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  In all the world, in all of life, the single most important question is: “Who Am I?”


  This book is dedicated to those who never settled for the easy answers.


  


  We have not even to risk the adventure alone. For the heroes of all time have gone before us. The labyrinth is thoroughly known. We have only to follow the thread of the hero path.


  And where we had thought to find an abomination, we shall find a god.


  And where we had thought to slay another, we shall slay ourselves.


  And where we had thought to travel outward, we shall come to the center of our existence. And where we had thought to be alone, we shall be with all the world.


  —Joseph Campbell
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  AFTERWORD


  JULY 17, 2033. LOS ANGELES.


  Naked, cloaked only in invisibility, San sat cross-legged within a circle drawn with her own blood, awaiting the target. The distortion field surrounding her shunted colors toward the blue, dissolved the external world into a swirling pastel collage. A cybernet wired into her optical nerves enabled San to pierce the chaos, allowed her mind to correctly interpret the visual input. Where another woman would have been blinded by the distortion, San barely noticed it. Reality’s edges appeared … harder to San than to ordinary humans. If the average human being’s senses were considered the norm, San was a goddess.


  But if she had been modified in a thousand ways since birth, in her heart San merely considered herself to be alive. Correct. She was as her ancestors had been, even before distortion fields, cybernets, plasma-pulse rifles and the other technological abominations of a corrupt and decadent age. She was, at her core, a living memory of the time when humans pitted spear against fang and claw upon the veldt.


  Below her, thousands of men and women clustered in the middle of a place called Pershing Square, a square block of statuary and shrubbery in the midst of Mazetown. They hovered around a podium where, in a few minutes, the target would appear.


  San experienced a rush of visceral warmth at that thought, a sensation the average woman might have interpreted as love, or need, or lust. The target meant completion. The target meant victory. The target meant life for San, as San meant death for the target. Death which, in fact, had already been dealt. The order had come from the Master, and the Divine Blossom keiretsu. The Master was simply to be obeyed. No thought contrary to this lived in San’s mind, or had ever lived there, since her birth fourteen years before.


  Divine Blossom had trained San and her brothers. The emissaries of Divine Blossom treated the five of them with the same icy professionalism, the politely masked air of contempt, that Japanese always displayed toward those of African blood. All of the emissaries … except Tanaka Sensei. Tanaka Sensei saw beyond the black skin, beyond the disgraceful pseudobirth, to the warriors within.


  Tanaka Sensei recognized their humanity. Tanaka Sensei subjected the Five to the same blessed, merciless discipline he imposed upon himself, with which he daily transformed himself into the greatest warrior in the world.


  Tanaka was not one of the Five, could not be, but in his own way, he was the father they had never known.


  Sensei’s words lived in her mind: If intention is pure, then what lives in the heart is made manifest in the world.


  Despite the changed circumstances, San’s intention was pure. The target was already a dead man.


  There came a ripple of sound and motion in the crowd below her, and suddenly her wait was ending. Something was approaching from the east, over the jagged horizon of Mazetown. Mazetown was the heart of what had once been downtown Los Angeles, a man-made forest, a jungle of glass spires and foamed steel struts. San could admire this—she had seen pictures of Mazetown after the great quake, and knew the extent of the damage. She also knew of the target’s role in the rebirth.


  Target: Aubry Knight. Age: 39. Weight: 230. Height: 6’4”. Occupation: Leader of the organization most often referred to as the Scavengers, a nationwide network of laborers who had rebuilt a shattered metropolis.


  Knight was a mystery to most. There were whispers about him. Some conjecture, some confirmed, and some mere fantasies. Stories that he had aborted an assassination attempt upon President Harris. Stories of his role in the destruction of Gorgon, the NewMan antiterrorist task force. Tales concerning his physical capacities, said to be unsurpassed.


  All such rumors crumbled like straw before the shattering truth discovered by the Five. Such a truth changed everything.


  It changed nothing.


  I hope you have enjoyed the good life, my brother. I hope it has not made you slow, or soft.


  I hope that the rumors are true.


  I hope you are ready to die.


  1ST SONG


  EARTHDANCE


  We do not own the Earth, we


  merely hold it in trust for our


  children. Therefore, let no harm


  come to either.


  


  —Ibandi proverb


  


  1


  The Chevrolet passenger skimmer destabilized as it struck an air pocket. The pilot regained control in 1.47 seconds. Subadequate. Made a note: Manipulate Father into replacing her. Father made a short, sucking sound. Fear. Distaste. He said, “I hate these things.”


  Response mode: teasing. “Daddy, you are such a wimp.” I thrust out my tongue, waved it side to side. Approximately eighty percent probability of a state change. I returned to the raveled cuff seam. Simple cross-stitch. Oddly soothing. Mira taught me.


  “Leslie …” Father raised his right hand and swatted fast. Vision strobed. Visual faded to kino mode. Felt vector, danced to Father’s blind spot. Evaded hand.


  Question: Should I have evaded? Would causing me pain have reduced Father’s stress level? Cost/benefit analysis: Judging by air pressure, effect would have been light pain, no damage. Father/subject Aubry Knight harbors subthreshold sadistic tendencies. Control tight. Likelihood of additional stress if Father/subject believes he has injured me.


  I ducked in to kiss his cheek, making the sound they call giggling. Father’s cheek is generally stubbled by thirteen hundred hours. His testosterone level is approximately 140 percent of average. Note: Is Father XYY? Scan files. Satisfy curiosity.


  Scent strong, musk-based. His melanin content is thirty percent higher than mine. If my growth patterns follow projection, I will have his bone structure, modified for estrogen levels. Will have Mother’s Polynesian cheeks and epicanthic folds. Ideal material for seductive subversion.


  Father’s massive chest rose and then fell as he sighed. Tone: irritated. “Promise, did you have to put him in a dress for this?”


  Mother leaned back in her seat, looking over her shoulder at him. Her laugh is low, musical. Oddly pleasing. “She insisted, Aubry.”


  Father opened his mouth, then let it close. I hallucinate that he didn’t wish to renew ancient combat concerning my genderic orientation. Wise. A fight he has never won.


  My legal name is Leslie Knight. Official designation Medusa-16. I’m a bifertile hermaphrodite developed by Gorgon. Biological age: 10. Actual age: 8. Height: 4’11”. Weight: 85. Have maintained same level of physiological maturity for six years, due to nutrient bath/accelerated input during formative phase. It may take thirty years to reach full adulthood.


  Father leaned back into the seat, watching through the side window as Los Angeles passed beneath us. I never knew L.A. before the quake. It is now oddly pleasing. The colors and shapes fill the eye. Bright. Almost hypnotic. Confusion: visual input melding with preexisting emotional patterns re: parental role in rebuilding of city. Pride? Perhaps.


  For now: play gender games. Father is pleased by martial performance. Easy. Personal coordination in 99.999 … percentile. Must keep him off balance to prevent certain questions from arising.


  Easy. Play Father and Mother against each other. Mother is strange. Non-performance-oriented. Likes “girl” games. I play them. She approves. Play “boy” games. She approves. Throw tantrums. She gives affection. Disobey. She gives affection.


  I do not understand. Further research required.


  I have dreams. Death, blood, raving nightmares.


  She wipes my brow. Places cool mouth against hot cheek. She dances her plastiskin for me, triggering color and light on the left side of her body. Soothing. I tell her I hate her. I will kill her. Twice, in delirium, I have broken her hand. Once, her arm.


  She gives affection.


  I do not understand.


  I am afraid. For all of us.
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  From the front row of the Chevy’s passenger section, Promise Cotonou-Knight surveyed the metropolis that she and her husband had helped rebuild. Her almond-shaped, gold-brown eyes were drawn first to one wonder and then another. In eight years, the leverage of property, money, and manpower, combined with generous grants and federal tax breaks, had created an empire. The Scavengers didn’t really own many of the buildings they had built or enabled, but little moved or happened in the section called Mazetown without their blessing.


  After the great quake, banks had abandoned the inner city. In response, the Scavengers created a thriving credit union. Industry fled, and there were no jobs. The Scavengers held to a simple philosophy: Those willing to work will have food and shelter.


  Period.


  A half-crazed visionary named Kevin Warrick had created the Scavengers. Aubry and Promise kept the dream alive, and expanded it.


  “Beautiful, isn’t it?” When the woman seated next to Promise spoke, her silver knitting needles ceased clacking and her head wobbled slightly, as if she were a doll crafted by unsteady hands. For most of Mira Warrick’s fifty-two years she had stood strong and tall, but she had aged a decade in the last twenty-four months. Her shoulders slumped now, and her pale brown eyes seemed fixed on a horizon beyond Aubry’s range of sight. Each brittle brownish gray hair seemed to repel its sisters by static, leaving her in perpetual disarray.


  And yet the strong angles in her face reminded Promise of her brother Kevin, the man who had taught Aubry so many strange and wonderful things. Kevin had opened Aubry’s heart and mind in ways he hadn’t known since adolescence. If only for that reason Mira was family, an elder sister perhaps, the living link to a crucial moment of change in her husband’s past.


  Now her mood seemed restless. She had invested the last hour in knitting a red and blue cap of some kind. The design seemed almost random. Promise rested an elegant hand on Mira’s shoulder and almost unconsciously stroked it with her fingertips. “What’s the matter?”


  The older woman was too frail, too pale, and had spent too many years underground. Even though the Scavenger network stretched from Seattle to Denver, with affiliated nodes in New York and Chicago, Mira still nurtured an unhealthy tendency to shim the light. Perhaps a part of her had died with her brother in the tunnels.


  “This is a day for celebration,” Promise said quietly. Leslie bit off the thread at her father’s cuff. She climbed over into Mira’s seat, looking up at her with dazzling earnestness.


  Mira frowned, and Leslie batted her eyes. Her eyelashes were long and fine, her eyes a surprisingly soft black. Her lips pouted in a perfect Cupid’s bow. Mira smiled, and hugged Leslie. “I can’t believe you,” she said. “How can you be so deadly and so darned sweet at the same time?”


  Leslie giggled. “Just lucky, I guess.”


  Behind her, Aubry rolled his eyes. “Just lucky.”


  The pilot, a competent young woman named Cori, pointed out Pershing Square. “Mr. Knight—we’re approaching the landing pad. Three circuits, as you requested.”


  “As Promise requested.”


  Promise clucked. “Nothing wrong with pomp, under the right circumstance.”


  “Medals. This is a load of shit.”


  “Daddy!”


  “Crap. Sorry.”


  “You should be.” Leslie’s angelic countenance was alight with mischief. Her voice shifted, taking on the cultured, oleaginous tones of a virtvid announcer. “As the only person in the entire civilized world capable of spanking my adorable bottom, you have the solemn obligation to civilize me. To be, in other words, a sterling example of responsible male adulthood.”


  Mira’s needles resumed their fitful clicking. “Isn’t that an oxymoron, sweetheart?”


  The Chevy floated in over the top of the Sears Tower, spiraling down toward the platform where a thirty-piece brass band blared earnestly for a throng of thousands. Leslie watched, grinning broadly, and then—


  Her face tautened, as if someone had run the cold flat steel of a knife blade across the back of her neck.


  “Something wrong?” Aubry asked.


  Leslie’s lips were flat and unmoving, but her eyes were locked on one of the buildings, Tyson’s All-Faiths. The half-finished web of steel and concrete was a multidenominational house of worship. Although unfinished, it was already in use, housing prayer services almost every day of the week.


  Leslie was perfectly still, her body locked in the rigidity of a marksman preparing to squeeze the trigger. “I don’t know, Father. There … when we passed a ninety-degree angle …”


  “What?”


  “I saw a distortion field.”


  Aubry chuckled. “A distortion field doesn’t leave anything to see. That’s the whole point, isn’t it?”


  “A popular misconception.” Leslie’s eyes never wavered. Her voice became unnaturally calm and precise. “While you cannot see the object concealed, the field itself has a visual presence much like heat distortion. We used them often during my period with Gorgon.” His voice trailed off, as if that memory was still painful.


  “Well,” Aubry said doubtfully. “Distortion fields aren’t illegal. It might just be a virtvid crew. It’s not like I’m the president or something.”


  Leslie’s pretty face creased with concentration. The skimmer had made a lazy loop around the inner city. If there was something hidden on a rooftop, a momentary trick of light and angle could have revealed it.


  Promise squeezed Leslie’s shoulder. “Let it go.”


  “But Mother … Mommy …” The words were a childish plaint, but Leslie’s eyes were huge and dark, as if he had dropped back into some other level of existence. Promise turned her child away from the window.


  “There’s nothing there, Leslie. If there is, then the security people will handle it.”


  “But—”


  “Leslie.”


  “Sometimes …”


  Her voice was as soft and strong as silk. “Sometimes you forget that you’re just my Leslie. Forget about the things you were trained to be, and do, and see. Just be Leslie. That’s enough. You don’t have to see threats behind every corner, below every bush.”


  Leslie responded, sitting back in his seat, but her mind was still entangled by steel struts, enmeshed in shadow.


  Aubry wagged his massive head. “Let it go. I’ve seen this before. There’s a bit of bird dog in Leslie. Give him a hint of a sniff of a whisper, and he’s off. I think life’s gotten a little dull for us.”


  As they laughed, Leslie’s mouth softened into a childish, slightly abashed smile. But behind those youthful eyes the intensity was undiminished. Her eyes were a killer’s eyes. Promise could never make herself forget it.


  You cannot develop and nurture an ability, hone yourself to razor-edge preparedness, expand every capacity to its ultimate, and not have a raging desire to express those talents, be they creative or destructive.


  There may have been few things natural or normal about Leslie Knight, but in this way, if no other, her offspring was typical. She could not remake Leslie. Could not give her a new childhood, could not make Leslie forget the terrible reality of her early years. All Promise could do was love her.


  It was sad, in a sense. She had hoped that after all this time, Leslie would begin to forget. And yet …


  Just because you’re paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you.
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  The crowd was quiet as the Chevy spiraled down, momentarily eclipsing the sun and thereby haloed with its radiance. The platform doors dropped aside, revealing the landing bay beneath. Turbofan disturbance scattered papers and fluttered hats and cloaks at a hundred feet, and those very close to the stage experienced a brief but not unpleasant surge of heat. The skimmer sank down out of sight, into catacombs beneath the surface street. The platform slid shut above it.


  Steam and compressed air hissed. With a hum, the turbofans glided to a halt. Skimmer and elevator platform came to rest.


  They were underground now, in one of the subterranean catacombs the Scavengers had constructed over the last decade. Nearly a square mile of quake-ravaged downtown Los Angeles had been rebuilt by the Scavengers. Highly conservative estimates valued Scavenger holdings at six hundred and fifty million dollars. How much of that money belonged to Promise and Aubry was a closely guarded secret.


  Not that it would be easy to translate it into liquid assets. Scavenger assets were immediately reinvested in human beings, one of the reasons for their overwhelming success.


  An enormous sun-bronzed man strode to the landing platform. He was decked out in military dress, the interlinked vipers of the Gorgon insignia emblazoned on his jacket. He wrenched the door open and saluted smartly. “Aubry.”


  “Bloodeagle,” Aubry responded. They clasped hands, expending enough pressure to crush Brazil nuts into meal.


  Miles Bloodeagle was almost as tall as Aubry, and even heavier. His broad, weathered face was strengthened by the Asian-Semitic planes and shadows of his Cherokee blood. He was one of the hormonally altered beings known as the NewMen. Even among that elite fraternity, he was legendary, one of the leaders of the paramilitary subgroup known as Gorgon. Bloodeagle owed both life and honor to Aubry.


  “How does the crowd look?” Aubry asked skeptically.


  “Does the term “feeding frenzy” strike a chord?” Bloodeagle helped Promise down from the vehicle. Although not physically attracted to her, he could and did appreciate a healthy animal. If Aubry has to be hetero, Miles thought, at least he has good taste.


  “Looks like the whole Maze is here,” Bloodeagle said proudly. “God, how it’s changed.”


  Aubry grinned. “I guess it has, at that.”


  “Seems a lifetime ago that you brought the Scavengers in after us, saved a houseful of NewMen. Could have cost you everything, Aubry.”


  “Everything worked out fine.”


  “But you didn’t know that at the time.”


  Aubry shrugged and mumbled something unintelligible, then turned to speak with the pilot.


  For the thousandth time, Bloodeagle envisioned Aubry in Gorgon uniform. Aubry would never join, but Miles knew his friend had been born to wear the colors.


  In Miles’s circle, abnormal levels of strength and fitness were commonplace, an automatic aspect of being a NewMan.


  Aubry was as great a freak as any of them. He had been tested, and his physical strength, stamina, flexibility, endurance, balance, and coordination were simply superior to ordinary human beings’. There was no evidence of chemical stimulation, or genetic tampering. And yet, the indisputable fact remained—Aubry Knight was the fittest human being the NewMan Nations had ever encountered.


  If it wasn’t genetic engineering, and it wasn’t hormonal tampering, then it might have been the morning exercises that Miles had twice seen Aubry perform. It looked like an odd combination of martial arts and yoga, and lasted over an hour. Aubry said he had learned the movements at the age of five, practicing them every day until his mid-teens. Fifteen years passed, and then a man named Kevin Warrick reawakened the old habit patterns. Rigorous daily practice had been resumed.


  He refused to let Miles holo the routine. But twice, Miles had watched Aubry’s magnificent body flex and twist and leap through the sequence, his breath hissing like a steam engine at full boil …


  Bloodeagle felt a touch of vertigo when he looked at Aubry, but had long since grown past any embarrassment about it.


  Leslie paused in the doorway, a coquettish smile on his beautiful face, and dimpled prettily. “Uncle Miles!” he yelled, and leaped from the doorway.


  It was a hell of a leap. An entirely casual effort, it came close to the city record for the standing broad jump. Miles caught Leslie and spun him around, planting him on the ground behind the screen. “Come on, now—no theatrics. This is Daddy’s big day.”


  Leslie grinned. “Isn’t it like muy headthunk?”


  “Uh …”


  Leslie giggled and linked arms with Miles, and they waited for Mira to emerge. She appeared in the doorway, patting a stray hair into place and smiling wanly. She let Leslie and Miles escort her down the stairs.


  Aubry ran his fingers along the tunnel walls as they walked past. The walls sighed, and whispered steam, seemingly in response to his touch. Miles watched him, without covetousness.


  Are you happy, Aubry? You have all of the things that men say they want. Family. Love. Wealth. Health.


  And now, public acclaim.


  But why do you seem so coiled and brittle? Why the storm cloud hovering above your shoulders? Does the quiet life wear thin?


  Do you miss the nearness of death?


  They reached the elevator disk and stood in the middle, enveloped in a brilliant cone of light from overhead.


  Leslie stood between his extraordinary parents, and linked hands with them, smiling so brightly he nearly glowed. At that moment, he seemed the proudest and happiest, most normal child that Miles could imagine. How different from the feral animal that the scientists of Gorgon had created from Promise and Aubry’s seed. How different from the bloodthirsty creature that had been unleashed upon the president of the United States.


  The elevator disk began to rise.
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  Promise Cotonou-Knight held her breath. The crowd’s roar numbed the ear, rocked the ground, meshed with the swell of the brass band’s Sousa marches, embraced them with its tidal thunder as they rose up into the staging area. Pershing Square was a rectangle of park in the very heart of Los Angeles. Ordinarily it held the Free Market, the last remnant of the bad old days, when Mazetown had been America’s largest and most shameful ghetto.


  Now, after years of backbreaking work, it was a showpiece. She had manipulated, finessed, and otherwise hypnotized industrial concerns ranging from Canada to PanAfrica into investing time and money and skill to make it so, and this was a gorgeous day to show it off.


  The crowd surged against the police barricades like a joyous, volatile fluid. Many of them were still Mazies, the street people who earned their bread by selling physical services—anything from manual labor to quasilegal sex. But even today, the label “Mazie” seemed less an insult than a celebration of an individual choice. The world had changed. Skins tinted every color of the rainbow were cloaked in the raiment of a dozen lands. Painted and sculpted faces shone with love and appreciation.


  Mazetown was an official suburb of the Greater Los Angeles Metropolitan Area, something that had always been a crazy quilt of neighborhoods: “a thousand suburbs in search of a city,” as one wag had described it But as the most culturally diverse area in the world, it had naturally split into uncounted overlapping zones.


  Aubry stood quietly, flanked by Promise, Leslie, Mira, and Bloodeagle. He was conscious of Promise’s steady, warm pressure on his hand, and he returned it. She seemed remote. Wherever she was, he wished that he could have been there with her, preferably the two of them alone. This, he decided, was a pain.


  “This belongs to you,” he whispered to her. She squeezed his hand and gave him a gift: her plastiskin, the light-conductive plastic on the left side of her body, crackled and arced in time with the music. After all this time, it still fascinated him. The artificial flesh was warm, soft, and resilient, porous enough to carry her sweat to the air, or to his tongue. But it was also pure visual magic, controlled by a processor implanted in her jaw.


  A holofield above Aubry’s head captured his attention as it transformed him into a giant. President Roland Harris’s prerecorded voice echoed through the streets. “Born in the streets of this, one of the greatest cities of the world, with only his mind and his body to help him in his journey, orphaned at a tender age …”


  A skimmer floated by above, carrying a banner of some kind. Go Aubry. A cheer? A request?


  “—and so it is our very great honor to present to you, on this most solemn of days, this plaque, bestowing upon you officially what has already long existed in the hearts and minds of your people—”
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  San shut her mind away from cold, or fear, or excitement. There was, however, interest. She studied the target carefully. Knight seemed uncomfortable. And why not? He was playing a role, wearing a mask. And no human being can be happy wearing a mask. One must be who and what one most truly is.


  And so, whither the charade? Shall it end today?


  Certainly, for one of us.


  The pulse rifle steadied itself, and San’s finger caressed the trigger. Soon, now.
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  Leslie’s head canted to the side, nostrils flaring, as if catching a whiff of skunk. His fingers closed on Aubry’s hand tightly enough to crush ordinary fingers into paste. Leslie’s small face was flushed, his gaze unsteady, as if struggling to keep raw emotion under control.


  Suddenly Aubry regretted bringing Leslie with them. The child still hadn’t accustomed himself to the notion of life above ground, out of the shadows.


  Harris was a good man, as politicians went, but would this long-winded mouse-faced bastard get his fucking speech over with?


  “—I give you now—Aubry Knight!”


  Aubry stepped forward to the sound circle, and looked out. Promise, Bloodeagle, Mira, and Leslie. The closest thing to a family he had ever known. And beyond them, before him, a cheering throng of thousands.


  His impatience melted. Some of that was merely butterflies, after all. This should have been Promise’s moment, and they would speak about that later. When it came to Scavenger business, she insisted upon thrusting him into the spotlight. And what Promise insisted upon, she usually got.


  “I don’t really know what to say, except thank you very much.”


  He accepted the plaque from the hand of one of the assistants, and—


  Mira’s head exploded.
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  In the last moment before the horror began, Aubry’s peripheral vision flashed an image of Mira: standing to Leslie’s right, hands clasped before her. Her face was sweetly serene, relaxed, somehow younger than the Mira sitting in the front seat of the Chevy. In the next instant she was a hideous scarecrow, her head a papier-mâché doll stuffed with tomatoes and cherry bombs, detonated as a schoolboy trick.


  A sound wave slapped Aubry’s ears as he dove to the ground, hurling Promise down with him, his left arm sheltering her, his right—


  Where was Leslie?


  Everything, including his thoughts, moved as if suspended in syrup. For the next few seconds his vision and hearing were painfully sharp. Smoke and the stench of charred flesh choked his nostrils. His eyes focused on something near him—too near him. Glistening. Shapeless. White, speckled red and brown, and black, with three strands of hair curling away from its base. As he watched, they curled and withered in the flames consuming Mira’s emerald dress.


  Christ. She was burning.


  Pulse rifle. Plasma burst. One-hundred-percent kill rate, anywhere above the knees. Zero penetration: bystanders rarely more than singed. An assassin’s weapon. A professional’s weapon.


  The killer hadn’t missed.


  Aubry realized he was screaming, and forced his mouth shut.


  More sounds: running feet. A loudspeaker. His own breathing, rolling like lava.


  Where was Leslie?


  The air around the speaking platform churned in a varicolored whirl, seethed with the chaos of a Gorgon distortion field: automatic defense against a sniper attack. It screwed up the visual coordinates—an assassin would need the optical codes to pinpoint him in this mess.


  The entire platform sank shuddering into the ground. On hands and knees, Promise scuttled over to the shattered, flaming remnants of Mira Warrick. She stared at her friend, stripped off her coat and flung it over the remains. Stinking smoke gushed from beneath the fabric. She stretched out her hands without daring to touch. Then she turned to Aubry, her eyes huge and luminous. The carefully conditioned autonomic locks that kept her plastiskin dormant slipped away. Sparks and whirls of color disrupted the warm brown skin on the left side of her face, transforming her into a creature of myth. She snatched her hand back.


  “Where is my child?” Her voice was a terrible ragged whisper. Aubry crawled next to her and gripped her elbow.


  Then the animal in the back of his brain, a thing ordinarily submerged, a thing that had once been the only Aubry Knight he knew, laughed sourly and stepped out of the shadows.


  You knew you’d need me again.


  Images flashed, lightning strikes against an arctic night. Again, he saw the platform in its fully raised position. Mira’s head splashed into a cloud of flame and pink vapor as the fluids in her skull reached an explosive boiling point.


  He visualized the platform continuing to sink into the skimmer dock, without his child. Their child. Ten-year-old prodigy Leslie acted without hesitation.


  “Damn,” he whispered, lunging to his feet. “Did anyone see where that came from?”


  “Nothing.” Miles Bloodeagle had risen shakily to one knee. His ruddy face was almost ashen.


  “Leslie saw something at the southeast corner of Tyson All-Faiths.”


  “Put your money down.”


  An alarm wailed distantly, melding with the more immediate confusion. Six-legged emergency ’bots clambered up on the platform, hoisting legs to squirt white foam over the smoking remnants of Mira Warrick. Part of Aubry watched in horrid fascination, an emotional shield sliding down over the rest of him, taking him into a dark and ugly place within his heart.


  Miles jumped down from the platform and sprinted to his personal skimmer, a Lear airbike with triple hover fans. Twin Mitsubishi pulse rifles were mounted on the side. He opened the leather gear bag on the side and threw a pair of goggles at Aubry, who was already stripping off his coat and vest.


  “This thing carry two?”


  Miles looked at him appraisingly. “What do you weigh these days? Two thirty?”


  “Two forty,” he admitted.


  “It’ll have to do. Hop on.”


  Promise’s cloak was burned and soaked with blood and firefoam. The silk is ruined … Aubry mentally slapped himself. “Aubry!” Promise screamed, the flesh of her beautiful face stretched taut over her cheekbones. “Bring back my child, do you hear me, Aubry?”


  He nodded, unable to speak.
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  The air slapped against them, cold and hostile, as they rose up out of the dock. They were awash in a swirl of molten colors as the distortion field bent and twisted the light around them. Then they broke free of its protective bubble, and the world became sane again.


  The crowd was still disappearing, screaming and streaming off in all directions. Aubry clung one-armed to Bloodeagle’s waist, peering down at the police squads. Walking, driving, skimming—they strove to control the crowd, tried to keep them from trampling each other into the pavement.


  Chrome security units whooped and shrieked in from all directions now. Searchlights dissected each building in turn. Nothing. Video would tell little, autopsy less: plasma-pulse trauma was too extreme to leave convenient, trajectory-revealing exit wounds.


  The Lear airbike shuddered in the wind, dropping and struggling to reclaim altitude as gusts slammed them sideways. The wind deafened them as Bloodeagle fought his way toward the arching, emerald expanse of Tyson All-Faiths.


  Aubry remembered Leslie’s sudden, hawklike intensity, the bird-dog focus that he had disregarded. So strong. So quick.


  So young.


  Damn damn damn!


  As All-Faiths’ tangle of girders sprouted beneath them, Bloodeagle brought the Lear around toward the bare planking that constituted a temporary roof.


  He had failed Leslie once. Not again. His child had focused on this building. Let the police search where they might—he would bet on his child’s instincts—


  As you should have trusted your own?


  To hell with it. To hell with everything but Leslie.


  And God help anything, or anyone, that stood in his way.
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  I was home. Father calls this his Dark Place. It is the only place in the world that … smells right. It is within me. Here, as nowhere else, I can feel.


  I feel death.


  In the Dark Place, sight, and sound, and sensation don’t exist as most people experience them. Everything is immediate—as if I am a part of what is experienced. There is no spectator. There is no me. This is best.


  I am very bad. I am evil. The Way is in killing. Death is life.


  I remained within my breathing, floating on an air current. I am sounds too faint to hear. Am shadow-flickers too dim to detect. I am all of this.


  And less.


  Once, there were other Medusae. They understood. All dead now. Now, only Father. He has the Dark Place within him, but fights it. Sometimes wins. Mostly. I admire him.


  I am terribly lonely.


  A hundredth of a second before the woman Mira died I began to move OFF LINE. First order of action—move OFF LINE. Trust kinesthetic/visual flash. Cognitive correlation too slow.


  Can’t explain. Human sensory input processes a billion impressions a minute. Reticular activating system filters all but a whisper in a hurricane of data. Must trust older, more primitive cortical structures.


  Once I got OFF LINE, cognitive backtracking and sorting began. According to Miles Bloodeagle this is a conditioned adaptation of the brain’s holographic/fluid processing.


  Tyson All-Faiths is a monstrosity. Mother called it neo-Byzantine. If this is a house of God, She has the aesthetics of a mud wasp.


  Catholic, Muslim, Methodist, Hebrew, and Gaiac services are conducted in central shared area. Tyson was a wealthy agnostic, who left a building fund in his will. He had a nonsectarian religious vision a week before his death and took no chances.


  I moved silently along a catwalk above a balcony, my senses open.


  I heard a sound beneath me, and looked down on a police investigative team. At first I experienced anger—these idiots would muddy the water.


  Or act as lure.


  I stripped out of my dress. Strange. The softness and frills give me pleasure. This irritates Father. I need his approval, but it is pleasurable to irritate him. Strange.


  Removed undergarments, and wedged all clothing into a corner. Ready for the night. I have five percent body fat. When people think I am too far away to hear, I have been called reptilian. I tell myself not to care what they think. I am Death. I am more silent than my own shadow. I was in automatic scan mode. The microreceiver in my occipital ran the electromagnetic spectrum, searching for relevant patterns. I can interpret them aurally, as visual, or as kino. At that moment, I needed audio, and selected police band. They were using encoded throatmikes. Using a primitive interpolation, I cracked the cipher before my next breath.


  “—twenty-two-percent chance of vector origin mark Tyson. Perp still present.”


  “Has Knight and his family been secured?”


  “All except for the kid.”


  “Jesus. That weird brat?”


  “Keep your opinions to yourself. Keep your eyes open.”


  I do not care what they think.


  I do not.


  I caught something. Not light … but some variation on the darkness. I wedged myself back into the shadows, and watched as three cops passed beneath me. They moved in standard inverted V, sweeping three hundred degrees a second, very alert, very “professional.”


  I watched them die.


  One moment there was a shadow behind them, and in the next that shadow detached itself and merged with theirs for just under two seconds. There was a rustling sound, like pillows tumbling in slow motion. And then they were dead. I heard a single word spoken: “Roku.” Japanese for the number six.


  Efficient. Admirably competent. I climbed out along the catwalk, to get a better look. They were what Bloodeagle calls “body dead”: broken, twisted as if fallen from a skimmer. I stopped breathing for a moment. Query: Who has such capacity for swift, silent violence? And the inclination to use hand-to-hand when sophisticated tools are available?


  Gorgon personal-encounter protocols encourage such behavior. Were there Gorgons here? More renegades? Could some have survived the battle in Death Valley? Who else has the requisite skill and strength and power to bring silent death to three armed men …


  Gorgon/not Gorgon. Irrelevant. This is Challenge. To whom? Father. Of course. Kill Mira, the old, useless woman. Spare the child, and the woman of childbearing years. Terminate, with contempt, the warriors you send after him. The message was clear. I can kill anyone, anywhere, any time. Either meet me alone, or more will die. From a distance. These are my skills. Do not anger me.


  First frame: three human beings. Hale. Hearty. Second frame: pile of bleeding meat. My stomach flashed hot, and the urge to EVACUATE SECTOR began to override courage programming. All humans experience this sensation. Most call it fear. Some utilize it in the manner evolution intended: to stimulate combative or evasive potentials.


  Some, ignorant, are ashamed of it.


  I modified the submodalities of the kino impressions by sending tendrils of thought out into my endocrines. I steadied my breathing and dropped respiration to two a minute.


  I watched. Waited.


  Nothing. Then, without warning, I felt the tingle. The strength seeped out of my fingers and arms. I barely managed to push back onto the catwalk.


  I thought: He saw me??!


  Next thought: They?


  And then nothing.
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  Aubry’s senses flamed the moment he entered All-Faiths. As he walked the hallways they shifted crazily from granite to steel to glass. Now a cave, now a glade, now a hall of mirrors infinitely reflecting a lone, armed man gliding through its corridors.


  The environment processor wasn’t fully activated. Crystal chandeliers. Now a row of Renaissance paintings: plump, haloed infants held by improbably pale Madonnas. Flickering candles shimmied in unseen winds. Now the faint echo of a ghostly choir, humming a Gregorian chant.


  In the next moment, the tang of incense filled the air, and above him the ceiling assumed a mosque’s concavity. Furniture and wall decorations morphed to fit the Middle Eastern motif.


  Then the surroundings flowed again. Rugged mountain peaks soared overhead, sprouting out of the earth around him. Summer wind swirled from unseen vents, plucked at his hair, dried the sweat at the back of his neck.


  It was a perfect site for Gaia worship. Promise’s sister Jenna would have felt right at home. Aubry felt naked and exposed.


  And vulnerable. And afraid. His body felt rusty. His survival instincts simply weren’t engaged. It was a terrifying feeling, akin to that of losing one’s core identity.


  Or for Aubry Knight, perhaps even worse than that.


  A distant radio chuckled, then dissolved into echoes.


  Aubry held his rifle at port arms, and slid from one doorway to another. He focused his hearing, striving to send his senses out in front of him … nothing but those echoes. He dropped to his knees and peered around the corner. Even the caution was something that he was unused to feeling. Before today, there had always been a quality of recklessness, a lack of respect for his own life, a willingness to throw himself completely into the fray. Today, it simply wasn’t there.


  He remembered Bloodeagle’s fluid dismount from the bike, splitting off from Aubry, ghosting down the first of two rooftop stairwells. Where Aubry was torn, Bloodeagle was at peace. The man was still alert, and alive, in a world where lack of alertness cost lives—at the least.


  With a single code word, Bloodeagle could have summoned a dozen Gorgons to the scene within ten minutes. But six hundred seconds was just too damned long.


  Where was Leslie? And what could possibly be in this place that could endanger his child? Promise’s last command still rang in his ears:


  Find my child.


  Aubry’s mind chattered like a fevered monkey, lashing him with doubts. What if this isn’t the building? Still, it was Leslie’s likeliest destination. What if he’s dead…? He couldn’t believe that. If Leslie were dead, Aubry’s heart would be a stone in his chest. He would feel it, know it, though the corpse be a world away.


  No, Leslie was alive. If Aubry could just find his child …


  The vomitously sweet stench of human blood and body waste clawed at his nose. Even before he rounded the next corner, Aubry knew what he would find.


  The three policemen lay sprawled in terminal angularity, splashed by the filtered, artificial glare of the stained-glass window. Aubry quickly scanned the surrounding room, then knelt to examine them. Their skulls had been shattered. Their eyes had been forced from their sockets by a hideous internal pressure. It reminded Aubry of something he himself might have done, in another life, if enraged to the point of madness.


  He heard a shallow, childlike inhalation, and turned to see a tiny, slender figure slumped against a column, shrouded in shadow.


  Leslie. Aubry was there in two steps, fingers checking the pulse. The sweet little face was unbruised, the chest rose and fell effortlessly.


  Around his neck hung a silver medallion. Aubry examined it cautiously. His first concern was ungrounded: it wasn’t an explosive device.


  It was a receiver.


  And even as he lifted it, it crackled in his hand.


  “Greetings, my brother.” A female voice. Deep, mellifluous, and strangely familiar. There was an odd singsong quality to it.


  “As you see, we can kill you, or anything you love, whenever we wish.”


  “What the hell do you want from me?”


  Another pause, during which Aubry heard nothing but the roar of his own breathing. “We want you,” the voice said. “Not now, but when we say. Just you. Otherwise, you will never know.”


  “Will never know what?”


  “When we kill everything you love.”


  “There are more than one of you?”


  “The woman died to show you we were serious. I want you, and you alone. The child is … interesting, but would be a distraction. Three nights from now. Come here, alone. Unarmed. And you will get the rest of your instructions.”


  “And then what?”


  “And then? And then one of us will die.”


  The medallion became silent.


  With a swift, fluid shuffle sound, Bloodeagle appeared at his side. He hadn’t seen Leslie yet. “Aubry? Did you find something?”


  “Nothing,” he lied, and slipped the medallion into his pocket. “I’ve found nothing at all.”
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  Aubry and Promise took a security suite in Scavenger Towers, on the outskirts of Mazetown. Together, they watched over Leslie. The child had come out of his torpor, but still moved slowly, spoke with a thick tongue, had a frightening tendency to fall asleep. Doctors laid him on the white rectangle of the scan table, peeled him out of his clothing, inspected his pre-pubescent muscularity, and probed the moist, pinkish-brown folds of his genitals. Eyebrows were arched in surprise and speculation, but their evaluations quieted alarm. They suggested that nature be allowed to take her course.


  When the doctors and the well-wishers were gone, silence descended. Aubry stood at a video wall, gazing out over a night city where most of the citizens lived and loved and worked without thinking of imminent death.


  Promise appeared behind him and wrapped her arms around his muscular waist. She pressed her mouth against his back. Through his shirt, her breath warmed his skin, but not his heart. “You’re not telling me everything.” Aubry said nothing. He crossed to their bed and slipped out of his clothes, and then under the covers. He stared at the ceiling. A thin, high snoring sound, almost a whistle, pulled his eyes down. Their child was curled on his side, asleep on a cot at the side of the bed. Promise wouldn’t let Leslie out of her sight. The slightest variation in breathing patterns, the slightest shift in position, would rouse her from full sleep.


  She knelt beside Aubry, the clinging film of her nightgown cloaked by her robe. It would require far denser camouflage to mute her physical presence: every movement, every inhalation or exhalation seemed to be carefully measured for impact.


  Lashes half-lowered, she gazed at him, awaiting an answer. “What happened in All-Faiths, Aubry?”


  “I don’t know.” But you do know, a voice inside him whispered. You know too damned well.


  Aubry moistened his lips, buying time. “I found three dead police officers. Leslie was unconscious but unharmed. And there was a message. The assassin wants to meet with me.”


  A red and orange aurora crackled across Promise’s face, shifted shadows on the wall. “Why?”


  “Challenge. An affair of honor, perhaps. I don’t know. But it’s just between us.” He didn’t bother to tell her the rest.


  Or we will kill everything that you love.


  “You can’t do it,” Promise whispered. “You don’t know who they are, or what they want.”


  “Yes, I do. They want me.”


  Promise spoke very calmly, very directly. “You can’t do that, Aubry. You have obligations now.”


  “They killed Mira.” His fingers gripped the wooden sill. It creaked. “They could have killed you, or Leslie. There must have been a reason. They could have killed me, if that was what they wanted.”


  If that bitch wanted to kill you like that, he added silently.


  “What are you going to do?” Suddenly, quite abruptly, he was lost to her. There was an aspect of Aubry that remained beyond her reach. A part that she had striven against. With a sudden flash of guilt she realized that she had done her very best to conquer him with softness and love. With fame and money, security and family.


  That was the aspect of Aubry which had responded to Leslie’s warning. That part of him which Promise feared, because it seemed not only to detect trouble, but attract it as well. And now …


  Mira was dead.


  Leslie stirred slightly, still recovering from the effects of the nerve ray. He tossed onto his side and back again, lost in a world of phantoms.


  Aubry sat at the edge of Leslie’s bed, pulling the blanket up to the small chin with thick, dark, callused hands.


  He studied the magnetic chess set in the corner of the room. Leslie and Promise’s sister Jenna were teaching Aubry the game. Jenna was a master, and Leslie an intuitive genius at chess. Aubry was just beginning to understand some of the basic ploys and gambits.


  But he could play well enough to lose gracefully. He studied his position. “Knight to queen’s pawn six,” he murmured.


  Leslie stirred in his sleep. He didn’t open his eyes, or take a look at the chessboard. “Queen’s bishop to queen’s knight four. Check.”


  Aubry studied his position. “Damn.” He brushed one massive finger along Leslie’s cheek. He took gentle pleasure in the ebb and flow, the steady river of life as its tides swept through the body of his child, the only creature in all the world he could call his blood. In repose, Leslie’s angularity was softened. He seemed a chocolate angel, a picture of innocence and guiltless conscience.


  How many people had Leslie killed? How many more would have died, if the Medusae hadn’t been stopped?


  Within Leslie burned a terrible engine of destruction. The fact that unknown assassins had managed to neutralize him was sobering.


  He remembered Mira, lying in a pool of blood and brains and splintered skull, and made a mental transposition. Suddenly, Mira became Promise. And then Leslie.


  And now, for the first time, he slid the emotional shields back so that he could actually feel the horror.


  Dead. Shattered. His child. His woman.


  Aubry’s hand closed on the little bed’s metal framework. It was a quarter-inch thick along an edge, and bent beneath his hands like foil.


  He would meet this assassin, this whore who wanted his life.


  And kill her, whatever the cost.
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  JULY 20


  The Maze was a fifty-square-block area in the heart of what had once been the most valuable real estate in the world, the heart of downtown Los Angeles. With the California Quake, it became an instant disaster area. As the exodus of business and residential tenants began, the social infrastructure crumbled.


  Poverty and crime were rampant. The forces of law and order were completely overwhelmed by the task of preserving order in the midst of utter chaos. Bankrupt and water-poor, the State of California could do little.


  The inner city burned.


  After years, the group called the Scavengers began rebuilding. Today, when Aubry toured the city, with Promise at his side …


  But that phrasing was a lie. The truth was that Promise toured the city, with Aubry at her side.


  Whenever there was a function requiring their participation, wasn’t it true that her presence was far more necessary than his?


  Wasn’t it?


  But the sights and sounds and smells of Mazetown were still music to his senses. A hundred different ethnicities blended together to compose this melting pot. A dozen languages and a hundred dialects filled the streets. Office buildings sported signs in six languages. Dentists, acupuncturists, and certified public shamans shared office space. A thousand savory collations from around the world awaited the adventurous palate. Ten thousand street vendors peddled their wares to shopkeepers, street workers, and construction crews.


  And everywhere they went, Promise and Aubry were offered condolences.


  “Good day, Miz Cotonou,” the men and women of Mazetown said over and over to her as she passed. Aubry hung back, watching as Promise made an inspection of Scavenger facilities.


  “Why make the personal inspection?” he asked. “You can just facephone over, or scan the data vids.”


  “Doesn’t give you a feel for what’s going on,” she replied. “We’ll be back in Ephesus in a couple of days.”


  “I just want you out of here.”


  “We’ve already shipped Leslie back. If that assassin wanted me, he would have killed me. I can’t neglect my duties.”


  Aubry sighed.


  Every face had a sympathetic and concerned smile, and every hand that touched him touched in friendship.


  Promise watched him. “You’re not telling me everything,” she said.


  “What makes you say that?”


  She gathered up a handful of mutant fruit. The mini-malls were serviced by mini-groves, mutant bonsai trees with different fruit on every branch. She hefted a banana-like fruit with an edible peel, then slipped a bunch into her basket.


  “Because I know you.”


  “I have no intention of getting dead.”


  “Which isn’t the same as not putting yourself in the position where it can happen. Don’t play word games with me.” She gripped his arm fiercely. “You say you love me. You promised to be there, for me, and for our child. Now some maniac hurls a challenge at you, and you’re throwing it all away. For what?”


  Aubry hesitated. “For Mira?”


  That stopped her, but only for a moment. “Mira wouldn’t want you to die for nothing. She loved you like a brother.”


  Promise watched his face, masking her own emotions. How do you tell a man, quite possibly the world’s greatest expert in one very specialized area, that he can no longer practice his art? She had always known that, eventually, Aubry would find a challenge, a way to vent his fear and apartness, his frustration. And he would do it in the only way he really understood—through physical combat.


  His eyes roamed the market, searching, and never finding the face he was looking for. The face of a woman he didn’t know. Or a man? She had said we.


  It could be a woman. He had known deadly women before. Jenna. His memory bubbled at him. What was that bitch’s name …


  Chan. He hadn’t thought about her for years.


  Hadn’t thought about killing her.


  Male or female, then. The assassin could be anyone. There—the butcher. The baker. The candlestick maker. Who in the world could know? How could they know?


  After three hours, Aubry turned to Promise and said, “I have to go for a walk.” She laid her fingertips lightly on his shoulders, and strove to memorize his face. Would he be dead and broken the next time she saw him? Or alive, with the smell of blood on his teeth? Could the civilized Aubry, so carefully nurtured, revert to the beast so quickly? Did it take only …


  Only the exploding head of a woman they both loved, only the sight of that ghastly, splintered skull, and the smell of blood and viscera on the morning wind.


  “Yes.” She slid her fingertips up to his cheeks. If his lethal skills had been hers, she would have gone. If she were Jenna, she would go. And suddenly, for just a brief instant, she looked through his eyes and saw what he saw, a shadow world of reds and blacks with just a hint of subtlety beginning to creep into it. It was a dark and dangerous place. It was not a place that she wanted to spend more time in. It was Aubry’s world.


  And was, perhaps, a realer world than hers.


  “Go for your walk,” she whispered. “I’ll be waiting for you.” She kissed him, fiercely, crushing her lips against his, her mouth slightly open to receive the warmth and wetness of his fire. Then she spun, and was gone.


  Aubry watched Promise disappear into the crowd, and sighed hotly. She understood. She might not have been able to tell him, but she understood. Someone had killed Mira, and harmed their child. Slaughtered three police officers. Threatened their lives, and the security they had so carefully established over hard years of labor.


  Someone had challenged him on his home turf. Someone strong, ruthless, lethal.


  Someone who was going to die.
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