Simon's eyes were shining, and there was a faint flickering of transcendental awareness there as well. "If he could do it, that is."



"It'd at least give us a chance to rescue anyone who's not dead yet," DuQuesne agreed.



"Do
 what
 ?" demanded Amas-Garao.



Ariane gestured. "You transported yourself here. You've got enough power to run Sandrisson coils, and I remember Simon saying that after you got to really large sizes the increase in power for a Sandrisson Jump dropped off. Can you bring this station into the Arena? Not inside the local Sphere, but somewhere outside it?"



The Shadeweaver stared at them all. Then it chuckled. "Captain Austin, you have… an impressive faith in my capabilities."



"Let's say I've gotten an idea of what those capabilities
 could
 be, and I'm willing to bet you don't want to admit you
 can't
 do it."



"Ha!" the laugh was a rasping hiss underneath the translation. "So you depend on my pride, perhaps my arrogance. It is… perhaps not the worst course you could have taken. But how does this serve your need? The station will not be suddenly repaired; it will still be falling apart."



"True," Ariane conceded, but she grinned. "But instead of falling apart in deep space, it will fall apart in
 breathable atmosphere.
 "



Amas-Garao froze. Slowly, the cowl nodded. "Ahh. Indeed,
 that
 is a difference of note. Perhaps you could not save all… but if it can be done, you might well be able to save many. A worthy goal." He drew himself up. "Then I will assay this… ambitious task, Captain Austin. For you are right, I do not wish to admit I cannot do it, and you have a determination that would shame me if I would not rise to this challenge."



He turned, surveying the immensity of the failing station's control room. "Get the rest of you to your
 Doc Smith
 ," he said. "And bring with you Selpa'A'At and my fallen comrade. Be warned, however: whether I prove worthy of this test, or fail before it, I suspect I will be of little use to you for some time afterwards." A quick baring of teeth beneath the hood, teeth she remembered very well. "We shall all determine the questions of payments and responsibilities later… when we all understand exactly what has
 happened
 ."



"Agreed," Ariane said, conscious of the fact that this was an acknowledgement that prices would have to be paid—prices in secrets, in alliances, in commitments—and that she had no idea if she could cover the bill that was going to come due.
 This deal is getting worse all the time
 , she quoted to herself.
 If anyone tells me it must be great to be the Leader, I'll have words for them.



Taking another breath, she turned to DuQuesne. "It's your ship, so you're in charge there. Wu, carry Selpa. The rest of you, get the two unconscious Vengeance members onboard
 Doc Smith
 , and put Gona-Brashind's body somewhere secure."



Simon's eyebrow raised. "You're not staying here! Captain," he finished after an instant's delay.



"I am, and that's an order. Amas-Garao's going to need help getting to the ship, and he's doing this for
 my
 particular demands, so it's my job. No, Wu," she said, seeing her little bodyguard's mouth starting to open, "you aren't staying with me. I want you on board that ship in case they need you."
 In case Maria-Susanna comes back. I don't think she
 will
 , but if she does…



Wu Kung clenched his teeth together so hard she saw the muscles jumping. "Yes, Captain," he forced out.



"Then
 go!
 " she said. "DuQuesne, you signal me the
 instant
 you're all secure!"



"Yes, Captain."



The lights flickered, returned, but there was a subliminal shimmer that tightened her gut; the twang and groan within the walls, jittering through the floor, told her that the Vengeance's station was nearing the end of its life.



Amas-Garao hissed quickly, then gestured, clearing a broad area in the center of the floor. More motions of his hands, sketching a seven-pointed star about himself. "As you are staying, Captain, please find the safest place you can. Do not approach my array."



Ariane backed off, found an intact chair that fit her near a console that would provide some protection to duck behind while she waited.
 Must have been for one of the Wagamia; they're built enough like humans to use the same chairs.
 The faint odor of ocean about the console told her she was probably right.



Symbols shimmered into the air above the septagram, three-dimensional glyphs of light, mystic runes or perhaps circuit diagrams of unknown machines. A pulsing rainbow luminance began to emanate from the seven-pointed array, a light that seemed vaguely familiar. After a moment, she placed it: the same polychromatic light flashed when a Sandrisson Drive was activated.



"I have prepared," Amas-Garao said. "I await only your word."



"DuQuesne?"



"Almost, Captain. Securing our unconscious people for transition, in case it gets rough. Strap down, Wu!" A few more moments passed. "All right, Captain—we're all clear!"



"Go, Amas-Garao!"



The oldest of the Shadeweavers flung out his arms. "
 Vagkurt erichner emho'lmen grebgom, montery tocsynd oegor tracfor—GENAGE!
 "



The rainbow light fountained from the septagram and surged outward, enveloping Ariane in cool liquid fire; vaguely she saw the deck, consoles, the entire structure of the vast, kilometers-long station glow and then
 become
 nothing but light; for an instant it hung there before her awed eyes, a sketch of a mighty space station the size of a city in flame and crystal, transparent yet infinite in blazing detail, and then—in that same instant—the light burned brighter and washed out all sight.



There was a twisting, falling sensation, familiar and alien, as though she passed through both a Sandrisson Jump and the Inner Gateway at the same time, and then—



A booming shudder went through the station, and instead of the distant hiss-whistle of escaping air she heard a grumbling howl of wind.



Oh, crap. The station's spinning to make gravity—and the air friction will slow it down!



She could already feel the apparent tilt as the entire station slowed from a rotational speed of close to a hundred meters per second. Compensating for it, she staggered to Amas-Garao.



The Shadeweaver was sprawled face-down on the deck; small items—decorations, debris—rolled across his defunct array and came to a halt against his unmoving form, outlining half of him in a line of broken and useless material.



"Come on, Amas-Garao! We've got to go!" she shouted, over another
 boom
 from deeper in the station.



There was no movement, so she bent down and heaved the limp form into a fireman's carry.
 He's a lot heavier than he looks. Dense bones? Carrying a lot of vals in his pockets?



She muttered one of the reinforcing chants Vindatri had taught her, but found that it was almost no help at all.
 Oh, crap.
 Wu Kung
 still has my power, and whatever's left of Gona-Brashind's, in him!



The station shuddered, and she fetched up against one wall, barely keeping herself upright with her burden. "Marc," she said, transmitting through her headware, "forget what I said before—I need Wu here now!"



A howling scream tore through the ship, and she saw the deck
 splitting
 straight towards her. "Oh
 crap
 ."



She tightened her grip on Amas-Garao and then curled into a defensive ball as she plummeted outwards into the emptiness of Arenaspace, a billion shards of glass and steel surrounding them.









Chapter 58.





"M





y God… he
 did
 it," Simon said, staring open-mouthed at the bright, varicolored clouds of an Arena sky.



"He sure did, and we've got more problems!"



Vibrations through
 Doc Smith
 emphasized DuQuesne's words, and Simon saw a flash, a momentary vision, of the huge station whirling through the clouds, braking to a halt… and breaking apart. M
 y own imagination, or that damaged talent of mine? No matter; I think it's close to the truth either way.
 "Get us clear, Marc!"



"Trying—the clamps don't want to… there!"



Doc Smith
 dropped away from the huge station, flung off by the centrifugal force of the still-spinning hulk.



"How many can we get on board?"



"Not enough," DuQuesne said grimly. "If we pack ourselves like sardines, we might manage to put forty, fifty kids of various species on board. But then we'll be in a hell of a pickle if we can't find a place to drop 'em off in a day or two."



"At least we are
 in
 the Arena," Laila said from behind them. "With Amas-Garao apparently no longer functioning, from Ariane's last message, we would have no one to give us the power to understand our would-be passengers if we were still in the ordinary universe."



"First order of business is to find Ariane," DuQuesne decided, to nods all around. "Wu, can you give me a direction?"



The Hyperion Monkey King nodded and closed his eyes. A moment later he pointed, to the port and through the deck. "Down that way. About… ten kilometers, now."



"Got it."



Simon studied the Vengeance's station; it was starting to
 wobble
 , very slightly, but visibly. "Not long now."



Laila touched his shoulder as she leaned in to get the same view. "Not long at all. Ariane said there were
 hundreds
 of children?"



"They were duplicating Hyperion, so that would fit."



Her mouth drew tight. "Even though the Arena offers a livable atmosphere… many of them will die in the breakup. There will be no avoiding it. And…" she shook her head. "Their worlds will have been destroyed. They may be much younger than DuQuesne and Oasis and Wu, but…"



Simon didn't need her to go on. The trauma any child would have upon having everything they knew taken away would be… horrifying. "Marc, do we have any idea how old—in Earth-equivalent years—these children might be?"



DuQuesne chewed his lower lip, adjusting their course. "Hard to say, especially since we haven't a clue as to the development speed and such of other species. But if I were to give a wild-assed guess… with the kind of tricks you can play with metabolism and perceptual speeding… five to seven years old, Earth style. Probably means we're dealing with kids at a mental age of anywhere between three and twelve or thirteen, depending on how fast their species ages."



A dot was visible against a lavender cloud. "
 There
 she is," DuQuesne said. "Ariane, we're inbound to your position, about a klick and a half away. If you boost your headware transceiver you should be able to reply."



Simon felt a tension he hadn't even been aware of melt away as Ariane's voice came, somewhat faint and tinny, through the speakers. "Thank God you all made it through. I've got us a job and a half again, haven't I?"



"I'm afraid so, Ariane," Simon replied. "We might be able use large pieces of wreckage as life rafts, but we will have to recover the children at the same time."



He felt Laila tense, and glanced to the side, to see a peculiarly intense expression on the scientist's face. Then she shook her head. "I'm afraid it will be more complicated than that."



"Somehow I expected it," DuQuesne said. "So, lay it on me, as Rich Seaton used to say."



"We often think of the Deeps of the Arena as being areas of no-weight, like orbit or deep space. But, in fact, there is a small gravity field associated with every Spherepool. The effects, like any constant acceleration, are cumulative. They will be subtle, but will tend to separate and tumble falling pieces. Of course, it will be far worse if we enter the gravity well of a Sphere."



"
 Dammit!
 " Ariane's voice was clearer. "Wu, is there anything you can do?"



Wu Kung blinked. "I do not know anything about space stations or gravity fields. But… I can go out and start saving people as it breaks up. If we gather them all together, they'll at least be falling as a group, yes?"



"Should, overall," DuQuesne conceded. "Need to figure out a way to keep everyone together, and I don't think ropes are gonna cut it.
 Doc Smith
 , you should…" He cursed mildly. "Forgot. Sorry,
 Doc
 . Okay, I'll have to stay here at the board and keep watch."



"Watch for
 what
 , Marc?" Simon asked.



"For every scavenger and predator in a hundred thousand kilometers," DuQuesne answered. "Crashing of a space station like that coming apart is probably going to ring a dinner bell for a long, long way around."



Remembering the Arena's predators, ranging from the armored, squidlike
 zikki
 to the monstrously huge
 morfalzeen
 , Simon shuddered. "You really think so?"



"Works that way in the ocean, and I sure haven't seen anything to make me think it's different here," DuQuesne said. "Hold on—we're matching up with Ariane. Wu, once she's in, you go."



"Right!"



"Not that I doubt you, Sun Wu Kung," Laila said, "but just how, exactly, do you expect to be able to help people without a ship?"



Wu Kung just grinned widely, fangs prominently displayed.



A clang from the airlock, and Ariane floated into the cabin. "Thank god. Strap Amas down, he's completely out."



"You sure he's alive?" DuQuesne asked.



"He was still breathing, so yes."



"Excuse me, Captain," said Wu Kung, and yanked the airlock open and dove out.



"What the hell?" Ariane said. "DuQuesne, what's—"



Across their bow, Wu Kung appeared, running like a gazelle, tiny clouds materializing under his feet at every step.



Laila's calm demeanor cracked, her eyes widening. "That's… preposterous!"



"Yeah, that's Wu, all right, Mr. Preposterous." He turned
 Doc Smith
 to follow.



Simon felt his gut tighten. "Oh, dear God."



The black bulk of the station—ten kilometers long—was
 unraveling
 . Streamers of its hull and substance were peeling off, to be flung out into the endless void of the Arena. The wobble of the immense construct increased, and suddenly it bent—and seemed to explode. A black cloud of debris spread, chunks a kilometer across mixed with pieces the size of buildings down to splinters and dust.



And mixed with that debris, tiny dots that struggled and screamed.



Simon saw Wu Kung pause in midair; he could practically hear the Monkey King cursing at the impossible challenge in front of him. But then Wu Kung reached up, and tore free a handful of his hair. He tossed it out—



And suddenly there were a dozen, a hundred, two hundred Wu Kungs, sprinting through the sky, each choosing a falling form to target; some of them bounded from one piece of debris to another, while others ran on the impossibly helpful clouds, all converging on the desperate, endangered survivors of the disaster.



Simon found he had no words adequate to the sight. "I did not know he could do that," he said finally.



Laila's laugh was just a
 hair
 off, as was Ariane's. DuQuesne just grinned. "Yeah, he's got bags and bags of tricks if he wants to use them all. And he might use a bunch here. Stranded kids… that's something that'll strike a chord for him."



He leaned forward suddenly. "Simon, take your seat. I'll need you and Ariane at firecontrol." He pointed below the wreckage cloud, where an ominously regular cloud of dots was moving. "I think we've got company."



Magnification showed what they both feared; a flock of
 zikki
 . "We can't kill them all, Marc."



"Don't bet on it. This tub packs quite a punch, and a few wide-spread FAE missiles will ruin those tentacled beasts' days, I guarantee. No, the problem is that these guys are just the first. We're going to have our work cut out for us."



"Is there anything I can do?" Laila inquired.



DuQuesne shook his head. "Not offhand."



Simon frowned, remembering a prior time trying to rescue someone. "Marc, are you up to some telepathy? To people like Wu?"



"Probably. What've you got in mind?"



"Two things. First… couldn't Wu
 talk
 to these creatures?"



DuQuesne stared at him, then guffawed. "When everything looks like a nail, you're probably a hammer! Dammit, of course he could, but he wouldn't mention it if I gave him direct instructions to do something else!" Simon could tell from the faint wrinkle on his friend's brow that he was sending telepathically, but he spoke aloud. "Hey, Wu! Detail some of you to go talk to our hungry arrivals. Yeah, I know, sorry, next time speak up if you think I'm missing a bet. If they don't… what? Yeah, if any of them won't play ball, we'll take care of them—and what's left the nice guys get to eat. Right?



The big man paused, frowning. "Okay, I'll tell her. Is this a
 big
 promise?... Okay, got it."



He looked up. "Wu's on it, with the extra bribe that the ones who play nice get to eat the ones who don't. But," he glanced to Ariane, "he says he's
 got
 to talk to you ASAP about fulfilling a promise he made to the Arena's … well, animal population. And it was a big promise, he says. Only thing that got all of them, from the
 zikki
 to the
 morfalzeen
 , to cooperate."



"Well, it saved our lives; tell him I'll be glad to talk to him about it as soon as we're safe back at the Embassy and
 not
 worrying about hundreds of sudden orphans." She looked to Simon. "Good thinking, Simon; I didn't like the idea of gunning down hundreds of animals just doing what they naturally do."



Her approval, as always, made Simon feel just a bit more of a hero. Rather the same way Oasis' did. "My pleasure, Captain."



"And you said you had another idea? Let's hear it," DuQuesne said, guiding
 Doc Smith
 into a curve.



"Laila, perhaps you could watch and see if there is any piece of wreckage that will serve as a refuge? Large enough for Wu to bring people, with some level of usable structure? If so, tell DuQuesne, and he can relay it."



"That much I can do, I am sure."



"Another winner, Simon," DuQuesne said. "That's not a bad idea at all. Let me know if you spot anything, Laila."



Tiny, bright-colored dots that were Wu Kung duplicates zipped across the sky, intercepting groups of predators and scavengers as they came seeking a feast.
 Perhaps this will work out.



DuQuesne sat a bit straighter. "What's that, Wu? … got it." He turned to Simon and Ariane, who had taken her own seat. "Some of our visitors are cool with just cooling their metaphorical heels, but some aren't listening. Get ready, we're almost in range."



A bright red outline showed the hostile swarm of
 zikki
 ; Simon found his targets within the mass. "Marc, do we start with guns or with your missiles?"



"Try with guns at first, but if they won't run, pop 'em with a missile; a sky of flame ought to make 'em take a hike."



Simon began picking off the fast-moving predators as soon as he found the range. This was not, after all, the first time he had been in a battle, and he found the controls felt natural.
 Perhaps my talent is helping in as subtle a way as it can?



Ariane was better—which didn't surprise him. She quickly decided that a missile was warranted, and detonated it precisely in the center of the flock. The survivors did elect to flee. The dead and badly injured… found themselves the target of the swarms that had listened to Wu Kung.



But as DuQuesne had warned, this was only the beginning. New predators and scavengers appeared, and while many listened to the impossible conversation of the Hyperion Monkey King, others did not — some for which Simon had no name. A floating ball, seeming harmless, until symbiotic forms like flying arrowheads erupted from it. That took beams on wide dispersion to stop before it reached Wu Kung's charges.



But he did know—from momentary glimpses, words overheard—that Wu was making dogged progress. Laila found a massive chunk of wreckage that had become a semi-aerodynamic pyramid, and the interior of the pyramid afforded some shelter, concealment, and solid material to set down on. The many Wu Kungs ferried one child after another to this possible haven.



Simon fired three times at a creature seventy meters long that was being entirely too threatening. The third shot penetrated the flat, axe-shaped head and it went into shuddering convulsions. In a moment, it was drifting motionless… and attracting scavengers of its own.



"Killing these creatures is like chumming the water!" he said sharply. "It will draw in more!"



DuQuesne's face was hard as granite. "Yeah. And we've got no choice, either. Until Wu's got everyone in one place, this whole area's our perimeter. And it's spreading, just like Laila warned us."



"I wish I had not been correct," said Laila.



"Couldn't the friendly creatures help in the defense, if not search and rescue?" Simon asked, firing another salvo at a marked-hostile swarm.



"Could, but won't. Apparently, these jokers aren't as friendly as the first bunch; Wu says they'll stand by, but they're not risking themselves for us." DuQuesne paused. "Seems they're waiting to find out if we pay our debts."



"Can't blame them," Ariane said. "I wish Wu had told me about the details before, but I suppose he didn't see the right time until it became, well, imperative."



"It was also a rather chaotic business. Not surprising he didn't keep it at the front of his mind."



"Still feels bad about it, though; you know how he is about promises."



Simon remembered the race against Tunuvun, and the tiny figure standing, facing four Adjudicators at once and saying proudly, "… and Sun Wu Kung has
 never
 broken his word!" He smiled. "Yes, Marc, I know."



Laila was scanning the area with one of the secondary telescopes. "Wu, there's another—looks like a Milluk—drifting about half a kilometer from you. They're clinging tightly to a rock roughly five meters across, and body language shows they're terrified."



Simon couldn't hear Wu's reply—since the words were being relayed through DuQuesne—but he did catch sight of the brilliantly-colored dot of one of the multiple Monkey Kings darting in the indicated direction. "How long can he keep that up?"



"No idea. I don't know how he's lasted this long."



"He's got my power and maybe some of Gona-Brashind's, too," Ariane said, firing a salvo at a flock of what looked like four-vaned pirhana—if pirhana were the size of great white sharks. One exploded in blood and guts, the others fled with great alacrity. "So as long as they can hold him together, I guess."



"Even he can't keep that many duplicates going for too long, anyway," DuQuesne said. "A few hours, no more."



Simon caught sight of movement. A chill went down his spine. "Marc…"



He saw his friend's eyes narrow. "Klono's tungsten teeth…
 not
 what we needed."



Below, one of the clouds was darkening, darkening to outline a long, sleek, predatory shape—a shape larger than all the other creatures combined.



"A
 morfalzeen
 , you think?" Simon asked, feeling unnatural calm. The thing below was at least a kilometer and a half long.



"Smaller than the couple I've seen, but it's got the general shape, and more than big enough. Simon, Ariane, synchronize your boards; Wu says that whatever it is is
 not
 responding to his calls. If we're going to have a chance, we've got to hit it with
 everything
 we've got, and keep hitting so that it decides this place is just not worth itss time."



Simon knew when to follow directions; he made sure the boards were synchronized by the simple expedient of slaving all the weapons to Ariane's board. The shape below was even darker, approaching the thick surface of the cloud.



"Get ready…" DuQuesne said. "We'll have just one shot to make our first impression, after all."



"Got it locked in my sights," Ariane said.



"Okay, we'll fire as soon as it clears the cloud—no distortion to distract us."



"Understood."



Simon could only sit and watch, as the massive form grew darker… clearer… sharper…



Then he half-lunged out of his seat. "Abort! Abort! For God's sake
 don't shoot!
 "



Exploding from the mists below it came, a streamlined, glittering prow of brass and gold and polished wood and steel, elaborate and ornate, mighty guns shining in the light of the distant luminaire, sails and vanes tilting to guide it. Even as the great ship came fully into sight, the radio crackled again.



"
 Zounin-Ginjou
 to
 Doc Smith
 ," came Orphan's deep, amused voice. "A mutual friend of ours suggested you might be in need of some aid, and I see, as is usual, that he has understated the case. How can I be of assistance?"
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spontaneous cheer erupted from everyone aboard
 Doc Smith
 , and DuQuesne grinned broadly.
 The next time I see Vindatri I'm going to shake his hand
 , thought DuQuesne. "Orphan, your ship is the most beautiful thing I've ever seen right this moment! What we've got are a few hundred badly traumatized kids that Wu's been gathering on that piece of wreckage. Looks to me like it's not much bigger, if any, than the chunk we had to take onboard with the survivors of the Blessed. Feel up to taking


on some refugees?"



"Several
 hundred
 children?" Orphan repeated, incredulity echoing in his translated voice. "What of their parents or caretakers?"



DuQuesne's grin transmuted into a sour smile.
 Don't have time to even
 start
 the explanation, so go with the simplest summary.
 "All dead and gone, as near as we can tell. If there are any left alive, they're also in the wreckage."



A pause. Then Orphan spoke, and the levity was utterly gone from his voice. "Then of course I shall take them aboard. How can one with my appellation turn away those who are literally orphans?"



DuQuesne saw Ariane nod. "Thank you, Orphan; we knew we could count on you."



"Ahh, Captain, you are one of the few who would dare say that with such certainty. To be fair, you are one of the few that
 can
 count on me with such certainty."



Zounin-Ginjou
 sailed with complete and impregnable confidence towards the indicated chunk of wreckage—justified confidence, DuQuesne knew, since even with all its cargo space and sometimes sybaritic amenities,
 Zounin-Ginjou
 was possibly the most powerful single warship in the Arena—and had been even
 before
 gaining no fewer than four primary beam turrets.



The predators knew when an alpha predator arrived; the various animals of the Arena scattered and disappeared into the Deeps.



All right, Wu. How are you holding up?



His old friend responded immediately.
 I can feel the strain now. But I see Orphan has come! That will make things much easier!



He felt his own smile return.
 Yeah, it will. Have you got all of them?



I think so. None of me have found any new survivors in the last few minutes, and I don't sense any with my
 ki
 , which should tell me even if they're hidden in this wreck.



DuQuesne took a mental breath.
 How many?



The answer was prompt; Wu had clearly been keeping count.
 Six hundred thirty-six children alive, most of them not too badly hurt; about twenty need real help. Twenty-seven adults; they know how much trouble they're in and aren't giving me any. Yet.



DuQuesne muttered a few choice words about Klono, Noshabkeming, and all the other fictional gods of space. Over six hundred children, and twenty-seven people who were undoubtedly going to be absolutely
 primary
 targets of Maria-Susanna whenever she recovered and popped back up. On the positive side…



Ariane was already ahead of him. "Orphan, if you're
 here
 , you know where we are and how to get home, right?"



"Indeed, Captain, I was given
 quite
 precise instructions on how to find you, and I can bring us to any destination you would like. Do you have one in mind?"



DuQuesne bit his lip to keep himself silent. Ariane was the Leader and she'd either make the decision on her own, or if she wanted his input, she'd
 ask
 . Simon caught his eye and nodded, a smile touching his lips.
 He was watching me to make sure I remembered.



Which was completely fair and something a friend should do, when he knew that his friend DuQuesne had been known to step on the Captain's toes a time or two.



"Hold on, Orphan." She muted the comm. "Simon, DuQuesne, check me on my logic. Orphan already knows about our special ally and our particular powers, even if he doesn't know the real origin of those abilities. Amas-Garao also knows there's
 something
 hinky about some of us." She shot a glance at the still-unconscious form of the Shadeweaver, then continued.



"We can't bring these kids and their… well, whatever's left of their creators and just dump them into the Arena. So, I'm seeing that the only
 logical
 thing to do is bring them home—home to Earth Sphere. I don't know if we'll be adopting any or all of them, but we're the only ones with the experience in what
 happened
 to them; only you survivors of the Hyperion project understand—both sides."



DuQuesne exchanged glances with Simon. "We track you to ninety-nine decimals on that, Captain. Also, if you're worried about revealing the location of our Sphere, remember that the very first time we
 saw
 Amas-Garao was on our Sphere."



She blinked, then laughed. "You know, I
 had
 forgotten that, partly because it was… a
 lifetime
 ago, in a way. All right." She touched the comm. "Orphan, take us to Humanity's Sphere."



"I rather expected that would be your choice. Consider it done. Will your ship be coming aboard? Docking Bay Two should suffice."



"On our way," DuQuesne said.



"How long will it take for us to get on board?" Ariane asked.



"Well, we have to wait until he's finished his maneuver to get the kids' refuge on board… Say an hour before we lock down?"



"Enough for some answers," she said. "Laila—how in the
 world
 did you end up meeting us there? I thought you were just going straight to the Embassy to hold down the fort."



"I was," admitted the brown-haired scientist, seating herself in one of the acceleration couches. "But I was considering the situation, and it struck me that Amas-Garao was a
 very
 clever being. He would realize he had drastically underestimated his apprentice's cunning, physical abilities, and insanity, and would therefore properly assign a
 very
 high level of threat to her."



Ariane nodded; like DuQuesne and Simon, she knew Laila well enough to know that the preliminaries would be important to understand the point of the story. "Understood. Go on."



"Well, I knew that the Shadeweavers were already looking for him. But he had just seen Maria-Susanna go through her Awakening. She was, by all the rules he knew, a Shadeweaver, and possibly one far more powerful than she ought to be. If he wished to evade
 her
 attention, he would have to hide from those powers."



"I get you," DuQuesne said. "So you figured that—given that Amas himself is the oldest and toughest guy on their roster—the Shadeweavers simply couldn't find him?"



Laila nodded, then pushed her bangs back with a precise and practiced motion. "Something like that. Although what finally decided me was thinking more along the lines that a being like Amas-Garao, injured and probably limited in his power, would need help to hide from Maria-Susanna and, indirectly, his brethren."



Her sharp brown eyes flicked from one to the other. "You don't see? The only protection he could reasonably seek was to do something that would never occur to anyone who was
 used
 to thinking as a Shadeweaver, or in the case of Maria-Susanna, used to thinking in a paranoid and untrusting manner."



Then
 it dawned. "I will be… totally… dipped. You decided that he must have gone to the
 Faith
 ."



A quick nod, and a smile at his—and the others'—surprise. "Exactly. There was, quite literally, nowhere that would be judged less likely to have a refugee Shadeweaver within it, and to my mind that made it absolutely the
 first
 place that I should look. I have… a good relationship with the First Guide, as you know, and he trusted my word when I said that
 if
 such a thing were true, then I had nothing but good intentions towards the one in sanctuary."



"A most extraordinarily precise deduction," came the deep, though notably weakened, voice of the Shadeweaver. "Once aware that I had been found, I spoke—in privacy—with Doctor Canning, and was apprised of the situation." A touch of the bared-teeth grin that was natural to his species. "A very intriguing, if incomplete and tantalizing, description of the situation. But enough to tell me that my responsibility, and honor, required that I join you in your quest, as it was my apprentice who was the cause of peril to your reputation, secrets, and even lives. That is—as I believe you may appreciate—a
 dire
 responsibility for one such as I."



Ariane turned her seat and bowed from the waist. "And it was fortunate for us that you feel that way."



"It was, was it not?" The irony in the Shadeweaver's voice was strong. "Much of fortune centers around you, Captain, and I begin to suspect it, yes, suspect that fortune may even be playing favorites."



DuQuesne kept his expression rigidly controlled.



"But even so… fear not for your secrets. As the tale says, this is a matter of a master and their treacherous apprentice; any harm she has done rebounds against
 me
 , and against the Guild. Thus did my brother Gona-Brashind dedicate himself to your aid, and I can do no less." Another flash of fangs. "Indeed, you may find that I can do far more."



"It'd be nice to have you on
 my
 side for once, yes," Ariane agreed. "But we still should be careful what we tell you."



A deep chuckle, with only the faintest hint of the rasping hiss that was the true sound, echoed through
 Doc Smith
 . "My dear Captain Austin, I could not agree with you more. Take care, indeed, with what you tell a Shadeweaver. For my part, I shall be taking
 infinite
 care in what I tell the Faction of Humanity."



The dangerous smile DuQuesne loved flashed out. "At last you begin to learn wisdom, Amas-Garao."
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do not have the facilities for so many," Orphan said. "Food and such, yes, for a while, but as most of you know,
 Zounin-Ginjou
 is not greatly equipped with living quarters."



Ariane nodded; the interior of the immense ship was highly automated and made for one, or very few, people to operate. It had immense cargo space for a battleship, and power in abundance, but the only way they'd transported hundreds of Blessed To Serve in
 Zounin-Ginjou
 was to take a still-functional piece of warship living quarters onboard. "How long to get to Earth Sphere, if we go as fast as possible?"



The green-crested head tilted in thought. "No less than two weeks, as much as three, even with all speed. There are several hidden Sky Gates to be traversed." He looked at Amas-Garao. "As I am here to assist my friends, and you were with them, I welcome you aboard… but I request your word that you will not observe our courses and transitions, nor pry into other secrets that may be on board my vessel."



A low bow, with, Ariane thought, only a small touch of the usual irony. "You have the word of Amas-Garao; I shall learn only what you choose to show me in this journey, and that which is inescapable."



"We will have problems in two and a half
 hours!
 " Wu Kung said sharply. "Most of the people are still in shock, some are hurt. Laila and some of my others are taking care of them as best we can, but soon they will need beds and clothing and to use whatever their species has as bathrooms and food, and…" he waved his hands broadly. "… and everything. And help, lots of help, to understand what has happened."



"Is there anywhere we could stop along the way?" Simon asked.



Even before Orphan flicked his hands outward in his "no" gesture, Ariane was shaking her head; the situation was too clear. "Not and keep anything of what's been going on quiet—and we
 have
 to minimize the fallout, for everyone." She repressed a sigh, possibly a terrified whine, at the immensity of the 'fallout' that could be coming from this. "The Shadeweavers have to avoid coming out of this with egg on their faces, the Vengeance, we don't want to humiliate or accuse—how is Selpa, by the way?" She looked to Wu, who was still being everywhere.



By the strain on his face, he couldn't do that much more. "He is still unconscious, in the cabin Orphan assigned him. To my senses he is … not well, but not in immediate danger. Gona-Brashind took him from dying to… just in what Gabrielle calls critical. I don't know if he will live two weeks."



"Crap. We
 cannot
 come back to Nexus Arena with the corpse of the Leader of the Faction of the Vengeance." A thought occurred to her, she glanced at Amas-Garao. "Could you… oh, but no."



"No, indeed, Captain. I dare not return to Nexus Arena and show myself until I have some answers for exactly how, and why, my apprentice not only attempted, but succeeded, in nearly killing me and in achieving unprecedented power, and then apparently precipitated a multi-faction catastrophe with said power."



A fluttering of hands that seemed something like a shrug. "And I am not fully recovered. Transporting myself and another so far across the Arena would be a formidable undertaking under the circumstances."



"Dammit," DuQuesne rumbled. "We're going to have to start faking up something." In her head, she heard, But neither Simon nor I are really up to Hyperion-style kitbashing, and I'm not sure all of us together can cobble together stuff for six hundred and more in any reasonable time.



"And Wu, I presume, can't keep up his… multiple trick for much longer," Ariane said, looking at the Monkey King.



"No," admitted Wu Kung. "Minutes, maybe an hour at most, if I do not want to hurt myself badly."



Seeing Amas-Garao's twitch, Ariane felt a touch of a smile; the various mysteries in front of him must be driving him half-mad, but the Shadeweaver was keeping his cool demeanor and putting what had to be a myriad of questions firmly to bed.



Firmly to bed…



The word
 bed
 was the trigger, a cascade of thought that led to a possible idea. She turned to the Shadeweaver. "Amas-Garao, I don't know how difficult it might be… but could you possibly put our guests into… stasis, cold-sleep, what have you?"



The Shadeweaver was still for a moment, and then the low laugh hissed out from beneath the cowl. "An
 excellent
 idea, Captain Austin, and one I should have thought of myself. Yes, Captain, I can and will do this thing."



"You can keep them safely suspended for weeks?" Simon asked.



The bared-fang grin was, Ariane thought, deliberately unsettling. "Doctor Sandrisson, there are things the Shadeweavers have kept so for
 millennia
 . I assure you, they will remain unharmed and unaware and unchanged for as long as required."



"Could you also do this to Selpa'A'At… or perhaps you can heal…" No, she told herself grimly. This will already be a circus, traveling with both Orphan and Amas-Garao and all our secrets; the last thing we need is to add Selpa to that mix. "Never mind. Could you suspend Leader Selpa, as well?"



The widening of that bladed grin told her that even without his powers, Amas-Garao had read her thoughts. "Indeed I can and shall, Captain. We have no need of that particular set of complications
 en route
 ." He looked to Orphan. "I will require a cabin to recover in; strained as I already am, this will exhaust me completely."



"Of course," Orphan said smoothly. "I shall see to it personally, if you are unable to walk yourself there afterward."



"Then make it so," Ariane said.



Amas-Garao nodded, and with Orphan in tow left the room.



"
 Klono
 , what a
 mess
 this is," DuQuesne said at last.



"And I still have to figure out how to fix it," Ariane sank into a nearby chair and put her head into her hands. "I'm trying to just get my head around the
 magnitude
 of the problem. Or problems."



"Problems," agreed Laila. "And while we've been doing our best to be damage control, I am afraid that the damage has exceeded our control. We have accrued several new obligations or debts in this incident."



And it all goes back to Hyperion, and then to one
 particular
 Hyperion mistake
 . "Damn Fairchild anyway. Without him, none of this would have happened."



"At least not like this," agreed DuQuesne. "Starting with the whole debacle that got us really crippled."



"And Maria-Susanna," Simon went on; she noted the sad note in the scientist's voice. "I had wondered how you could be so worried about
 her
 , I admit," he said to DuQuesne, "especially with Fairchild and his allies on the loose."



A dark laugh. "Not wondering any more, are you?"



"No," Ariane said. "God, she was
 trashing
 us. Even
 Wu
 couldn't beat her."



She saw the Monkey King's gaze drop. "I
 could
 ," he said after a pause, voice low and touched with shame, "but… I couldn't."



Oh
 . "I can't blame you for having a heart, Wu," she said, and squeezed his shoulder gently. "But if you face her again, you
 have
 to stop her. For our sake, and for
 yours
 ."



He buried his face in his hands. "I don't know if I
 can
 ."



"To be fair, I am not sure
 any
 of us can," Laila said. "That… aura of hers makes it nigh-impossible to even argue with her, and even when you break free, it still affects you. Perhaps DuQuesne might do it, if he is fully healed?"



"I'd sure as all the hells of space
 try
 , but as she is now? I don't think any of us want to try it alone.
 Maybe
 Vindatri could pull it off, but I'd even advise
 him
 to bring a bunch of friends."



"And how about Fairchild?" Ariane asked.



"Ohh, you want to bring all the friends you can
 find
 to that party," DuQuesne said. "Oasis suckered him and beat him hard as she could, and if things had stretched on even a few seconds longer, she
 still
 would have lost. Won't mean much to the others, not without reading up, but you can think of Fairchild as something between the original DuQuesne and Gray Roger."



Gray Roger
 . That sent an absolute-zero
 flood
 down her back. Doc Smith's "Gray Roger" hadn't even been human, but a superpowered alien being masquerading as a human. "So I should think of him as very
 late
 stage DuQuesne, with parts of the minds of other very advanced beings backing him up?"



"Probably the best thumbnail description, yeah."



No wonder he's been a step ahead of everyone.



Wu suddenly slumped into a chair. "Oh, by the
 Seven Pearls
 that feels better."



She blinked. "He's
 done
 already?"



"Waved his hands, mumbled his spells, green and gold light surrounded all the kids and the remaining adults, and they were all asleep in the light."



"All right, then," she said. "We've got a lot to do, and we'll have to do it
 right
 … but for now, we all need to get some rest. That, I have to say, is an order." She gave them the Captain's Smile, even though she didn't feel one-tenth as confident or relaxed as it might look. "We'll face tomorrow's problems tomorrow."



The others smiled and gave salutes or nods. "Yes, Captain!"









Chapter 61.





"W





elcome to Earth Sphere,
 Zounin-Ginjou
 ," said a familiar voice from the comm, only moments after the light of their Sky Gate jump faded.



"Ahh, Captain Fitzhugh, I thank you for your prompt welcome. It is good to see all is in order here," Orphan replied cheerfully.



At least
 he
 seems relaxed.
 For his part, Simon felt an ache in his stomach that had nothing to do with his health and everything to do with the tension of keeping secrets and not knowing what, exactly, they were returning
 to
 .



A light signaled that Fitzhugh was requesting a secured channel. Orphan, after a glance at Ariane, who nodded, cut in his own secure communications. "Yes, Captain Fitzhugh?"



"As one of our allies, do you have any knowledge…" Fitzhugh hesitated, then went on, "… knowledge of the whereabouts of Captain Austin, Doctor DuQuesne, or other high-ranking members of our Faction?"



The amused buzz was translated as a disappointed clicking of a tongue. "Tch, tch, Captain, how does a Faction manage to mislay its own leaders?
 Most
 untidy, I would think." He laughed. "But it so happens you are fortunate this day; Captain Austin?"



"I'm here, Fitz."



"Oh, thank
 God!
 " A pause, then, "Sorry, Captain, but you have no idea what kind of a circus has been going on here, with everyone trying to keep the rest of the Arena in the dark… when
 we
 didn't even know the story. Are you all right? Are the others with you? What
 happened
 ?"



She couldn't keep from laughing, although the situation really was about as far from funny as it could get. "Captain Fitzhugh, I really wish I could tell you, but at this point I can't, except to say that we're all here and reasonably intact, including Doctor DuQuesne and Doctor Sandrisson. You may pass on, by secure channels, that we'll be stopping here for a short time before returning to Nexus Arena. I presume Carl Edlund has been running things?"



"Doctor Edlund, General Esterhauer, Doctor Franceschetti, and Commander Maginot," came the reply. "Though it's a good thing you came back
 now
 ; there was serious talk about having to possibly select a new Leader, since no one knew what had happened to you."



"Is Saul in the
 Arena
 ?" DuQuesne asked in surprise.



"He's been in and out, sir. Right now, he's back in our home space, but as I understand it, they expected him back tomorrow."



"Thank you, Captain Fitzgerald," Ariane said. "Now, I've got a major request here. I need about seven hundred living quarters made ready—I think at DuQuesne Base."



Simon smiled at DuQuesne's wince. "DuQuesne Base" was the military installation that had been built up and around the wreckage site of
 Blessing of Fire
 ; it was a secure installation where most of the materiel of interest from the Battle of Earth Sphere had been brought. Simon expected the main point for Ariane's purposes was that it was a significant distance from the main base and beachhead at the Outer Gateway, and thus easier to keep secure.



"Here are the species requirements," Ariane continued. "Most are children of their species, so we may have to have provisions for full-time caretakers as well."



"Seven
 hundred
 ?" repeated Fitzhugh.



"Correct, Captain. Let me know when these are ready soonest."



"Yes, Captain Austin," he said, in the voice of one desperately strangling questions he knew would not be answered.



"Sorry to dump this on you, Fitz. It's been a circus for us, too. We'll debrief you when we can."



"Understood, Captain."



Simon looked to Ariane as they cut the connection. "Now what, Ariane—Captain," he corrected himself, seeing her expression.



"Now we get ourselves down to one of the secure briefing areas in the Sphere and find out just what the situation is. After that… well, that's when we're going to have to resolve things with the Shadeweavers, Vengeance, and Analytic, at least—and, of course, the Liberated," she nodded to Orphan, who mimed a pushup-bow. "Possibly more, depending on exactly what happened, who knew what, and what they told others."



The two-and-a-half week trip had, at least, allowed their entire group to review what had happened to them, though even here, they'd tried to minimize discussion of the touchiest information.
 We trust Orphan and Amas-Garao to keep their word… but we still want to minimize the possibility of revealing crucial secrets. How many secrets will remain after this, though?
 "Well, the debriefing on
 our
 side should be quick; Carl will certainly give us a straight download."



"Yeah," DuQuesne agreed. "As soon as we can get downstairs."



"That will be in a short time, my friends," Orphan said, "as I have priority landing permission for a boat. If you wish to take your own vessel, I am sure you could be in your conference within less than an hour."



"Then let's get moving," she said. "Stand by for our next steps?"



"My dear Captain Austin," Orphan said, "You think I could depart without knowing how this all ends? You would need to call out your
 fleet
 to get me to leave!"



✽ ✽ ✽



It wasn't Carl Edlund, but a red-haired comet streaking through the meeting room door, to strike with such force that Simon felt the breath leave his body. The comet, recognizable now as Oasis, was hugging him with such force it was almost impossible to get breath back. "Missed you," she said.



"Let me breathe?" Her grip relaxed the tiniest bit. "I missed you, too. How was your own trip?"



She was quiet a moment. "Complicated. That's for later, I think."



"Yes." He looked up and let Oasis go, about as reluctantly as she released him. "Sorry, all."



Ariane flashed him a smile. "No need to apologize. Glad to see you back, Oasis."



"Not half as much as we're glad to see
 you
 , Captain," said Carl Edlund. Simon could see new lines of strain engraved on the narrow young face. "Everyone here for the first stage of debriefing?"



Ariane looked around. "Me, Marc, Simon, Laila, and Wu, yes. Anyone on the other side besides you and Oasis?"



"Arrie, you are
 not
 leaving me out of this," Gabrielle Wolfe said tartly, coming in the door slightly winded.



"I expected you'd be along," Ariane said; she gave her old friend a hug. "What about Steve and Tom?"



"Steve's at the Embassy with Oscar—who's been doing an absolutely stand-up job of saying nothing very convincingly, I should tell you—and Tom's keeping things running here. We'll update them later."



"All right. Everyone's secure headware active—yes, I know, Wu, you don't have any, we'll talk it out afterward."



Simon made sure his port was open, and braced.



A cataract of data—images, conversations, analyses—flooded into his mind. But he found it was trivially easy to grasp and sort.
 Possibly my odd power has improved my ability to handle such an influx of data?



Then he reviewed the information and heard himself let out a low whistle. "You and the rest have been dancing on a tightrope, it would seem."



"The real problem is that even some of our
 allies
 weren't talking," Carl said.



Nexus Arena was buzzing with rumors and half-seen, half-verified stories, all centering on the disappearance of not one, not two, but
 three
 Leaders of Faction—Ariane Austin, Selpa'A'At, and Relgof Nov'Ne Knarph of the Analytic. "Crap again. Was Relgof hurt more than I thought?" Ariane said.



"I would guess he disappeared to await your return," Simon said, considering what his alien friend would be most likely to do. "He could not know who on
 our
 side was aware of certain secrets, and would not want to make things worse for any of the factions—especially since the Shadeweavers were also involved."



"Okay, your turn, Oasis, Carl, Gabrielle."



The jolt of data overload was more visible on those three faces. "That… was
 all that
 , and a bit more," Oasis said, blinking.



"Arrie, you and the rest of y'all just don't do
 anything
 by halves, do you?" Gabrielle said after a stunned moment. "Six hundred children? A major Vengeance installation
 destroyed
 ?"



"One good thing I can see," DuQuesne spoke up. "The Vengeance hasn't come down accusing us of anything in detail—some really vague crap, but nothing specific. I don't quite get why or how, but
 somehow
 it seems that they didn't get any info on what happened to their version of Hyperion Station, maybe don't even know it's gone."



"Do you think that's even possible?" Oasis asked. "Marc, you said it was transmitting distress calls and accusing Humanity of attacking. How could they
 not
 have that recorded?"



DuQuesne shrugged. "Search me; Amas-Garao implied he knew something about that setup, and you can be sure we'll also be asking Selpa before we send him home. But if they had
 that
 , you can bet at least Carl or the General would've been given a copy of the recording by the Vengeance."



"I do not
 like
 standing around half understanding things!" Wu announced. "DuQuesne!"



A laugh from the big Hyperion. "Sorry, Wu. Here you go."



The green eyes blinked, then Wu's face wrinkled. "Oh, that is a very messy thing we have."



"Messy is the term," Ariane said, massaging her temples. "Let me summarize. As far as we can tell, the Vengeance isn't clear on what happened. The Shadeweavers might know a lot or a little, but they're apparently not talking to anyone. The Analytic has been fobbing off inquiries, so whatever Relgov knows, he's not been telling."



Simon absorbed that again. "That… is not bad at all, actually." At Carl and Oasis' expression, he laughed. "I am not making light of how much of a strain it must be to have endured through our absence, but in truth it means that there is still a chance for us to
 establish
 what happened in a manner that will be advantageous for… well, for everyone, really."



Ariane raised an eyebrow. "For everyone?"



"Well, everyone that's not an out-and-out
 problem
 ," he conceded, remembering poor Maria-Susanna.



"Then lay down the cards, Simon," Oasis said.



"I'm not saying it won't be touchy, and I
 certainly
 won't say we can keep our secret from spreading to a few more people… but we might still keep things manageable. It will require that we bring all of them—Selpa, Orphan, Amas-Garao, and Relgof—together." A thought occurred to him. "And depending on what you found, Oasis, you might be able to help."



Together, they began to stitch together a plan to—just possibly—save the secrets and face of four factions.








 








Chapter 62.




A
 riane saw a quiver go through the sling supporting the spherical body, and one of the upper eyes slid open. Selpa'A'At blinked blearily at her, then his eye
 focused
 , widened, and he tried, weakly, to rise.



"Whoa, relax, Selpa. You're safe, but you're not close to healed yet. No quick movements."



The manipulators beneath the body slid across his surface, pausing at the place where Selpa's blade had projected. After a moment, he dropped them wearily. "Where am I?"



"In a secure hospital facility on the Sphere of Humanity."



His eyes tracked around the room, returned their focus to her. "And what should I consider my status?"



"A convalescing patient and an honored guest—one we have serious business with. Not a prisoner, if that's what you mean."



"Captain Austin, there are indeed grave matters involved, and I am … not comfortable… discussing them when you hold every advantage."



"Understandable," she conceded. "But if by that you mean we're not going to discuss them until you're back in your Faction House, I'm afraid I have to disagree. In a way,
 you
 are responsible for this whole disaster—and you know it."



This time he buzzed a curse and nearly
 did
 make it to a stand before his legs gave out and he sagged back into the hospital sling.



Ariane waited, trying to look calm and sure of herself. Inside, not so much; any damage control they could do would absolutely depend on Leader of the Vengeance Selpa'A'At.



After a few moments stretched into three or four subjective years, the Milluk Leader of the Vengeance gave a far more subdued buzz. "I… admit that you may be…" his tendrils gave a convulsive gesture. "No, you are right. I shall not lie to you or myself here."



"Good. Because what we can all salvage out of this depends on us being honest in private, and deciding what we'll say in public." She folded her arms across her chest. "None of us are very happy with what you did, Selpa. You knew in your heart that replicating the Project was simply wrong, even if you figured out a way you thought would be… less bad. And if you
 didn't
 know it at first, by
 God
 you should have when you realized what it led you to do."



The bunched tendrils dropped and Selpa'A'At sagged lower in the sling.



"But," she went on, and dropped her arms to a more relaxed pose, "the Faction of Humanity doesn't need to make an enemy of another of the Great Factions. We also can't control or watch actions of another Faction."
 Well, when Simon's healed we can, but that secret's staying buried as long as possible
 . "And while there's more than one of my people, and some others who are allies of ours, who would
 really
 want to see Byto's murderer brought to public justice, I'm willing to make a bargain with you to
 not
 have that come out. Not just for your sake, or mine, but for that of the Vengeance."



A very faint, dry chuckle. "You understand me well enough, I see. I would rather accept almost anything than damage the Vengeance. And I would be a fool to deny that having the Leader publicly charged with murder of an Arena Champion would lead to incalculable damage."



"Especially since you would find it nearly impossible to explain the murder."



He waved his tendrils in agreement. "Certainly, so long as your Hyperion remains a secret. But does it?"



"It may. We are certainly trying to arrange it—and not, as you may think, because of the advantages it gives our Faction. Not to say that this isn't an important consideration, but honestly, it's much more important to make sure no one ever does it
 again
 ." She gestured to Selpa's body. "As you found out, some of the results of Hyperion are
 not
 helping us. Or anyone."



"Yes. Is she dead? That… monster?"



The most pathetic monster, yes.
 "I am afraid not. We drove her off, but she was not dead. And your station… was destroyed."



He stared at her. "
 Destroyed
 ? That was a station over twelve kilometers long! What did you
 do
 ?"



"Maria-Susanna damaged almost every major structural member at one end of the station."



"By the First World…" muttered Selpa. "
 Why?
 Why would the Arena
 allow
 any such power?"



She spread her hands and shrugged. "Believe me,
 we
 would love to know that answer. I have to assume it has a reason, but I can't even begin to guess what that reason is."



"So all on
 Heroes' Awakening
 are dead?" The question was asked with a quiet, tense sorrow.



"Not all. We managed to rescue over six hundred of the children and a relatively small number of your researchers."



"That… is at least something." He vibrated, whole body buzzing; she somehow got the impression of a cross between a stretch and a shudder. "So. What would you have of me and the Vengeance, Captain Austin?"



"First, your word that you will do the best you can to quell any unfortunate consequences for us that might come from the Vengeance."



He rubbed tendrils together, then gestured sharply. "Agreed. You will save the Vengeance from embarrassment and myself from ruin; I will reciprocate. Second?"



"That you discuss the complete strategy of position with all of the Factions involved, here, before we take
 any
 action. As we often say, we have to make sure we're all on the same page; everyone's stories have to agree."



"What Factions, specifically? Humanity, of course, and since I was struck down in their House, the Analytic. Others?"



"The Shadeweavers," she said.



The wide-eyed expression was somehow quite human. "I was not certain that part had been real. You have the Shadeweavers willing to
 bargain
 , rather than dictate terms?"



"Amas-Garao is being very cooperative. Given the circumstances, it makes sense; there's also great potential for embarrassment to the Shadeweavers as well. The Liberated will also be involved."



"How did the
 Survivor
 involve himself in… no. No, it does not matter." Selpa's translated voice was tired, touched with bitter acceptance. "Yes, Captain. There is no point in regret if I do not attempt to rectify my failures. I, the Swordmaster First of the Vengeance, can do no less than my best. I was given your secret because I doubted your Wu Kung's honesty, and then I sought to steal its power—for, I told myself, necessary and sufficient reasons."



Another tired gesture. "But Byto, in death, is a mirror, reflecting my own fear and folly. I will do what I can."



She rose. "Then rest a bit. We'll try to get this over with as soon as possible."



She looked back as she left, and saw that already the Leader of the Vengeance was having a hard time keeping his eyes open.



"Well?" asked Wu Kung, swinging into position next to her.



"He's on board."



"
 Yes!
 " He frowned. "Though I am still
 very
 angry with him about Byto. And so is DuQuesne."



"The one I'm really concerned with is Sivvis Lissaturas," she said. "He came on as one of our allies specifically because he wanted to see justice done for Byto."



Wu grimaced. He was quiet for a few minutes as they walked through the corridors of the base. Then he sighed and nodded. "When we know how everything is settled," he said, "I'll talk to him, if you want."



"Thanks, Wu. We'll see when the time comes." She glanced down the corridor they were just passing; it led to where the surviving children were being housed.
 We've got to resolve that issue, too. So many things to do
 .



But there was one other responsibility she had, and at least
 this
 one was, as far as she knew, not part of the larger mess. At the next cross-corridor she turned right.



"Hey, Captain! The meeting room's straight ahead!"



"I know, Wu. But this update can wait a bit; Selpa's not going to be in any shape to attend any kind of real meeting for at least another day or two, even with the occasional help Amas-Garao's giving him. He damn near died."



Her temporary cabin door opened as she approached; seeing Wu slowing, she beckoned to him. "Come on, Wu. I need to talk with you, and might as well do it now."



"Oh." He followed her, looking uncertain—a child not sure if they're going to get a present or a scolding.



"Don't look so worried, Wu. You're not in trouble. At least not yet, and I hope you won't be."



His narrow-eyed gaze was full of deliberately exaggerated suspicion. "What do you mean you
 hope
 I won't be?"



It was impossible not to smile at the ridiculous-looking Monkey King. She laughed and then gestured to one of the chairs. "I mean, I hope you didn't promise
 too
 much. But you said you'd made a promise to those creatures who helped rescue me."



"
 Oh!
 " Wu Kung's face lit with a combination of relief and surprise. "Captain, I am … very glad you remembered. I did not want to bother you
 now
 , but…"



"… but it's been over a year, at least, yes. Now, you did what you had to do back then, and pulled off an absolute miracle, with their help. We owe them a great deal, so … what, exactly, did you promise them?"



"Rights," Wu Kung said promptly.



Oh, dear me.
 "You mean… like being
 citizens
 of the Arena?"



"Well… yes? No? Some? Ugh, Captain, it's not so easy. I can
 talk
 to all of them, but I know that some of them are not… very bright. The
 zikki
 are very stupid. The
 morfalzeen
 is some smarter, but still not smart—though both smarter than the
 vanthume
 , I think. But … maybe what I mean is 'protection'?"



"Hmm. You mean like we have on Earth for the various species of animals? Keep them from being hunted, their food and water from being contaminated, that sort of thing?"



"That! Yes, something like that, though it is… different, because my promise was a little different for each group. The
 tzchina
 are very smart—they probably
 can
 talk to some of you if they wanted—and maybe they do want something like the citizen rights. But the
 zikki
 just don't want to be hunted out of places, and their food left available. The
 hyrusi
 don't want some of their best feeding places damaged by traffic. And so on."



Ariane nodded. The requests certainly weren't unreasonable, although she could see right away that it was going to be one of those long-term struggles that might take decades to resolve.



Then another thought made her wince. "Wu, that bargain… it's obviously not for every creature in the Arena."



"Well… no. The ones in that region, and the ones that communicated the bargain. So maybe sort of yes, every creature, but not yet?"



Wonderful
 . It wasn't Wu's fault, of course. He'd done something magnificent and, in proper heroic fashion, promised a reward to the people helping him. And as the rescued party
 and
 Leader of the Faction of Humanity, it was her job to pay up on that debt.



But given where the bargain had been struck…
 I'm going to have to negotiate animal rights… with the Blessed To Serve.








 








Chapter 63.




O
 asis gave Simon a quick kiss on the cheek before sitting down, then looked at Ariane. "So, Leader, what's on the agenda?"



Ariane returned her smile, but her face looked strained; there were subtle shadows under her eyes despite medical nanos, meaning she really wasn't sleeping well. "At this point? You, Oasis. Before we go forward with our… well, secret summit meeting, I'd like to know what happened on your mission. Quick summary—I'll read a detailed report later, so just hit the high points."



Not too hard.
 "Okay," she said, glancing around at the rest of the inner circle—even Tom and Steve had made it this time. "You know I was sent to make contact with as many of the Hyperion survivors as I could, so that at the least they could be warned about Fairchild and his possible allies."



Everyone around the table nodded, so she went on. "Marc gave me his contact protocols, which turned out to be absolutely one-hundred-per-cent vital. I don't think I could have made contact with half of them otherwise. The combination of those protocols and, well, everyone knowing that me and Marc had been an item back then, that made everyone willing to at least talk to me."



"A couple of our people decided they absolutely wanted to be left out of it. They took the warnings, thanked me, and were working on disappearing even
 more
 thoroughly when I left." She glanced to Wu, Davia, and DuQuesne. "Mick doesn't think he'd be much use, quote, 'for reasons that should be obvious'."



The grimace on the big Hyperion's face showed his understanding. "Yeah. Our high tech does
 not
 suit him. No surprise there."



"That’s for sure," Davia said, Wu nodding. "1930s tech was bad enough; ours? He'll be avoiding any chance of, well, becoming what he could have been. Might kill him."



"Who else?" Wu asked.



"Ourian Vel," she answered, remembering the regretful smile on the craggy face of the Hyperion warrior. "He came out of his own sim to do it in person, anyway. But as he put it, he's retired happily and would like to have his ever after."



"Can't blame him," DuQuesne admitted. "
 His
 story had a decent ending. We'll have to make sure we arrange extra security for him."



"
 If
 you can make sure the security won't draw more attention to him," Laila pointed out. "Which is one of the problems we have to face in all this maneuvering."



"Sure is," DuQuesne acknowledged, "but I'll take care of those measures personally. Go on, Oasis."



Now
 she could give a real smile. "On the other hand, our friend 'Mr. Johnson' says he and Lady would be absolutely delighted to give us a hand wherever they might be needed."



"HA!" DuQuesne and Wu laughed together, and Davia gave a clap of approval. Wu went on, "
 Cobra
 ! He was a funny man—and a good fighter. We can use him!"



"I think so. He might be best staying in the home system—we can use a Hyperion troubleshooter or three there. And as someone from a space travel background, his skills are appropriate."



"You'll send me dossiers and such on all these people, yes?" Ariane asked.



"Yes, Captain. You'll get a full report; I just have to go over it and compartmentalize for who can see what." She looked deliberately apologetic. "I made promises about what I told to who in some cases."



"Understood. Any more?"



She took a breath. "Someone had gotten to both Phoenix and Gentry Travail before me. Signs of struggle but they were gone, and I think they were taken."



"
 Dammit
 ," growled DuQuesne. "Fairchild?"



"First assumption, yes," Oasis said. "But I can't prove it."



"We will go with that assumption," Ariane said. "I doubt any alternative is
 worse
 ."



"Not unless it's Maria-Susanna," DuQuesne conceded, "and I can't offhand think of why she'd abduct either of those two. No, got to be Fairchild, or an ally who was instructed in exactly how to bushwhack them."



"Most of the surviving 'researchers' of Hyperion were glad of the warning," Oasis went on, "but I didn't give them information about the Hyperion Advantage; honestly, I don't trust all of them. But…" she smiled. "I do have one ally from that group." She sent a little transmitter pulse.



DuQuesne sat up straight. "You didn't!"



The door slid open. "She certainly did, Doctor."



Dressed in an old tweed outfit that screamed 'professor' was an older man, perhaps sixty in appearance, brown hair sprinkled with gray that emphasized the sharp twinkle in the brown eyes. Despite the differences, Oasis thought she saw a faint resemblance between the angles and details of the lined face and those of another person in the room.



That person leapt to her feet so suddenly her chair went clattering away. "
 Grandaddy!"



The older man's face shifted, became happy, sad, apologetic, and wary all at once. "Good to see you, Arrie. I'm… sorry about everything."



Oasis saw the
 shift
 from 'Ariane Austin' to 'Captain Austin, Leader of the Faction of Humanity' happen in one split second, and by the way everyone around the room tensed, they saw it, too.



Captain Austin studied the man that Oasis knew as Doctor Timothy Bryson. "We will have a lot to talk about… later," she said finally. "Luckily, I'd found out the truth a while ago." She glanced to Oasis. "Not criticizing, necessarily, but why did you bring Grand… Doctor Bryson here?"



"Because I think he might be able to help in the conference," Oasis answered.



✽ ✽ ✽



"Captain Austin," Amas-Garao said, stepping out from a doorway just in front of her.



She managed not to jump. Wu simply gave the Shadeweaver a glare. "Yes?"



"My apologies. As we are to have our conference shortly, I realized that there is one other party that must participate. I considered addressing the relevant issues myself, but," a flicker of a fanged smile, "after careful contemplation, I found myself unconvinced that I could reasonably avoid including them as an interested party—one that you have every reason to include."



Ariane nodded. "You mean the Faith?"



"Precisely, Captain."



"Then you'll be pleased to know that I already arranged for them to be part of this," she said.



Seeing Amas-Garao's gliding motion stutter in surprise was extremely gratifying. "You have? Then I congratulate you on anticipating me, Captain. Have you informed the others of this addition?"



"I will, shortly. But I will speak with Nyanthus first, in private." She looked narrowly at the Shadeweaver. "That was, in fact, where I was going. Are you sure you did not know of this?"



Another twitch of the cloak. "Not a whisper of this had reached my ears, no. You begin to play the game more seriously, I see. It is good, Captain."



"While I have you here, I did have an important question for you. You can speak for yourself; to what extent can you answer for the other Shadeweavers in our negotiations?"



"Ah. A wise question to ask; fortunately, one that I, in my turn, have anticipated. I am, in this case, fully empowered to speak for the Blood of the Skies."



"Really? Given how you seem a bit more of a … competitive assemblage of mostly-individuals, I'm surprised."
 Surprised
 was an understatement; not only her own experiences, but also what she and Simon had found in archives or heard from stories around the Arena, told her that the Shadeweavers almost never acted as a group unless forced into it.



A low chuckle emanated from the hood, and the Shadeweaver made a complex gesture with his hand; her injured but healing senses told her that Amas-Garao had given them a shield of privacy. "Captain, this business concerns the Shadeweavers
 immensely
 . There is a grave risk of loss of face from multiple directions—damage not merely to our mystique, but to any trust that may have been given us."



He looked up, and she could discern the frightening lizard-baboon face within; it wore an expression she interpreted as bemusement. "It is ironic; you are one of the youngest and smallest and—by yourselves—least powerful factions. Yet you hold a power that not even the Great Factions can claim."



His hands waved, encompassing everything. "The Shadeweavers watch. We learn. We and the Analytic, you see, have much in common, but to the Shadeweavers knowledge is often power. And to keep that power, it is not uncommon for us to simply remove memory of key knowledge, make it unavailable."



"Yes," she said dryly, with as disapproving a glare as she could manage, "we know. And so does Doctor Rel."



An inhaled breath, sharp and quick. "
 So
 . Now it is clear how you have gained the complete alliance of the Analytic." The sharp smile returned. "But in that case, you understand more clearly, I think. With other Factions, our secrets can
 remain
 secrets. We can turn aside inquiry, gently remove memory, redirect attention.



"But not with the Faction of Humanity. Your demand, enforced by the Arena itself, renders you immune to these subtle yet puissant methods of secrecy. And so the Shadeweavers,
 all
 of the Shadeweavers, must be wary, must tread with caution and respect, where our interests intersect.



"In all candor," he went on, "had it been
 only
 the Faction of Humanity—had you angered or alienated all others in the Arena, kept to yourselves—the Shadeweavers might have simply decided to arrange the removal of your Faction." At her shocked glance, he laughed. "Oh yes. It is neither beyond our power or beyond our will to arrange such things, if the Faction is small enough.



"But you did not follow such a path. Oh, there were those you angered, but you gained, in equal or greater measure, allies and friends. To strike at Humanity, even shortly after your then-inexplicable victory over me? That would have risked enmity from both our honorable adversaries, who were already watching you carefully, and from the Analytic, whose Leader had taken a direct and obvious interest in Doctor Sandrisson." He chuckled. "And, too, it would have risked angering the Survivor, who is more than he seems and worth more than a little caution in himself."



That
 was interesting. Ariane knew the average inhabitant of the Arena regarded Orphan with not a little trepidation. It was an entirely different thing, however, to hear that the
 Shadeweavers
 saw him in that same light. "The Liberated? A single-member faction? One that survived, I thought, partly from bargains with you?"



"In truth, yes. Yet…" Amas-Garao studied her. "You are like us, now, so you perhaps may understand: about the Survivor spin threads of … perhaps not
 destiny
 , but of
 possibility
 , multiplicitous and obscure. The same is true of you, Captain. And such persons are ones to approach with caution, for one cannot predict the consequences."



"Which was why you wanted Orphan for that divination he mentioned."



"Precisely so!" The Shadeweaver looked pleased. "I was unsure if he had told you of that. Yes, his very nature strengthened our auguries. Oh, I could speak much of Orphan. But that is, of course, valuable information."



The phrase pointed up the fact that the Shadeweaver had
 already
 revealed some considerable information—and asked no payment for it. "And why have you given me all the information you
 have
 ?"



"For understanding, and perhaps a touch of trust and goodwill in the future," Amas-Garao said. "Ours is a brotherhood of shadow and misdirection, inspiring awe and often trepidation, if not fear. But in negotiations such as these, those are not helpful emotions when we are not in a position of strength. I admit fully that we are not. Threats surround us all, and we will not escape the consequences unless we find a way clear—together."



He bowed. "Until our conference… farewell."



And with that, he vanished in a mist of shadows.



"Great," she muttered to Wu Kung. "When even the
 Shadeweavers
 are sucking up to me, I
 know
 it's gotten deep."









Chapter 64.




D
 uQuesne rose from his place at the head of the conference table and surveyed the entire room. Ariane was on his right, Simon on his left. Starting with Simon and going clockwise to Ariane (with himself at the six o'clock position), the attendees were Amas-Garao, Sun Wu Kung, Selpa'A'At, Oasis, Relgof, Laila Canning, Orphan, Davia, Nyanthus, and Mandallon. "Okay, everyone's here, so let's get started."



Once all eyes were focused on him, he nodded to one side. "Captain Austin has appointed me to run this meeting; you'll probably get why as we go on. So, setting some expectations and ground rules up front:



"First—there's going to be secrets outed in this room. For all of us to see exactly where everyone else stands, we're going to have to know who did what to who, and why, and when, and some of you—especially Nyanthus," he inclined his head toward the First Guide of the Faith, and Mandallon, the Advocate for Humanity, next to him, "and First Reasearcher Relgof," he gestured to the angular form of the Leader of the Analytic, "only have little pieces of the picture we're going to be painting here."



He looked around the table. "That means I'm not putting up with any complaints about that. Humanity's going to be dumping a big bag of secrets on this table too. So we're going to listen, understand what happened and why, and then we're going to figure out how all of us come out of this
 not
 looking like fools or knaves. Everyone got that?"



Marc, is this the tone you want to set
 ? Ariane's mindvoice wasn't critical, just curious.



If I don't stomp my feet a few times at the beginning, I'm gonna have to bust heads sometime in the next hour, I'm sure of it. Especially at certain points.



And that is, after all, why you chose Marc,
 Simon said.
 If anyone can force this group to stay on-target, it will be him.



The other man's trust was warming. Privately, he answered,
 Oh, I can do it, but you know as well as I do that Ariane could make these guys straighten up and fly right. I'm just better as the heavy. She needs the positive regard.



He felt Ariane's approval.
 Then keep going, Marc.



"Okay, now that that's set, I'm going to summarize the chain of events that led to this little party. All of you know some of it, most of you don't know all of it."



He saw Selpa's legs contract inward slightly.
 Yeah, he knows it's coming
 . "This mess
 really
 starts a long time back, when Wu there won the Challenge for the Genasi, but for most purposes it started when Byto Kalan was murdered by persons unknown, on the Docks. He was coming to see me, in a pre-arranged conference. I knew there was something serious he wanted to talk about, but until he was killed, I never imagined it was
 that
 bad."



"I beg your pardon," Nyanthus said, flowering his top opening in a bow before returning to his normal carven-candleflame appearance. "This event is directly associated with… well, the circumstance that led to my being here?"



"Absolutely. Everyone, hold your questions; I'm betting most of 'em will be answered by the end." He frowned. "Where was I? Okay, so Byto was murdered. Lots of people tried investigating that murder, but they kept coming up empty. No one had seen anything, or if they had they weren't talking, and no one knew of anyone who really wished Byto ill, or of any reason he might be killed. The circumstances also didn't make much sense; Byto was a Champion of the Arena, and yet he'd been taken down with a single strike of a blade. Moreover, his assassin hadn't finished the job, which gave Byto the chance to crawl all the way to the restaurant I was supposed to meet him at."



The room was now silent as DuQuesne went on; Selpa had contracted further, but DuQuesne doubted anyone who didn't already know the truth would notice. "Byto's last words to me were really opaque at first. All he managed to say was 'stop it'." He shrugged. "Not much to go on. Stop what? Why tell
 me
 ? We had to answer those questions, but we didn't hae anything to go on."



He glanced to Wu Kung. "Until we found a friend of Byto's who could tell us that he
 had
 expressed some concerns… but had explicitly said that he couldn't talk about it to his friend.



"
 That
 was a flare-lit tipoff. See, that meant that Byto had chosen
 me
 to talk to instead of this close friend. That he could talk to me, when he couldn't to someone he had known far longer."



"By the
 Voidbuilders
 ," murmured Nyanthus. "Of course. It had to do, then, with the secret that convinced the Vengeance to retract their objection to the race's results."



"Bingo," DuQuesne said. "But that made it really hard, because—"



Mandallon's crest had dropped and he was staring across the table at Selpa'A'At. "Creators preserve us."



Yep, none of these people are slow.
 "I see you got it. We knew none of
 us
 had done it, and there were only two other people present at that reveal: Tunuvun of the Genasi, and Selpa'A'At, Leader of the Vengeance. But Tunuvun had been in
 our
 solar system at the time of the murder. He literally
 couldn't
 have done it."



Nyanthus' symbiotes drifted gently over to Selpa, who had contracted so tightly that his legs looked like prison bars surrounding the central ball of his body. "Selpa… my old friend,
 why
 ?"



Selpa managed a pained buzz, a sigh and a sob combined.



"The short of it? The secret he'd learned explained why, and how, some of Humanity's members had abilities that broke the Arena's rules. And having learned that, he decided to see if he could get some of that unfair advantage for the Vengeance."



"The problem," Oasis said at his nod, "was that the methods involved… were
 terrible
 . The ending of ours—which was called Project Hyperion, or just Hyperion—killed thousands of people and caused us to pass a whole
 set
 of laws aimed at making sure Hyperion would never, ever happen again."



She pointed around the room. "All four of us—DuQuesne, Wu, Davia, and me—are survivors of Hyperion. It hurt us all very badly. But there was one it hurt worse than any of us."



"And that one," Ariane took up the story, "is the woman most of you met, at one point or another, called Maria-Susanna. The reason she was a renegade was that she was a mass murderer: she killed hundreds of people in retaliation for Hyperion."



"
 Minds,
 " Orphan exclaimed. "I never would have guessed it."



DuQuesne grimaced. "No one would. So what happened was that one of us ended up talking to her, and
 she
 connected all the dots and realized Selpa had set up his own little Hyperion project, and killed Byto because Byto had decided it wasn't something he could stomach."



"Yes," the Leader of the Vengeance said into the horrified silence that followed. "I killed my friend in a moment of … call it anger, call it madness. Whatever it may be, it was my talon that struck him down."



"Ah," Orphan said. "But you could not bring yourself to finish it. Yes, I see the pattern. But how does that connect to the rest of these happenings?"



"Because," Amas-Garao's deep voice replied, "Maria-Susanna had recently joined the Shadeweavers. Having learned that the Vengeance sought to duplicate this Hyperion Project, she determined to—if you will pardon the expression—bring down the same vengeance upon them that she had visited on the original's creators."



His deep voice became more deeply ironic. "It was my failure that led to the rest, for it had never even touched my imagination that Maria-Susanna could pose a threat of any kind to one such as myself. Sparing you the details, she struck me down and stole for herself the power of a Shadeweaver."



"We had guessed what might happen," Ariane went on, amid the incredulous stares from Mandallon and Nyanthus, "and tried to confer with Leader Selpa in the security of the Analytic's headquarters. But…"



"Our security," Relgof said quietly, "proved inadequate to the challenge. It was there that Maria-Susanna entered and assaulted Selpa'A'At, and then escaped with him."



"And now I see why the Darkest Master of the Shadeweavers came, injured, to me," Nyanthus said slowly. "Unknown were the forces at work, and you had to hide from any who sought your ruin—including this Maria-Susanna."



"And I am grateful for your aid," replied Amas-Garao, and there was now no trace of irony. "I knew you might well throw one so accursed in your eyes as myself to any who might pursue, and account it a holy act." The Shadeweaver rose and gave a squatting bow. "I learned better that day."



"It is not in the Sevenfold Way to turn away one in such distress," Nyanthus said after a moment. "Not, I will confess, that I did not hesitate. But I also owed you a debt, from long ago."



"That you did," admitted Amas-Garao, his words accompanied by a glint of humor. "And I account it paid in full, and more." Another flash of a smile. "Though you
 did
 seal me within a septagram of great power."



"The Sevenfold Way," Nyanthus replied, "also encourages proper caution."



"But please, go on!" Orphan said. "What of this Maria-Susanna? How did it all end with you floating amidst wreckage in the Deeps?"



"Selpa wasn't quite dead," Ariane said, "so Maria-Susanna used him to find, and travel to, the Vengeance's version of Hyperion, called
 Heroes' Awakening
 . Recovering from her attack, I sent Laila to keep a lid on things while Wu and I went to the Shadeweavers—since they were the only ones who might possibly know where Maria-Susanna had gone and how I could get there. We arrived a little too late, and the resulting conflict damaged
 Heroes' Awakening
 beyond retrieval. To save as many of the people on that station as possible, Amas-Garao brought the collapsing station to the Arena. Orphan came to our assistance… and that sums it all up."



"A… stunning sequence of events," Nyanthus said after a moment. "How did the Survivor know where to
 find
 you?"



Orphan mimed a pushup-bow from his seat. "Ahh, First Guide,
 that
 will, I believe, remain a secret, even in this august company."



"Yes, it will," DuQuesne affirmed. "But…" he glanced at Ariane.



Last chance to not go there, Captain.



We have to, Marc. The sheer magnitude of the situation
 has
 to be made clear to them, and there's no other way to really do this.



Understood.



He took a deep breath.
 Kept this secret long enough.
 "But one secret all of you are going to learn is what happened at Hyperion. What happened, what it means, and why it shouldn't ever happen again. And
 then
 we'll talk about how we'll solve this whole crisis… including taking care of a few hundred children who got stuck in the middle."



"
 Children
 ?" Mandallon asked incredulously. "
 Hundreds
 of children?" He flashed an incredulous and angry glance at Selpa, who shrank back.



"We'll get there," Ariane promised. "They're safe for now."



"So… this Hyperion Project?" prompted Doctor Relgof. "I admit that my curiosity is near its peak."



"We promised you an explanation," Ariane agreed. "And we also promised Gona-Brashind; as a victim
 and
 as the one who helped rescue us at the end, Amas-Garao inherits that promise. And he, I understand, promised the Faith, in the person of Nyanthus, an explanation… all of which comes back to us, and to Hyperion."



She nodded to DuQuesne; he pressed the button, and one of the doors opened, admitting the last member of the conference. "Introduce yourself. This is your show now."



Bryson bowed to the assemblage. "I am Doctor Timothy J. Bryson," he said, "and I was one of those responsible for Hyperion. I once called myself a 'researcher', though I did not merit the title—certainly not at the time.



"But I was there at the beginning," he went on, and DuQuesne saw him survey the astonishing array of aliens, and a smile of wonder touch his face. "It is a story of shame, I am sorry to say… but also one of creating something terrible and wonderful. I regret so much of what I… of what
 we
 … did, but at the same time…" he looked to DuQuesne, Wu, Davia, and Oasis, "… at the same time, now, I would not take it back."



His eyes went distant. "It begins seventy-five years ago, when my friends and I—SFFFG (Science Fiction/Fantasy Focus Group) 10897,"The Tinker's Club"—were meeting…"



DuQuesne knew the story. But hearing the old man recount it—from his idle question to the group as to whether it was
 possible
 to create heroes from fiction, to the exploration of the ways and means, and the eventual creation of Hyperion, none of the participants ever realizing how far down the moral slope they had descended over the years—hearing that gave him a new chill of anger and awe.
 From that single question I was born. Me, Oasis, Wu, Davia, a thousand others, all because this man asked just the right, or wrong, group the exact right—or wrong—question.



The real chill manifested itself then, so terrifyingly plausible that he felt goosflesh spring out across his entire body.
 And really, given everything that happened… is this more of the "Blessing of the Arena"?



Did the Arena nudge Bryson? Cause him to ask that question?



Did the Arena make us?









Chapter 65.




T
 he entire room was silent, stunned, for long moments after Bryson finished.
 And I can't blame them
 , Simon thought.
 I knew the outline, but by all and any gods, that was more painfully horrific and wonderful than I had imagined.



Bryson sat, face streaked with tears shed over friends dead for half a century, for failures long past, and for the pain and awe it had brought into the present. Ariane looked at him and Simon could tell that she didn't know how to approach Bryson; he was her 'Grandaddy Austin', but he was also the true creator of Hyperion. DuQuesne had given the old man a pat on the shoulder, and Oasis now sat near him, giving comfort by her presence.



Orphan, too, looked at them with an expression that mingled horror, revulsion, and a tormented sympathy. He exchanged glances with the other aliens around the table—except for Selpa, who was once more contracted in his chair. "Captain Austin," he said at last, cautious and quiet, far lower than his usual cheerful tones. "Captain… this is all true? This… this monstrous story is
 true
 ?"



She nodded, looking to DuQuesne.



"It's true, by all the hells of Space. I was
 there
 ," DuQuesne said. "And the fall of Hyperion Station changed the solar system. Our system's
 government
 , what there is of it, was created because of Hyperion, because we would not allow that to ever happen again. The survivors hid away—partly because we didn't want to be sideshows, and partly because Maria-Susanna was hunting us."



"Hunting
 you
 ?" Selpa grated in disbelief, visibly forcing his legs to relax. "
 Why
 ?"



"Most of us," Wu Kung said, "came from worlds that weren't
 like
 the real one. We weren't ready. We… were hurt by finding out the truth, like she was. And…"



"… and she decided that she should help us out with that," DuQuesne finished when Wu Kung couldn't go on. "Help us
 all the way
 out. You can't suffer the torment of loss if you're dead."



"She is truly insane," Relgof said. "I see. Is there no way to stop her?"



"A lot less now," Ariane said. "She's not just crazy, she's a Shadeweaver, with physical capabilities that almost match Sun Wu Kung, and a… call it
 aura
 , whatever, something that makes you listen to her, trust her, believe her version of whatever she says. Selpa can attest to that."



For the first time in many days, a laugh came from the Leader of the Vengeance. "Most certainly I can. There I was, my own sword
 through
 me, and yet I found myself agreeing that she was right, that
 of course
 we should go to
 Heroes' Awakening
 , and then…" he waved his manipulators in a manner that Simon interpreted as disbelief. "… and then she got past multiple checkpoints with me—the
 Leader of the Faction
 —obviously lethally wounded, and
 no one asked any questions
 , or if they did, she gave some kind of answer that satisfied them. When absolutely
 no
 answer should have."



"I grasp the… well, logic of allowing your Hyperions to have their full enhancements," Relgof said, "but granting them their
 fictional
 abilities? Why? Oh, it follows the same basic rationale, but I am certain that the Arena itself makes the choice to do so, or not, and it must have a reason for choosing the… more extreme case."



Simon shook his head. "Doctor Rel, I assure you, we have the exact same questions - and no answers that satisfy us."



"If you all insist, we can talk about this later," Captain Austin said, now all business. "But I think we've now reached the point that we can actually discuss the situation from real understanding."



A low, buzzing laugh from Orphan. "
 Understanding
 may take much longer than a few minutes, Captain Austin," he said. "But yes, with this and the rest, it is quite astonishing the number of interlocking issues we must confront."



"Quite," agreed Amas-Garao. "The Shadeweavers and I must avoid the humiliation of having been betrayed and outmaneuvered by an
 apprentice
 , and the more serious loss of face and trust from an assault, by one of our number, in our customary garb, within and on the persons of not merely one Great Faction, but two—the Analytic and the Vengeance."



Selpa echoed Orphan's laugh. "And the Vengeance wishes to avoid the incalculable shame and loss of pride following its Leader being a murderer, and prevent far worse if the truth around
 Heroes' Awakening
 were to come to light."



"And on the Analytic's part," Relgof said, "there is much shame awaiting us if it becomes known that a Leader of a Great Faction had attended a meeting in our Faction House, under our assurances of safety, and been lethally assaulted and abducted nonetheless."



"There is no immediate shame awaiting the Faith," Nyanthus commented, "although it might prove personally difficult to explain—without involving the rest of you—how and why the First Guide gave aid and shelter to the greatest of the Shadeweavers."



"For my part," Orphan remarked, "I am well enough satisfied by simply understanding how it was that you came to be marooned in the Deeps."



Ariane flashed him a smile, then nodded to Simon.



Simon stood and gave his own bow. "From Humanity's point of view, we want to help all of you preserve face, and our own… and we want to keep the secret of Hyperion, as much as may be possible."



"The more who know a secret," Amas-Garao said, "the less a secret it becomes."



"Sure," DuQuesne agreed. "Humanity has an old saying: three can keep a secret, if two of them are dead."



That gained both nods and laughs around the table. "But," Simon went on, "that's true only if those with the secrets gain more from exposing them than keeping them. Do any of you believe you have much to gain from making the Hyperion Project public knowledge?"



The aliens about the table looked at each other; Relgof finally spoke. "No. I do not see how spreading this knowledge would benefit any of us. If we are willing to attempt to take advantage of this secret—despite the great and obvious moral failings—then it is obvious that it is to each Faction's benefit to keep it secret."



He took a sip from the basin the Embassy had made available for him, and then went on. "If we are not willing to make use of this knowledge, then broadcasting it can only harm us or others. The only purpose this could serve that makes sense is if one of us wishes to specifically embarrass Humanity—embarrass them, and make them a target, for having such advantages in limited supply."



"And that," Selpa said, "only makes sense if Humanity has no way to retaliate, or nothing of value to offer. Neither of these is true, I think."



He rose, for the first time looking and sounding much more like the Selpa'A'At that Simon remembered—confident, certain, a Leader of Faction in truth. "Would any challenge this? I have traveled that path, and come face to face with my darkest self. I would not cast that darkness on any other. And despite my crimes, Humanity—in the person of its very Leader, and her closest confidants—risked itself to rescue me."



Selpa bent all legs in a bow. "If the others will agree, I, Selpa'A'At, Swordmaster First of the Vengeance, swear that the secrets of Hyperion shall remain hidden, to the limits of my own power. I already have your word to reveal nothing of our secrets, or our shame."



Doctor Rel gave his own curtsey-bow. "I can do no less—if the Leader of the Vengeance also agrees to say nothing of my failure to provide safety within my Embassy."



"I so swear, Leader of the Analytic; none could have guessed at the threat, nor I think stopped it."



Nyanthus gave a rich, deep laugh. "You have the promise of the Faith, Capain Austin. Not merely for the sake of your secrets, or theirs, but for my own amazement; here you have gathered Shadeweaver, Faith, and Vengeance, and all three united, for once, in a single accord. I have sheltered one of the Blood of the Skies, and find myself in great sympathy with the Vengeance and an old friend. This, itself, is a treasure of the moment, and a moment to be treasured. No secrets of any here shall be safer than they are with the Faith."



"Truly, today we see things with the same eyes, First Guide," Amas-Garao said. "If all here agree to shield the honor of the Shadeweavers, then so do I swear that all secrets revealed to me by those assembled shall be kept, and kept well."



Orphan gave a brisk handtap as all eyes turned to him, and then laughed, wings spread wide. "Friends, allies, and acquaintances; you know well the value that the Survivor places on secrets. All shall lie safe with me, and I count myself well paid in wondrous truths."



It took none of Simon's special power to see the immense relief that swept through the room; Ariane sank back into her chair, DuQuesne blew out his breath, Oasis just grinned and punched an equally-grinning Davia in the arm. Bryson bowed his head, smiling, though a twinkle in the air betrayed another tear or two.



"Thank you. All of you. Now, this means that all of us must support whatever stories we give out. We have to explain whatever we can't cover up, obviously, or people will keep asking more questions." Ariane tried to smile, but this time it was more a sour grimace, and Simon knew why.



That was a good enough reason to pick up the narrative. "Now, there are a number of people who know that Selpa was severely wounded by Maria-Susanna; most of the other visible events involve her as well."



"So," DuQuesne said, face both grim and sad, "she's going to be the fall guy here. Publicity will say she's related to Wu somehow—we'll have to tapdance around just what the connection is, but the point will be to give people the impression that she's as tough as the guy they saw in the Racing Chance competition—and then that she's a renegade Shadeweaver, if Amas-Garao can get his people to accept that much of a hit."



"I do not like it," the Shadeweaver said. "However, I am more than aware of the fact that her displayed powers require
 some
 explanation, and there are some few people aware that she was an apprentice to the Shadeweavers. A renegade will be… an acceptable explanation. It avoids making us look too weak, eliminates any mention of her attack on me, and provides an excellent explanation for any powers she exhibited."



"On the side of the Vengeance," Selpa said, "it appears that the disaster that befell
 Heroes' Awakening
 would have left no records for those who came after to examine. Unless the wreckage were immediately near to the relevant sphere?"



Ariane glanced to Amas-Garao.



"No," he said. "I chose to transport us quite some distance into the Deeps."



Selpa'A'At buzzed approval. "Then no information as to exactly who or what destroyed the station will be available. My own testimony—suitably bolstered by appropriate information from Humanity, the Shadeweavers, and the Analytic—will establish that it was entirely this Maria-Susanna."



"Which is close enough to the truth," DuQuesne said. "Doctor Relgof, how about you and the Analytic?"



"I have already done what I can to obfuscate the details of certain events," Relgof answered. "I can fit everything into this scenario we have constructed."



There were a few other minor comments, but Simon found himself immensely relieved. It really did appear that the full damage would be avoided, and—perhaps—some better relations between the involved factions would result.



And more personally important was the fact that other key secrets—about himself and about Vindatri—were still secure. Obviously there were those, such as Relgof and Amas-Garao, who had seen enough or deduced enough to know that there was even more hidden behind Humanity's mask, but neither would push the question—certainly not here.



He stood. "That leaves one other pressing issue," he said. Ariane nodded, signaling that she'd let him handle it. "Specifically, the survivors of
 Heroes' Awakening
 ."



Selpa stirred at that. He rose slowly to his feet and surveyed the group. "It is best… that there
 were
 no survivors," he said.



Seeing the motions around the room—stiffening figures, glares, tension—Selpa waved one leg and brought it down sharply, a rifle-crack of sound. "For the Vengeance it is best!" he snapped. "I mean that though they are our responsibility, the Vengeance must… with shame and reluctance… abdicate that responsibility. The destruction of the station was total; the records will reflect that, and no survivors will ever be found." He bowed again, spherical body nearly touching the floor. "Take care of them; this is all I can ask."



"Humanity would take care of them all," Oasis said. "But we're still recovering from the battle against the Molothos on our Sphere, and we haven't got half the knowledge we need to take care of all the different species in this group. The adults we can debrief, and give them options about where to go next—Selpa, can we count on you to tell them why the Vengeance has to cut them loose? They'll listen to you on that, not to us so much."



"Yes," Selpa said reluctantly. "Yes, it is the last service I may do them. I shall do so immediately after this meeting, if that meets with your approval?"



"'Twere best done quickly'," quoted Ariane. "Yes, it does."



"Okay, that problem solved," DuQuesne said. "But we have over six hundred children of ten different species, all of them raised for something like five years subjective in completely different fictional worlds."



A tired buzz, a weak laugh, from the Leader of the Vengeance. "The latter, at least, I can assist on. I will have all of the selected stories and the connected backgrounds that were developed sent to you directly. That much I retain copies of, even with the destruction of the station."



That's a relief,
 Simon thought. Trying to reach the children, help deal with their trauma, would have been impossible without understanding the worlds they remembered, the people and places and things they had lived with. "Thank you, Selpa. That will be a great help."



"The Shadeweavers will take any children you would entrust to us," Amas-Garao said.



DuQuesne raised an eyebrow. "I didn't expect the Shadeweavers to be running orphanages."



"Ordinarily, no," agreed the Shadeweaver. "But though we are few by cosmic standards, we are still a large enough community… and one that understands secrets. These children will be puzzles, wherever they go. They must be raised to know what is safe to reveal, and what is best left unsaid. Perhaps, even, some few will be ready to become Shadeweavers themselves. The others will be given to appropriate homes once the secrecy of their origin can be assured."



"The Faith would make the same offer," Nyanthus said. "But…" he paused, and the struggle within him was clear, by the jerky movement of symbiotes and branches. "But," the mellifluous voice continued, "too many questions would be asked by too many; the Faith is open to all, and the holding of such secrets is not in us. I cannot condone sending children into the hands of … of the Shadeweavers, for reasons you well know. Yet I cannot say that the Faith would offer you a better choice for the sake of your secrets."



"For my part," said Orphan, "the Liberated would be ecstatic to welcome all of them, but I am afraid that practicality would forbid me from taking more than one or two—and that would be a strain."



"Then it seems that it falls to the Analytic to resolve this problem," Relgof said cheerfully. "Captain Austin, let us discuss this issue later, with perhaps Amas-Garao if he wishes. The Analytic has resources and to spare, all the knowledge needed to address the needs of any species whatsoever, and a keen awareness of the value of secrets. I would have to reveal the basic nature of the project from which they came to at least some of our people, but they, too, would be sworn to appropriate levels of secrecy."



"Sounds worth discussing, at least. Tomorrow?"



"I will await your call. If you can send me data on these children, I can also have additional medical information sent for any who require treatment."



"That will be much appreciated, Relgof." She looked around the table. "Then I think… by God, I think we've finished. Not that there won't be details yet to work out, but… thank you. All of you. I know some of you usually don't even come close to working together, and Humanity thanks you
 very
 much for your help."



"We are all protecting our own interests," Selpa said. "That makes for the best negotiations."



Simon caught a glance between Mandallon, Nyanthus, and Relgof. "There is… one more issue," the Advocate for Humanity said.



"Really?" Ariane immediately looked worried. "What is it, Mandallon?"



At the young Initiate Guide's hesitation, Nyanthus laid one tendril gently on his shoulder. "Worry not, Mandallon. You are their Advocate; it is my place to ask, not yours." He rotated slightly, implying his attention focusing on Ariane. "Captain Austin, if all things proceed as we have agreed, there shall be no more Hyperion projects. We are all, I think, agreed that this is a good thing.



"Nonetheless, even the tantalizing hints we have of the capabilities of your Hyperions are startling, and more than enough to make any of us more than a bit envious. And the Faith begin to foresee troubles for the Arena—dangers perhaps greater than we have seen. Having such abilities and talents at our disposal would be invaluable."



He spread his tendrils wide. "Thus I—and I believe the rest of us—must ask: how might we borrow a Hyperion or two, when needed?"








 








Chapter 66.




A
 riane found herself with an unaccustomed moment of stage fright, almost as bad as the momentary funk she'd fallen into just before facing the entire Space Security Council.



Before her were thousands of alien faces, waiting with unaccustomed silence that was a collective held breath, filled with tension near to breaking, and all staring at her and the six others on the high platform: Dr. Marc C. DuQuesne, Dr. Simon Sandrisson, Sun Wu Kung, First Researcher Relgof Nov'Ne Knarph, Shadeweaver Amas-Garao, and Swordmaster First Selpa'A'At.



Can't blame 'em for staring, DuQuesne's thought-voice said. Don't remember ever seeing a press conference in the Arena before; one involving us, two Great Factions, and the Shadeweavers all together? That probably hasn't ever happened before.



Well, it might be unusual, she replied, but there's some kind of precedent; the Arena didn't give Relgof any trouble about arranging the conference in the main public Challenge Arena.



Which might also explain some of the tight nausea in her stomach; this was the exact same colosseum in which Amas-Garao had beat her nearly to death.



"Thank you all for coming," she said at last, and the Arena carried her voice clearly throughout the huge space. "There have been a lot of questions, rumors, and disruption of, well, pretty much
 everyone's
 routine in the last week or so, and it's time you got the explanation."



"That explanation," boomed the deep, vaguely sinister voice of Amas-Garao, "could in many ways be reduced to a single name: Maria-Susanna. Many of the Factions know this name—a human woman who sought information on multiple other Factions, who was briefly a member of the Vengeance," he nodded to Selpa'A'At.



"However, she subsequently offered herself as a candidate to join our guild," he went on. "As the Shadeweavers had, as yet, no human members, this was an offer of great interest, and we accepted her as an apprentice."



The crowd was utterly silent now; the sound of a thousand species breathing was the only background noise in the entire Challenge Arena.



The Shadeweaver's voice took on a note of chagrin and fury. "And this much credit we must give her: she achieved things unimagined in her short tenure, enough to learn how she could gain our power without the discipline and oaths. For she had joined us with no other objective than to take our power for her own purposes."



"That purpose," Selpa'A'At said at Amas-Garao's nod, "was, ironically, vengeance. Against the Vengeance, who had taken her in and then sent her away."



He gestured to Ariane. "I—and other Factions, I am sure—had discounted the warnings of Humanity, that she was an unstable and dangerous entity. I am no less to blame, no less guilty of arrogance than Amas-Garao and others, that I thought her incapable of acting on whatever resentment she might feel, and believed she was too rational to do such a thing. Doctor DuQuesne?"



"Maria-Susanna is what we call a delusional psychopath. She is also, unfortunately,
 way
 more dangerous than she looks, and has a probably Shadeweaver-based method of convincing others to trust her and believe her words. To make it worse… most of you remember the Racing Chance Challenge between the Genasi and the Vengeance. Well, Maria-Susanna is just a
 hair
 less formidable than Wu Kung, here."



"The combination," Relgof took up the narrative, "is impossibly difficult to oppose. Amas-Garao transmitted a warning of her theft and flight from the Shadeweavers to Humanity, who in turn tried to arrange Swordmaster First Selpa's safety. We had intended to transfer him from the Analytic's Embassy to a much more secure location, but Maria-Susanna was able to use her harmless appearance and the convincing capability Doctor DuQuesne mentions to gain access to the Embassy, and from there was able to ambush the Swordmaster."



"Injured as I was," Selpa went on, "she was able to make use of her Shadeweaver talents to force me to give her access to a location with a valuable asset she had learned of in her time with the Vengeance. It was her intent that this asset and I would die together. Fortunately, Humanity, the Analytic, and the Shadeweavers were able to arrange otherwise—although the Vengeance suffered considerable losses."



He looked to Ariane.



And my turn again.
 She was still surprised that her voice was level and calm as she spoke. "Obviously, this is somewhat embarrassing to everyone involved, but we are telling you all of this to emphasize this one simple truth: Maria-Susanna is probably the most dangerous fugitive in two universes. She is more physically capable than essentially anyone else, and has gained the power of the Shadeweavers in addition to this."



"Thus," Simon spoke for the first time, "the real purpose of this conference: a warning to be alert for any sightings of this woman."



An image of Maria-Susanna appeared, golden hair perfect, blue-violet eyes sparkling as she laughed. "This is Maria-Susanna. She obviously
 could
 change the way she looks, but in our home solar system, she always kept the same general appearance, despite being the most wanted person in the System. Tell Humanity
 immediately
 if she is sighted—or the Shadeweavers, or both of us."



"Both would be preferred," Amas-Garao said grimly. "Do
 not
 attempt to accost her; in rescuing the Swordmaster First and driving her from the Vengeance's space, many lost their lives… including my brother Gona-Brashind."



A whisper of echoes murmured through the crowd, and a cold chuckle emanated from Amas-Garao's hood. "Yes; you know the name. One of the great Shadeweavers is fallen, and by her hand. Do not attempt to capture her. Do not confront her. Contact Humanity and the Shadeweavers; she is
 ours.
 " The last word was hissed with a fury and venom the ancient Shadeweaver rarely allowed himself, and Ariane shivered involuntarily. They might be mixing truth and lies here, but there was absolutely
 nothing
 feigned about Amas-Garao’s rage against his treacherous apprentice.



"She usually works alone," DuQuesne said. "However, she has a few known associates, at least one of which is possibly as dangerous as she is. Keep an eye out for this man."



Ariane found she
 did
 have to repress a smile as the image of Doctor Alexander Fairchild materialized, resplendent in his white suit, wearing one of his arrogant smiles. That had been Oasis' suggestion; since no one else could contradict them, why not alert the entire Arena to both threats at once—in a way that revealed nothing?



"This guy goes by the name of Doctor Alexander Fairchild. He's wanted back home for several murders and he's known to have contact with Maria-Susanna."



"The Faction of Humanity wants to make it
 very
 clear that neither of these people are considered part of our Faction; both of them have deliberately gone against everything Humanity stands for. We sincerely ask all other Factions to refuse to admit them."



"A sentiment with which both the Vengeance and Shadeweavers concur," Selpa A'At rasped. "If you take either of them in, you may find yourself with your own sword at your throat."



"Thank you, Swordmaster First, and Amas-Garao, Doctor Relgof, thanks to you as well." She looked back to the crowd. "If there are any questions, we will take a few now."



✽ ✽ ✽



"Thank
 God
 that's over," Ariane said, dropping into a chair.



"Over?" Amas-Garao's voice was amused; the Shadeweaver was floating near the table of refreshments the Analytic had provided. "Begun, perhaps. It is a common meditation to imagine the ripples produced by dropping a pebble into a pond; this day, we have catapulted a mountain into a lake."



"Surely not that bad," Simon argued, pouring himself a drink. "We gave them a reasonably consistent story and effectively issued a pair of most-wanted posters."



"Simon, how did you manage to grow up that innocent?" demanded DuQuesne. "Look, even if we'd told them every bit of the truth,
 they wouldn't believe we had
 . Since we actually told them the Arena-standard mix of truth and lies, they're all out there speculating on just what we
 didn't
 say, or on just
 how
 we said it, or who said it and why."



"The last is most important, Simon," Relgof said, seating himself. "No matter what our day-to-day relations, what the citizens of the Arena saw today is Humanity, the Vengeance, the Analytic, and the Shadeweavers standing together as one. That
 alone
 would be plankton for a thousand harvests of rumor."



"Truth and truth," buzzed Selpa. "They will make alliances of arms from a mere appearance on stage, and what other facts they can glean will simply multiply the rumors. And you have presented two new, frightening mysteries with your renegades; the fantasies that will be spun about them…" He writhed his manipulators in wry amusement. " well, they may even approach the truth."



"I doubt that," DuQuesne said. "The truth's something you people couldn't even imagine without being told, I think."



Orphan's hands tapped together quickly. "I cannot disagree, Doctor. Even now, I find myself regarding Humanity with even more trepidation than before."



"Good," DuQuesne said, looking about the room. "I prefer people to look at us like that rather than think we're easy targets."



A
 ping
 touched Ariane's consciousness from the huge Hyperion, one saying
 and let me finish the next part without interruption
 .



She allowed him to sense a telepathic nod. Ariane wasn't quite sure what DuQuesne was up to, but second-guessing him in public wasn't a good idea anyway.



"Selpa," DuQuesne said, and his voice was suddenly hard, flat, and cold. "I just want you to know that neither Wu nor I likes the fact that you're getting away scot-free with murdering Byto Kalam. He was my friend—maybe not a close friend, but we'd been developing quite a rapport."



Selpa's legs stiffened, and the spines atop them raised defensively. Then he buzzed wearily and sank back into the cradle-seat. "Doctor—Son Wu Kung," he waved a manipulator tendril at the Monkey King, "I am not pleased with that, either. I am ashamed, and at least as bereaved; Byto Kalam was my friend for over fifteen years, and it does him no honor to have his murder turned into a convenient lie. I agreed to this—as did you—because there was no better alternative.



"But I understand what you say beneath; you shall watch me even more closely. I welcome it. I will not, it seems, do the penance due for murder. It is no less than I deserve that I be watched
 as
 a murderer, at least until time and circumstance dictate otherwise."



DuQuesne gazed narrowly at the Leader of the Vengeance for a moment, then exchanged glances with Wu Kung. "All right. Then I won't bring it up again. We'll watch you—but other than that, all's back to normal."



"Thank you, Doctor, Sun Wu Kung."



Wu Kung nodded, then grinned. "Ha! By the Seven Dragon Pearls, I have forgiven others who have done far worse! I can
 smell
 that you are truly sorry, and that means more than any words. DuQuesne, I say we do this a better way: you and I and Selpa will go out, and we will drink and sing and speak of Byto's life."



Ariane saw a shadow of sadness and understanding pass over Marc's face, and suddenly he laughed. "A better way. Maybe it is, Wu. Maybe it is. And I trust your nose over just about anything. Selpa?"



Selpa had risen, and bobbed low in his spidery bow. "Sun Wu Kung, you understand the Champion's way. I will do this with you, for Byto would approve."



"Then it is settled! We three know the truth; we can
 settle
 the truth." Wu Kung bounced back to the refreshment table, clearly happy with the resolution.



"A child with a saint's perceptions," murmured Amas-Garao nearby.



"Something like that," Ariane agreed. "Innocent and hard as steel, both at once."



The yellow eyes glinted beneath the Shadeweaver's cowl. "A terrifying combination," he said. She sensed the subliminal deadness of the air that told her Amas-Garao had made their speech private. "I begin to suspect that it is not merely Hyperion, but Humanity itself, that holds a power undreamed of. As such, I am much inclined to place myself, not in opposition, but in support, of that power."



She blinked. "Are you saying what I
 think
 you're saying?"



"I am suggesting that it is possible. The answer to a single question would go far towards aiding in that decision."



Answers are the currency of the Arena
 , she reminded herself. Of course, anything Amas-Garao was asking about was probably three or four times more valuable than it might look. "You can ask; until I hear the question, I don't know if I'll answer."



"Naturally. The auguries of myself and my… close circle indicated to me that Humanity has won at least one major Challenge, likely a Class Two, that is yet hidden from the rest of the Arena. I believe this took place during the time that it is claimed the Blessed assisted you in evading an attack. The question, then, is: am I correct?"



That's a hell of a question,
 she thought, and immediately concentrated, sending a headware ping to DuQuesne that was immediately answered with a telepathic
 Yes, Captain?



She sent him the entire brief conversation.
 Any comments?



Sharp as a box full of razors, that one. It's up to you, Captain. I could argue it either way. I could bring in Simon, but I think he'd say the same thing.



Inwardly, she sighed and grinned. Leaders must lead, is what you're saying.



On the beam and in the green, Captain.



The exchange had taken only split seconds, but she thought Amas-Garao still had noticed her hesitation and guessed the reason for it.



She pursed her lips, thinking. Then she nodded. "You are correct, Amas-Garao. More than that I won't say."



The deep, vaguely sinister laugh echoed from within the hood. "I would expect no more, Captain Austin. But that answer tells me much. So, this is not the first time you have found yourself in the position to dictate terms to another faction… and saved them face rather than deliver the blow expected.
 Most
 gratifying. I will meditate on this seriously, Captain."



The faint deadness in the air vanished, and Amas-Garao bowed to her. "Our business here is concluded, and," his sardonic amber gaze surveyed the others, "I believe my presence is not needed for your festivities. There is much to do. So… farewell, my unexpected allies. This has been a tremendously…
 educational
 series of events."



With that, the Shadeweaver bowed once more… and dissolved into shadows that disappeared in all directions.



True to Amas-Garao's own words, a tension disappeared from the room as well.
 No one's comfortable around a Shadeweaver.



"All right," she said. "If we're all a little more relaxed—how about a drink to unlikely alliances?"



Orphan took up his own glass and raised it; the others emulated him. "Something
 very
 worth saluting!"



In mid-raise of glasses, a brilliant emerald sphere flashed into existence before her. She stared at it askance. "Who is calling, please?"



A smaller version of the Arena's voice answered. "Doctor Alexander Fairchild."



The room went deadly silent at that name. Ariane glanced around, then took a breath. "Yes, Doctor?"



Fairchild's voice was a pleasant baritone, warm and friendly—as harmless as Maria-Susanna. "Captain Austin! What a pleasure to speak with you at last."



She snorted. "You could have spoken with me at any time. What is it, Fairchild?"



"No need for the hostility, Captain. I simply wanted to congratulate you. That was… an absolutely
 inspired
 counterstroke. I will have to be
 far
 more cautious from now on, with all of Nexus Arena believing me some kind of villain." A touch of curiosity. "I must ask why you believed it was
 safe
 to do so; after all, I do still have certain cards in my hand."



"
 Doctor
 Fairchild." Now she let the full anger forward, let it flow through her and bring out the cold, precise, implacable Leader of the Faction of Humanity. "You hold hostages, yes. But they are too valuable to
 you
 to destroy, and we both know it. If you are caught—and you
 will
 be caught, Doctor, I assure you—they may be the bargaining chips you have to keep something extremely
 final
 from happening to you."



There was an instant of silence—less than an instant, a hesitation that Ariane didn't think she could have noticed before she ended up spending so much time around Hyperions. But it was there, and the tone of his voice had the merest hint of caution when he finally spoke. "A bold position. Not, I confess, without some justification in logic, but you understand—"



"I understand that I have the antidote for you in the person of Marc DuQuesne," she snapped. "But if you understood what we did—Humanity and the other Factions—today, then maybe you will understand this:



"I'm willing to give
 you
 the same chance I gave others. I don't
 like
 the idea, and I can already see DuQuesne glaring at me, but—honestly?—Humanity doesn't need this kind of theatrical Hyperion bullshit. Come to our Embassy. Give yourself up and hand over any of the other Hyperions, or Hyperion worlds and data, that you have. If you do that, I'll guarantee you your safety and one—
 one
 —chance to act as a civilized member of society."



The urbane voice was at once amused and surprised. "Really, Captain, are you—"



Again she cut him off. "I've given someone I thought might have committed high treason a second chance. I've kept the door open for every other Faction, even ones I didn't have much hope for. I'm not promising you're going to just skate on everything you've done, but I
 am
 offering you a chance to not be on the run for the rest of your life."



Another instantaneous hesitation. "That could be convenient. Still—"



"-it would mean you're going to be on probation, yes. And that you're going to have to play it damn straight. But understand this: if you don't take that
 one
 chance, you are
 done
 ."



This time, the pause was measurable by anyone's standards, and she saw DuQuesne, Oasis, and Wu staring at her in surprise.



"Very well, Captain," Fairchild said after a moment. "I recognize… a certain ring of truth, a voice of command, as my creators might have said, that I cannot entirely ignore. You have achieved much, for one not of Hyperion. You are right that I would be unwise to dismiss that out of hand." A warm chuckle. "I think my answer to your generous offer will still have to be
 no
 … but I will think it over before I give you that answer. On that you have my word of honor, and I believe Doctor DuQuesne himself will tell you that my word is good."



"Yeah," DuQuesne said reluctantly. "When he gives his word like that, you can depend on it."



"Thank you, Doctor. Captain, this has been a more instructive conversation than I had expected. You shall hear from me, at least once more, before we are either once more foes, or… something else."



The green ball vanished.



"An intriguing conversation," Orphan said at last.



"
 Very
 intriguing," Relgof agreed.



Oasis grinned, and Ariane saw a touch of hope on the other woman's features. "He's
 scared
 , Captain!"



"You think so?"



"As much as he can be… yeah, I think Oasis has got it right. You just made him one of the biggest targets in the Arena, you didn't even twitch at any of his threats, and he knows you've got a bunch of us on your side. I don't know if he really feels
 fear
 the way most of us do… but I know damn well that you've made him
 cautious
 , and that'll give us a breather if nothing else."



"Captain," Selpa'A'At asked, "do you mean to follow through with your offer to him—if accepted?"



"Would you, if you made that offer in front of the Leaders of several other Factions?"



"Hm. You would, if I understand correctly, be taking a terrible risk."



"So would he. If I can convince a sociopath that his long-term best interests are served by
 not
 upsetting everyone else's applecarts, we all win. If he refuses… then we go after him
 hard
 . Simple as that." She looked around, taking in everyone in the room. "And with all of us together? We
 will
 take him down."



"Now, where were we? Oh!" She raised her glass again. "To unlikely alliances!"








 








Chapter 67.




T
 he garden was luminous beneath the glitter of the stars—luminous in the way some Earthly sea-creatures were, sparkling with blue and white and gold, the light highlighting more ordinary growths—a pumpkin, orange skin sea-frosted by the aqua aura; an apple tree, leaves silver and fruits of electrum and sapphire in the luminance of ten thousand waving strands of light, grass dusted with auric glitters. Above, the faintest reflections hinted at the presence of an immense dome of crystal, the only shield between the faerie garden and the chill of the void.



It's appropriate,
 DuQuesne thought to himself.
 There was an asteroid not unlike this in his world, too.



Eight other people stood with him, forming a semicircle around the open, gold and mahogany casket in which lay his old friend Giles. The fat old man seemed to be sleeping, just awaiting the right moment to sit up and ask for "just a mortal drop of wine".



Eight. Eight of us out of more than a thousand, and if we got all the others that are left together, we couldn't double that number.



That made it all the more important that they
 were
 here.
 And since this is my show…



"Thanks, all of you, for coming. I know Giles would appreciate it." He let his gaze track slowly around the little circle, meeting each gaze; Oasis, eyes already looking a little watery; Davia, standing straight, nearly at attention; D'Arbignal, dressed in his usual spectacular finery, but for once solemn as a statue of mourning; Sun Wu Kung, looking small and sad next to a similarly subdued Velocity Celes; the newest arrivals from the past, Cobra, blond and curly-haired, dressed in an obviously uncomfortable suit but showing no sign of his discomfort, and Lady, feminine in outline but all glittering steel and glass.



And last, standing just a little apart, Dr. Bryson, head bowed.



"This isn't going to be a long, drawn-out service," he went on. "Giles wasn't a churchgoer—to any church, as far as I know—and what he believed in most was
 living
 . He definitely wouldn't want us standing around moaning and crying.



"But there's precious few of us left in this mortal world, as he would have said," and he heard an audible sniffle from Oasis, "and that means each of us gone is a terrible loss—for us, and now that we know of the Arena, to the world. Giles was one of the best of us, and he died the best way he could have, as himself one last time, breaking one last impossible lock, and living to see victory over one more unstoppable monster."



He stepped forward, and laid a bottle of Harlequin and Finch's Top Cabernet (2370) in the casket next to Giles. "Some of the best for your last trip, Giles," and he heard the unaccustomed roughness in his own voice, felt a sting in his eyes. "Don't save this one until it gets broken, right?"



Cobra stepped forward with his Lady. "Went out a hero, did you? None of us believed your whining, anyway!" He wiped his eyes. "We got you something."



The silvery robot laid her hand gently on the man's shoulder, and he bit his lip, visibly shaking. The other glittering hand placed a sealed cold-can on Giles' other side. "A little caviar will go well with the wine, Giles," she said.



Velocity was next, quietly adding a bottle of another wine to the old man's final feast. Wu Kung deposited a bag filled with chocolates and dried fruit, and whispered something about snacks for the journey.



D'Arbignal saluted, and gifted Giles with an assortment of bottles. "After all, no matter how good the vintage, one needs variety! Call me when you need more—my cellar's quite overfull as it is!" He then turned and strode away a bit too quickly, pulling a handkerchief from his breast pocket.



Davia and Oasis came forward together, and left an assortment of gourmet delicacies behind; each of them kissed the broad, placid face once on each cheek. "Thank you, Giles," Oasis said. "You saved us twice in one night. That's enough for any hero." She swallowed so hard against her tears that DuQuesne could hear it, thirty feet away. "Rest now."



And at last, it was Bryson's turn. The old man stopped by the casket, gazing down. "I used to say I was sorry for what I had done… for what
 we
 had done… in making Hyperion. And in some ways I still am, and shall always be. But…"



He shook his head. "But right now, I feel the loss… and an inutterable
 pride
 in who you were." He looked back at the others. "In who you all
 are
 . The shame and guilt belong to me, and the few others who remain; for you… the dream, and the future." He took out a strange little device, seemingly assembled from scraps: a crude barrel with a simple sight on it, a spring-loaded key, a few other minor elements. "Farewell, hero of the Legion; guard the secret well." With gentle care, Bryson lifted Giles' folded hands and placed the peculiar artifact beneath them.



Bryson stepped back. DuQuesne nodded, and moved back to the casket, closing and sealing it in a single movement. "Doctor Bryson? This is your home; you want to..?"



"No, no, DuQuesne. Let… let Oasis and Davia do it. They were with him at the last, after all."



Seeing no objections, DuQuesne backed away from the casket. Oasis went to one side, Davia to the other, and lifted the casket from its plinth. It took them almost no effort, as grasping the handles released the magnetic clamps that held it in place, and Bryson's asteroid was too small to have any appreciable gravity field. Nanogrip boots and similar tricks were needed to walk and stand here.



The two women carried Giles' casket a short distance and set it down on the metal rails nearby. "Goodbye, Giles. Good journeys," he heard Oasis whisper. Then she touched the nearby control.



A sealed cylindrical cover sprang up around the rail and casket, and a moment later there was a
 whining
 thud
 . The cover dropped away, showing the empty rails.



DuQuesne glanced up, through the crystal window. Fired by a powerful coilgun, Giles now sped through space in his own orbit around the sun, eternally voyaging, eternally supplied with his beloved food and drink, somewhere in the star-sprinkled black. DuQuesne stared upward until his eyes watered, or maybe it wasn't the staring that did it. Either way, he found himself alone in the faerie garden, hearing the sounds of a party starting.



He grinned. "I'll drink a few for you, Giles."



With that, he headed towards the low-lying house, bright ports glowing with promise, and sounds of friends—of
 life
 —within.








 








Chapter 68.




A
 riane glanced up as the door slid open, glad of a break from the metaphorical mountain of urgent and wanna-be urgent messages, queries, requests, and general business-of-being-the-Leader that had piled up in the past weeks of escalating disasters. "Wu! You're back!"



"I was back a while ago, but I stopped to talk with Sivvis."



Seeing his serious expression, she sighed and gestured towards a chair. "Is there a problem?"



Wu didn't sit. "Oh, no. Well, maybe. But I realized I couldn't talk about anything …
 unusual
 outside, and so I brought him here, but I need your permission to say certain things, and then I thought, why don't you just sit with us?"



"Why don't… wait, Sivvis Lissaturas is
 here
 now?"



"In the entry hall—I didn't bring him any farther in."



She studied the unusually tense Monkey King. "You really would rather I told him."



He gave a nervous laugh, hand behind his head. "Ahhahaha, well, yes. Not that I'm
 afraid
 to tell him but… you know me. I know me. Maybe I would say too little or too much."



"Whereas if
 I
 do, well, that's the Leader's problem." Seeing him wince, she laughed. "It's okay, Wu. You're probably right. This is a delicate situation. It's not like he's a whole Faction by himself… but he
 is
 an ally and a Champion, which makes him important. I'll handle it. You'll be there anyway as my bodyguard."



"Yes, that's true." He looked at her uncertainly with those emerald-gold eyes. "If you're sure…?"



"Yes, I'm sure. It just makes sense. Bring him to Conference Three.



She spent the few minutes it took for Wu to fetch the other Arena Champion making sure she instructed the Embassy to maximum security. She didn't know for sure what secrets she might, or might not, reveal, but she wasn't taking chances.



As she finished, the massive, quasi-reptilian centauroid entered, Wu preceding him by a meter. "Leader Captain Ariane Austin," Sivvis said, dipping lower for an instant. "I understand you have some news to impart."



"First, it's Leader Austin or Captain Austin, if you won't call me Ariane, Champion Sivvis Lissaturas," she said. "The two titled together sound silly."



"Of course… Ariane. You may, in turn, call me Sivvis." A grating sound that, through the miracle of Arena translation, imparted the impression of a smile.



"Good. Make yourself comfortable."



Sivvis gestured and muttered something, to which the Embassy responded by producing a thick, soft pad for Sivvis to curl up on. "And now I am, indeed, comfortable."



"As for news… I have some, yes. But how much of it I tell you will be up to you."



The wedge-like head with its crests tilted quizzically. "How do you mean that?"



"I mean…" she picked her words carefully, "that you are our ally, and became so partly in order to support our search for truth in a certain matter. We owe you candor on that subject. However, that subject became part of a far, far larger affair that is extremely complex."



Arena Champions were not known for being slow on the uptake; after a moment, Sivvis let out a low, burbling hiss. "The murder of my friend Byto is, somehow, associated with the events around this 'Maria-Susanna' and your joint announcement with the Shadeweavers, Vengeance, and Analytic."



"Yes."



"Intriguing. Allow me a moment to think." Sivvis glanced at Wu Kung. "You know the entire truth, I think."



"Hard to avoid knowing it, given my mission," Wu agreed.



"Hm." A few moments passed quietly. "I believe I see. Your announcement was… not entirely true. Perhaps entirely fabricated. Other truths lie behind the explained events."



"Truths that involve at least five Factions," Ariane answered, laying a few more of her cards down. "If I tell you everything, you will be learning secrets that are of terrible importance to all of them. Secrets I would have to ask you to, in turn, hide until we said otherwise."



She didn't have to explain the gravity of
 those
 implications; as a Champion and a long-term resident of the Arena, Sivvis likely understood those better than Ariane, a relative newcomer, did. The sinuously massive creature coiled a bit more closely into itself and contemplated both her and Wu for what felt like an hour and was likely at least a minute.



At last, Sivvis said, "Can you tell me if you know who murdered Byto?"



"Yes. We do."



"Are they being appropriately punished?"



"It was… not premeditated," Ariane said carefully. "They are horrified by what they did, and regret it. At the same time, it is not politically or strategically practical or wise to punish them further."



Sivvis' eyes narrowed. He was silent again for several seconds. "I understand. And to explain any more, I would swiftly be drawn into the tangle of secrets and obligations of multiple Factions. Tell me, then; do you believe his murderer is… no longer dangerous?"



She gave a quick, humorless laugh. "They are quite dangerous… but not in the way that led to Byto's death. The situation that led to that event no longer applies and will not be repeated."



Sivvis stared at her. He shifted his gaze to Wu. "Do you agree with her assessment, fellow Champion?"



"I… I do. I could smell that… they… were very very sorry and honestly horrified. Taking them down, exposing them? That would end up doing a lot more damage. I don't
 like
 it that much, but I think Ariane and the others … they made the right choice."



Sivvis grunted. "Well. In that case, I suppose I must be satisfied, or be ready to plunge headlong into political maneuverings I have long avoided. And to the latter I say, 'not today'. I thank you for the offer, Captain Austin—Ariane. And perhaps I may, one day, ask for that explanation. But not now."



"The explanation will be waiting, if you ever need it," Ariane said, not without a huge sense of relief. "Thank you for your understanding. Humanity does not want to be thought of as not honoring its commitments—even implied ones."



Sivvis rose and twirled his tail casually. "Think no more of it. You offered to pay in full; I simply decided I didn't want the burden of the coin you offered, even though it was clearly honest tender." He gestured to Wu. "Come, my friend; if your Leader will spare you, I would gather some few of the other Champions to remember Byto."



At Ariane's nod, Wu Kung bounced up. "I would be happy to be part of his memory feast, or drinking, or fighting, whatever you do! Tunuvun is back, we must invite him!"



"Beyond any doubt! And there are others. I could make a long list…"



The voices faded as the door slid shut, and Ariane breathed a sigh of relief. Secrets still safe, and they
 hadn't
 lost an ally.



She still wasn't sure if it had all balanced out, though. Fairchild's maneuvering had killed one Hyperion, nearly killed four others, and even now Simon and DuQuesne were in no shape to do much with their special talents… and Fairchild was still out there, with at least one Hyperion still hostage and possibly several virtual worlds filled with very real people.



"Worse," she muttered to herself. "
 He
 hasn't been wounded at all, as far as we know." Not strictly true—Oasis had, by all accounts, given Fairchild a righteous beatdown—but those were injuries modern medicine could wipe away in days. Fairchild's Hyperion abilities would be at full strength, and no one knew where he was or what he was doing.



The secret of Hyperion had been spread much wider than she was comfortable with. Oh, everyone in the group had reason to keep the secret… but the size of the group in the know made it that much more likely that
 someone
 would let something slip.



And, of course, Maria-Susanna was out there, apparently driven
 far
 over the edge and now wielding Shadeweaver powers as well as the creepily supernatural abilities Hyperion had given to its literal Mary-Sue. Ariane couldn't quite restrain a shiver; remembering how very near she'd come to simply accepting whatever the renegade Hyperion said terrified her.



But at the same time, they'd managed to not
 lose
 the secret, at least not yet, and they'd gained considerable credit and closeness with other factions—including, unbelievably, the
 Molothos
 . She couldn't quite believe it at times, but she'd found that Dajzail, and even more so Alztanza, could be quite agreeable, even amusing, to talk with. She had not expected to discover that beneath the literal bug-eyed monster façade were… people. People with an unfortunate xenophobic streak, yes, but people, nonetheless.



She rubbed her temples. This didn't even
 touch
 the other issues she had to resolve—the SSC was having trouble working through the exact methods by which AIs could finally be emancipated, and she might have to go home and kick some rear ends around. And then there was Wu Kung's blank check he'd written to, basically, every creature in the Arena.



Well, no one said being Leader of the Faction of Humanity was going to be
 easy
 .



The door slid open. "Captain?"



"Oasis? Is there a problem?"



The red-haired girl—who was actually more like seventy—skipped in. "Well, yes, and no. More like there's some things I'd like to talk to you about, but no
 problems
 , you know. Nothing world-shattering."



"How was the service?"



"Beautiful. Sad, but all of us together helped. Marc's probably going to tell you all about it later, right?"



"I hope so. So, what do you want to talk about?"



Oasis dropped into the chair next to her and leaned forward. "Us."



Ariane blinked. "What?"



Oasis laughed. "Ha! Caught you off-guard. But yes, us,
 all
 of us."



At Ariane's uncomprehending stare, Oasis grinned wider. "Look, you know that I'm into Simon—I mean, really, he's hot and cool both at once, right?"



Ariane smiled back. "He is that. And?"



"Well, like, he's also still totally into you. And I can't say that me and Marc don't still have something between us. Or that I don't understand what both of them see in you, because you really are
 all that
 , you know?"



Ariane felt a touch of heat on her cheeks. "I'm starting to think I have to be, and I'm not sure what I feel about that. Especially…" she glanced at the now-closed door. "… especially since Wu, um…"



"
 No way.
 " Oasis' eyes sparkled. "
 Seriously
 ?"



"He
 kissed
 me."



"That's… oh, God. Poor Wu."



Ariane rolled her eyes. "Well, yes, but that's part of the problem. Even
 he
 doesn't know how much of his… interest in me comes from his past."



Oasis considered that, pursing her lips in a fashion that Ariane had to admit made her look particularly adorable. "But he's not
 chasing
 you, so I guess you talked it out with him?"



"More like put it off until we both can figure out what we feel about it."



Oasis laughed, then turned serious. "Captain, I see the problems. Don't think I don't. But some of these… don't have to be problems."



Ariane bit her lip. "I know they don't
 have
 to be. It's just that I'd decided years ago I was just going to play around until I chose the one person, probably a guy, that I'd stick with. Partly because of my parents, you know?"



"I don't, really. I mean, it's not like your life's available in the form of a TV or simshow like mine, right?"



"Right. That must be tough, Oasis. For all of you."



"Eh, it's a day in the life, you know? It's not like those show what happened in Hyperion. Anyway, so what happened with your parents?"



"It's more…" Ariane felt herself frown, her brows come down, then forced herself to relax. "It's more what
 didn't
 happen. They were in a sort of multi-poly community, really relaxed, and it wasn't like it caused
 them
 problems. But they were kind of casual about…"



Oasis waited.



"About… me. They loved me in their own way, but they weren't
 there
 a lot of the time. It was more like I was sort of a nice byproduct of their lives, but there were times I wasn't sure my Dad
 was
 my dad. Or Mom, even."



"Wait,
 she'd
 have to know, wouldn't she?"



"Not necessarily… but never mind about that. Thing was, I got raised more by Lacie and Granddaddy than them, and I always associated that with their … network of relationships."



She looked up to Oasis, then smiled. "But I also know that's just
 my
 problem. I'm not going to pretend I don't have it bad for both my advisors, and I can't lie and say there isn't something about Wu." She let her smile broaden. "Or even about you, sometimes."



Oasis looked wounded. "Only
 sometimes
 ?"



"Look, I don't need
 more
 complications in my life."



"That's the thing, Cap—Ariane. If we work
 together,
 they don't
 have
 to be complications."



Ariane looked at the redheaded agent—Hyperion, soldier, spy—and nodded slowly. "Maybe they don't. But why bring this all up
 now
 ?"



It was Oasis' turn to grimace. "Because… Fairchild. The damn Wolf, and Giles. Look at me, Ariane. I'm like, three times your age, and I look younger, and I haven't taken any anti-aging treatment. I could live… a really long time, if our guesses about the Hyperion designs are right. But at the same time, we're playing for all the marbles against people like Fairchild, the Molothos, whatever that monster was that Simon and DuQuesne ended up running from…"



She waved her hands vaguely. "I guess I just don't want to lose anyone, or see anyone else have to lose anyone. And that means not forcing people to make a choice they don’t
 have
 to make, you know? You don't
 have
 to choose Simon
 or
 Marc
 ,
 Simon doesn't
 have
 to choose only me or only you or Laila or, heck, even Davia."



"Wait, wait, how does
 Davia
 come into this?"



"What, you didn't
 get
 how much of a Davia fanboy he was? Or that him showing up at the literal last minute to save us, and then almost killing himself getting us where we had to go wouldn't get Dav's attention? She loves the
 Edge
 as much as I do. Or you do."



"I am getting dizzy trying to keep track of all of this."



"Which," Oasis laughed, "is why we need to talk about it. More than once. And not try to solve it all tonight, or tomorrow, or even in one month. Just… don't deny things that might turn out to be precious, right?"



Ariane could see just enough of the Hyperion to know what wasn’t being said; Oasis had lost an entire
 world
 of precious things—parents, friends, enemies, lovers, all of it. Of course she'd want to keep all the ones she could find now.



And, Ariane realized, want to remind us all of how many precious things we have, too.



"Right," Ariane said after a moment, then impulsively reached out and hugged the other woman; Oasis hugged back fiercely. "We'll talk it out… with everyone, eventually."



"Thank you," Oasis said, and Ariane heard the earnestness in her voice. "I mean it." She let go, and the two of them stood.



"But for now," Ariane said, "have you got a few moments?"



"A few hours, actually. Simon's visiting me later, but nothing on right now. I'm all yours!" She grinned devilishly.



"Just what I was hoping you'd say!" Ariane grinned back. "Because I have an absolute
 ton
 of paperwork that needs to be sorted out!"








 








Chapter 69.




O
 asis leaned back into Simon's arm, looking out the broad window of the private dining room of
 Ailitari
 , the restaurant where she and Simon had had their first date, to see the immense sweep of a gargantuan storm front that was slowly making its way towards Nexus Arena, a titanic wall of violet and onyx mingled with gray, green, and touches of yellow, and occasionally lit from within by brilliant blue, red, and orange flickers of lightning that leapt across distances that could span worlds. Dozens, or even hundreds, of ships were making their way towards the Docks, readying themselves to tie down, or take on a last cargo and get out before the colossal tempest arrived.



"Spectacular," she sighed, and turned to kiss him.



"You certainly are," he agreed, and kissed back.



"Goof! You know I was talking about the Arena."



"And I agree, but it's sometimes… just overwhelming." The brilliant green eyes sparkled at her. "Not that you aren't at times, yourself."



She reached out, picked up one of the fried
 injai
 —something like a spherical, spicy mushroom—and offered it to him. He accepted, kissing the tips of her fingers as he did, and she giggled. "From what I hear, you can be, too. All of us who hit the Edge are, sometimes."



"I suppose; imagining what I must be like to someone else when I channel that … vision that I get, I suppose that could be a bit creepy, if not outright intimidating."



She smiled, remembering. "And—honestly?—a little awe-inspiring. Watching you
 see
 the Arena, spotting and directing rescue efforts after the Battle of Earthsphere? I got chills, because I could see your eyes just
 piercing
 space and time; a hundred thousand kilometers away you glanced and there, five people who needed help, and you could see everyone who might be able to reach them and direct them perfectly."



Oasis popped one of the
 injai
 into her own mouth and savored the burst of deep flavor and sharp spice. "And Marc says you even creeped
 him
 out when you were doing your thing for our mysterious ace-in-the-hole." While she was pretty sure they were secure here, there was no point in speaking Vindatri's name.



Simon was quiet, evidently considering her words. She understood his difficulty in accepting who he had become. His image of himself had been of a research scientist, with perhaps more than a touch of deliberately stylish, old-fashioned gentleman. Discovering that part of him was a daredevil who
 liked
 dangerous situations, and that he'd gained a power close to omniscience? That was a pair of major jolts to
 anyone's
 self-image.



"I… suppose I might have. I admit to creeping
 myself
 out more than once, especially when I first started accessing my abilities."



Belatedly, she realized that this subject was probably even more top-secret than Vindatri.
 Crap.
 "Um, I know you can only do the tiniest things with that ability now, but… can you get a yes-no answer?"



"Probably, if it's a simple question. Like DuQuesne, Ariane and Davia, I am supposed to use it in very small amounts. What is the question?"



"Hopefully not one that shows I've already kicked all the horses out of the barn. Are we really secure to talk about our secrets here?"



"Oh. Oh, dear, yes. One moment.”



He lifted his head and gazed slightly up and out, but his eyes did not seem focused on anything nearby; instead, they looked
 beyond
 , glittering with awareness of things above and outside any mortal comprehension; a faint green glow flickered in their depths for an instant, and she felt once again the frightening but somehow delicious chill of watching something impossible.



"Yes," Simon said, and his
 voice
 was also different, carrying a certainty and absolute conviction that was that of a prophet… or a god. "While it is possible for others to suborn these protections, it has not been done here, and there is no likelihood it will be while we are here."



As swiftly as it had appeared, the transcendent look vanished, replaced with a wince as Simon massaged his temples. "Ouch. Painful, but reassuring. We
 can
 speak safely here, at least for now. But we should be extremely careful anywhere outside the Embassy." He looked at the table, with several plates still well-supplied with food. "I think we'd best limit intrusion, though.
 Ailitari
 ," he said, "no intrusions to our room until we say otherwise."



"Understood," answered the restaurant's systems. "will await permission. Maximum time will be three hours."



"Loose lips, sinking ships, yeah. My original spy background was… awfully handwavy at times, so that wasn't drilled into me as much." She snuggled into his arm again.



"I suppose not. True of many Hyperions, I would guess—adventure fiction throughout the centuries has kept many tropes that allow more for dramatics than logic."



"Yeah, basically. I mean, really, even back in my world's supposed era, real spy work was ninety-nine percent analyzing the other guy's data and seeing what you could get out of it, not sliding down a zipline into his secret base, but watching Jamie Bond sitting at a desk measuring maps and comparing them with images isn't going to get anyone into the theater, you know?"



"I certainly do."



For a few minutes they simply sat there in comfortable silence, eating slowly and admiring the view. At last, Simon said, "If I could ask… how
 did
 you discover that your world… wasn't?"



"Whooo." She paused. Do I want to go into this?



Immediately she realized she did. Simon wanted to know her, and this was a part of her. In some ways, the most important and formative part of her: keeping who she was, when where she'd come from had been a lie.



"It… wasn't one thing," she said after a bit. "I suppose, like the others, part of me had started to guess it long before. The AIs did their best to keep the worlds consistent, making sense, but they were still, just like you said, coded for the tropes, the elements that made my series what it was. The problem with that is that we were still
 people
 , and keeping us following the tropes involved a lot of
 really
 careful stage setting, prompting that didn't feel like prompting, all that. You know they didn't have direct feeds to us?"



"I think DuQuesne described it once. From their point of view, they
 could
 have just programmed you to be your fictional selves, but that wouldn't have proven their points, yes?"



She grimaced. "Basically. The idea was to make us develop like real people in these unreal worlds—real people who would end up really, really close to our fictional design. So, we were
 not
 equipped with direct monitors of our thoughts, and no one could
 make
 us think any particular thing. They controlled our sensory inputs and tracked our behavior and stuff, but they couldn't see inside our heads and into our thoughts because that would've ruined the whole game for them."



"So anyway… here I am, like four, five years on from the time I started doing serious missions, and still trying to juggle that with going to school, and I find that I'm up against the same guy
 again
 , when everything I knew said he'd gotten better. There was an explanation, sure, and I went along with it at the time… but it got me thinking. I wondered why the bad guys always seemed to get out of whatever prisons or apparent dooms, and then I realized the same question applied to
 me
 ."



She felt Simon shiver slightly. "Yeah, creepy, huh. So… I tried testing it, really,
 really
 carefully. Tried to see if I could get old Lipsky put away in someplace
 really
 secure, let myself get mad enough that I actually might
 kill
 another one, hesitated in a way that could have gotten
 me
 killed.



"And
 every single time
 , something happened—something that made sense in the isolated context—that made sure that it didn't quite happen, and that I'd be fine with that outcome. Well, of course I'd be fine with the not-dying outcome, but… you get it, right?"



"Certainly. You formed a hypothesis and tested it several times, showing that the world itself seemed to have a
 plot
 rather than just be, well, a place where things happened."



"Yeah." She closed her eyes. "So, then I—really,
 really
 carefully—started trying to guess the plot and tropes and seeing if I could
 guide
 the world. And sure enough, if I was working
 with
 the world, I could make things happen."



"And through that you eventually were able to find a way to the truth."



She nodded; it was
 her
 turn to shiver, as she remembered the first time she got a glimpse of the real Hyperion Station and felt the utter horror—a horror she had to control, to damp down, so that not a trace of it showed to her then-unknown watchers—the horror of knowing that
 every single thing she had ever known
 was a lie. "Yes," Oasis said.



She looked out into the Arena, with its incomprehensible vastness and barely-touched mysteries. "And sometimes I wonder… wonder if…"



His arm tightened around her. "Yes. If the Arena is merely another layer. It
 does
 seem frighteningly plausible, in a way. But you aren't the first to ask that question."



She managed a chuckle. "Probably they were asking that question millions of years ago."



"Quite possibly. But I remember Steve deciding that our whole entry to the Arena was just a delusion being generated by either aliens or our own AIs."



"Marc must not have liked that."



"He certainly did not. And he pointed out that unless we had real evidence, it was an impossible mental trap, so we might as well treat it as real."



She bit her lip. But that's not anything like the same as saying it's not true.



She felt a creeping chill, feeling Simon so near and yet thinking that—just possibly—there was no one there, just a projection or a persona being generated, all physical sensations projected, the images before her eyes being manufactured, and herself once more back in a box a few hundred meters on a side, the only living thing in it.



"How do we know it
 is
 real?" she heard herself say. "Is the Arena
 real
 , Simon? Am I? Are you?"



She heard his breath catch. "Oh, no. Oasis, I am so sorry—"



She sat up, pulling away from him—not rejecting him,
 no
 , but turning to face him. "
 Sorry
 isn't the problem, Simon—I know you didn't mean to bring it up… but I guess all us Hyperions will have that question waiting behind everything, for a long time. And I don't know if you, or anyone, can answer it. Can you?"



To her surprise, Simon's concerned expression shifted to thoughtful. "Perhaps I can."



"No, no! Don't you dare hurt yourself—"



He smiled. "I'm not
 quite
 that much of a fool, Oasis. But I think perhaps I know enough to answer you already."



"Really?"



"It is possible. Obviously, DuQuesne's assertion holds in the extreme; it is
 always
 possible to imagine a simulation run by beings of sufficient capability that it will overcome any attempt to see through the illusion. So in that sense, I suppose we can never answer it as an absolute—no, this is real and there is no possibility that it is an emulation.



"However, I think we
 can
 show that it is
 unreasonable
 for it to be an emulation, something like Hyperion on a grand scale. In part, because it
 is
 so… 'over the top', so to speak. Your Hyperion worlds were designed around you, to fit you, and your lives arranged to make it all… sensible, at least in your context."



She considered that, nodded. "Right. My life made sense because it fit perfectly into the world I lived in, even if an outsider might have considered both the world and my life … odd."



"Very good. Then we can move on. The Arena, by its nature,
 demands
 we consider this possibility, that it's a trick, a simulation. Certainly, that could be a double-blind—except that there is no attempt to divert us from seriously considering the possibility, which is rather sharply different from your experiences in Hyperion. Unless we assume the creators of our simulation are not merely better than us, but so much so as to approach godlike levels, it makes little sense to
 encourage
 the residents to poke the edges of the simulation. It just makes for trouble."



He glanced into the endless skies again. "From
 my
 point of view, of course, I have another reason. It may mean little to you, since, naturally, I could be just a simulation, but I have personally been given an ability to  see and understand vastly more than any others. An ability, I have some reason to believe, that no one else in the Arena possesses, perhaps has never possessed, and one that would
 certainly
 not be one our theoretical simulators would want one of the trapped laboratory rats to have."



"But the Arena
 is
 godlike."



"It is, yes. Yet…" Simon frowned. "Yet at the same time, I get the impression it is
 not
 . It has inconceivably vast power and capabilities, but I am not convinced it is
 smarter
 than we are; just older and with a far larger set of powerful tools at its disposal." He looked at her seriously. "Let me tell you something I haven't really discussed with anyone—even Ariane, come to think of it.



"When I first gained this power," he went on, voice hushed, "even before I realized it
 was
 a power, I
 saw
 the Arena, you see. For quite some time, I couldn't remember it clearly, couldn't make sense of it, because I had no perspective, no ability to grasp the entirety of that vision. But my memory has become clearer over the intervening time, refined by my access to this … ultra-sight, omniscience, whatever we might call it.



"And what I remember most?" His smile was both distant and amused. "A vast sense of
 surprise
 surrounding me. Onlookers, both benevolent and malevolent, just becoming aware that something unexpected had happened, was happening." He gave a sudden start.



"What is it?"



"A realization. One of the things I sensed, all the way back then…
 that
 was the thing DuQuesne and I had to escape from, the one that frightened Vindatri and threatened Halintratha itself."



"Well… if it's a simulation, they've done a lot of foreshadowing, then."



"Yes. But I don't believe it is one. This is
 real
 , Oasis. This ridiculous universe is
 too much
 , I think. Reality is always more outrageous than we think; something we learned in the early days of space exploration, if not before, when every new world our probes landed on or orbited presented us with bizarre mysteries, some that took decades or more to be resolved. Fiction is written to make
 sense
 , in general. The Arena is just about ludicrous enough to be real."



She found herself laughing. "Well… that's a
 different
 way of arguing it, anyway!"



Then she leaned in and kissed him, hard. "And you and DuQuesne are right; if we can't tell, we have to stop worrying about it. I don't want to worry. I want to be here, with you."



"And I, with you. Whether here, or…" he smiled and kissed her again, "… on the
 Edge
 ."



She relaxed into the kiss. And even if it is an illusion… Simon's as real a person as I am, anyway. And I love the person I've met. "Here or on the Edge," she repeated, "forever."



His breath caught, sensing her intensity. "Forever, hm?"



She grinned up into his eyes, and let one hand slide down his arm. "It's a start," she said, and pulled him to her.



 



End of Shadows of Hyperion
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