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  All children are by nature children of wrath, and are in danger of eternal damnation in hell.


  —Jonathan Edwards, Sermon to Children


  Every child enters the world carrying the message that God is not yet discouraged of Man.


  —Rabindranath Tagore
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  Once upon a time


  In a place called Los Angeles, in the year 2022, a professional Nullboxer named Aubry Knight was framed for murder. He was sent to Death Valley Maximum Security Penitentiary, where delicate modifications were made in his personality. There they twisted his mind, sealing away the anger which had always been his most powerful ally.


  Finally, he escaped. Returning to Los Angeles, Aubry sought vengeance against the man who framed him—Luis Ortega, head of the largest crime syndicate on the West Coast, and Maxine Black, the bait used to trap him.


  But while Aubry was imprisoned, Maxine had created a hell of her own, becoming an addict. Desperate, Maxine met an exotic dancer named Promise who took her to a drug rehabilitation clinic. In the clinic, Maxine accidentally discovered that a drug called Cyloxibin could function as the world’s first true aphrodisiac, a substance worth billions of dollars. Before she could profit by this knowledge, she was killed by the Ortegas.


  Aubry’s Nullboxing skills saved Promise from a pair of Ortega killers. Forming an uneasy alliance, they assassinated Luis, and fled to the earthquake-ravaged center of Los Angeles, a terrible slum called The Maze. Here, they met Kevin Warrick and his crew of Scavengers, who were literally strip-mining the shattered buildings.


  Their stay with the Scavengers was intense. Both became addicted to Cyloxibin, and fell madly in love. The drug nearly destroyed them, but ultimately saved each from a lonely, meaningless life.


  Life might have been good, but the Ortegas came after them, and a pitched battle was fought beneath the streets of L.A., with the secret of the world’s most addictive substance as the prize. Many Scavengers died, and Warrick ultimately sacrificed his own life to defeat the Ortegas.


  Promise, pregnant with Aubry’s child, was kidnapped. To rescue her, Aubry gave the Ortegas a mushroom spore print necessary to produce Cyloxibin, and delivered himself for their vengeance.


  They were taken to the island of Terra Buena, for the entire Ortega family to judge them. At the trial, it was revealed that Tomaso Ortega, brother of Luis, actually engineered his brother’s assassination, using Aubry as a guided missile. Civil war broke out among the Ortegas.


  Aubry and Promise made their escape. Bound, Aubry was forced to fight the enormous, invulnerable Diego Mirabal, a member of the ultramale separatists called NewMen.


  Aubry was victorious, but in the battle, Promise was wounded, and eventually miscarried. The two of them returned to Los Angeles, savagely ill-used in many ways, but with each other.


  And love is love, whether a whim of the heart, or a product of artificially altered brain chemistry …


  Isn’t it?


  


  Prologue


  Naked, suspended in clear nutrient solution, Medusa-16 regained consciousness. It was not supposed to happen, but sometimes did. If he kept mind and body quiet, those outside would not know he was awake, would not send darkness to cloud his senses. He, and the other Medusas, were supposed to be healing, and growing. Pads covered his eyes and nose and mouth. Tubes carrying nourishment and oxygen pierced his thin arms and legs, crowded his throat. The steady, low thrum of the maintenance machinery pulsed against his skin.


  He could not see, or feel: the fluid which buoyed him was almost precisely skin temperature. But he could taste the salt, and if he concentrated, could hear sounds from the room outside.


  “—hundreds. Cyloxibin saw to that. But how many with whole minds? Trainable nervous systems? We’re lucky to have eighteen.”


  The voice was thin, loud. The lab tech—only a human, not even a NewMan. Then a second voice:


  “You say number sixteen is functional? Even considering male genotype?” The second voice was deeper, a rumble that Medusa-16 recognized instantly. Quint. Warmth flooded 16’s body. He fought for control, but the reaction was too strong.


  “Yes, sir. Quad-gonadal. Two ovaries, two testes. Minimal surgical reconstruction. The perineum was large enough to accommodate a vagina.”


  “Both ovaries and testes functioning?”


  “Fully.”


  “It is a miracle. Our miracle. Our time is coming.”


  There was a jarring beat, as if someone had tapped a finger against the plastic wall of the tank. “Mother’s endocrine system was fouled up before the drug ever hit her. Father is a physical freak.”


  Quint’s voice was ruminative. “A ‘freak’ I’d like to meet.”


  Medusa-16 burned. Father! How could Quint even mention that word. Mother! Naked loathing flooded him. Abandoned! Betrayed! Cast aside like garbage. Like the hideous thing he was. That all the outer world considered him to be.


  Only Quint understood and loved him. Only Quint had saved him, trained him. Prepared him.


  The world hated the Medusas? Very well.


  Then it would find out what hate truly was.


  Mother. Father.


  A nervous edge had crept into the human’s voice. “We’re getting a rise in blood pressure on 16, sir—”


  Panicked, knowing what would come next, 16 began to thrash, twisted against the tubing.


  “Pulse up and … checking EEG he’s all the way up in Alpha.”


  No! No—


  16 felt the narcotic tingle, fought to resist it, failed as blackness rose up like a shroud.


  Mother. Father.


  You hated me. Abandoned me. Tried to destroy me.


  I’ll find you one day. And then—


  Chapter One


  The NewMen


  Monday, May 15, 2028


  The room’s boarded windows shuddered as a barbed tear gas rocket smashed against them. The wood began to burn: gas and smoke curled between the slats and pooled darkly against the ceiling. The room’s peeling wallpaper slowly turned a deep, poisonous yellow.


  Five men squatted on the floor. They wore ancient, obsolete, gauzy gas masks. The stench of unwashed bodies and unprocessed human waste was gut-wrenchingly strong. There had been no tap water for six days.


  One of the men rose. He banged a gloved fist on the smoking window, and cursed impotently. He leaned against the wall, felt the street noise vibrate in his head: strident voices, klaxons, the rumble of machinery, the rush of feet, the whipping hiss of aircars as they hovered overhead like vultures.


  “Not long now.” His voice was startlingly deep, a bass rumble in the confined space. He stood almost six and a half feet tall, and weighed two hundred and sixty pounds. His musculature was abnormally thick, denser than that of the average bodybuilding athlete. He moved like a machine, as if his limbs needed oil more than exercise. His face was flat and square, his features leanly Native American. His brown hair was a raggedly cut mop that fell almost to his shoulders.


  “Miles,” one of the others said. He turned. The new speaker was smaller than the others, just an ordinary human. His left arm terminated in a clump of bloodied bandages at the elbow.


  “Richard.” Miles Bloodeagle knelt by the boy and took his pulse. Richard’s skin was pale, his pulse erratic. He was slipping into shock, and there was no more medicine. There was no more time.


  “Why don’t we just give up?” Richard’s voice was syrupy. “Maybe they’ll just shuttle us back to Arizona.” Miles shook his great shaggy head slowly. “If that was all, I’d be first into the tube. But this is pure DeLacourte, no matter what label they’re hiding behind. He smells blood.” The roar from beyond the window was louder now: the Mercs would make their move soon.


  A searchlight’s oval slid over the window, and the light filtered through the curling mist in yellow wedges.


  “Come out. This is your final opportunity. This is not a federal operation. Bounties have been registered. You are hereby warned. Come out—”


  No, there was no escape. The Omnivision cameras would record and broadcast their deaths for the entire nation to see. In the end, Miles and the other NewMen wouldn’t even be a body count; they’d be a ratings statistic.


  “If they take us, we’re headed for the camps, and a little diagnosis and ‘treatment.’ Surprise, surprise: these faggots are pre-contagious!” Miles sneered. “They’ll make sure of that. Count on it.”


  He held Richard tightly. “We can die in the Hoopa Spider camp, or we can die here. There isn’t any other choice.”


  Miles tousled the boy’s fair hair, and left the room.


  The building was one of the few spared by the earthquake of ’24. It was old, it was unstable, but it was theirs. Its long, yellowed hallways were papered in posters and peeling photos. To his right was a sprawling aerial map of the NewMan Nation in Arizona’s Monument Valley. Opposite was a poster of a fully armored and armed Gorgon, stun rifle leveled and ready.


  Gorgon, the elite antiterrorist unit created and implemented by President Harris himself. The ultimate pride of the NewMen. Even now, in their desperate straits (desperate straights? Miles laughed at the unintentional pun. What were DeLacourte and his lackeys more intimidated by: homosexuality or physical superiority?) the tall, proud figure of a Gorgon in night-black battle garb thrilled him. Miles was faster and stronger than ninety-nine percent of the NewMen but he had cracked muscle and sinew qualifying for Gorgon. Detached duty had brought him here, to Los Angeles. And here he might well die.


  A squad of Gorgons would cut through the rabble of Mercs like a bayonet through butter. Of course, that was what DeLacourte was angling for.


  In every room he passed, clusters of NewMen held each other, or their human lovers, waiting for the end. Miles choked back his bitterness. Why couldn’t DeLacourte just leave them be? Was any prize, even the presidency, worth so much death?


  Why…?


  The crackle of an Omnivision receiver cut through the low babble. It sounded as if they were pulling in the Merc band, and some perverse instinct drew him inexorably closer.


  “… we have them pinned now, and with the help of God we’ll rout this filth before midnight …”


  Miles watched from the doorway. Six NewMen and two humans were clustered around an ancient television set. It didn’t have holo or enhanced tactile, or even stereo. It was just a cheap flatscreen revamped for sale by the Scavengers. It pulled in only two of eight simultaneously broadcast bands.


  A Latino woman’s flushed, excited face appeared on the screen. Behind her stood a great gray rectangle of a wall, dotted with crosshatched windows. Cracks and fissures grooved the external plaster. The paint peeled away like scales from a dried fish. A bright red “condemned” stripe slashed the front door.


  “I’m Marina Batiste, for TriNet. Here, on the corner of Broadway and Twentieth, in that section of Los Angeles known as The Maze, a grim scenario is being played out.” She might have used the same tones to say, And the results of World Steelworker 103 Firerunning championships are—


  And indeed, to her that might have been its only significance. “Here, a splinter group of the homosexual supremist cult known as NewMen has refused to evacuate a three-story warehouse which has been declared unsafe and unsanitary …”


  “Damn dem,” Minotaur grumbled. The mammoth Exotic sat hunched against the wall. No one remembered Minotaur’s real name anymore. Grafted horns and cosmetic surgery made his already taurine appearance more pronounced. Minotaur bared his teeth. His jaw was smashed on the right side, skin torn where his own teeth punched through. Another memento from the last attack. A trickle of blood ran from his left ear. His eyes were narrowed, and he trembled.


  “Dey know dey could condemn any building in Maze. Dey just hate us.”


  No one needed to answer him. Minotaur dropped his chin and slipped back into his private fantasy world. Miles brought his attention back to the set as the image changed.


  His throat tightened. This was no real-time broadcast. This was a stock clip from one of Sterling DeLacourte’s programs. The Prophet was in full swing, in the middle of one of the evangelical tirades that had brought him staggering wealth, and created an army of followers that awaited his pronouncements like dogs groveling for table scraps.


  DeLacourte was a whipcord of a man, as slender as a live wire wiggling across a wet street. His hair was iron gray, the shade that suggests virility more than infirmity. His age lurked somewhere in that chasm between forty-five and seventy, the years when exercise, nutrition, and plastic surgery can create the illusion of agelessness.


  Even buffered by his hatred, Miles felt the dizzying pull of DeLacourte’s charisma. The man was almost preternaturally beautiful, as hypnotic as a deathcap mushroom.


  “—if our nation is to regain its greatness, we must rise up and cast out the filth in our midst. Why does disease run rampant in our country? Why has the dollar fallen to its lowest value in a century? Why has Satan sent his most terrible temptation, this last drug which has wrenched so many souls from the righteous path, and twisted so many innocent children in the womb? Why? Because we have turned away from God, and at last He has tired of our lies and faithlessness—”


  DeLacourte’s image froze, paling, and faded into the background. Killinger, the shock-armored Merc police leader, appeared.


  It was all very subtle, very well done. Behind the Merc the frozen figure of DeLacourte, and behind him, doubtless, God Almighty.


  “We’re not looking for glory,” Killinger said. “We’re just concerned about their health. It’s not safe in there. These perverts just won’t listen to reason.” He paused, and the hint of a smile was visible behind the Plexiglas faceplate. “We’re going to have to call in the crabs.”


  “Isn’t that severe?” the reporter asked. Her pink tongue flickered at her lips, moistening them. “Many injuries and deaths—”


  “We did our best. I wash my hands of the whole thing. If they want a fight, they’ve got it.”


  There it was, a death sentence pronounced on international Omni vision. The setup had been so damned neat. There was no escape, there would be no surrender. So be it.


  The NewMan leader went to Minotaur, and cradled his head. Very soon now. Miles heard the growl of battering rams outside the window. Minotaur tensed, hungry to hurl himself once more into the battle.


  The armored vehicles were being pulled into position. The Los Angeles mini-commune was only a test. If it worked here, it would work on NewMen groups across the country. And eventually someone would find a way through the federal treaties protecting the Arizona encampment. Under the guise of confining the dread contagion of Thai-VI, a few thousand “disease-riddled perverts” would die. Then DeLacourte’s juggernaut would roll on, rooting out new meat.


  No tragedy, that. No tears would be shed for them. No one would mourn.


  Except perhaps …


  Possibly Warrick, the mysterious black man, and his crew of Scavengers. The Scavengers mined and rebuilt damaged high-rises in central Los Angeles. Warrick controlled a network of sales, construction, demolition, and salvage outlets from San Diego to Portland, and as far east as Chicago. Warrick had dealt with the NewMen honestly. A man of courage and dignity, Warrick might mourn them.


  Miles held Minotaur down, and the enormous Exotic NewMan made a low mewling sound. “Don’t mind dying. Just don’t want die here. Can feel dem. Why dey hate us so much?”


  The wounded Minotaur gradually relaxed. As he did, Miles flared with hatred for the men and women outside. The ones who watched and waited for the end.


  Why shouldn’t Minotaur want to kill? He had given everything. Had played the straight game, bowed and scraped and mutilated and humiliated himself in a vain attempt to win their approval. And in the end, he would die because he was different. Because he didn’t look the way they looked, or love the way they loved.


  Dimly, Miles heard a crackling sound, accompanied by the distant sensation of pain in his right hand. He looked down, and winced; without conscious volition, the hand had whipped out and smashed into the plasterboard and plywood. Splinters of wood and pieces of wire ripped at his skin. He didn’t give a damn.


  He fought to dampen the killing flare as it burst to life in his mind. Too late: it was there now, but it didn’t matter anymore. The straights wanted war? Then war they would have.


  Miles stalked from the room. His body ached with his efforts to control. This was no time to Berserk. Too many lives were in the balance. His people needed him to remain clear-headed. Cold. Calm.


  God, but he wanted to kill. He steadied himself. Perhaps the situation could still resolve peacefully. Perhaps.


  The Mercs were not public servants. They were basically bounty hunters, operating in the legal no-man’s-land created by America’s dozens of bankrupted municipalities.


  Unless lethal force was used against them, they had to use “restraint,” a word often applied in a manner which would have shocked Mr. Webster.


  The crabs. The battering rams. Gas. Fire.


  Death.


  He ran halfway down the rickety wooden stairway and peered down at the front door. Its frame was almost totally obscured by a hastily rigged jumble of wooden beams, wire, and metal braces.


  Six exhausted NewMen clustered at the bottom of the stairs. They had only makeshift weapons: spears and knives, and homemade firebombs. All of it was pitifully inadequate to cope with the threat to come.


  The walls and floor rumbled as an armored battering ram backed into position across the street. “Dammit! It’s coming down!” he screamed, voice hoarse. “Fast, hit your positions!” The NewMen emerged from the hall above, Minotaur ahead of all of them, carrying an ax. His eyes were fever-bright, but his shoulders were slack. There just wasn’t much energy left. How could there be? His men, and the few humans who had joined them, were all exhausted and underfed. For four long days they had breathed bad air and drunk nothing but filtered urine.


  For perhaps the last time he assumed the role which had once come so easily to him. Throwing back his shoulders and transmuting fear and fatigue into anger, he snarled savagely. Once again, he was Miles Bloodeagle, NewMan, Gorgon, the leader they loved and had followed unto death.


  He raced down to the ground floor as the rumbling stopped, and the patchwork wooden door began to buckle. Something sharp and metallic crushed the center, chewing through the barricades. It hissed and whined and spit splinters at them.


  “Crabs!”


  The first of the Merc ’bots wriggled free, landed, and found its balance on six stubby, gleaming metallic legs. Its video stalk probed, craning for its first victim. Minotaur raced into the fray, screamed as his ax blurred into an arc.


  The crab’s stun nozzle was even quicker. It spit a capacitor dart, a charged particle which traveled only a hair slower than a bullet. The projectile punched through cloth and skin, lanced into bone. One thousand volts jolted into Minotaur’s nervous system. The NewMan’s arms and legs splayed wide. His teeth ground tight and splintered. Blood jetted from his mouth as he dropped to the ground. His body thrashed spastically.


  With obscene delicacy, the crab walked over the Minotaur. Its eyestalk swiveled for another victim.


  With hormonally amplified agility and speed, Miles vaulted down the stairs, snatching a length of pipe from another NewMan on the way. He smashed the pipe into the crab’s eyestalk, somersaulting in midair as he did. A barbed capacitor dart missed him by less than an inch. He struck again and dropped to the floor as the crab’s thermal scan found him. Its second dart struck the wall an inch above his left ear. Miles whipped the club sideways, crunched into metal again and again. Its oval body armor cracked with a shriek. The crab spit sparks, hissed, and died.


  Miles forced his arms under the paralyzed Minotaur’s, and dragged him back as a second crab began scrabbling through the hole. And a third. And a fourth.


  Even for Miles’s huge and desperate strength, the inert Minotaur was a burden. His body still twitched reflexively. Miles panted, cursing venomously as he dragged Minotaur around the corner, deeper into the building. He had to stop and get his breath. The crabs crawled in through the shattered door, probed the air with their slender video stalks. They scampered up the walls as the NewMen fled.


  A video eye fixed on him, and the crab’s nozzle orifice came up. He dove into a side room. Panic clouded his mind but conditioned reflex made him roll off his shoulder. As he moved, he struggled for thoughts to form. There had to be a way—


  Tear gas foamed through the shattered door in a great dark cloud. This was a different mixture from the rocket gas, and his ancient mask filter was useless against it. His chest clinched until his ribs creaked. Every breath felt like inhaling fishhooks. He sagged weakly against the wall as the first crab clacked around the corner.


  Its eyestalk found him in the misted air. Miles hissed at it as its ejector homed in on him.


  And then …


  The floor buckled, like a ship’s deck peeling back from a ram.


  Miles laughed hysterically. Overkill. One thing that he could count on from DeLacourte was overkill.


  The floorboards gave way, twisted and groaned as they split. Metallic claws reached through, gripped the wood. The beams shrieked as they were pried away.


  What…?


  A human form pushed through. A huge man, extraordinarily broad across the shoulders. Gas masked and gloved. For a fleeting instant Miles thought, Gorgon! They’ve broken every primary rule and come for us …


  Then Miles heard the voice and knew the truth.


  “Move it!” The man’s words were muffled by the mask. “We don’t have much time. Killinger is backing up the gas with another assault. He’s not taking any prisoners.”


  “Warrick?” Miles gasped through the pain.


  The masked figure nodded. “Get your wounded down into the carts. Move!” The Scavenger leader shifted. His automatic shotgun jerked suddenly, zoning in on the crab. The movement was so smooth and quick that Miles was shocked.


  The robot exploded into fragments. Gears, wires, chunks of plastic, and green fluid oozed down the wall in an oily slop.


  The hole in the floor widened. Through the haze Miles saw six Scavengers in full body shields. Warrick hurried to Miles and ripped off his mask. What? I thought—Miles clawed at him, panicked as the unfiltered gas rushed in. Miles was strong, even for a NewMan. Gas, fatigue, and starvation had weakened him, and the big man batted his hands aside easily.


  A second mask was clamped into place, and Miles could breathe—


  BREATHE!


  —again.


  The dark face behind the mask nodded, and helped Miles to his feet. With a movement so fast that Miles could barely track it, Warrick spun into a crouch and fired. Miles turned in time to see another crab’s fragments spatter wetly against the wall.


  “We can hold them for five minutes. That’s it. Get your people OUT!”


  Miles took another deep, cleansing breath, clapping the man on the back. There was no option but to trust Warrick to hold the breach.


  Five minutes. The NewMen were known to have no weapons. It was all that had kept them alive. The Scavengers were well armed, and the sounds of the weapons would register quickly. The Mercs would reply with deadly force.


  Five minutes. Warrick was an optimist.


  Miles leapt up the stairs, taking them three at a time. “Quick—everyone who can walk carry someone else. We have ninety seconds. Move!”


  He saw a slender Scavenger, bundled tight but moving like a dancer, pass out gas filters from a clutch at her belt. It wasn’t whole body armor, but it gave the NewMen a fighting chance.


  His mind raced, a hundred considerations intermingling at the same moment. How many? Where? How long…?


  And mixed among the survival imperatives was the trace of a memory, bubbling crazily, inappropriately to the surface.


  What had he heard? That three years ago the Scavengers had fought a war of their own against horrible odds. Nerve gas had been used against them. Little wonder that they were now prepared for gas attack.


  There was no more time for thought as he reached the top of the stairs, and repeated the message: “Out! Everyone—”


  But there was no need. Three Scavengers were already there. The wounded were hoisted up on shoulders and stretchers, and hustled toward the stairs. Another explosion tore his footing from beneath him, slammed him against the wall. Smoke belched up from the lower floor. Miles fought back to his feet and continued.


  Just two minutes since the floor had ruptured.


  Four minutes to go. Not all of the NewMen had received the new gas masks: there simply weren’t enough to go around. Those in obsolete equipment convulsed in the grip of the gas. Their muscles contracted fiercely, and they spewed vomit into their faceplates.


  What kind of gas was that bastard Killinger using? Something outlawed by the Geneva Convention, no doubt. Can’t use it to kill enemies of your country. Only against your own citizens…


  At first, he thought that the top floor was clear. Then he heard a voice: “Miles …”


  Shit. Richard.


  Forgotten somehow, Richard lay against the wall. Miles rushed to him, got under him, and hoisted him to his feet. Richard’s stump was oozing, and he looked at Miles with eyes that were beginning to fog. “No, Miles. Don’t worry…about me. Just go.”


  “To hell with that.” He silently completed the response: You’re not dying here. I won’t have those damned crabs climbing over you, picking at you…


  Richard wasn’t a NewMan, but was a decent-sized human, weighing over a hundred and eighty pounds. Fatigue burned every muscle in Miles’s body. But if he left anyone behind, anyone, he wasn’t fit to be their leader.


  He paused for a moment and listened to the countdown timer in his head. Three minutes left.


  With a grinding howl a second truck pushed up to the door. Doors slammed. The sound of quick, purposeful movement.


  To defend without killing was the challenge. If Warrick and his Scavengers killed any of the Mercs that would be “murder.” A clear license for Killinger. There was no room for error.


  Miles helped Richard down the stairs. His shoulder and whole body ached. He rested on the second floor, watching the evacuees stream past as Minotaur’s voice echoed in his mind: Why dey hate us so much?


  “Everyone! Everyone out!” He rested Richard against the wall for a moment, and scanned the rooms. Not one of them, human or NewMan, would remain to be paraded in front of the cameras. None would be shamed, tortured, killed in the observation camps.


  His heart thundered, each breath sandpapered his lungs. Staggering, Miles searched the first floor. The rooms were empty.


  Somehow, he made it back to Richard. All strength had fled his limbs, and he couldn’t get the wounded man up, just couldn’t. Perhaps a moment of rest…


  Richard’s blood-rimmed eyes, blinking through the mask, stared up at him. “Save yourself …”


  Gorgon!


  No physical strength remained, but Miles fought down to the dregs of his emotional reserves.


  He was halfway down the stairs when the first Mercs burst through the door. Warrick would have to kill now, and that would be the beginning of the end for the Scavengers—


  Then Miles saw something that brought a warrior’s oath to his lips.


  Warrick scooped up the smoldering ruins of a crab and hurled it at the first two Mercs who clambered through the door. The first jerked his machine pistol up to block the hurtling mass of smoking metal. In that moment, the first blocked the second’s field of fire. Warrick moved.


  He covered the ten meters to the door in three giant strides. At the end of the last stride Warrick launched himself. He twisted like a circus acrobat so that the forward momentum propelled him feet first into the first Merc. It was all much too fast to comprehend, let alone avoid. Warrick’s booted feet struck the first Merc in the stomach, smashing him backward into the second. Both flew into the door as a third armored head poked through.


  Bullets couldn’t penetrate that armor. A blow from a human being should have done nothing but stagger an armored Merc back a step. Then balance would be regained, lethal retaliation following a moment later.


  Miles distinctly heard the crack as armor split under the impact of the fastest human movement he had ever witnessed. The second Merc’s armor wedged into the door, blocking it. The first rolled out of the way and rose, groping for his machine pistol.


  Despite the fatigue and fear, fascination nailed Miles where he stood. Somewhere in the flash of that first engagement, Warrick had disarmed the Merc. Where? What—?


  Miles ran the sequence back, the battle computer in his mind working automatically. Now he remembered the flash of Warrick’s leg as it flicked out, the edge of his heel accelerating to invisibility as it cracked against the back of the gun hand. The gun did not fly from the hand—the movement had been too quick. The Merc’s fingers simply opened, numbed by the snap.


  Through shock armor? What kind of human being was this?


  The Scavenger leader turned and screamed, “Get OUT!!”


  Miles stood, still frozen as Warrick faced the armored Merc. The Scavenger would die now, torn to bloody pieces. He simply couldn’t…


  Could he?


  The Merc swung a huge, armored arm at Warrick, and the Scavenger leader slid back, balanced as delicately as an ice skater. There was no way Warrick could injure a man protected by shock armor. What was he trying to do?


  The Merc saw his opening. He twisted, the augmented speed and strength of the armor powered the move. The hips pivoted and the reinforced plastic-shod foot spun up, zoning in at Warrick’s midsection.


  At the last instant Warrick moved. Not quickly at all. He swayed as if the rest of the universe was moving in slow motion. The Merc’s foot slid by him with barely a quarter inch to spare. It struck the wall with the force of a wrecking ball, crashing through plaster and wood. For an instant the Merc stood there, looking like a tilted “Y.” Then Warrick kicked the Merc’s standing leg from under him. The Merc went down in a split, screaming as the armor’s perfect joints accommodated where his body could not. His butt hit the floor, his legs spread as wide as any ballerina’s.


  Miles winced; every muscle in the Merc’s groin had to have been ripped out. The second Merc had almost pulled himself out of the hole. Warrick torqued in with a thunderous spin kick, driving him back into the door.


  Miles finally broke the trance and lowered Richard into the floor tunnel. Warrick followed, dragging the gigantic Minotaur.


  Scavengers from underneath helped him lower Minotaur down into the dark recesses of the tunnel. Miles could see nothing down there, but he followed. What choice was there?


  He slid down a rope ladder, almost turning his ankle on an old subway track. He crouched, taking in the surroundings quickly: an ancient transport tunnel. Six large handcarts were already rolling away along a rusty monotrack.


  Warrick landed in the dusty tunnel in perfect balance, and snapped, “Move it out.” They moved. Miles too overawed by this man to bow to his own fatigue.


  He looked back down the tunnel. “They’ll be after us in a second.”


  Warrick shrugged. “That woman said your building wasn’t safe.” He pulled a black, teardrop-shaped transmitter out of his pocket and depressed a trigger switch. There was a soft whumpf from above. That sound sharpened into a ragged creak, then a groan, as explosive-sheared timbers gave way. A blinding cloud of dust belched down the tunnel after them as the house collapsed.


  The cloud dissipated, and Warrick wiped his faceplate. “I’ll be damned.” He grinned brightly. “They were right.”


  Chapter Two


  The Scavengers


  10:17 P.M.


  A half-dozen motorized carts slid through the darkness, humming silently along their tracks. Each carried two or three wounded NewMen.


  Warrick and Miles remained at the rear, behind the wounded and the advance guard. They listened for the telltale clacking of a crab, watched for the ominous silhouette of an armored Merc.


  The only sound was the distant creak of the tracks. The only shapes were the sinuous forms of the cats that haunted the underground. They slid by in the darkness, their eyes glowing, before vanishing into the gloom.


  Pushing his exhaustion away, Miles observed the silent Scavenger leader. The man sat quietly, squatting on his haunches. He was fully as large as a NewMan, and, from what Miles had seen, incredibly fast, even by Gorgon standards.


  And Warrick’s fluidity of movement was…


  A flush of heat washed through Miles, one he swiftly repressed. “Who are you?”


  “We’ve traded. You know who I am.”


  “That’s not what I mean. Where do you come from?”


  Warrick spoke without turning. “What difference does it make?”


  Perhaps none.


  In spite of the danger, Miles felt incredibly comfortable around this man. They were Warriors together beneath the earth, with every passing moment widening the margin of safety for the wounded. He overcame a wave of dizziness. It was improper for a Gorgon to show weakness before a normal human. Especially a human who had risked so much for him.


  “Why did you come?”


  Warrick said nothing.


  “I don’t think you came out of obligation. Or because we have traded together. Not solely.”


  Still, Warrick did not reply. But he did turn to face Miles. Fervently, Miles wished that he could see past the mask, to read his expression more clearly. Warrick reached into his pocket and retrieved a pair of square foil packages. “You talk a lot.”


  He handed one to Miles, and unfastened his own face mask. Warrick’s face was very dark, almost African, unusual for an American. His hair was chopped short, and came down on his forehead in a slight widow’s peak. A dark, neatly trimmed beard covered much of his face. His eyes were piercingly dark, black perhaps, or dark brown. The face was not classically handsome—it was the face of a warrior, a survivor of countless battles. He peeled foil away with his teeth and took a deep bite from a concentrated food bar.


  Miles peeled the foil away from his own bar and bit in. His knees weakened as his taste buds melted into the luxuriance of survival chocolate, nuts, and dried fruit.


  A whiff of wind puffed down the tunnel toward them, preceding a dull echo that sounded like the howl of a dying cat. Warrick’s gun barrel cocked a couple of inches.


  The Scavenger leader rose from his crouch and motioned with his head, and the two of them continued down the tunnel. Miles finished the candy bar, grateful for the flood of energy as his body scrambled to metabolize the precious nutrients.


  Warrick broke into a trot, and the two men ran side by side. Human and NewMan, together in the tunnels beneath Los Angeles, moving along the singing track toward a distant light.


  A woman came into Warrick’s arms. She touched him lightly on the chest, then pressed herself against him and nuzzled his beard, her throaty laugh enjoying some shared secret. Miles was not attracted to women sexually, but he could admire a healthy body. This woman moved with the grace of a professional athlete. Her fine muscle tone and coordination were obvious. Her face was a graceful oval, features as fine as a chocolate cameo. There was Asian blood in her veins, and perhaps Polynesian as well.


  She opened her mouth to speak, then glanced surreptitiously at Miles. “Warrick,” she said. “We haven’t lost anyone. It’s all right.”


  “Good.”


  “Only one…the one with the bull horns.” She whispered the next, but Miles still heard it. “We’ve seen him before. Remember the nightclub where you met my friend Cecil?”


  Warrick thought for a moment, then shook his head.


  Miles interrupted them. “Where are my people?”


  “This way.”


  The tunnel suddenly opened into a maze of steel and gleaming tile. Smooth lovely arcs curving away sliced into a multilevel structure that opened like a gigantic hourglass.


  Suddenly Miles knew where he was. “The Los Angeles Mall.”


  The woman grinned. For a moment Miles thought he saw a rainbow of color fluxing through her hair. Trick of the light. Hallucination. “It’s all ours,” she said happily. “The Scavengers were awarded this territory in the emergency Reclamation Code of ’25.”


  “For rebuilding?”


  “‘For enriching the employment potentials of Los Angeles.’ That’s what the certificate reads. We’ll have to sell it off, eventually, but two square blocks of downtown Los Angeles is nothing to sneeze at.”


  They moved around the edge of a seventh-story balcony, and past what must once have been mall shops. Former clothing stores, exotic accessory shops, and sex toy and appliance stores rolled past. They had all been restructured for living spaces, teaching spaces, entertainment and meeting halls, food kitchens, and more.


  Inquisitive eyes peeked out at them. Young and old, man and woman. Wrinkled, damaged flesh and smooth, beautiful faces. Light and dark skin, bodies of every description. The Scavengers seemed to be caring for most of the unloved and abandoned human debris in the Maze.


  And animals. Cats and small mongrel dogs ran through the complex. They seemed to be communally owned, and would stop to receive a pat on the head here, or a scrap of food there. One small black and white mongrel terrier sniffed at Miles’s hand, and he scratched it behind the head.


  The air was warm, and moist, and smelled distantly of cooking vegetables.


  Warrick walked among his people like a benevolent monarch. Here he stopped to listen to a problem, there to tousle a head. One young girl said, “Aubry—” The older man with her placed a finger to her lips and moved on.


  Warrick looked back and smiled. “This is it. You’re Bloodeagle, aren’t you?”


  “Yes. Miles Bloodeagle.”


  “Your people can stay here for a day. Can’t protect you any longer than that.”


  “We have our own resources. You’ve done more than enough.”


  As they turned the corner, Miles stopped in surprise. Images of a dozen holo stars stared back at him, dancing in air as they might have in Thousand Oaks or Westwood or any of the other more glamorous and celebrated sections of the city. There were scenes from the latest installment in the Leviathan fantasy series, with the space whale attacking yet another flying city. There was the scandalous screen expose of Gum Amadi Reeshananda, Profit Without Honor. The great man stood smiling beatifically, his beard and robe full and fluttering in a nonexistent breeze. His right hand stretched out to the patrons of the theater. His left rested affectionately on the head of the blond woman who knelt in front of him, her arms wrapped around his waist.


  Warrick grinned wickedly. “It’s our hospital, but I like the holos.”


  Warrick’s companion pretended to grimace. “It appeals to his twisted sense of humor.”


  Miles followed them into the clinic. The theater had been sectioned off into a maze of booths and smaller rooms. Medics already cared for several of his men. Some sagged dazedly on cots, eyes closed, leaning against the walls like the battle-fatigued soldiers they were.


  “What happens if Killinger follows?”


  “We can stall them while you get out. Twenty-four hours, Bloodeagle.” Warrick’s dark eyes glittered. “I’ve got obligations to these people.”


  “Absolutely.” He held out his hand. “One day, you will need a friend. Anywhere, anytime. I expect it.” Warrick gripped the offered hand. Miles was astonished. Warrick was as strong as he. Miles was not the strongest Gorgon, but to meet an ordinary human being who had such power flowing in his veins was astonishing. “Miles…”


  He knew that voice, heard the desperation in it. “Where…?”


  Miles wound through a labyrinth of sectioning walls, Warrick following closely. Around a final corner, Miles finally found the Minotaur.


  Minotaur could barely breathe. Blood was crusted stickily around his left ear, and his eyes were unfocused. He held out his hand for Miles to clasp. “Not…afraid to die, Miles.”


  Miles blinked hard, trying to clear his eyes. God, why? “I know you’re not.”


  Minotaur managed to turn his head. His eyes focused on Warrick. “I…know you.”


  Warrick took Minotaur’s other hand, squeezed it gently. “Maybe you do.”


  “You…” Minotaur sniffed the air. He pulled Warrick down closer to him. His heavy, bovine nose wrinkled as he sniffed. “You brother. I asked you once. You said no. But you are. You brother. Thank you.” He gripped at Warrick with what had to be painful pressure, but the Scavenger leader didn’t pull away.


  Minotaur closed his eyes, and his chest moved rhythmically.


  Silently Warrick’s woman had moved up behind him, leaning her cheek against his shoulder. Silent, supportive. Again, her quiet strength impressed Miles. That, and the fluid economy of her movement. For a moment he envied Warrick for winning the love of such a marvelous creature.


  Warrick touched her arm softly. “Get some morphine here.”


  “No,” Miles said emphatically. “It is not our way. Let him have his pain.”


  Warrick made a soft tch-ing sound. “If you’re sure. If there’s anything you need, you can find me. Remember. Just twenty-four hours. Not twenty-four and a half.”


  “You’ve done more than enough. Remember, I owe you.”


  “I remember. Now, get out of here before the violins start playing, will you?”


  Warrick and his woman left. Bloodeagle was alone with his people, with the wreckage of bodies and dreams. They did not move him—pain and death he had lived with for far too long. It was something new he felt, something faintly puzzling until he identified it.


  Hope.


  Chapter Three


  McMartin: In My Heart


  Tuesday, May 16


  The block was burning. Flames and dense, billowing clouds of smoke vomited into the night sky. The few fire trucks that belonged to or would intrude into the wretched ghetto called the Maze merely kept the blaze under control. All efforts concentrated on containment, preventing the spread to neighboring blocks. The building at the corner of Broadway and Twentieth, old even at the turn of the century, was dead now. Broken glass covered the streets like a glittering carpet of hail, crunching and tinkling underfoot. The ground-effect skirts of the aircars blew gusts of powdered glass into the air. Maze dwellers shielded their faces, or fled to cover.


  Smoke and chemical fumes belched from the shattered glass windows. Occasionally another pane gave up the ghost: a brief burst of light colored the sky, and fractured crystal rained into the streets below.


  The Omnivision remote trucks had packed up most of their equipment. There simply wasn’t much that was newsworthy in the Maze. Oh, yes, there were the usual dosages of death and carnage, the usual squalor and human misery. Families who could afford full-spectrum Omnivision service didn’t want dead rats and heavy-metal poisoned babies floating over their duck a Vl’orange. It was too depressing, too discouraging and unappetizing. And too damned common. Every net had thousands of hours of digi they would never use. Just no ratings in it anymore.


  McMartin’s Omnivision module projected its image into the air two meters above the surface of his flotation pool. The pool was ten by fifteen by five meters, covered by an immense emerald plastic environment dome, and eternally warmed to ninety-three degrees Fahrenheit. Tons of glycerin were dissolved in its depths, greatly increasing the water’s buoyancy. Drifting there, he watched and felt and listened to the disaster, his eight hundred pounds of tissue supported by the water. A gentle whirlpool action swirled away body wastes. He swam many, many laps in that slimy tank every day, but rarely moved from its depths.


  McMartin’s bloated fingers roamed over a floating tray of truffles, dithering as if they had noses and palates of their own. They hovered above a particularly fat one, a starburst carved from white chocolate, and popped it into his puffy pink sphincter of a mouth.


  “How?” McMartin’s characteristically syrupy, cherubic voice was even sweeter than usual. The voice was disorienting, coming as it did from his incredible mass of glistening pink flesh. McMartin used that disorientation as a weapon. “How did they get away? We had the block sewn up. There was no way out. It should have been resolved in one of two ways: a massacre, or encouraging the illegal intervention of the Gorgons, which would have put pressure on President Harris to dissolve the unit. Instead you turned it into a total cock-up.”


  In a wheelchair at the edge of the pool sat the leader of the Mercs, Marcel Killinger. Killinger wore no makeup now. There were no Omnivision recorders trained upon him. Without the latex and prosthetics his appearance was grotesque. Killinger had no lips, no face, souvenirs of a prematurely ignited firebomb. McMartin wondered how much of the man was still the original equipment.


  And now, of course, he was suffering torn ligaments as a result of this raid. He really should have been in surgery already. Or at the very least on painkillers.


  “We have a report …” Killinger rasped. His voice was another souvenir, won in his escape from that long-ago, smoke-filled inferno. “The crab video units were active, and we have a positive identification on the people involved in the rescue.”


  Grimacing, he spread out a series of tridee sheets on the table in front of him. As always, so eerily convincing were their illusions of depth that they gave the impression of holes opened in the tabletop. As he spread them out, the identical images appeared in the air above McMartin. “Definitely Scavengers. And this man”—his finger trembled as it tapped the center picture— ”the one they call Warrick, is their leader.”


  McMartin’s swollen hands stirred the water. “Their leader. Shit. What can we do with them?”


  “Technically, nothing. The NewMen got out of the building. Scavengers didn’t break any laws.” He closed his eyes briefly, and fidgeted at his chestpack medi-comp.


  “No!” McMartin roared. “Not until you have finished the report. Then dose yourself into a coma for all I care.”


  “It…hurts.”


  McMartin smiled beneficently. “Suffering is good for the spirit. Go on.”


  “When the building collapsed, shock armor protected my men until we could get them out. I tried to stall until one of them died.”


  McMartin raised a moist eyebrow. “Yes-s-s. That might have given you some leverage. What happened?”


  “I just couldn’t slow up the rescue enough. We do have one possibility. This man…Warrick.”


  “What about him?”


  Killinger’s lipless mouth pulled back from his teeth in a grotesque parody of a smirk. “That’s not his real name.”


  “No?” McMartin’s eyes glittered with interest. “Then who is he?”


  “The real Warrick was white. Died three years ago in a gang war with the Ortegas.”


  “The Ortegas. A gang war. How quaint. You must have enjoyed that little unpleasantness.”


  “Wrong branch of the family. I worked for Wu. Little bit after that, this nigger took over. Name of Aubry Knight.”


  “You know him?”


  Killinger’s breath rasped more harshly. “Yes,” he hissed.


  “I knew him. He crossed Luis, ended up in Death Valley Maximum Security Penitentiary. Murder, attempted rape. He escaped during the riots of ’24.”


  McMartin rolled over in the water like a bloated pink walrus. He virtually glowed with pleasure, his air of irritation sloughing away. “Excellent. Excellent. By allying themselves with this criminal, the NewMen have shown their true colors. Excellent. I’m not sure that I could have arranged it any better myself.” He made a motion with his upper body that was curiously like a man trying to sit up while floating. “You may anesthetize yourself, Marcel.”


  Killinger’s fingers eagerly stroked his medi-comp controls. Almost instantly, his scarred face relaxed, and he sighed. “Oh.” He giggled, then straightened himself upright again. “Shit yeah. That’s much better.”


  “Good. Of course, you understand that we want his body, alive if possible, to turn over to the federal authorities. If not, then dead will suffice, as long as his DNA scan matches. How long will it take you to get him?”


  “That depends on the…ah, cash involved.” There was a leading question in Killinger’s slurring voice.


  “The Great Man who we both serve considers this of paramount value. Consider yourself on Carte Blanche. The money will be routed through the usual channels. This matter must come to a conclusion before July.”


  McMartin switched off the live broadcast and clicked in a different video.


  The air wavered, and opened on a new vista.


  The Omniscan took a long, majestic scan of a crowd, pulling back and back until they were in the rear of the auditorium. The auditorium overflowed with earnest faces. There was no easy method of categorizing the audience. They were young and old, male and female, white and black and brown. They watched and listened to the flawless hologram at the front of the auditorium.


  “—this great land of ours? Your hearts hold the answer! Your hands hold the power! We have tolerated sin in our midst for far too long. In the eyes of the Lord, America has become Sodom, has surpassed Gomorrah. And we are being punished. Punished for tolerating perverts in our midst—using Harris’s tame sodomites for murder and terrorism. We wonder why Swarna and the PanAfricans sell uranium to the Soviets? They have every reason to hate us! It is the Gorgons who slew Swarna’s half-brother, and all the world knows it! As long as we support such filth and immorality, disease will ravage our country, our wives and children. Inflation and economic chaos will destroy our lives, our hopes, the dreams of our forefathers.”


  The scan moved up to the podium, to the projection of Sterling DeLacourte.


  DeLacourte’s iron-gray hair was gloriously leonine. On other men such a mane might have seemed affected. On DeLacourte it evoked a sense of the biblical, conjured images of heroes from a simpler, sterner, less forgiving time.


  To the right of the projection stood two of his advisors, in the flesh. They were quiet, dark-garbed men who had resigned from the current administration to join his campaign. To the left was a projection of his lovely wife Gretchen. It flickered weakly.


  “Damn,” McMartin snarled. “The Montana feed is off again.”


  The three-dimensional shadows of DeLacourte and his wife shared smiles. He turned back to the audience. “I will not allow this country to sink into the slime.”


  McMartin diddled the Omnivision control key chained around his neck. The room around them disappeared. The flotation pool disappeared. Suddenly McMartin and Killinger were there, at the rally, surrounded by DeLacourte’s followers. They zoomed up until they were seated in the front row, until every theatrical flip of DeLacourte’s hair was an assault on their sensibilities.


  “The lives of my family, my wife, my child, are at stake. I pledge the last drop of my blood in this holy war. I give you a challenge. This country belongs to the children of the Bible. Old Testament, New Testament, Christian, and Jew. The men and women who built her and love her and revile the flood of filth as I do. In my heart, I know that any one of you would give his life to purify this country. I ask only the chance to make that sacrifice myself. This is the ultimate contest, with the ultimate prize: the soul of every man, woman, and child on this planet. Today, as in the time of Moses, what we need is a strong man to run the race. ‘His going forth is from the end of heaven, and his circuit unto the ends of it: and there is nothing hid from the heat thereof!’”


  He paused, panting more with excitement than exertion. “Such battles are not easily won. In another time, another day, victory would have demanded your lives, your blood. Today, by the glorious grace of God, all I demand is your votes!”


  The crowd roared thunderously.


  McMartin switched the Omnivision off again. The scene dwindled, the audience faded and shriveled into a dark shadow, finally dying altogether.


  McMartin splashed in the pool, paddling himself around. “This present business must be resolved before the convention, Marcel. If for a moment I thought that you weren’t the man to do this, I would find someone else. I hope you believe me.”


  “I know the timetable.”


  “Good. Good. Then, I think that you have some medical business to attend to. I wouldn’t want to detain you.”


  Killinger spun his wheelchair around and purred out of the room, late for his appointment with the surgeons. The door clicked shut behind him.


  Good man, McMartin thought.


  But that was what it would take. A lot of good, hard men, willing to do whatever it took to make this country great again.


  Whatever it took.
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