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THE ABC WARRIORS

 


RAGE AGAINST THE MACHINES

 


"Hey, are you guys the robots with the pizza?" she asked drunkenly. "Only, if you are, you're six hours late. The President said he ain't payin' if you're-"


Blackblood cocked his weapon and the girl stared at it, open-mouthed. "Do we look," Blackblood challenged, "like the robots with the pizza?" 


"Sure..." the girl said. She stared at the entrail-dripping meks. "All the guys from Pavement Pizza look like you."


"Not any more," Joe said.


"Whaddya mean? They broken down or something?"


"This ain't no technological breakdown," Joe said. "Oh no, this is the road to hell." 


Deadlock stared at him. Sometimes he wondered if Joe listened to his personal stereo a little too much.
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The ABC Warriors - A Brief History

 


"War is a dirty job - too dirty for humans."

 


The ABC Warriors (Atomic, Biological, Chemical) are Sergeant Hammerstein, Joe Pineapples and grizzled war veteran Happy Shrapnel. Once they fought the Volgon war machines on the front lines. When Hammerstein killed one of his human commanding officers, the mysterious Colonel Lash persuaded the robot to recruit more comrades for a mission more deadly than any of them had faced before.

 


HAMMERSTEIN

 


An expendable robot designed to rage war with an unquestioning devotion to duty and believing that the enemy is always evil, Hammerstein is the perfect soldier. He employs a number of inbuilt weapons, but the most noticeable is his right hand, which is a huge sledgehammer.

 


DEADLOCK

 


Formerly the Grand Wizard of the Knight Martial, Deadlock is highly intelligent and ruthless, armed with the life-drinking Ace of Swords. Apart from his robotic abilities, Deadlock is a magician of great power.

 


BLACKBLOOD

 


Commander of the Straw Dogs during the Volgan War, Blackblood was rumoured to drink the oil of dead ABC Warriors, as well as overseeing the slaughter of thousands of humans. While he is a skilled fighter, it is treachery that is Blackblood's greatest ability.

 


JOE PINEAPPLES

 


The coolest of the ABC Warriors, Pineapples is a professional hit-droid, with a preference for status, money, women and his perennial leather jacket. Pineapples is also the best sniper in the galaxy.

 


MEK-QUAKE

 


A psychotic killdozer with an unbelievably low intelligence, he has a preference to ripping out the brains of other robots and using their shells for his own wardrobe. 

 


MONGROL

 


Formerly a robo-paratrooper, Mongrol nearly died in an airborne assault that saw his first body destroyed. Mongrol is incredibly strong, even by robotic standards, and has developed a taste for cigars.

 


MORRIGUN 

 


Morrigun was a waitress in the Piston Broke bar when she met the ABC Warriors. A robot hostess, a cyber-witch and expert in the martial art of nekra-chi, she is the latest recruit to join the ABC Warriors.

 







ONE

 


Captain Conrad Turner was nothing if not cool under fire.


"Sincere apologies for the bumpy ride, ladies and gentlemen," he intoned calmly on the aircraft PA. "But as you may have noticed, we are currently experiencing some mild... turbulence."


Maggie Sidewinder gagged and snorted Wooze out of her nose, spraying the hair of the passenger in front with the noxious fizz. The guy didn't care much, having been dead a while. He had been skimmed by a heat-ray whilst boarding, but Maggie didn't know that. She whipped out a tissue anyway and was apologising profusely when she accidentally dislodged his head. She yelped then sat back with a puzzled frown, pondering over how he'd made it this far. Outside her window something detonated with a WHUMP! The plane rocked as if an angry giant had slapped it. Maggie was thrown violently from side to side, and unfortunately found her cheek resting against her window at the exact moment that the body of an obeast came hurtling out of nowhere, impacting on the glass with a mushy slap, before exploding like a water-filled balloon. The sack of skin dropped away, but Maggie's view of the goings-on outside was thoroughly spoiled by the greasy-red slick that it had left behind. Lagging behind the rest of his body, one of the obeast's eyeballs slowly slid down the pane. It revolved languorously in its own gore until it was staring in at her. Oh frag, that's revolting, Maggie thought. Pulling a face, she grabbed the hand of the boy in the seat next to her, squeezing it hard. 


"Hey, lady, that hurts," he said.


"Grow a backbone, kid."


She felt the plane shudder. Turbulence, she thought. Pretty good going considering the plane was still on the ground.


The plane rocked again. Maggie decided that it would be a very good time to snap on her seat belt and she pulled the strap tight over her lap. She thought she could hear thunder rumbling outside, but it wasn't the weather at all. Flashes of lightning illuminated the sky intermittently, but Maggie knew it wasn't that either. For one thing, the flashes were green. 


The aircraft was taxiing through the heart of Sojourner Airport, or more accurately, what was left of Sojourner Airport since the Martian war machines had turned it into a battle-zone. Maggie flinched as three rays of intense, green light - Martian heat-rays - lanced past her window. They struck the eyeball, which was still sliding down, with an intense blast of heat, instantly drying the viscera into veined, brown stains. She whipped her arm away from the glass just as the fine hairs on her arms had begun to fizz and shrivel. It was too fragging close, she thought. She shielded her eyes as the rays impacted with the airfield a little further ahead, super-heating the concrete so it cracked and exploded. The explosion had pocked the taxiway with unavoidable craters, which forced Captain Turner to skew the plane urgently to the left. At that same moment, Maggie heard the rapid, bass-like pulse that was the sound of more Martian heat-rays charging-up. She ducked quickly back the other way. Half of the windows on the opposite side of the plane cracked with a noise like a whiplash as the fuselage was seared, turning the hull momentarily a glowing, smoky green. A woman, who had been rubbernecking at her window, staggered back holding her face and screamed. 


Maggie took a good slug of Wooze and prayed that the alcotranq, "the sedative with a bite", did exactly what it said on the tin, which it did. Whilst she was sufficiently numbed, she risked a quick rubberneck for herself. All over Sojourner Airport, planes just like their own had already fallen victim to the alien weapons. They lay crumpled with their noses down on the ground, as if in supplication to a greater power, conceding that it had been a folly to attempt to fly. The passengers who somehow had survived death scrambled from the wrecks in a daze. They looked for refuge and found none. 


Everywhere, people ran and crawled, bleeding and wailing. Some of them were on fire, whilst some of them were little more than twitching lumps of reddened flesh and charcoal. The tripods - the strange Martian machines that had appeared from nowhere at dawn - stalked those who could still flee across the tarmac. They plucked the helpless figures into the air and deposited them, arms flailing, into maws located in their hulls. Some of the tripods did not bother to incarcerate their prey at all, but simply battered them against their metal sides until they were dead. The tripods smeared themselves with human blood as if it were war paint. Then, simply flinging the corpses aside, they let out an ululation that was part Banshee and part - Maggie wasn't sure what - something desperately lonely, but it chilled her to the bone. UUULAAH! She imagined it carrying on the wind, far beyond the main terminal of the airport, which was razed to the ground, and beyond the smoking skyline of Viking City - what had been Viking City - like a refrain for a dying planet. Turbulence struck the plane again. 


She felt it was Armageddon.


Why, Maggie asked herself? Why the fragging hell did she always find herself smack in the middle when the biol hit the fan? Only that morning she had been fired from her job as an exotic prancer at Whores & Cart. It was just a small misunderstanding involving a horseshoe and a client's teeth. She decided that she had had her fill of the pseudo-Egyptian hellhole that called itself Viking City. All she had been trying to do was blag a ride to anywhere, when those bloody tripods had decided to check in as well. 


She had allowed her long leather coat to drape open, revealing the prancing gear beneath. It hadn't worked too well with the three-legged freaks. It looked like she was going to be an involuntary passenger in one of them until fate lent a hand. A kid, whose mom had been fried, who was too scared and confused to do anything except hold Maggie's hand, also held two slightly-singed tickets that his mom had let him look after, so that he could feel like a grown-up. In view of the circumstances, it had not been hard to get him to surrender them to a real grown-up and to coax the brat quickly through the departures gate. She intended to dump him as soon as possible.


She had forgotten, of course, that the tickets would be for adjacent seats. It was the last thing that she needed, but she had inherited a brat. Now, there they both were, on the last flight out of Dodge. At least she hoped it was the last flight out of Dodge.


Maggie took another gulp of Wooze and offered it to the kid, who refused. She had to hand it to the captain of Viking Airline's Flight 613, and not just for trying to make light of their predicament. The man Turner - the man, as far as she was concerned - was not easily fazed. As destruction raged about the plane, he somehow managed to remain in control and avoid further hits, swinging the craft to port then to starboard as if it was a two-man sod-hopper, rather than the Galasphere 747 it actually was. Eventually, he spied a breach in the endless wreckage and, even though his instruments indicated he wouldn't make it, squeezed the behemoth's undercarriage between the wrecks of two burned-out fire trucks. As they passed, Maggie swallowed and raised her can to their deceased occupants. Carbonised instantly in the immolation that had finished them, they stood with their mouths open in mid-scream, their arms in the air. It looked as if they had been waving goodbye.


The breach was the plane's gateway to freedom. Maggie felt when its undercarriage bumped up onto a smoother surface - the runway itself - and tipped to her left as Captain Turner swung the plane about. They had manoeuvred for take-off and, after a second, Maggie felt the plane had begun to push her gently in the small of her back. The engines made a rushing sound.


Just for that moment Maggie had allowed herself to believe that she and the brat... The brat, she repeated to herself. Okay, where did that come from? She thought that she might actually make it out of there alive. Nice one, Skip.


The runway began to shake.


"What is that?" someone said. "Marsquake?" It was the woman who had screamed earlier, who, despite serious charring to her face, was rubbernecking again. "Last thing we need is a Marsquake." She craned her neck to see behind the plane, then flopped back in her seat. She decided not to tell the others how she had seen some tripods flinging the fire trucks aside. "Nope," she said with a hopeless sigh. "Not a Marsquake..." 


"Oh Gaia, those are footsteps," a guy to the rear of the plane said. "The bastards are following us. They're following us!" He careered up the aisle between the seats, dishevelled and desperate, forcing his way between an obeast and a Trimorph stewardess, scattering the contents of a Black Bag, which the stewardess had been hurriedly trying to stow away. Cash - hard cash, the real stuff, not the ubiquitous Martian Es - plumed into the air and scattered. It was one measure of the gravity of the situation, in which the obeast had been carrying the illegal and highly suspect package openly, because at that moment, no one at all cared about the contents.


The runner continued his flight up the aisle, as if the few extra yards he had gained might somehow save him from his demons, be they imagined or not. As he neared Maggie, he collided with a marzah nun who had been playing guitar to a sick young girl in the next aisle. The neck of the guitar dislodged the child's drip-feed and she began to spasm. Tutting, the nun replaced the feed. This had obviously happened before.


Maggie stuck her foot out into the aisle and sent the runner flying.


"Mars-hole," she snapped.


The runner picked himself up and continued, but ultimately, of course, there was nowhere left for him to go. He began to hammer hard on the cockpit door. "Get us up! GET US UP NOW! They're following us!" There was no response from Captain Turner and the man spun around to face the rest of the plane, slapped flat against the unyielding partition, as if he was trying to leave an impression in the metal. Dripping with sweat, he stared back up the aisle and his eyes skirted insanely. "Oh God, oh Gaia, I can hear them coming."


Turner's voice came over the intercom. "As can I, sir. And now that this particular fact has been established, will you kindly return to your seat and bloody well belt up!" There was a pause before he added, calmly and quite probably by way of apology for his momentary loss of sangfroid, "I'd recommend the same for the rest of you as well."


As Turner spoke, the plane surged forward. Maggie felt herself pushed further into her seat and the pressure in the small of her back became a dull ache in her kidneys. Turner was going for broke now, putting his foot firmly to the floor. The engines of the plane roared and whined, pushed to their absolute limits. But disturbingly, even over the deafening whine that the engines were making, the advance of their pursuers could still be heard. Or, more precisely, the advance could be felt: THUNK. THUNK-THUNK. THUNK-THUNK-THUNK.


Mister Lost-His-Marbles was right about one thing, Maggie thought. They're definitely coming.


Seconds passed. The runway whipped past Maggie's window without an end, without any escape. She noticed that the side of the runway, at this point, was pocked with the wreckage of further planes, which like them had made it this far and no further. Martians - actual Martians and not their tripod shells - were crouched on the tarmac and sucked up the blood of humans who lay dead, in prone positions. They regarded the plane as it passed. The sudden, chilling thought - that the tripods had let them reach this point only to spring some final trap - leapt into Maggie's mind. Was it possible they were just playing some kind of game?


THUNK-THUNK-THUNK. THUNK-THUNK-THUNK.


DUMDUMDUMDUMDUM.


Hairs prickled on Maggie's neck. There was nothing so terrifying as being blind and aware that an enemy was coming, but being able to do nothing about it. Nothing was as nightmarish as knowing that they were there, closing in on her, but not exactly where. Or, then again, maybe there was.


"I've got them. Here, look!" some teckie behind her shouted. Somehow the geek had patched his DA into the plane's rear navcam and was mind-comming the result to the other passengers, whether they wanted it or not. Suddenly, what they were all so desperate to leave behind was right there, in their heads.


The injured woman said it out loud for them all. "Aw, crap." 


The rear navcam afforded a panoramic view of the main runway along which they were fleeing. In fast pursuit of them were three Martian tripods. The three tripods moved at a speed that appeared at odds for such huge and ungainly machines. As the plane increased its speed, so did they, coming hell-for-leather in pursuit. Momentum alone would probably have brought them down were it not for the constant whipping and flailing of their metal, snake-like arms that provided support and stability along their way. Those arms were little more than a blur and, as the machines raced forward, they grabbed onto all they could find - vehicles, wreckage, the remains of out-buildings, piles of bodies, alive and dead - to first steady the oncoming tripods and then, flinging the detritus forcefully behind them, to feed their momentum. In turn, the tripod's legs pounded onto the runway surface again and again and again, cracking it as if it was an eggshell and spewed clouds of dust explosively into the air. The impacts reverberated in Maggie's bones and she swallowed hard. They were like hunting dogs, those things, she thought. Big-bastard hunting dogs.


"What's happening?" the aisle-runner said. "Oh Gaia, what are they doing?"


The two flanking tripods had altered their trajectory slightly, closing ranks, in what looked like the beginning of a pincer movement on the plane. At the same time, the central tripod began to thrash forward with even more desperation. Despite the fact that the plane was moving at full throttle, the machines were closing fast. 


Get us out of here, Skip, Maggie willed. Come on, Turner, I know you can do it. There was a subtle change in the sound of Viking 613's engines. A slight tip in the image from the navcam accompanied it. YES, Maggie thought.


The plane's front wheels lifted and they became airborne. YESSS! 


Throughout the plane there was an instant, palpable sense of relief and the passengers began to cheer.


"Ladies and gentlemen," Captain Turner said. "Welcome to Viking Airways 61-"


The captain didn't get the chance to finish. At that moment, everyone who hadn't blanked their DA recoiled instinctively, as something shot straight at the navcam. There was a loud metallic crunch and the plane lurched. The image dissolved into static.


Everyone heard a loud, almost intolerable metallic scraping. As it continued, the plane's engines made a sound like a violated mule and the cabin began to judder violently.


"It's grabbed us," a man said. "It's slowing us down."


The DA images from the navcam flickered back into lucidity, revealing that the tripod's arms were binding themselves tightly about the aircraft's rear wheels and pulling the plane down and back. The tripod itself had stumbled and fallen on its side, and was tumbling end over end, being dragged along the runway in a shower of sparks and disintegrated metal. Bodies - human and otherwise - tumbled from its maw and bounced away. It was obvious that the machine was near destruction, but it was not letting go.


"Don't worry," the teckie shouted. "The thing's falling apart. It'll never hold."


It doesn't have to, idiot, Maggie thought bleakly. She drained what was left of her Wooze in two deep gulps. The drag that the suicidal tripod generated was all that its companions needed in order to close the gap between themselves and the plane. Their pounding footfalls could clearly be heard on both sides of the fuselage and, a second later, Maggie's window darkened.


As the tripod crashed into view, she tugged the ring-pull on a fresh can of Wooze. Maggie raised it to the window before taking a long, deep slug. "Hi there, how ya doin', biol-head?" With her other hand she held onto the kid again, only this time more gently. She was surprised at how calm she felt.


The machine was keeping pace with the plane. Maggie realised that it was as tall as the Galasphere itself. Through a tangle of arms and legs there was the main body, which looked like an egg that was devoid of features, apart from its maw and a pair of heat ports that shone like feral eyes. Being that close, Maggie noted that the maw was lined, not just with blood, but strips of flesh and gristle, as if it had crammed its victims in. The thing reminded her not so much of a machine, but of some living predator, a giant, chitinous jellyfish.


There could be no doubt that it was some kind of construct. No doubt, because it said so, right there, in big letters: 


Manufactured by Sunset Motor Company.


Sunset Motors, Maggie thought incredulously. You have got to be kidding. She thought back through her long line of boyfriends and the number of embarrassing Sunset models in which they had paraded her about. Sunset Motors. I wouldn't be seen dead in one of- 


She stopped and looked at the tripod's maw. God and Gaia, I have had enough of this fragging planet. The machine turned to look at her. It actually looked at her with those feral eyes, which began to glow. Oh frag, Maggie thought. SHI- 







TWO

 


"Let's burn a large one." These had been Mek-Quake's last words as the demolition robot, in his humanoid form, had thrown himself from the ABC Warrior's jet. He dropped with the others and their hip torcs flared as they descended towards the army of tripods that rampaged across the tarmac of Sojourner Airport. For once, there had been no argument from his fellow warriors, no dissent in the ranks, no alternative strategy, proposed by the group's more reasoning mechanical minds, to increase the peace. It was, as they were all aware, the final showdown - a test of metal and mettle, between themselves and the age-old forces of the planet Mars itself. It was, in short, time to kick ass, to do the biz, to kill or be killed. It was do or die day. 


It was a sentiment with which they all concurred.


Blackblood said, "If Medusa wants total war, she's got it." Deadlock stated, "It's time to finally take sides." Joe Pineapples added, "It's not over for any of us."


They were good words, Hammerstein reflected, as he fired his altitude jets, manoeuvring to take in the view below. Brave and worthy words, ones that, on any other day and on any other planet, would have made his chest swell with pride as the leader of the ABC Warriors. At that moment, though, his chest remained oddly deflated, for Hammerstein was concerned for his friends. He believed that today could very well be the day when it was over - for all of them.


After two thousand years, the ABC Warriors had returned to the Red Planet. The "Song of Medusa", the planetary entity, who was as much the soul of Mars as Gaia was of Earth, had drawn them back there. Her song, a plaintive cry for help to the humans who had colonised her world, had drifted far beyond her atmosphere and leaked out into the depths of space, reaching, eventually, the ears of the ABC Warriors, who were on Lo-Braseel. She sang:


Across the bridge, there's no more sorrow,


Across the bridge, there's no more pain,


The sun will shine across the river,


And we will never be unhappy again.


The song's message, in Medusa's mind, had been a simple one. Awoken from a hundred million year sleep by the continual and brutal terraforming of Mars, all Medusa wanted was to be left in peace. To be allowed to return to her long, deep slumber.


It was not to be. Either the humans had misunderstood her plea, or they had chosen to ignore it completely.


Humankind had continued to brutalise her world and remake it in their own image. They changed it, violated it. They violated her.


Perhaps it was the colonists who were the villains, for doing this, or perhaps it was the lady Medusa herself, for refusing to accept that which always inevitably came: change.


In the end, it hadn't mattered. Medusa had been driven to the edge of sanity, some would say beyond, by the intrusion. 


She had declared an all-out war.


The ABC Warriors, the almost legendary guardians of Mars, had been left with no choice but to intervene. Over the millennia, Hammerstein and his companions had fought in so many battles that he had lost count of their number. From the Volgons and the Straw Dogs, the Mekaniks and the Dentrassi, to the Bel, the Bok and the Kandul, they had trodden the bloodied boards in countless theatres of war. On each occasion, they had emerged victorious. They had lost good friends along the way, of course, as all combatants do: among them Ro-Jaws, Happy Shrapnel, Steelhorn, and most recently Morrigun, but as a unit, they had lived to fight another day.


But this battle, as Hammerstein knew, was going to be very different. 


The simple fact of the matter was that the ABC Warriors had never faced an enemy quite like Medusa, or to be more precise, an enemy like the chosen army of Medusa: the tripods. Far from being mere machines, these homicidal constructs, and their genetically rekindled Martian pilots, had been plucked from the very subconscious of the colonists themselves, and inside those minds lay the horrors of a book written by a certain Mr HG Wells. Tempered by, and imbued with, the strength of an angry and half-deranged planet, they were the foot soldiers of an elemental power that was both ancient and omnipotent - and as such, they were no mere cannon fodder. There was a chance, albeit a small one, that the ABC Warriors would once again emerge victorious, but Hammerstein had to face the very real possibility that maybe this battle was already lost. In any case, he knew that it was one they had to be prepared to lose.


Hammerstein was aware that the other ABC Warriors knew this, too. He saw it in the set of their faces and in the grim determination in their eyes.


The irony was that, even if they were to win, they would still lose, because a victory would bring about the culmination of a two thousand year-old program imperative. And with it their automatic self-destruction. 


Either way, it was the end for the ABC Warriors.


It said a lot that not at any point did the ABC Warriors falter in their descent. They intended to give the fight their all. Even though they were still a thousand feet up, the Warriors unleashed their weaponry on the enemy that lay below. Their neural nets micro-calculated blast radii and explosive yield, fallout and detonation plumage, so as not to endanger the humans caught amidst the melee. They let loose with monkey bombs and gut-burner cannon shells, koroda gas and atom-meks, widow-maker scythe missiles and SEGs. They gave the tripods everything that they had got and more. For the tripods on the ground there was no avoiding this storm from the heavens, and they were inundated with pellets and bombs, rays and projectiles, beams, bullets and bazookas. It was an atomic, bacterial and chemical strike of devastating pre-emptiveness, but in case that didn't work, the kitchen sink was thrown in as well, literally, by Mek-Quake.


The explosion of colour, the swift and deadly rainbow rain unleashed by the robots, was designed to gauge every potential weakness of their challenging foe, to find any chink in their armour and exploit it. The rain analogy was not lost on the ABC Warriors and through the budda-budda-budda, thwoom-thwoom and brat-a-tatta-tat that their guns rapidly discharged, Hammerstein caught snatches of songs from Joe, Blackblood and Mongrol, which carried to him on the roaring wind.


"Paindrops keep falling on my head..."


"It's rainin' meks, Hallelujah..."


"Listen to the rhythm of the falling pain..."


Mek-Quake, typically, failed to grasp the analogy, drawing some very strange looks from his companions when, for reasons best known to himself, he contributed a cover of How Much Is that Doggy In The Window? complete with bow-wows.


The song was made all the more surreal by the fact that he was discharging seventy-millimetre shells at the time. 


Deadlock remained silent, though not through any lack of musical talent. In fact, he prided himself on doing a rather splendid version of Bat Out Of Hell, complete with motorbike and chainsaw, but this was something he would never let the others know. Instead, at this moment, the ex-Grand Wizard of the Knights Martial had other things on his mind. Deadlock ran a broad-spectrum sweep of the enemy, scrutinising the effects of his teammates' aerial bombardment, and he analysed and computed the damage on their behalf. What he saw was not reassuring.


"Much as I appreciate the water music," he said, "it appears that our friends are a little tone deaf. They appear, in fact, to be unmoved by the entire fragging performance."


Prompted by Deadlock's words, the ABC Warriors ceased their fire, allowing the fog of war from the intense onslaught to clear. When it did, they were amazed to see that, despite the bombardment, the tripods' ranks were barely diminished and that most remained remarkably unscathed. What was more, those rounds of their aerial bombardment that were still detonating were doing so with less than dramatic results. In fact, they were almost totally ineffectual.


"I'll be boiled in biol," Mongrol said.


"If this is as bad as it looks," Hammerstein responded, "Medusa might just see to it that you get your wish."


"Mek-Quake not understand," the killdozer contributed. "Leggy things should be itty-bitty pieces."


"They should," Blackblood said.


"Deadlock?" Hammerstein queried.


The crimson-cloaked ABC Warrior gazed down and assessed the new dynamics of the situation. "If I were to hazard a guess," he said in his tombstone tones, "it would be that we are dealing with sophisticated barrier technology as standard equipment on each of the tripods. Powerful stuff. Multi-resonance canopies, quantum phasic shields, possibly even Einstein-Rosen deflection."


"You mean Martians brought umbrellas?" Mek-Quake noted more simply.


"That's right, Mek-Quake," Hammerstein said. "They're the ones who are singin' in the rain."


"So, what now?"


"No choice," Hammerstein said determinedly. He locked and loaded. "We have to get down and dirty, find a hole in those things and get in there."


"A bit of undercover penetration?" Blackblood said happily. "Now you're talkin'."


Hammerstein surveyed the besieged airfield. Most of it was already devastated, but there were a few small pockets of human survivors: a group of federal troops were cornered near a smouldering hanger; more buzzed angrily, but uselessly, in a swarm of mini-copters called Little Deathknells; nearby, a panicked mob of battered civilians trying without much success to clamber over a locked set of security gates. 


Further away, towards the edge of the airfield, tripods were pursuing a lone plane while it attempted an emergency take-off.


"Concentrate attacks near the areas of the floppies' activity," Hammerstein ordered. "Draw the tripods to you. Blackblood, Mek-Quake - the feds. Deadlock - see what you can do to help the knells. Joe and Mongrol - take the civilians. I'm going after that plane." 


"Er, Ham," Blackblood said. He had noticed something the others had not: the tripods had triangulated their position and launched a counter-offensive. Heat-rays lanced at the ABC Warriors from all directions. 


"INCOMING!" Hammerstein shouted. "Hip-torcs, now! Go, go, GO."


The ABC Warriors blasted away from each other as their torcs fired at maximum power, radiating the meks outward as if they were performing an aerial display. Those Mek-nificent Men In Their Flying Machines, Hammerstein thought. The tripod heat-rays lanced through the exact centre of where the meks had been and continued skyward relentlessly, except for one, which caught the tip of Blackblood's road-drill leg. Blackblood was more than a little fragged-off by how effectively it turned the metal of his pride and joy golden, then molten, and promptly reduced it by an inch in height.


"YOW!" the ABC Warrior shouted. "Watch out for those babies. They sting."


"Guess you're gonna be walking in circles, Blackblood," Mongrol said.


"Least I'll be walkin', ya lumbering ox. Biol! I am gonna knee-cap those bootleg sons of bitch-"


There was an explosion above them. The ABC Warriors looked up to see that one of the tripod heat-rays had impacted with their auto-piloted jet. Smoke poured from its tail and it had begun a slow and spiralling descent. It looked as if there was no way it was going to pull up.


"Oh frag," Deadlock cursed.


"This bad," Mek-Quake commented. "This mean we can't go home."


"We haven't got a home, dimwit," Joe interjected.


"Yeah, right," Mek-Quake agreed. "But it also mean we have-"


"No more replacement bodies," Deadlock finished. "If we're destroyed here then it's the Great Journey for all of us."


"Lovely," Joe said. "This day just keeps getting better and-" 


The exchange was lost to Hammerstein as he accelerated after the escaping plane at full thrust. The tripods, which were in pursuit, performed a classic pincer attack on the aircraft. As he watched, one of them grabbed its tail and pulled it back, while its companions jockeyed into position on both sides. They kept pace with the plane for a second. The tripods stared hungrily in through its windows then maliciously fired at the wings, slicing them neatly away with single blasts of their heat-rays. It appeared to Hammerstein as if they were playing a game of cat-and-mouse, only they intended it to be a deadly game. 


Before the plane had even rolled to a stop, the tripods turned their heat-rays onto the main fuselage and, in more prolonged blasts, drew them left to right along its entire length. The top of the fuselage was simply sliced away and popped off as the heat that was generated lifted the metal momentarily. The tripods casually peeled away the roof as if they were opening a can of Marsardines. They loomed over the exposed interior, their metal arms twitching readily, and without hesitation they began to pluck out screaming passengers from their seats. Despite the safety advice, this was not a time for clunk-click, every trip. Those who had secured themselves in seatbelts were simply torn in half by the tripods.


"Bootlegs," Hammerstein growled. He flew over the plane and assessed how best to attempt a rescue. 


The ABC Warrior looked straight down into the partitioned passenger compartments, from first-class, which was located towards the rear for aerodynamic reasons - because a lot of first-class flyers were obeasts and the plane would never get its nose up, otherwise - to bums-on-seats class at the front where, on most flights, the drunks were to be found. Hammerstein knew that the floppies' social-territorialism meant that, in normal circumstances, they would have nothing to do with each other. That moment, however, they all had one, glaring characteristic that united them and unless he did something about it, they would all soon be dead.


The tripods were quick. They had already polished off the obeasts and had moved onto business class. The ABC Warrior knew that projectile weapons were useless, so he guessed that he would have to rely on brute force. He flexed his hammer. 


Despite the potential futility of his actions, he waded in. 


BASH! WALLOP! THUD! Hammerstein made his way down the aisle of the plane. Disappointingly, like the projectile weapons, his hammer did no real damage to the tripods, but he was heartened to see that it did knock them back a few feet, which gave their victims time to flee. He could not save them all, of course, because the tripods' arms were everywhere, but he fought manically and saved as many as he could. The tripods, unable to unleash their heat-rays in the confined space, flailed and bashed their arms around, trying desperately to snare the metallic interloper. The ABC Warrior batted them away.


Hammerstein reached bums-on-seats class and continued his battle. As he fought, his attention became fixed on a frantic conversation between an elfin, dark-haired woman and a small boy, who were in seats near the very front.


"What's your name, anyway, kid?"


"Nathaniel. Nathaniel Nibletscratcher."


"Frag, you poor little sod. Okay, Nathaniel, you and I are getting out of here. You with me?"


"S... sure."


"Okay. When I say, we're going to unbuckle our seat belts and head for that hatch over there. I'm going to count to three. You ready? One... Two... Three!"


Hammerstein watched the boy snap off his seat belt and run. The woman attempted to follow, but couldn't get up. She kicked her feet and thumped the seat, then took a swig from a can. Drunks, Hammerstein thought. Then he realised that her seat belt was jammed.


"Frag it!" the woman shouted. "What is it with me? Have the gods slapped a sign my head that says 'Good for a laugh'?" 


"Hurry, Missus," the boy urged. "They're coming to drink your blood. They'll come and they'll poke those things into you and they'll-"


"No, kid, no way," the woman broke in. "Oh no, I get enough of that kind of thing at work, thank you very-" 


Hammerstein battered away a tripod that was clawing at the woman in the seat behind her. The boy stared wide-eyed at him. As he did, the second tripod made a grab for him, and Hammerstein snatched him away in the nick of time.


"No, Nathaniel!" the woman cried. "Oh no, Nathaniel."


"It's all right, Ma'am," Hammerstein said reassuringly. "Your boy is in safe hands." He backed up against the cockpit door with Nathaniel tucked under his left arm. The tripods stomped along the side of the plane until they were looming over the two of them. They leered in. The ABC Warrior swung his hammer and delivered a double-whammy that sent the war machines staggering back. The woman cringed as an arm flailed at her and Hammerstein smashed at it until the limb pulled back. The tripods decided that the last of the humans were not worth the hassle and turned away.


"Don't tell me," Maggie Sidewinder hiccupped, "you're the Smash Martian."


Hammerstein faltered, unsure of the reference. "Afraid not, Ma'am. I'm an ABC Warrior."


"An ABC?" Maggie said incredulously. Hammerstein saw that the woman stared at the three letters, which were emblazoned on his armour. "Oh frag. Please don't tell me I'm stuck with a nursery bot."


"Let's get moving, shall we?" Hammerstein responded, a little flummoxed. He snapped away the seat belt that held her down. He then kicked open the hatch to the runway.


"Wait," Maggie said. "I have to check..." She forced open the door to the cockpit and turned slowly away. "Forget it," she said sadly. "G'bye, Skip."


Hammerstein, the boy and Maggie dropped to the tarmac.


"Name's Maggie."


Hammerstein nodded. "Sergeant Hammerstein."


Maggie made an impressed face and offered him a slug of Wooze. "Not on duty, Ma'am."


"Thanks," Maggie said after a moment. "For that."


"Are you really an ABC Warrior?" Nathaniel asked from under his arm.


"He sure is, kid. Works with children every day."


Hammerstein raised a finger. He was about to point out Maggie's error when three tripods stomped slowly around the front of the plane. They looked somehow different to the others - imperious and more polished, as if they were an honour guard for someone important.


Hammerstein didn't like this at all. He lowered Nathaniel to the ground. He scanned the airfield quickly, located the position of the other ABCs and pointed the way to them. "There are some friends of mine nearby," he instructed Nathaniel. "They'll try to look after you. Run towards them." The boy looked at him. "Go, lad-" Hammerstein said. "NOW!"


Nathaniel ran.


"You too, Maggie," Hammerstein said.


"No," she replied, inexplicably. She stared at the ABC Warrior and a strange expression crossed her face. Even she didn't know why she said what she said next. "I'm not leaving you."


Hammerstein wanted to ask her why, but he didn't get a chance. One of the tripods fired a heat-ray that smacked him in the chest, and Hammerstein looked at his armour in amazement, as it became molten liquid before his eyes. His super-computer brain automatically ran its self-learning program and analysed the nature of the threat so that it could modify his molecular infrastructure with his inbuilt state-of-the-art nanobots, but for the first time he had ever known, his HUD flashed back the message: molecular transconfiguration failure: unknown offensive quantity.


Hammerstein mind-commed the other ABC Warriors, their whole exchange taking less than a second.


"This," he said, "could get painful."


He could barely hear their reply for the sounds of heated battle. 


"Thank you, my patriotic, peacock-chested pal," Mongrol replied. "But we had noticed."


Patriotic, peacock chested...? Hammerstein repeated to himself. Frag, I liked him better when he was a moron. 


"Suggestions?"


There was a slight delay. "Head between our legs and kiss our ass goodbye?" Blackblood offered.


"Anything helpful, anyone?"


"Always put toilet roll in fridge before an oil curry."


"Yeah, thanks, Mek-Quake."


"Seriously, Hammerstein," Deadlock broke in. "We don't know. These things just keep coming and we're just not hurting enough of them to slow them down. All we can do is dodge. I hate to say it but I think we're looking at a strategic withdrawal here."


"You're talking about retreat?"


"Think of it more as a regroup. But essentially, yeah, you got it."


"What about the rest of you?"


"No point in dyin' before we have to," Blackblood said.


"Who dares wines," Joe concurred.


"Sorry?"


"Well, there's gotta be a bar round here someplace. We can get out heads together there."


"Right. Mek-Quake? Serious answer this time?"


"Mek-Quake sorry. Could you repeat question?"


"Just follow us, Mek-Quake," Deadlock advised.


"Okay."


Hammerstein's jaw was set hard as he digested the consensus of opinion. "Understood," he commed. "Recommend the Red House as a rendezvous point. See you later."


"You bet."


Hammerstein severed the link. So this is it, then, he thought. He was on his own. On his own with... Maggie.


Ordering Maggie to stay behind him, Hammerstein pounded towards the tripods.


"Sarge, look out-"


A second heat-ray severed his right leg at the knee, followed by a third, which turned his hammer arm to molten slag.


"Maggie-" Hammerstein said. His voice had taken on a deep timbre, so much so that it almost gurgled. "Please... get out of here."


Hammerstein collapsed on to his remaining knee and listed to the side. A figure approached him from behind, but only Maggie was in any state to see it coming. It was another mek, a biped like Hammerstein, not one of the three-legged freaks. The mek was tall and had an imposing air about him. He wore a Viking-style helmet that was encrusted with crystals. He possessed projecting mandibles and a chain-mail beard and he carried with him a heavy-duty combat hammer, not unlike the one Hammerstein had. Had. Maggie thought that he had the look of... well, the look of a hero about him, albeit a slightly intimidating one. The figure raised his hammer and it was an easy mistake for her to assume he was going to help Hammerstein, that he was a friend. 


All the more so when he rumbled a greeting. "Hello, Hammerstein," the mek said.


"Steelho-" Hammerstein managed.


But before he could finish, the mek swung his hammer hard and smashed off Hammerstein's head.







THREE

 


"FRAG, HAMMERSTEIN!" Joe Pineapples watched Hammerstein go down - saw the extent of the damage to his friend - and there was not a thing he could do to save him.


As he yomped with the remaining ABC Warriors and the humans they had managed to save, searching for a safe exit from the airfield, Joe picked-off feeding Martians with his Magnum Macho 3000, pleased to discover that outside the tripods, the vampiric aliens in no way shared the irritating invulnerability of their host craft. Joe just loved the way they exploded as if he was shooting at ripe tomatoes.


He lined up to blow another one of their nasty little heads off, when in the very corner of his scope the sun glinted off something like ice. Joe swung the bulky weapon round and zoomed. What he saw made the normally cool and unflappable marksman blink twice.


It wasn't ice that he saw - it was crystal. A crystal encrusted helmet, and wearing it was a figure from the past. Joe fired a shot at the hammer but it had already swung.


Steelhorn was as quick as he ever used to be. And just as merciless. With Hammerstein gone, he was turning his attention to some woman, about to deliver another killing blow.


"I have no idea where you came from, you bootleg," Joe said to himself. "But this one's for Ham."


He fired again and his crosshairs were centred on Steelhorn's heart. The Viking-like figure staggered back slightly, but stagger back was all that he did. Unharmed, the mek looked towards the origin of the bullet that had hit him. 


He stared straight at Joe, and smiled. He ignored the woman and walked calmly towards the ABC Warrior. Joe fired again, at Steelhorn's head. He realised that whatever it was that was making the tripods indestructible applied to Steelhorn, too.


The ABC Warriors ground assault was going almost as badly as the aerial one had, perhaps even worse.


"Biol!" he cursed. 


Then, all hell broke loose.


A wave of tripods came at the ABC Warriors from left field. Heat-rays blasted the ground before them and transformed it into a rolling wave of scree that headed straight towards the meks. The rumbling, crumbling, tumbling wall of debris generated its own dust-cloud cover, which forced the ABCs to switch on their enhanced vision. The trouble was, in enhanced vision, the heat-rays became blinding shafts of light.


"Bootlegs," Blackblood growled when his vision flared. He shifted spectrums quickly and rubbed his eyes. "These fraggers know some tricks."


"Odds on that it's Steelhorn who knows the tricks," Joe said.


"Come again?" Mongrol said. "This ain't a good time to develop CJH, Joe!"


CJH stood for Combat Jump Hallucinations. It was a robot paratrooper thing - a kind of post-traumatic disorder that manifested itself during battle when robots realised they had just jumped out of a plane and that they were, in fact, made of very heavy metal.


"He just killed Hammerstein," Joe said.


Deadlock snapped a look towards him. "Are you sure?"


"Of course I'm fragging sure!"


"Hammerstein dead?" said Mek-Quake.


There was a pause.


"Hmm, " said Blackblood. Joe could almost hear him rubbing his chin.


There was a burst of machine-gun fire from one of the soldiers.


"What the frag is it with these mothers?" he shouted. "We do 'em damage but it just ain't ever enough."


The tripods loomed through the dust cloud and began to target the meks and their charges. The damage the ABCs had taken so far - Mongrol's arm, Mek-Quake's tracks, Deadlock's leg, and Joe's pride- - was nothing to what they'd take if the heat-rays caught them that close.


They had to keep inside the heat-ray's blind spot. It was time for a bit of one-on-one.


"Mongrol, take the troopers and get the floppies out of here," Deadlock commanded, pointing to the pitifully few civilians that they had rescued. "The rest of you, come with me."


Deadlock unsheathed his Ace of Swords; it generated a sound like a dying breath. He turned to face the nearest tripod and the KHAOS imbued blade sliced the air before him like a scythe.


Joe pulled his laser knife with a zing, somersaulted into the air, and landed with a clang on top of a tripod hull. He crouched. His long, sleek body resembled that of a preying mantis. Blackblood drew twin daggers, twirled them dramatically until they blurred, and with a long, low hiss, he advanced. Mek-Quake swung his Maniaxe and rumbled forward.


One thing that the ABC Warriors had discovered was that in close-quarter combat, using melee weapons, the tripods appeared less resistant to damage than was otherwise the case. Deadlock had hypothesised why this might be - a flaw in the barrier technology, perhaps, or some program that recognised only projectile weaponry, but his theories remained just that: theories. Joe had made up a hypothesis of his own, namely that when their knives were actually sticking in the fraggers, the tripods had a tendency to forget they were meant to be indestructible. In other words, they didn't like it up 'em. 


None of the ABC Warriors pondered the problem too much, though, just as long as the tripods were hurting. And they made them hurt as much as they could. Chuk! Schik! Uuuull-aaargh!


As effective as these tactics were, five warriors with melee weapons could not hold back an army, and more tripods were coming. More tripods always came. They had to get out of there.


"There's an alley between some hangars just ahead," one of the soldiers commed. "Make for that... The mek and our men will cover you." The soldiers and Mongrol began to lay down suppression fire. Their deadly hail, combined with the still thickening dust-cloud, temporarily blinded the tripods. 


The ABC Warriors sheathed their weapons and raced for the shelter of the alley, haphazardly dodging heat-rays as they went. One tripod spotted them. It pounded in pursuit, but the alley was too narrow for access and was filled with too much detritus for the tripod to be able to target its quarry. In some degree of frustration, the war machine let loose with the full fury of its heat-ray, ignited some fuel tanks and sent an immense ball of fire rolling down the alley.


Luckily, the alley was blocked at the end only by a fence, which Mongrol soon lasered through. Beyond the barrier lay Viking City. Once into the city they could make for the buildings and obtain cover. They could get the humans indoors. 


The fence severed. Everyone except Joe ducked through and leapt to the sides. Before he followed them, Joe turned back, the sight on his Magnum Macho 3000 primed and focused for one last look at Hammerstein, but something blurred the centre of his view. Joe quickly refocused.


There was a child running.


"There's a kid-" Joe said, but nobody heard him over the roar of the advancing ball of flame. 


"What the frag are you doing, Pineapples? Move it."


"I said there's a-" Joe began, but the ball of flame hit him and engulfed him, exploding through the fence behind him. Joe stood there smouldering, fanning himself down and coughing smoke. Oh frag it, he said to himself. "Back in a mo."


Joe pounded up the alley as the kid began to run down it. A tripod spotted the boy as he ran beneath the machine, which flailed at him with one of its arms. Joe ran and fired a few shots to discourage it. Suddenly, the boy fell. The tripod saw its chance and grabbed him, lifting him to its maw, intending to drop him in.


"I don't think so," Joe said.


The ABC Warrior fired launching bolts from his Achilles tendons, catapulted into the air and landed once more with a clang on the tripod's hull. Without hesitation he threw himself into the still-closing maw, drew his laser knife and killed everything that showed the slightest interest in blood. He scanned for any survivors, but found nobody. He grabbed the boy, fired his launching bolts once more and was gone.


Steelhorn watched the acrobatics from the start of the alley. Later, he thought.


The other ABCs and the humans waited for Joe beyond the fence.


"Everybody, meet Nathaniel Nibletscratcher," Joe said. He ignored the sniggers.


"Mister, that was cool," Nathaniel said.


"Yeah, I know. Why didn't I think of it before?"


The ABC Warriors and the survivors moved into the city. Deadlock reckoned their best chance to reach the Red House lay in staying indoors all the way, or at least as much of it as was practical. There was some debate about why they were bothering with the Red House at all - after all, it was a rendezvous point that had been suggested by Hammerstein and he wasn't going to come. But the Red House was one of the better-fortified buildings in Viking City and they needed somewhere to catch their breath.


They planned a route and began to move. Beyond the walls, the heavy footfalls of tripods dogged them all the way. They encountered the first of the city's survivors in the third building they passed through. It was a lab of some kind - that being a guess based on the fact that it was filled with bubbling test tubes and lots of dead people in white coats. Alarm panels still flashed and everything exploded.


A white-coated guy flapped his arms and ran towards them, pleading for help. The building subsided and an overhead pipe cracked above him. The ABC Warriors warned the humans to get back in case it contained any experimental toxin. It turned out to be the biol feed to the lab canteen. It became obvious when the liquid poured out in steaming lumps, flattening the scientist and covering him from head to toe in glistening black gunk. In less than a second, it had solidified.


"Now there's something you don't see every day," said Mongrol. "A hard-bioled egghead."


"Better get him out of there," said Joe.


"Yeah."


They found eight more survivors as they moved on. One of the buildings they passed through overlooked the docks, where the river Arid flowed out into the Saharan Sea. The bays along the dock walls were normally crammed with the enormous bulks of berthed cybo-whales. Their hulls ground together as the giant cargo carriers' crews loaded Viking City wares into the metal mammals' stomachs or disgorged exotic imports from their trading partners across Mars. But the docks were deserted and the crews dead, strewn like jetsam amongst their own merchandise. A consignment of crystal cabbages rotted in crates. A cargo of marshrooms, cooked by the passing glance of a heat-ray, steamed in their bins and let out a fetid stench. Brightly coloured clothing - new fashions for a season that would never come - flapped on racks like disembowelled scarecrows, and was tossed on the breeze like designer tumbleweed. 


The cybo-whales themselves were leaving.


It was eerie to watch, an almost biblical sight. Those crewless behemoths, with their haunting electronic whale songs, departed slowly from their bays and headed out of the city into the Sand Sea, leaving the empty place to its ghosts. 


Only a closer inspection revealed that remote controlled limpets flickered on their dorsal fins, which, in its own way, was just as haunting. The beasts were being summoned away, but to where and by whom? The ABC Warriors had no doubt that they would find out.


More survivors were found nearby, as was the wreckage of the ABC Warrior's jet. It had crashed into the roof of  - of all things - a travel agency, where it had spiralled to its final resting place.


The jet was beyond repair, but inside, the ABC Warriors found sufficient parts to replace their more heavily damaged areas. Unfortunately, Blackblood had no spare road drill for his damaged predecessor. Deadlock was able to salvage his motorcycle, but disturbingly, their spare bodies were gone.


They came across a mall, which was the final building before the Red House, according to their route map. Deadlock sighed. It never ceased to amaze him how the floppies valued their ephemera so much. Just looking at this mall was like looking at a microcosmic Mars - with all its ultimately useless self-indulgent gimmickry and business that over the years had contributed to the ruin of a once unspoiled and unpolluted planet. Seeing it, studying these broken shops with their empty aisles and their quiet tills, he could almost sympathise with the desire of Medusa to sweep her world clean.


All the usual suspects were there, of course: the blood and sunshine frontage of a Mek-Donald's; one of the ubiquitous discount stores called the Silver Lo-Costs - everything for an E! The jewellers, John Cartier of Mars; the Soya-bean cowboys' restaurant of choice, Mules Marineris; one of the cloned drinking dens Bar Soom - whose owner, incidentally, was himself a clone of one of the original settlers, Sam Parkhill; and a branch of the obeast fashion chain, Fatter Ted's. The latter had been holding a sale of last season's less than successful hot pants designed for men: the Fireball range. Deadlock noted that the packs were suitable for all sizes ranging from the Fireball XL, to those of a less gifted nature, the Fireball Junior.


One or two shops did catch Deadlock's eye. The first was a Digital Angel outlet called Charlie's Electronics, but that was only because Deadlock figured Charlie had missed the obvious on that one. Someone called Dick Spanner ran the second shop, which was called Phallacy. There were some very interesting looking models in the window and he memory-dumped a note to call Dick when this was all over. If it was ever going to be over and if there would be anything left of Dick to call.


Deadlock waved the party forward, aware how his and the others' feet were crunching in the glass from shattered shop windows. What the ABC Warriors had found odd was that the deeper they had moved into the city, the less obvious the noise of the tripods had become. Their footfalls were slower, less paced, somehow. Their ululations were fewer and farther between. Either the tripods were tiring of their cull, or they were running out of things to kill. The increasing quiet allowed another sound to be heard: a high-pitched screeching that they all recognised.


It was the sound of demons.


This proved that they were near the Red House. The dome of the presidential complex contained an ectoplasmic field, which was designed to prevent any remote viewing of the goings on at the heart of the federal government. This ectoplasm was home to the otherworldly demons - vicious, flitting, snarling things with teeth like razors - or, at least, it had been, because it sounded as if the demons were on the loose. The Red House dome must have been damaged in the tripod attacks.


Deadlock cautioned everyone, as they approached the Red House steps, to be on their guard. But they did not need to.


The demons that were perched on the Red House roof did not swoop. They simply sat there and regarded the burning city below like some strange, new playground and called to each other in their screeching voices. They knew that the city was going to be their playground for a long time. Why risk the fun they could have by taking on robots with guns? They could wait.


Patrolling tripods overlooked the path to the Red House. The ABC Warriors and the survivors dashed for safety in a blaze of gunfire. Some of the human soldiers did not make it. The rest of them burst through the Red House doors. 


They were surprised to hear music. A girl in a micro-thong weaved towards them and she regarded the blood-splattered ABC Warriors. 


"Hey, are you guys the robots with the pizza?" she asked drunkenly. "Only, if you are, you're six hours late. The President said he ain't payin' if you're-"


Blackblood cocked his weapon and the girl stared at it, open-mouthed. "Do we look," Blackblood challenged, "like the robots with the pizza?" 


"Sure..." the girl said. She stared at the entrail-dripping meks. "All the guys from Pavement Pizza look like you."


"Not any more," Joe said.


"Whaddya mean? They broken down or something?"


"This ain't no technological breakdown," Joe said. "Oh no, this is the road to hell." 


Deadlock stared at him. Sometimes he wondered if Joe listened to his personal stereo a little too much.


"Your pizzas ain't coming, lady," Blackblood clarified on Joe's behalf. "Nothing is coming except the tripods and us."


"Frag it," the girl exclaimed, stamping her foot. "The President wanted a juicy king-size pepperbioloni. He said so. We was havin' ourselves such a good orgy, too."


There was a pause.


Blackblood looked at Mongrol. Mongrol looked at Blackblood. Deadlock looked at Mongrol. Mongrol looked at Deadlock. They did that for a while. Oh, what the frag, it had been a hard day.


"Orgy?" Blackblood said.


Mongrol cleared his throat. Mek-Quake rumbled.


"How hot," Deadlock asked the girl, "do you like your toppings?" 







FOUR

 


Deadlock had walked through the Red House suffused with a warm glow. After the rigours of the day it had felt very good to be able to... relax. He admitted that he had been more than pleasantly surprised by some of the ladies attending President Cobb's orgy. The party-pieces that they had been kind enough to share with him, during a particularly energetic three hours, had been quite captivating, even for him. Noticing during their time together that the ladies all wore the same style DA tattoo - a frog strapped to a lily pad - Deadlock had discovered that they all came from an escort agency in Marineris City called The Secret Swamps of Wonderland, an establishment that catered strictly and solely to wearers of Digital Arch Angels. Deadlock had stored its contact number in his memory-dump, ready for when he rose in the social strata. The file was marked "WA-HEY!" It looked like there were some advantages to being a bootleg like Cobb, after all.


All good things had to end, however, and eventually the ABC Warrior had come to a point where even his batteries were thoroughly drained. He allowed his mind to switch to more serious matters.


Since their arrival at the Red House, the ABC Warriors had done three things: the first, and most important, had been to ensure that President Cobb would cater for the injured that they had brought with them. Cobb had done this without hesitation and his wife, Nancy, had arranged for them to be transferred to the Red House's north wing, which, she explained, had recently been converted into a field hospital. The ease with which the normally selfish Cobb had agreed to this made Deadlock suspicious, but he said nothing. War, as he full well knew, changed people.


The second thing they had done was to attend a private meeting with Cobb himself, during which the president had asked the ABC Warriors if, when they left, they would be good enough take him and his wife with them, wherever they were going. No one knew why the tripods had not launched an assault on the Red House, but everyone knew that an assault was coming. None of them trusted or even liked Cobb, but in exchange for his help with their injured, the ABC Warriors had agreed to take his entourage under their protection. 


The third the thing they did, of course, had been to join in the orgy. None of them felt guilty about indulging in a little hedonism given the circumstances. After Hammerstein's apparent demise, all of the ABC Warriors felt that they needed some serious "down time". 


The only thing left to do was to decide what to do. Deadlock sat in Cobb's office, meticulously laying out his Tarot cards on the presidential desk and reading with great care the future that they imparted to him. In fact, he was reading with great care for the fourth time, because what the cards told him then, they had never told him before. 


What they told him could have very well meant the end for the ABC Warriors.


Sighing, Deadlock stood up from the desk. He walked slowly around Cobb's office, deep in thought. He came to a window that looked out over the ballroom and stared out to where the orgy was still going strong below. For the moment his teammates - like himself - appeared to have had their fill of its more obvious attractions. Amidst a floating crowd of other upper-popped obeasts and orgy-goers, Mongrol densed the blubber-shudder with the same scantily-clad bint whom he had copped off with earlier. Or, at least doing their own equivalent of densing the blubber-shudder, as neither she nor Mongrol had the stomach for it, thank Gaia. They were dancing then, Deadlock supposed. He noticed that the girl was laughing at something that Mongrol was saying, obviously thoroughly enjoying herself in the company of his fellow mek. This made a refreshing change. It was unusual to see any girl last with Mongrol for more than a minute, his repertoire of chat-up lines consisting as they once did of "Mongrol Smush", or the more forceful and direct "MONGROL SMUSH!" But since the shock of Morrigun's death, Mongrol had mekamorphosised into the articulate robot commander that he had once been and his chat-ups had obviously improved. Deadlock also thought that he performed surprisingly well in the air. It was expected from an ex-paratrooper, he supposed. 


Unless you were the kind of ex-paratrooper who fell out of the sky and reduced himself to scrap, of course. The thought made Deadlock chuckle dryly to himself.


He turned his gaze onto Blackblood. The general had given up on the women and, with a case of Brent Crude beside him, had settled himself into one of the bank of SIN-ulators that had been provided for those guests who preferred to go places the orgy couldn't take them. Blackblood was fully jacked-in and already dribbling, Deadlock noted, and he could not resist zooming in on the SIN that the mek was running. Rather disappointingly for Deadlock, the keywords that he had inputted were "Daddy-Long-Legs", "Innocent Civilians" and "Massacre". He had, of course, turned the gore quotient up to full.


Ah well, Deadlock thought. As he himself knew, it wasn't just the old slap and tickle that got your rocks off.


Joe. Unusually, it was Joe who was being the wallflower. Or perhaps it was not unusual at all, any more. Deadlock had seen how, since Joe had met Juanita, the assassin had become a different mek. It was not hard to guess where his thoughts were.


Joe had met Juanita Perez here in this very building not so many months before, becoming stricken by the beautiful film star and RedPeace campaigner as soon as he had laid eyes on her. She had fallen for Joe, too. The couple had soon realised they were in love. But Juanita had been kidnapped by Senator Diaz, leader of the Martian Republicans, and subjected to a particularly insidious form of brainwashing called love-bombing. It had one purpose: to make Juanita fall in love with him. Soon after, Joe had learned that the two were to be married.


Joe had travelled to Camp Diaz, the ancestral home of the senator, to reclaim Juanita, who was free of the brainwashing. Then, the war with Medusa had broken out. Juanita had insisted that Joe do what he had to do: be an ABC Warrior, and so he had been forced to leave her there, facing more love-bombing at the hands of Senator Diaz. He had heard nothing from her since, which explained his behaviour. Joe had spent most of the time cocooned in his personal stereo, the track that he played over and over from the soundtrack of Juanita's movie, The Music Box. It was a poignant piece: Variations on a Theme by Paganini. It was their "song".


Deadlock was about to turn and leave Joe to his misery when a female robot, a model by the look of her, ran up to Joe in some distress. Deadlock turned on his audio boost and picked up the important snippets.


"It's me, Sheer Herren Sad... I was at Camp Diaz with Sheen Zano... She sent me... Oh biol! It's Juanita... Diaz, he, I think he's mad... The things he's doing to her..."


Deadlock had heard enough. The first of his card's prophecies was coming true.


Out of all the ABC Warriors, only Mek-Quake was nowhere to be seen. But from somewhere in a distant wing of the Red House complex - the wing that was juddering like an earthquake aftershock, Deadlock guessed - he could hear the distant and breathless repetition of "Big Jobs! Big Jobs!"


My apologies, you large, lunatic lummox, he thought.


He mind-commed the killdozer, "Ballroom... Now!"


Deadlock returned to the desk, stacked the cards and slipped them away in his robes. Time, he reflected, to be a party-pooper. 


"Gentlemen and ladies," President Cobb said from the stage as Deadlock walked into the ballroom. The politician was flushed, dishevelled and drunk, obviously fresh from some conquest as a discarded pair of hot pants dangled conspicuously from his pocket. His wife stared at them, and him, stonily from the sideline. He flicked the microphone with a finger. "Can you hear me? One... Three... Two..." 


Oh biol, the idiot couldn't even get that right, Deadlock thought.


The president lurched into an inspirational speech. "Once," Cobb intoned, "there was a time when I believed without hesitation... that the power of love and truth would conquer all in the name of salvation..."


Deadlock looked at the other ABC Warriors. They were thinking the same as he. Isn't that? 


"...feeding on the power of our fear and the evil within us-"


"That's goodness, sir," an aide whispered. "Remember, we changed that bit?"


Joe nodded to Deadlock and tapped his personal stereo. Apart from anything else, he'd once had a thing for Julie Covington.


"The goodness within us," Cobb corrected.


The ABC Warriors stared at Cobb, aghast.


"Isn't Cobb crawling illegal?" Mongrol interjected.


"...incarnation of Satan's creation of all that we dread..."


Oh, for frag's sake.


"There must be something worth living for..." he was prattling on.


Deadlock had had enough. He had no time for this. He began to move towards the stage.


"...There must be something worth trying for..." 


Deadlock laid his hand on his Ace of Swords, ensuring that Cobb saw the action plainly.


" Even, er, some things are..." Cobb said hesitantly.


"Worth dying for?" Deadlock finished for him. He stood beside Cobb and whispered in his ear, "This isn't Stars In Your Eyes, Mister President. Get off the stage. We need to talk."


Surprisingly - and quite bravely - Cobb hugged Deadlock by the shoulders, his politician's instinct overcoming his common sense. He was not quite yet willing to relinquish his moment of glory to the ABC Warrior, or perhaps even less willing to lose face in front of his adoring audience. Nevertheless, he finished quickly.


"And if one man can stand tall," he said, adding the quite startling ad-lib, "if one mek can stand tall... there must be hope for us all... somewhere... somewhere in the spirit of... uh... Mars."


The audience broke into rapturous applause and Cobb strutted across the stage, power-punching the air.


"Frag off," Deadlock said.


As the president left the stage, Deadlock took the mic for himself. Drawing a finger across his throat, he ordered the band to stop playing. Then he passed on some, though not all, of what the cards had told him to the gathered and expectant audience. 


He was far more to the point than Cobb had been.


"Tomorrow morning," he said, "the tripods will attack the Red House. They will slaughter all of you who remain here. They will do so horribly."


Deadlock paused and began to slaver. Joe had to step up on stage and nudge him.


"It is pointless to try to fight," Deadlock continued. "You must leave here tonight."


The audience mumbled apprehensively.


"A convoy will leave for the mountains sometime around midnight," Deadlock stated. "It will take the injured, medical and food supplies, and those of you who wish to join it. It is hoped the convoy will find a place of safety for you flop - for you humans to flop, somewhere in the hills."


The humans in the hall started to clamour. They all wanted to come. It was clear that as long as they'd had their orgy they had ignored the reality of the situation and chosen to bury their heads in the sand. Or bury them in something, anyway.


Deadlock stared, quite taken aback. 


"Out of your depth, Mister Robot?" the president's wife said unexpectedly. She was, for a moment, no longer the long-suffering, downtrodden consort to the bumbling half-wit who had recently been usurped from the stage, but a cold and calculating power-monger who had her husband's and, quite obviously, her own interests at heart. "Then it's a good job that I planned ahead." 


Deadlock had not seen this in the cards. But then, the whole reading had been strangely clouded.


"What are you saying?" he began.


At that moment Mek-Quake smashed through the main doors of the ballroom, finally responding to Deadlock's summons of earlier. The killdozer was covered with blood. The bodies of a number of federal troopers either dangled from his arms or were inextricably caught up in his tank tracks. His weapons smoked.


"What the frag?" Blackblood exclaimed. "I told ya, Joe - give him an inch and this boy really knows how to enjoy himself."


"Shut it, Blackblood," Joe said.


Mek-Quake shuddered, obviously deeply disturbed - even for him.


"Mek-Quake?" Deadlock queried. He feared, though, that he already knew the answer. The sounds that he had heard earlier from the other wing - Big Jobs, Big Jobs - he'd thought was Mek-Quake having fun.


"Mek-Quake too late to help most," the largest of the ABC Warriors said. "But he save the children and some of the-" 


Oh, Great Gaia, Deadlock thought, the north wing. The one that Cobb had said had been turned into a hospital. He leapt from the stage and pinned Mrs George C Cobb against the wall.


"Mek-Quake try to comm Deadlock, but-"


"The wing was shielded," Deadlock guessed. "It's all right, Mek-Quake," he said consolingly. With a sound like an expiring breath, his Ace of Swords was suddenly unsheathed and against the first lady's throat. "What have you-"


"Done?" the president's wife snapped back. "Exactly what you think, Mister Robot. I saw your face up there on the stage - you realised, as well as I, that we can't take them all. The less baggage we have, the greater our own chance for survival. You know that, don't you, what's your name? Deathlock?"


"Different comic," Blackblood said.


"They were not baggage," Deadlock growled.


"They're not now," the first lady said coldly. Despite himself, Deadlock faltered. "You see? I knew you were a pragmatic soul. Now, can we get on with things?"


Deadlock snarled, contemplated putting pressure on the sword, and then drew it away. "We will get on with what needs to be done," he said. "You, the president and his entourage are no longer a part of this exodus. I suggest you make alternative travel arrangements. "


"Tssk, tssk," the first lady said sweetly, waving her finger. "Before you get too carried away, I suggest that you ask my husband about the weapon."


"Weapon?" Joe asked.


"Weapon," the first lady repeated. "I don't know the exact details of it myself but..."


Deadlock studied her, aware that she had already caught him by surprise, which was no mean feat. She was indeed a tricky one, this Nancy Cobb, so to be extra careful he activated his entire battery of psychoanalytical and sociopathological programs to complement those such as the lie-detector that he was already running. Eventually he decided that she was telling the truth. There did indeed appear to be a weapon of some kind - a very powerful one, perhaps even an ultimate one.


"The office," he said to the assembled group.


"This weapon," Deadlock asked Cobb. "What is it?"


Cobb stammered. Even he appeared to have been shocked by the actions of his wife. "I... I don't really know. All I can tell you is that it's very old. Ancient even. It comes from the time of the original colonists. They... they called it GODD."


"God?" Blackblood said. "Shoot the fragger, Deadlock, he's gone religious on us."


"Gee-oh-dee-dee. It's an acronym. I don't know what it stands for. It's just something we presidents are told about, though none of us have ever used it. We've never had cause to."


"And this GODD, you know where it is?"


"Somewhere in the Olympian Heights."


"Oh, that's convenient," Mongrol broke in. "Isn't that where the convoy is meant to be headed?" He pulled a gun and placed it against Cobb's temple. "Deadlock already told you that you aren't coming."


"Do you have the exact co-ordinates?" Deadlock asked.


"He has them," the first lady interrupted. "In his head. And that's where they stay. Unless we come with you."


Now Blackblood pulled his gun. "How about I paint the co-ordinates on the wall?" He leaned over and whispered in Nancy Cobb's ear. "Nice kill, by the way."


Deadlock held up a hand. "This weapon, whatever it is, could be what we need to turn the tide of this war." He sighed. "The president and his wife go with the convoy."


"Oh, for frag's sake!" Joe exploded. "Since when did the ABC Warriors-"


"What do the ABC Warriors matter to you now, Joe?" the Grand Wizard of the Knights Martial asked knowingly.


"What Deadlock mean?" Mek-Quake said.


"Joe is leaving us," Deadlock announced. "Isn't that correct, Joe?"


"It's Juanita," Joe said. "She needs me."


"Oh, not that bint again."


Joe had Blackblood pinned against the wall in a second. Blackblood hissed in his face.


"She needs me."


"I need two volunteers to go with the convoy," Deadlock went on. "One as escort and one to find that weapon."


"Mek-Quake go with convoy. Look after children."


"I'll take the weapon," Mongrol said.


"Why you not just order Joe to stay, like Hammerstein?" Mek-Quake asked. "Then he can come, too."


"Because I have no authority," Deadlock answered. "As of now, I am officially disbanding the ABC Warriors."


"WHAT?" Mongrol said.


"Disband?" said Mek-Quake.


It was unbelievable. All of the ABC Warriors had taken their own paths down the years, but to suggest an actual split... It was unprecedented.


"Think about it," Deadlock said. "We are involved in a war that we could very possibly lose. Even if we were to win it, our mission would be over and our self-destructs would mean the end of the ABC Warriors. Together, all we have managed to do is survive. Together, we form a single target. My last order is that we disband and put to use our individual talents in some hope that we can emerge victorious one last time."


The ABC Warriors stared at each other.


"It has been... interesting serving with you all," the Grand Wizard added. "And now if you'll excuse me, I have my own... preparations to make."


"Frag," Mongrol said, after he had left.


"That's it, then? Just like that?"


"Looks that way."


"Hmm."


"That actually made some sense, you know."


"A-ha."


"So, which of your individual talents are you going to put to use, Blackblood?"


"I will think of... something," Blackblood said.


"What about you, Joe?" Mongrol said. "When are you?" 


"Bye, Joe," Mek-Quake said, a little sadly, for he was speaking to an open window. Joe Pineapples had already left the building.







FIVE

 


The artilleryman in The War Of The Worlds, encountering the book's narrator for the final time atop Putney Hill, encapsulated his paranoia about the tripods perfectly. "One gets to know," he observed, "that birds have shadows these days." 


Two thousand years on and forty-six and a half million miles away, Deadlock uploaded the words of Mister Herbert George Wells from deep in his memory dump and reflected that they had never rang more true. One had to watch the shadows at night more than ever.


From his vantage point atop the Red House, the ABC Warrior surveyed the ruins of Viking City, bathed in the hazy red and orange hues of a Martian evening. The demons that had perched here earlier were gone now, no doubt engaged in a hungry exploration of the dead metropolis.


Behind Deadlock rose the cracked dome beneath which they had partied only hours before. It was quiet and dark, the glass snagged with the odd limp streamer and stained here and there with the drinks - and other fluids - of overenthusiastic densers. The streets below were also quiet, empty but for bodies and the wrecks of cars. The rubble-strewn devastation was lit here and there by fires that burned untended, both inside and outside the ruined buildings. A gentle wind stirred in the deserted canyons, flapping the flames with a sound like wet cloth, and where the flames flapped they illuminated the darker recesses that lay just beyond the seat of government. The shapes of machines could be picked out in these recesses, silent and still, their presence there betrayed only by a momentary exaggerated shadow. Here a warped, tall tripod leg; there the eerily extended tendrils of tripod arms, undulating slowly like torpid snakes.


"Tell me again. Why haven't they attacked?"


Deadlock did not turn to acknowledge the presence of Blackblood, who knelt beside him on the roof. His fellow ABC Warrior was wrapping heavy swaddling around his damaged road-drill leg in an attempt to restore some of its lost height. He'd had enough of the drunken sailor jokes. 


Deadlock said nothing and continued to gaze out over the wasteland. For a time, both robots were silent.


"They are feasting," Deadlock said finally. "Gorging themselves on the blood of their captured humans." He sighed, though Blackblood was unsure whether it was a sigh of deep sadness or of a dark contentment. "At this moment," Deadlock went on, "I can feel a great many souls departing on their Great Journey."


Blackblood pictured the helpless floppies incarcerated in the Tripod hulls, caged like herded animals, their bodies holed and punctured by the Martian's feeding tubes, lying weak and helpless as their life blood was slowly sucked away. Despite his past, Blackblood found the image deeply disturbing and repellent. He reflected that to some this might seem odd. He was, after all, known for his own habit of drinking the oil of dead ABC Warriors - not to mention the slaughter of thousands of humans at his own hands during the Volgon war - behaviour he had been purged of during his enforced reprogramming. Blackblood was in no position at all to react with such a level of revulsion. Was it not the case, though, that throughout the history of warfare, warriors on the field of battle had feasted on their fallen enemies? Or, when not feasted, then at least mutilated their remains for tokens of their supremacy - a scalp as a trophy; a head displayed as a spoil of war; and, perhaps, a heart for the empowerment of the victor?


But with the Martians it was different. The victims from which those trophies had been taken had been dead or were already dying, while the Martian's captives were healthy, living, breathing souls, snatched away in their prime. Which was exactly how these creatures liked them. There was no honour in what they did, no glory in the abject humiliation and torture to which they subjected their victims. They were little more than leeches, these alien things, vampiric parasites that had no place in the natural order of life.


Blackblood's train of thought was interrupted as Deadlock shivered beside him. The ABC Warrior realised that his companion was becoming a little too carried away "tuning in" to the souls departing on their Great Journeys. At any second he expected the tall, cloaked robot to start making little Hannibal Lecter slurping sounds, to taste his souls with some fava beans and a nice Chianti. 


"Easy, Deadlock," he said. "I think we have a decision to make."


Slowly, Deadlock composed himself and turned to face Blackblood. His eyes flared. The Grand Wizard of the Knights Martial took a deep breath. "The decision is made," he said sonorously. "It is time."


Earlier, though the ABC Warriors had already split as a team, they had decided that they would travel together with the convoy as far as Viking City's edge, leaving as planned at midnight. Though it was still only nine and they were some hours from their ideal level of night-time cover, the Martian's unexpected behaviour had made them rethink their strategy. Having feasted as grandly as they had - with an entire city as their larder - the Martian creatures inside the Tripods were sated, sluggish and possibly even asleep. There was going to be no better time to go, when they could sneak their people right out under the aliens' noses. There were still dangers, of course, but they were fewer than they would be if the Martians awoke in the meantime.


Deadlock and Blackblood walked to the side of the Red House roof and peered down into the outer compound of the presidential complex, to check how Mek-Quake and Mongrol were progressing with the humans. The compound had been Cobb's personal flyer park in peacetime and, though open and uncovered, it was screened from the outside world by a high, fortified wall, which was broken only by a single sealed gate. It had become the perfect place to assemble what was to be the surviving population's final exodus from Viking City.


And what an exodus it was. There were almost a hundred of them down there, of all shapes and sizes, and in all conditions. Most were ill-prepared. The refugees and the injured wore tattered clothing, which was to be expected following their ordeals. Some of it was still durable, but most of it was ready to fall from their backs. Those who had attended the party had gathered together what they could in the way of travelling gear, but the Red House offered little that could really be described as "practical". Some of the them had managed to scrounge a Scargill or a Michael Foot donkey jacket from some dead employee's locker to drape over themselves, but most still wore - or rather, didn't - the orgy garb they had arrived in. Both Deadlock and Blackblood appreciated a red-hot woman in hot pants, given the right circumstances, but here, facing what they faced, the fashion only served to remind them how pathetic, feeble and fragile the exposed bodies of the floppies could be.


In the midst of them, Mongrol chewed on a giant-sized cigar and blew out the occasional hellish-looking dark cloud. The ABC Warrior had modified the cigar with dye, having heard that the Martians had a thing for Black Smoke. He was busy marshalling the floppies into ordered ranks alongside Mek-Quake, who had transformed into his humungous tank-mode, complete with added platform extensions. The floppies were made up of soldiers, the injured, children, those men and women who looked capable of mounting some kind of resistance should there come an attack and those who did not. The most vulnerable - the younger children and stretcher-cases - were being carried on Mek-Quake himself, the stretchers shored in amongst supply crates and boxes of medical equipment. The young ones huddled around or actually hugged his serpentine neck. Amazingly, the huge demolition robot appeared to be telling them a story.


Only Cobb's party remained separate to the pack. The president himself, his wife and two of his personal bodyguards were all who had been allowed. They gathered in a dark corner of the compound, uncommunicative and aloof, as if mixing with their electorate would somehow taint them with the reality of their situation.


That would change when they got out there, Deadlock and Blackblood thought simultaneously. Just how long would it take Cobb before he ended up cowering behind one of those sweating, bloodstained subjects that he had been trying so desperately to avoid?


"Mek-Quake?" Deadlock commed.


"Mek-Quake listening," the robot responded. "Mek-Quake talking, too. Mek-Quake telling his little jobs-"


"A story, I know," Deadlock interrupted. He shuddered to think what kind of enlightening fable his psychotic comrade-in-arms would have dredged out of his databanks, especially bearing in mind that he was overdue for what was euphemistically known as his "computer upgrade". The kids were enjoying it - he couldn't deny that. Despite the constraints of time, Deadlock couldn't help himself. He listened in.


"So, Mek-Quake and the three little pigs went to the village where the big bad wolf lived. Mek-Quake took out biiig hammer and demolished front of wolf's house..."


"Mek-Quake..."


"Then Mek-Quake he demolish back of wolf's house..."


"Mek-Quake..."


"Finally, Mek-Quake take biiig hammer and demolish the wolf's head until brains go splashing all over-"


"MEK-QUAKE!"


"HUR-HUR-HUR-HUR-HUR-" 


"Leave it to me, Deadlock," Mongrol commed. The ABC Warrior broke off from marshalling the humans and walked calmly around to the front end of the demolition robot. There, he steeled himself, drew back a fist, and delivered a knockout hay-maker punch straight into the demolition robot's face. Mek-Quake's T-shaped head snapped back and took on a startled look, and then his expression glazed over. Water began dribbling from his hydraulics like drool. After a second, Mek-Quake twitched.


"6/583-#546," Mek-Quake said. His ossified brain had been reset.


"All yours, Deadlock," said Mongrol.


"Thank you, Mongrol." Deadlock sighed. "Mek-Quake, are you listening?"


"Uh... yeeehhh."


"Your story will have to wait."


"What story? Is someone telling me a story?"


Deadlock shook his head and sighed again. "Never mind. Mek-Quake, listen. There has been a change of plan. We are leaving earlier than expected and we have to be very quiet. Are you ready?"


Mek-Quake's neck craned around, surveying his bulk. He jumped slightly in surprise, as if he didn't remember being laden with people and supplies, which, if the truth were known, he didn't. But Mek-Quake did remember THE PLAN. He and his new friends had to leave. And Mek-Quake had to protect his new friends. He knew that they had to be very quiet. 


"Mek-Quake ready," he whispered.


"Good. Mongrol?"


Mongrol lifted a thumb and shook it back and forth. "As ready as we'll never be," he said.


"Okay." Deadlock said. "Deploy the defences and let's MOVE OUT."


Mongrol made some signals and there was a sudden flurry of activity in the compound: a final lashing-down of the supplies, people flinging heavy packs onto their backs in preparation for the trek ahead, and those who were armed arranging themselves in positions on and around Mek-Quake, forming a ring of firepower. Both Mongrol and Mek-Quake activated their weapons protocols, cavities opening in their bodies and disgorging a variety of guns, rifles, blasters and grenades. Along each side of Mek-Quake and at his front and rear, banks of cannons rose from his insides. They clicked and revolved on their auto-turrets, whirring with the sound of servomotors as they calibrated themselves in readiness for spitting death.


One thing was certain: if the tripods spotted the convoy, then it was not going down without a fight.


After a final check to ensure that the tripods remained still, Deadlock and Blackblood swooped into the compound on their hip-torcs to join the others. Mongrol moved to the gates and, following a nod from Deadlock, input the electronic command, acquired from Cobb's staff, which unsealed the huge doors. Thumper bars and magnetic locks disengaged. The doors rolled open, exposing the compound to the outside world inch by inch. 


Deadlock and Blackblood flattened themselves against the wall on either side of the gate, their weapons ready. They peered out. There were three tripods in the square outside. None of them were moving.


"You think this'll work?" Blackblood asked Deadlock.


"No," Deadlock said simply.


"Bugger."


Deadlock mounted his motorcycle and switched it into silent mode. He kick-started the engine, pulled out into vanguard position and motioned the convoy out into the square. Mek-Quake trundled slowly forward. His tank-tracks had been lashed with canvas sheeting to muffle them, but they still made little crunching noises on the gravel beneath them.


"Shhhh," he said to himself. 


"Shhhh," the children repeated.


Haltingly, one after the other, the humans ranked next to him began to shuffle forward until they all walked along in time with the demolition machine, protected by his bulk. The young children clung tightly to his neck. Those who were armed waved their guns from left to right, ready for the slightest movement. 


Just as Deadlock and Blackblood had predicted, Cobb and his people hooked up last, hunkering down and keeping a wall of metal and unwell flesh between themselves and whatever was waiting in the dark. Mongrol snarled, blew a choking cloud of smoke in their direction and spat his cigar butt in their faces. The temptation to fire the modified gun barrel in which the cigar had been plugged was almost too great, if it wasn't for the tripods.


The convoy moved out into the night.


They began to follow their pre-planned route: ahead, right, left at the Eiger building and for a while all went well. The Tripods that they passed were out for the count, dozing in the shadows, swaying slowly on their triumvirate legs. They appeared not to notice the convoy at all.


The problem was, as always, that there were just too many of them. As the convoy passed one tripod after another, the tension in some of the humans became almost palpable. In the end it had reached breaking point.


All it took was a demon.


The thing came screeching out of the air. It wasn't even attacking, just flying by, but one of Cobb's men panicked and blew it to bits in a barrage of bullets.


The tripods began to stir.


Joe Pineapples had only just neared the perimeter of the city when he heard the first of the explosions. He sighed and turned to face the source. Who'd have guessed it, he thought. Without Joe Pineapples those bootlegs couldn't organise a booze-up in a biol brewery.


Ah well. Let's see what they're up to.


Joe tweaked a switch on the side of his sunglasses and they switched to zoom. The streets he had left behind rushed up to meet him, the HUD displaying all manner of figures relating to distances, depths of field and relative magnification. Joe needed none of it. He saw plainly enough that the biol had hit the fan.


The skyline was lit by the green hue of Martian heat-rays and the yellow-red of explosions. Distantly Joe heard the booming of Mek-Quake's cannons, the blasts from the others' weaponry and a strange popping sound that had to be the peashooters that Cobb's people were armed with.


Yep, they're in trouble all right, he thought. It was a good job he had planned ahead. The ABC Warrior ran towards a nearby pyramid, the Bradbury Building according to its sign, one of the largest in the city. He reached its lower strata and leapt forward onto the incline, his legs pumping until he reached his maximum speed of a hundred and sixty miles an hour. The hot Martian wind whipped fiercely in his face and buffeted him, but within seconds he was halfway up the side of the building, and just as quickly he had reached the top. Joe knelt, grabbing his Magnum Macho 3000.


"Lights," he said.


The reason that Joe had taken so long to reach the outskirts of the city was that he had taken a rather circuitous route to get there, stopping off at various strategic points along the way. At each of these places, a variety of buildings, trucks and power distribution points, he had attached a box to a suitable surface. The box's size and appearance  - plain except for a small light emitting diode - was innocuous enough, but it belied its true nature. Each of the boxes contained sufficient high explosives to blow up - Joe struggled for an example but couldn't find one - well, to blow big things up into much smaller ones.


As Joe spoke, the boxes lit up. He aimed at his first target and fired.


There was a large boom and across the city the burning remains of the Eiger building exploded at its third storey, pouring tons of masonry and glass on to the street. The two tripods that were closest to the convoy found that their path was suddenly blocked and they stumbled into the debris. The convoy itself had passed the landslide by inches.


"Deadlock, you hear me? Blackblood? Anyone?"


"Frag, that was close. That you, Joe? Welcome back to the fold. Oops, no sorry, there is no fold."


"Save it, Mongrol, this is a temporary reunion. Listen up. I can get you out of the city but you have to follow my instructions to the letter."


"Who made you boss man?" Blackblood said.


Joe ignored him. "You will need to change your planned route, but I'm sure you won't complain. But you'll have to do it quickly. Are you ready?"


"You bet."


"Then here we go."


Joe began to fire. There were unexpected fireworks in Viking City that night.







SIX

 


"Three... Two..."


"Hello everyone and welcome to MarsNight, I'm Jeremiah Pacman. Well now, it isn't every day that the human race is told to get off a planet by the planet itself, but that is precisely what has happened here on Mars today. Medusa - Mars' planetary guardian, her mother, her god, call her what you will - has declared war on the human colonies. Her first target was Viking City, scene of a devastating dawn raid that has left thousands dead and thousands of others fleeing for their lives. In a series of reports from our emergency studio in Tripolis, we bring you the latest news-"


"Go to camera two-" 


"Coming up: recorded yesterday, The ABC Warriors talk candidly about their lives, loves and loathings in an exclusive series of interviews 'live' from MNN. Right after these messages-"


"Have you suffered an accident at work that was not your fault? Has a friend, relative or loved one been incinerated by a Tripod? If so, call us now for a free no win, no fee consultation on 555."


"Discovers the secrets of an ancient race when a holiday simulation stirs hidden memories of Earth. Arnie Governorofcalifornegger and Sharon Stern star in TOTAL RERUN, the assistant director's limited edition shortened cut, yours to own forever on your DA or 3D-HVD. Warning: contains scenes of mild peril and imaginary fantasy."


"Literally hot off the presses... Subscribe now to LAUGH! I ALMOST FRIED! the part-work celebrating the best of classic television comedy, including these moments from Fawlty Tripods: 'Whatever you do, don't mention the War of The Worlds', 'You started it!', 'No, we didn't!'. Moments from Allo Goodbye: 'Listen very carefully, I will say this only wwwaaaannnnccee- '"


DUM-DUM-DUM-DUM


"And that perennial favourite, Last of the Summer Whines: 'that was a little bit hot.' 'Yes, Foggy, it was.' 'Do you think we should call him compost now?'"


"On BBC Mars tonight. Stay tuned. After the news, MARS UNEXPLAINED asks: so where were the crew of Capricorn One."


"Welcome back. They had nowhere to go but the Red House, and so to the Red House they went. Our embedded reporter, Matt Moss, now reports-" 


"Thanks, Jeremiah. Two thousand years ago they cleaned up our planet and now they are back to save it. They've been called many names, though never to their faces, and their deeds are the stuff of legend. Their contribution to the welfare and safety of Mars through the millennia has been unparalleled. They are the ABC Warriors, seven indestructible soldiers who-"


"Six, actually. Morrigun left us."


"Morrigun left?"


"Afraid so. A while back now. Aren't you supposed to know these things, being a reporter?"


"Why? I mean, why did she leave?"


"Couldn't sort her head out."


"She had psychological problems? Was she depressed?"


"Absolutely crushed."


"I'm sorry to hear that. Hope you feel better soon, Morrigun."


"Doubt it."


"Okay, then. Six indestructible soldiers whose-"


"Um, to be honest it's five. Sergeant Hammerstein bit the bullet this morning."


"We don't know that he's dead."


"Looked pretty fragging convincing to me, pal. Sorry, Matt, do you need to edit that out?"


"Five indestructible warriors whose selfless devotion to 'increase the peace' has endured almost since man first set foot on the planet Mars."


"Before you go on, perhaps we should point out that we are not, strictly speaking, indestructible."


"Obstinate, perhaps."


"No, more like really hard."


"Thick."


"Some of us, Mek-Quake. I prefer very persistent."


"Anyway, we're difficult to kill."


"Yehhhh, hur-hur-hur." 


"Okaaaay. We'll go to the individual interviews now, if that's okay?"


"Sure."


"Right then. Deadlock first."


"Dealing ultimate retribution from an orbiting space station called the Watch-Tower. Surely a case of Quis Custodiet Ipso Custodes?" 


"Who guards the guards?"


"I thought it was Who Watches The Watchmen."


"No. That is a different comic."


"Sorry. Let's move on, then. May I ask you, what is your reaction to the shocking news?"


"News?"


"That people are dying in their hundreds of thousands."


"Really? Has Medusa poisoned their desserts, too?"


"No, no - I mean hundreds of thousands of them are dying."


"Ah. Yes, I know. Glorious, isn't it?"


"Glorious?"


"So many people embarking on the Great Journey together - the road to the afterlife is packed solid with jostling souls, I can feel it."


"Urm, yes. So, I'm told you play cards."


"I READ cards. I do not PLAY."


"So you must be good at poker, then. I have to say it - you have the perfect poker face."


"Not poker."


"Then what? You don't look like a Happy Families type of guy."


"No... My cards are the Tarot."


"The fortune stuff? Hey look, I know you must be asked this all the time, but would you... read them for me?"


"I could tell you your precise time of death."


"By reading the cards?"


"Cards?"


"General Blackblood, do you mind if I ask you first why it is that you are wearing a hood?" 


"I do not like to be recognised."


"I'd have thought that would have been quite difficult, what with the leg and all?"


"Pardon?"


"The leg?"


"What leg?"


"Never mind. I believe that you were married once?"


"Yes."


"What was her name?"


"Mrs Blackblood."


"I see. Next question?"


"Yes."


"Joe Pineapples..."


"Hi."


"You were, I believe, once a member of an elite squad called the X-Terminators, but departed their ranks following a scandal? An affair with an officer's wife?"


"Nineteen affairs."


"You had affairs with nineteen officer's wives?"


"No. One wife. Nineteen affairs. In one hour."


"One? Ah, I see what you mean. Ahem. Good going, fella."


"I like to think so."


"And this wife, was she sore? No, let me rephrase that. Was she angry that the affair ended? Was it she who told the officer?"


"No, he found out another way."


"Another way?"


"We had our... affairs... in his office."


"And someone walked in?"


"It was an open plan office."


"An open plan office?"


"Uh-huh."


"I see. So you're saying his staff were present?"


"Yes. His staff. And the President."


"The President?"


"Of Earth."


"Of course, the president of... that President. And he... um... didn't object to what was going on?"


"He was busy."


"Busy?"


"Broadcasting."


"Broadcasting?"


"To the world."


"Radio?"


"Nope."


"Thought not. So let me get this straight - the entire world saw you and the officer's wife... they saw your affairs?"


"We were behind the president, yes."


"You and the wife?"


"Me and the wife. Oh, and the chicken."


"CHICKEN?"


"Yes, but that wasn't my fault."


"What?"


"The officer shooting the chicken."


"Oh Gaia."


"You know I'm making all this up, don't you?


"The truth?"


"Worse. Much, much worse."


"Welcome, Mongrol. Between you and me and oh, seventy million or so people, I'm sure the first thing that our viewers would like to hear from you is that famous battle cry, 'Mongrol Smush!'"


"Thank you, Matt. But to be perfectly honest, these days I prefer significantly less pejorative terms when dealing with my multifarious opponents. To terminally incapacitate, for example, or strategically displace on a long-term basis. The utilisation of the monosyllabic approach is considered by many to be the most expedient conversational gambit under battle conditions but it is so... unedifying, don't you think?"


"Sure, yeah sure... but you still like to kill things, right?"


"I prefer to think of the act as combat euthanasia."


"Yes... quite."


"And now, in a world exclusive, we bring you an interview with Medusa herself. Apparently the planetary entity who is responsible for today's rather dramatic events appeared to our reporter in the Red House's hall of ex-presidents, where she cleverly manifested herself as a burning Bush. Is that right, Matt?"


"That's right, Jeremiah."


"Run VT-"


"As unbelievable as it sounds, I am actually speaking to Medusa herself. Medusa, let me ask you first - is it true that you wish all of us humans to 'go home'?"


"Ahem. That is correct, Matt. To humans, Mars is now the Forbidden Planet." 


"If I may be so bold, Medusa, Altair IV is actually the Forbidden Planet, so I don't think you can call Mars that. It could get confusing. I mean we wouldn't want people landing on the wrong Forbidden Planet, would we?"


"Oh. Yes. Okay, I can see that. And what do you mean - land?"


"Can you think of another name?"


"How about Come Within A Million Miles And I'll Blow You Out Of Your Socks Planet?"


"A bit long-winded."


"Ahh. Planet of the Doomed?"


"Better. But a tad melodramatic."


"Mars: A Local Planet For Local People?"


"Mmm. If I may be so bold as to suggest - knowing as I do your interest in the Nazis of Earth's World War II - what about Verboten Vorld."


"Ohhh, I like that. Achtung! Verboten Vorld. Do you know, I just may not have you killed? "


"That's... very generous, Medusa."


"Isn't it?"


"On the lighter side, then, I'm told that a number of musicians are clamouring for the rights to record a cover version of your old favourite, 'Medusa's Song'?"


"What is a cover version?"


"It's, well, it is a kind of an interpretation of your work. Sometimes they can be better."


"Better?"


"Excuse me, Medusa. Who are these people?" 


"Ack, ack, ack!"


"Wait! Medusa, you said-"


"I lied."


"Oh biol. Listen, guys, can't we all just get along?"


"Ack, ack!"


"Aaaarggghhh!"


"Cue Jeremiah."


"Alas, poor Matt. I should apologise, by the way, for not warning viewers that the previous interview contained images that some of them might find disturbing. Sorry about that." 


"Camera five."


"Before we go, here's a quick look at tomorrow's papers... just in case none of you are left to buy them. The Martian Chronicle leads with the blindingly obvious: 'MARS ATTACKS!' The Reflector with a not so self-explanatory: 'MEDUSA'S BAD HAIR DAY', while The Daily Red Planet gives us: 'MARS TO INVADERS: DROP DEAD!'. Typically, The Stun relegates the war to page five, opting instead for the low-down on the latest vegetable to be evicted on the holovision reality show, I'M A CELERIAC, GET ME OUT OF HERE."


"And Camera One." 


"This is Jeremiah Pacman. Mars Night. Good evening."







SEVEN

 


"GET OUT OF THE FRAGGING WAY!"


Maggie Sidewinder balanced on the top of the driving seat of the Sunset Streaker, bending precariously so that one hand was wobbling the steering wheel while the other was vigorously shooing away the vehicles ahead of her to the left and right. Shooing them anywhere, in fact, that was not directly in her path.


"YES, YOU, YOU MORON! MOVE IT."


It was a sight to behold. Most who saw this madwoman in the sports car bearing down on them wondered whether she was some kind of escapee from a home for insanely dangerous circus performers - and most had the sense to comply with her wishes. Those who didn't Maggie swerved around with a screech of tyres and a few well-aimed invectives. Those that she couldn't swerve around found themselves suddenly departing the highway entirely, generally air-borne, stunned that their journey had ended, prematurely, upside-down in a marshroom patch. They could only gape after the woman, who was making obscene gestures, as she receded far into the distance. 


On the dashboard in front of Maggie sat Hammerstein's severed head, rocking to and fro with the swaying of the car, and back and forth with its sudden, roaring bursts of acceleration. Hammerstein had shut all of his visual receptors down, allowing his internal gyros to work overtime to try and maintain his equilibrium. It was the ABC Warrior's equivalent of slamming his eyes tightly shut. 


So far as Hammerstein was aware, they were travelling on the Trans-Martian Highway, the main artery and widest and supposedly fastest route between Viking City and its less salubrious neighbour, Marineris City, which was their destination. The highway was crowded with refugees and hospital vehicles heading in the same direction, although bearing in mind the recent sudden and dramatic drop in the overall driving population of Viking City, it was still less crowded than it would normally have been. Even so, the average journey time to Marineris City was meant to be somewhere in the region of forty-eight hours. Hammerstein opened his GPS program and winced as the dot representing the Sunset Streaker moved visibly on the satellite-generated map. At the rate Maggie was shifting them, they'd be there in less than twenty-four. 


Hammerstein had flown in hypersonic jets across liquid acid skies, he had travelled at warp speed through the hearts of stars, he had sling-shotted battle cruisers round giant gas planets, and he had journeyed beyond the event horizons of hungry black Holes. In short, he had faced most of the conceivable travel hazards of the known universe. 


And there he was perched next to a nodding plastic Soya-bean cow on the dashboard of a clapped-out sports car and the simple fact of the matter was that he had never been so nervous in his life.


The speed appeared not to bother Maggie at all. With the way ahead clear for the moment, she leapt from her perch and slid back down into her seat, grabbing her can and taking a couple of gulps of Wooze.


"So tell me, who was that robot at the airport? You never finished his name."


"It is probably best if I conserve my energies."


"No, go on. Steelho - you said, before he chopped your head off. So what is it? Steelhorse? Steelhoof? Steelhobbit?"


"No."


"Okay, something more dramatic. Steelhorror? Steel-hook? No, no, no, wait, I've got it, STEELHOOVER! No, that sucks." 


"Maggie-"


"Steelhog? Steelhoe? I suppose that's the closest but, nah, it makes him sound like a gardening tool. How about Steelhombre? Hey, now that has a ring to it! The Steel Hombre." 


"Miss Sidewinder-"


"MS! It's Ms, okay. Or better still, Maggie. Oh, you said that already, didn't you? But not Miss. This whole Miss business makes it sound as if I'm waiting to be a Missus, which I've gotta tell you after what happened to me I am-"


"Steelhorn."


"-about as far from becoming as I... Sorry, did you say something?"


"His name is Steelhorn."


"Steelhorn? But that's a stupid name. It doesn't make sense. I saw the guy, remember, so if anything he should be called Steelhorns. I mean he did have two?"


"I think it refers to the horn that he blows."


"He blows a horn?"


"Yes."


"Ah, so he's a musical robot."


"No."


"No?"


"No."


"Are you sure?"


"He is a warrior I have known for two thousand years."


"Two thousand, eh?" Maggie did the math and whistled.


"He too used to be an ABC Warrior."


"You ran a crèche together?"


"He used to be my friend." 


At last, there was a second's pause. "Oh."


And a second was all it lasted.


"So, go on then, what happened? Did you two have some kind of a row? Hah, I knew it. Bet it was over some woman. It was, wasn't it? Hold on, do ABC Warriors like girls? I mean, not that it would matter to me if you didn't, you know, if you have some kind of macho... alphabet thing going on. Wouldn't matter at all. Not to me, no... no..." Maggie stopped short and harrumphed. "But, um, do you?"


Slightly surprised, Hammerstein activated his visual receptors and looked at Maggie. She was gulping on her Wooze, her face half obscured by the can. He saw enough, though, to make out that she was staring fixedly ahead and that her face had turned a deep shade of red. It suddenly occurred to Hammerstein that, more than being grateful to him for saving her life, this woman actually liked him. Were his mouth not permanently set in an intimidating downward curve, he would have smiled.


Because the fact was that Hammerstein liked Maggie, too. She was certainly the oddest floppy he had ever known.


"We like girls," he said.


"Oh," Maggie said, sitting upright. Hammerstein saw that her mouth was capable of curving upwards. "Oh... oh, right, that's good."


She revved the engine, swung into the centre lane. The sky darkened as they passed beneath a highway-straddling transporter. Maggie flicked on a mute-field, dulling the sound of its engines.


"Soooooo..." she said.


Hammerstein sighed. He realised it was inevitable that sooner or later she'd get the information out of him, so why not now? After all, it was less draining on his resources to talk than to listen.


He told her about Steelhorn. He told her about how Steelhorn had been the seventh member of the original ABC Warriors, who had fought with distinction in the war against the mighty Volgan Empire; about how he had been the one to end the war, when single-handedly he had penetrated a solar barrier and destroyed the Volgan leader. About how he had then become a pacifist and been subsequently betrayed by man, transformed inside a fusion furnace into a liquid creature known only as "The Mess"; and about how he had eventually become the symbiotic, sentient bloodstream of an intellectually-challenged, multiple-personality-disordered terraforming Gargantek by the name of George. At last he told her how the spirit of the planet, Medusa herself, had disposed of George, and as a natural consequence, Steelhorn, in a massive MarsQuake that had swallowed the two of them inside her world forever.


"Bloody hell," Maggie said.


"Hmm," Hammerstein concurred.


"You guys got around."


"We did," Hammerstein said. Strangely, Maggie thought she heard a touch of regret in his voice - a longing for those times past, perhaps - but she decided that then was not the best time to pursue the reason behind it.


Instead, she asked the obvious question.


"So, if he died, what's he doing here, knocking your block off?"


"A very good question," Hammerstein said. "I suspect Medusa has a lot to do with his resurrection as well as his death."


"Bitch," Maggie said. "Hadn't he suffered enough?"


Hammerstein shot Maggie a glance. Since he had been in her company, the sudden serious sides to his rescuer's behaviour had constantly surprised him. She was genuinely concerned about Steelhorn's history, he could tell. That made a very refreshing change. Even in the supposedly enlightened times of robot equality, it was still rare to come across a floppy who truly, deep down, considered robots to be their equals.


Hammerstein suddenly thought of Jodi Jones and Terri. And the memory made him unexpectedly weary. He found it difficult to restore visual acuity when his receptors flickered again, and then dimmed.


"No wonder he changed careers. I mean I'm not much for kids myself but I guess looking after them can be kind of fulfilling..." 


"Maggie, being an ABC Warrior doesn't mean that we-" Hammerstein began. He experienced a wave of acute dizziness, as if he had plunged into a gravity well. He checked his power reserves. Things were worse than he had thought. 


"Maggie, I need to shut down for a while. Will you be okay?"


Maggie glanced over, and that same serious side that had manifested itself a moment before returned in a look of deep concern. She took a swig of Wooze and swallowed slowly. "Sure," she said, after a moment. "You get some rest and I'll have us there in no time."


Hammerstein didn't doubt that for a moment. Although part of him suspected that Maggie drove like this all the time, and alongside it another part of him suspected that she had never actually driven at all. There was a good reason for Maggie's homicidal dash along the Trans-Martian Highway.


A very good reason: he was dying.


Steelhorn had known exactly what he was doing when he had severed Hammerstein's head on the tarmac of Sojourner Airport, because in doing so he had also severed all of his direct neural transmitters to his weapons and the other parts of his robotic body. Normally, this would not have mattered - Hammerstein could simply have controlled his body and weaponry by remote - but in also signalling the tripods to simultaneously attack those parts of his body that contained the neural receivers, Steelhorn had effectively shut him down. Hammerstein had become little more than scrap metal - for the most part, melted-down scrap metal.


There was worse. The only power reserves he possessed were those that remained in his skull and they were finite. Hammerstein knew that he had no more than a day before his neural net shut down forever.


Steelhorn could have finished him there, of course. It would have been the merciful thing to do. But Steelhorn had not been in a merciful mood. He wanted Hammerstein to suffer, to watch his oil leak away in an ever-expanding pool and die a long, slow death on that lonely patch of tarmac. 


And that was exactly what would have happened. But the ex ABC Warrior had reckoned without Maggie Sidewinder.


"You big, bearded bastard," were the first words he'd heard after his decapitation. He had looked up to see Maggie, oblivious to the danger she was in, hitting and kicking his departing enemy. Thankfully, Steelhorn had been distracted by something - a bullet, Hammerstein thought - and along with his tripod honour-guard he was already moving across the airfield, ignoring her.


After he had gone, Maggie had knelt by his side.


"Oh, frag. Look at you..."


"I have had better days," Hammerstein admitted.


"Smashed-up Martian, eh?" 


"There is extensive damage."


Maggie picked about in Hammerstein's remains and plucked a piece of metal from the floor.


"Is this important?"


"Deflector array."


"This?"


"Attitude processor, I think."


"Here's a weird one."


Hammerstein considered the oddly shaped arm-and-gimbal mechanism carefully. It obviously came from somewhere deep inside. "To be honest, I've no idea," he admitted. He gave a choking, mechanical laugh.


"It's bent," Maggie observed. "Your twirlybobblestop's bent." 


"Twirlybobblestop?" Hammerstein repeated.


"Well it has to be called something," Maggie said. "If we're going to get it fixed."


Hammerstein ran a quick physical with the parts of his diagnostic program that were still operating. "There is nothing you can-"


"Do?" Maggie said, gathering more parts. "I think there is."


"Ms Sidewinder-"


"NOW YOU LISTEN!" Maggie shouted. "You saved that kid just now, and more to the point, YOU SAVED ME! DO YOU UNDERSTAND? You cared about my life and you saved me. Nobody has ever done that for me before. Nobody in my entire fragging life has ever done that!"


Hammerstein was speechless. Maggie continued to examine the pieces.


"Now it's my turn to save you," she said, more softly. "We're going to get you to someone who can help."


"Ms Sidewinder, no-"


"Ms Sidewinder, yes."


Maggie stood up. The last thing she'd said was, "Don't go away. I'm going to find us a car."


And so that was that. Hammerstein was on the way to Marineris City. Who exactly was going to help him there, he did not know. How they were going to help him, he had no idea.


Only one thing was for certain: he had little say in the matter. Hammerstein shut down, while Maggie continued to drive and to drink.


After a few kilometres, steam began to rise up from the bonnet of the car, as if the radiator was overheating. This was a little odd, as a Sunset Streaker didn't have a radiator - it was battery powered. 


Maggie watched as the steam began to slowly curl and twist before her eyes, forming itself into a shape that after a few seconds coalesced into a woman's face. The face wavered before Maggie, fresh and young and at the same time incredibly lined and ancient, both ethereally beautiful and repulsively ugly. It studied Maggie in silence, shimmering insubstantially, like a ghost. 


Maggie had no doubt who it was she was looking at. And she hoped she hadn't turned white.


"Don't tell me, Medusha, right?" she said. "I mean, Medusa, right?"


"Boo," Medusa said. "Gotcha."


Maggie tipped the can of Wooze to her mouth, disguising the fact that she had to swallow hard. "Well, this is a first. Never talked to a planet before." She offered the tin at the windscreen. "Wooze?"


"A vile concoction of humankind," Medusa said. "It is as much poison as the tainted blood that runs through your insipid veins."


"I'll take that as a no, then."


"Actually, I prefer the cherry flavour."


"Okay."


"Harlot! Witch! Whore!" Medusa blurted out. 


"Harridan," Maggie responded, and stuck out her tongue. "You're not altogether there, are you?"


There was a pause. Medusa's eyes narrowed. "Altogether where?" she asked suspiciously.


Maggie held her hands up. "My point exactly." The car swerved dangerously and she quickly grabbed hold of the steering wheel. "You know, not playing with a full deck; a banana short of the bunch; your stairs don't reach the attic?"


"HOW DARE-"


"Whaddya want, Medusa?" Maggie asked curtly. She was surprised at how steady her voice sounded. "I'm a little busy here."


"I want you to die!" Medusa screeched. "You and your little dog."


"Pardon?"


"Sorry, got a little carried away there." 


"This is about Hammerstein, isn't it?"


"Of course it is about Hammerstein, you insolent whelp. Did you think I'd be worried about you? With a wave of my hand I could have your body flopping around wondering where its bones have gone."


"You're a planet, you don't have hands."


"Oh, really..." Medusa said tauntingly. The cloud of steam swirled suddenly, reforming itself, and Maggie found that she was choking as a set of nebulous fingers sprung forward and clutched her tightly about the throat. She felt the skin beneath them redden and blister, hot sweat trickle into the nape of her neck. "You shouldn't have saved him," Medusa hissed. "You are an interfering little girl." 


"Worried, are we?" Maggie croaked hoarsely. Tears swam in her eyes. "Worried about the nursery bots?"


"Never!" Medusa hissed. She snatched the fingers away. "Bah, why am I wasting time with you?"


"I don't know," Maggie said, rubbing her neck "Why are you?"


"I am here to give you a warning."


"Yeah?"


"A warning that you will never reach Marineris alive!"


"Figured as much. But didn't you forget something?"


"What?"


"HA-HA-HA-HA-HARRR!"


Medusa hissed loudly and the cloud of steam seethed. Maggie blared the Sunset Streaker's horn, whilst Medusa screeched and almost dissipated.


"Gotcha," Maggie said.


"Cute."


"Are you going now?" Maggie demanded forcefully. "Only you're blocking my view."


Once again Medusa lashed out, but this time it was with a single finger. The finger was gnarled and bony and it wagged in Maggie's face.


"You're going to regret that," Medusa said. "You'd be amazed what I can do with the dead." 


Having said that, she was gone.


Maggie looked around, wondering what it was that Medusa had up her sleeve. The traffic looked normal, the desert on both sides of the highway quiet.


Then, on both horizons, a dust cloud appeared, and out of it cloud came strange shapes.


Frag, Maggie thought. Better wake the Sarge.


"Er, Hammerstein. Wake up, Hammerstein." 


"What is it, Maggie?"


"We've got company."


"Company?" Hammerstein said. He was aware that there was a deep roaring in the air.


He reactivated visuals and wished that he hadn't. Hundreds of leather-garbed, skeletal pyromaniacs - the crazed and psychotic motorbike gangs who had once plagued Viking City - were roaring at them across the desert. It appeared that Medusa had resurrected them from their sandy graves.


But it wasn't the pyromaniacs that worried Hammerstein; it was the machine guns that were mounted on their bikes. The ABC Warrior stared at his weaponry stacked on the second seat of the Sunset Streaker. He could have really done with those. The roaring got louder. The bikes bounced onto the highway in pursuit.


Maggie slammed her foot down on the accelerator.


"Just like that movie," she said.


"What movie?" Hammerstein asked.


"Mad Meks." 


The bullets began to fly.







EIGHT

 


She loved him not... She loved him... she loved him not. She loved him... she loved him not. In her mind, Juanita Perez gently plucked petals from the golden yellow flower in her hand. She had been plucking petals from the flower forever, or so it seemed to her. The meadow in which she sat was carpeted with them.


She loved him...


Music played, a rhapsody, but it played only in her mind.


Juanita was no longer aware that she was a prisoner in a cage, having long since departed for that place within herself where there was peace. 


Juanita Perez had gone away. She was no longer aware of the snakes and the rat-like things that shared her confinement, nor of their slithering and their twitching on her body, and of their ever more courageous gnawing at her flesh. She was no longer aware that her clothing clung to her only in patches, having been eaten away by a slow-acting fabric corrosive in the air, another of Diaz's humiliation tactics. 


She was no longer aware of the guards who consequently leered at her body from beyond the bars, having turned up the heat in the tiny cage to be able to see her in all her glistening glory. She was no longer aware that she had become an animal in a zoo.


Juanita Perez was aware of only one thing: she loved him.


Or loved him not. 


Schnik.


"Juanita, listen to me."


But who? Who was it that she loved? Juanita pondered the question for a moment, simply staring at the flower she held in her hand. She watched as the petals began to fall away of their own volition and were wafted away on a summer breeze.


Juanita cried aloud, startling the birds in the nearby trees. It was an agonised sound. Her fists beat the grass of the meadow and beat the floor of the cage. 


Somewhere deep inside, even deeper than where she was, Juanita knew that she had made herself a promise. It had been a promise that would keep her sane, a promise to step outside. To be with... someone. 


To be with...  To be with... 


Juanita could not remember. She groaned. As she did, a figure came walking slowly to her across the meadow, a figure that stood over her and smiled down benignly. She did not see the hunger in its eyes. There you are, my beloved, Juanita thought, staring at Senator Diaz.


She loved him...


But this was not right. Could not be right. There was another, she was certain. 


His name. Please, what was his name?


"Juanita Perez, you must listen."


What am I thinking, Juanita chided herself. There can be no other. My darling, my powerful, powerful senator, you are the only one who cares for me, are you not? The only one.


"Juanita, your thoughts are not your own. Senator Diaz knows that your willpower is strong enough to resist love bombing now. Are you listening, Juanita?"


Yes.


"He has ordered that subliminals are beamed into your cage - yes, your cage, Juanita; powerful subliminals that are aimed directly at your synaptic pathways. You are being more than brainwashed, Juanita. Senator Diaz is rewiring your mind."


My mind, Juanita thought. Oh no - that can't be. The senator has no interest in my mind. It is my body that my darling desires. I will give it to him willingly. In the meadow, Juanita rolled slowly on the grass. I shall prostrate myself before him. He shall anoint me with oils and thick perfumes. I shall writhe beneath his touch, moan at his caress. Oh yes, he shall have my body... And my soul.


Juanita's eyes filled with tears, though she did not know why. He shall have my soul.


"The name you are trying to remember, Juanita Perez... the name you are being forced to forget. It's Joe. Joe Pineapples. Remember, Juanita - it's there. Remember Joe. His name, Juanita - you have to find it. Joe Pineapples. Think for yourself, Juanita. Think!" 


I am trying. I know no- 


"JOE PINEAPPLES!"


Images came: a robot, blue and sleek; a dance in the heavens; an Elvis impression. The letters... ABC. 


Slowly, as if in a dream, Juanita turned to the door of the cage. There was a woman standing outside, her mouth moving, but her words seemed so very far away.


"... 'member... 'nita... 'edpeace... 'usic box... 'member... Your life."


This was no woman that Juanita saw. No ordinary woman. She too was a robot; such a beautiful robot with golden skin, and a mane of wild, wiry, red hair. Dark eyes stared at Juanita imploringly from the flawless face of a flawless head balanced on a flawless, swan-like neck.  She looked like a model. She looked so familiar.


"It's Sheen."


"Sh - Sheen?" Juanita said haltingly.


"Yes, Juanita - yes."


"Sh - Sheen Zano?" 


Sheen Zano smiled. "As Joe might say - here's looking at you, kid."


JOE, Juanita thought, and it that second it all came flooding back: the night in her room, not that long ago, but what felt like an eternity. The last time she had seen the ABC Warrior, Casablanca, his embrace, his insistence that she go with him, her insistence that she would only slow him down. Then an agonised Joe departing to save the planet, but not before teaching her love - no. NOT her love - not before teaching that bastard Diaz a lesson he would never forget. Then alone again.


Diaz returning her to the cage, determined to make her forget her true love, her lion: Joe Pineapples.


"Oh Gaia, Sheen," Juanita said slowly. Her throat was dry, sore. "How long-"


"Long enough," Sheen Zano replied. "Any longer and you wouldn't-" The model trailed off and let the silence speak for itself.


Juanita nodded. She knew that had Sheen not brought her back when she did, Juanita Perez would have ceased to exist. 


"You were here for the fashion show," Juanita realised suddenly. It brought her back to the real world. "What's happened?" Juanita asked urgently. "Joe? Medusa, is she...?"


"Genocidal? Insane? Winning?" Sheen Zano responded. "Maybe all of those things. The last I heard she'd launched an attack on Viking City and Joe and the other ABCs were tackling her head on." The super-model robot decided not to tell Juanita that she'd also heard that the battle was not going well.


"But all that can wait," Sheen Zano said. "First we have to get you out of here." The model paused and the fingernail on her right index finger extended suddenly with a schnik. It was a sound Juanita had heard before. 


Sheen inserted it into the lock of the cage, twisted, and the door swung open. She offered Juanita a hand. "Come on."


"Hardly standard equipment for a Pharoah fashion show," Juanita said as she scrambled out.


Sheen smiled as the blade retracted. "What can I say? Modelling's a bitch of a business. We need something to scratch each other's eyes out."


Juanita noticed that the pair of clone guards who had been on sentry duty outside her cage were staring at her from bloodied sockets. These clone guards were known as Dead Dead Eyes - and now they truly were. The business of escaping was obviously a bitchy one, too.


"Sheen," she asked, "why are you doing this?"


The model paused and licked her lips. "Let's just say that John Steel had a certain effect on my inner - um - M-Appeal."


"John Steel?"


"Joe."


"Oh." Juanita stared at the model.


"Don't worry," Sheen said, smiling. "He only has eyes for you."


"How do we get out of here?"


"This way," Sheen said. "There's an access corridor."


The two of them began to move through the underground tunnels of Camp Diaz. They had not travelled far before there was a crackling from some speakers on the wall.


"And just where exactly is it that you two beauties think you are going?"


Juanita felt a sudden chill. That voice. Distorted as it was by the speakers - it was unmistakably that of Senator Diaz. But that was impossible. Diaz had left Damnation Island for reconstructive surgery right after Joe had deliberately dropped him down his own stairwell. The man was a broken, battered wreck, kept alive only by his mobile life support machine, and in desperate need of hospitalization.


He was not meant to be there.


"Wondering why I am still in residence, my luscious peach?" Diaz said, addressing Juanita. "Sadly it appears that the medics, which I had assigned to my... repair, are themselves very much in need of their profession's services - that, or those of a gravedigger." Diaz chuckled throatily and his voice took on a sepulchral tone. "A devastating attack on the hospital in Viking City, I am told. So many dead. Men, women and children. Doctors and nurses - and robots."


Diaz inhaled sharply. "Which reminds me, my dear, we simply must play a game of doctors and nurses, you and I. I'll get you on my operating table and I can probe you until we get to the bottom of things, eh? I know how much you would enjoy that."


"You're sick, Diaz."


Diaz laughed, began to cough. "Sick, am I? I'm not the one cavorting with a mek, now am I? Oh, and by the way, if you are thinking that your tin-man lover-boy has survived and will return here to rescue you, think again. These are dangerous times and I am in the process of making some rather dramatic adjustments to the security here at Camp Diaz. Believe me when I say that if your Mr Pineapples returns then I will turn him into a tin of Pineapples chunks." Diaz snickered at his own bad joke. "Better still, as it looks as though I will now be in this condition for some time, why don't I make use of him as part of this life support machine he has condemned me to? I need some plumbing for my... waste. I know - I could even use his hollowed-out head as a bed-pan!"


"Go to hell."


"Oh my dear, I am already there," Diaz said coldly.


Juanita and Sheen ran. Ran into the dark. Laughter followed them as they went.


"I think we lost him," Sheen said finally.


"Yeah," Juanita answered. "But where are we exactly?"


They were deep beneath the domes in what looked like a network of ancient service tunnels. Old equipment - very old equipment by the looks of it, possibly even equipment that had been used by the Foundation Fathers - lay discarded against the walls, its purpose forgotten. The tunnels themselves appeared disused; algae plastered the walls and water dripped from cracked pipes, pooling into gradually creeping puddles on the corridor floor. Apart from the haunting, echoing sound of the drips, all was silent.


"There's a door over there. Let's see where it leads."


Juanita and Sheen moved across the corridor to where a stark metal door broke the wall. The door looked out of place in its surroundings, as though it had been installed relatively recently, in the last fifty or so years. 


In Diaz's lifetime, Juanita thought.


The door was sealed and had no visible handle. Instead two features marked it. At head height was an old Earth symbol that Juanita recognised as an Ankh. Below that at shoulder height was a panel. In the centre of the panel was the indented shape of an outstretched hand - and in the centre of that, a small pulsating jewel.


The hand lit up. A soft, female voice said: "Identify."


"Palm print access," Sheen said.


Juanita scanned the rest of the door, spotted a small integral microphone. "And probably password controlled," Juanita added. "There must be something pretty valuable in there. Or something Diaz wants to keep very quiet. But even so - a dead end?"


"Not necessarily," Sheen said. She held out her own hand and concentrated hard. As Juanita watched, Sheen's palm began to ripple ever so slightly, subtly changing shape and density, growing lines where it had had none before. It appeared to age. To Juanita's surprise, hairs appeared at the edges - and even a couple of small brown liver spots. She realised she was looking at an old man's hand: Diaz's hand.


"Mnemonic tactility," Sheen explained. "Pharaoh has it installed in all of his top models. That way, when we get all lovey with our rivals at a show - getting a quick feel of their outfits in the process, of course, we can retain the exact details of the fabrics and materials used in the competitor's design. It's just amazing how quickly we can get them on the shelves." Sheen smiled and placed her hand in the door's indentation. "It comes in handy in other ways, too," she punned. The palm-sized indentation grew brighter. "Guess whose hand I shook earlier?"


"Identify," the door repeated.


"We still need the password," Juanita whispered. "Any ideas?"


Sheen shrugged. "Bastard? Pervert? Scum?"


"Nothing so obvious," Juanita said. "Diaz might be all of those things but he's no fool."


"Then what?"


"I don't know," Juanita said in frustration. She paced the corridor, hugging herself against the cold, staring into the air for inspiration. At last it hit her. Diaz had an extensive collection of old movies. Perhaps he had used something from one of them as a password, but what? Gaia, there were so many! Then Juanita realised.


"Diaz lives in a city of domes, right?" she said with some excitement. "And this-" she jabbed a finger towards the algae-covered, puddle-filled corridor and the door with its Ankh, its jewelled palm and its soporific voice that said, "Identify". 


"This is familiar. I know this." 


Juanita moved to the microphone, her lips moving as she thought hard. "Logan 5," she said finally, waiting for a response. The door beeped flatly - access denied. "Okay... Jessica 6... Sandman... Sanctuary?"


There was no response. Sudden recognition dawned in Sheen Zano's eyes and she waved her hands excitedly. "Daddy, my daddy!" she screeched helpfully.


"Right actress, wrong movie," Juanita said. "That was The Railway Run and this is Logan's Walkabout. Starred that guy - Nathaniel York?" 


Think, she told herself. 


"Runner... Carousel... Last Day..."


Suddenly, the door beeped in a high tone. It thunked open. Juanita stood back with a gasp.


"We're in," she said breathlessly.


The women moved forward, leaving the corridor behind. A dark staircase led upwards and they took the steps gingerly, intrigued, but also afraid of where they might lead. They were somewhat surprised to emerge inside another dome of Camp Diaz, but one that was quite dramatically different from all they had seen before. For a start, it looked far older, perhaps as old as the equipment in the corridors below. It was lit dimly by emergency lighting and appeared seldom used. Oddly, the entrance - that was the main entrance, not the stairway through which they had come - was blocked and sealed, and it looked as if it had been that way for a long, long time. No one, it seemed, came to this dome apart from Diaz.


A growing sense of unease crept over Juanita. There was something wrong about this place. As their eyes grew accustomed to the reduced light, the two women began to make out details of the interior. The first and most obvious thing was that all of the inner walls were mounted with electronic maps of what appeared to be the planet's biol pipeline network - the pipelines that delivered the universal foodstuff to every inhabited corner of Mars.


The second thing was that above their heads, radiating out like the spokes of a wheel from a central storage tank, were actual pipelines - each of which plunged into the ground and exited the dome beneath each of the maps. There was a feeder wheel on each pipe.


Juanita was no technician but studying the arrangement it seemed to her that Diaz was leaking something into the biol network.


The third thing they saw dwarfed this realisation: on either side of the storage tank were two others, but these were made of glass. Each tank was filled with what looked like diluted biol goo. Banks of computer terminals and analytical equipment surrounded them. And each tank held a body. 


The bodies were alive, recognisably female, but only just, because they were bloated beyond belief - bigger than the biggest obeasts Juanita had ever seen. Not only that but they were also horribly deformed, their limbs twisted and misshapen; their faces were mutated, staring out at Juanita and Sheen with terror in their eyes.


The main lights of the dome came on. 


"Beautiful, aren't they?" Senator Diaz said. "Allow me to introduce my previous wives."


Juanita and Sheen span. Held aloft by two clone guards who had carried him into the dome, Diaz stared proudly at the bodies. The two guards laid Diaz down on the floor and drew automatic weapons. Diaz trundled forward in his life-support machine. 


"You look as if you are cold, Juanita," Diaz commented, ogling her body unashamedly. "Oh my yes, really quite... pert."


"These are your wives?" Sheen said in disbelief. She had heard that his previous wives had disappeared in mysterious circumstances, but she, like everyone else, had presumed that meant Diaz had simply had them removed.


"Strictly speaking, ex-wives," Diaz countered. "But for all intents and purposes still partners, yes." He spread his hands, showing off the dome. "You see, for the last few years, they have been assisting me in my experiments. Experiments that, I should add, you should not have stumbled into."


"What in Gaia's name are you doing here, Diaz?" Juanita asked. "The biol pipelines; these poor creatures. Why are you keeping them like this?"


"I would have thought that was obvious, my dear," Diaz said. He stroked the tanks tenderly. "My ever-faithful darlings are my laboratory rats." 


"You did this to them?" Sheen said in horror. 


"Of course," Diaz said coolly. "How else could I have isolated what I wanted to know?"


"What are you talking about?" 


"Biol, my angel," Diaz declared. "The wondrous secret of biol."


Diaz showed them; Sheen and Juanita screamed.







NINE

 


Had there been any point at all in the routed population of Viking City launching a counter-attack against the point of origin of the tripods, it would not have been difficult for them to locate.


The thousands of tripod machines that had disgorged the previous dawn through the gates of Sunset Motors had left a scar on the face of the planet - a scar that had been trampled into it by the unrelenting and determined march of their heavy metal feet. Even the day after they had passed that way, the dust was far from settled and the rock of the planet remained exposed to the sky like bone.


But Blackblood did not want to think about feet. The swaddling that he had applied to his own road drill leg had already all but been worn away, and he was becoming increasingly irritated by and heavily conscious of the listing swagger that had returned as a result. Moreover, the buzz of servos as they constantly checked his balance niggled at his temper. It was fine nurturing a slightly piratical affectation, but this - this made him look like some crass pantomime villain, or a sad extra in a Gilbert & Sullivan operetta. Anyone who saw him would regard him like some crippled refugee from the burning city. A pathetic robot cast out into the desert without purpose following ignominious defeat.


They would not think of him as General Blackblood, ABC Warrior. But, ABC Warrior no longer, he reflected. Blackblood fired a chamber full of bullets into the air in frustration. From above, a death-kite squawked and fell to the ground with a muted splat. He was only General Blackblood, killer of birds.


He sighed angrily and knelt down on the desert floor. His joints grated. Deadlock said that there were seven sacred orifices in the body, but the general reckoned that was a woeful underestimate. The desert dust had found its way into far more than seven.


Blackblood's fingers almost subconsciously traced the edge of the tripod-created rut, noting that he had met it at a point where it diverged into three distinct paths. He had stumbled across the trail by accident, having been wandering in the desert without any real purpose, simply collecting his thoughts. Since he had parted from his comrades at the Red House, he had found himself quite surprised - and oddly disturbed - at how different it felt to be alone once more. It had been a very long time indeed since he'd had the freedom to indulge his more independent thoughts, and it made him yearn for the past.  For the time before his reprogramming; the time of the Volgon war; the time when he had been Big Daddy, most powerful and most feared of the jungle warriors known as the Straw Dogs. He saw it all so clearly: the majesty of the killing machines known as Daddy-Long-Legs, striding effortlessly through the trees, cutting down all who stood in their way without mercy; the fear on his victims' faces as he descended like a god from his Man O'War, his weapons blazing and the last, desperate gurgles of his defeated ABC Warrior enemies as he tore away their heads and drank deeply of their blood. 


Then it had all ended, at Bougainville, by a single shot through his heart, a shot that was delivered by Joe Pineapples. Blackblood hissed at the memory.


Against his will, they had transformed him into an ABC Warrior, into one of them. Well - there was no more them. There was only General Blackblood and he had a future to plan. Once again, he ran through the options he had available to him since he had decided to strike out alone. He could ally himself with one of the many groups that had appeared as a result of Medusa's wholesale ransacking of the human psyche: the Tharks, perhaps, or the Mysterons. There were even the Martians who lived in their houses of crystal pillars on the edge of the empty sea. But no, he decided - why trade one group for another, one set of petty politics for more? He debated adopting the guerrilla lifestyle at which he had once so excelled, perhaps establishing a planet-wide system of tunnels and striking stealthily and silently against any and all who opposed him. But the tunnels he remembered with fondness were dank and fecund affairs, steeped in mud and lashed by rain, the labyrinthine sub-terrain of a rich and verdant world. Here there was only dust. It just wasn't the same. 


The final option was to ally himself with Medusa, just for the hell of it. She appeared, after all, to be the winning side. There would be some certain appeal about appearing on the field of battle and facing off against the remaining ABC Warriors and Joe Pineapples in particular. And yet...


Blackblood could not do it. His programming held hard - that and something else.  Loyalty? Allegiance? No. It was something far more insidious than either of those misguided emotions. Blackblood snarled and smashed a fist into his damaged leg, hard, his entire body reverberating with the impact. It wasn't this insignificant injury that was making his anger slowly boil, he realised with sudden, crystal clarity - it was growing resentment against the means by which Medusa had led him and the others to where they were now. The simple fact of the matter was that she was a planet - a God, for frag's sake - and how were they meant to challenge that? By the sheer number and power of her forces and abilities, Medusa had delivered the ABC Warriors a fait accompli that had left them entirely devoid of choice in their response to the battle. They were fighters, but this was not a fair fight. Metaphorically, at least, she had forced them to roll over and die. In a way, she had stripped the ABC Warriors of their destiny as they had once, in his enforced reprogramming, stripped him of his. It was a violation of the normal order of things, something that was fundamentally wrong and he would not let that happen to him again. If he was going to abandon the ABC Warriors, then he would do so by his own choice. Medusa had to have a weakness somewhere and he intended to find it.


Blackblood rose, knowing that he stood truly at a parting of the ways. He studied the tripod trails: one path led more or less back the way he had come, towards Viking City, another out into the Saharan desert, and one to the south, presumably in the direction of Marineris. It did not take much deduction to work out that the northern path led back to the tripod's point of origin. There had to be something there. Making his decision, Blackblood turned and began to limp towards the north.


It was past midnight when Blackblood reached the Sunset Motors plant. He was quite amazed by how creations so unstoppable as the tripods could emerge from a primitive facility such as this. He entered and began to search for anything that could help in the fight against Medusa. He searched the factory floor and the offices, the storerooms and the distribution depot, the cafeteria and the bathrooms. Nothing.


Then he came across a huge pair of locked metal doors that led, according to their sign, to an Area 66. It was marked out of bounds to humans.


A bit of a giveaway that, Blackblood thought.


The ABC Warrior shot away the lock and walked inside. What he found was Sunset Motors' true production area. Stacked in crates all around were what were recognisably tripod components. In the shadows to the rear were some ranks of actual tripods, although they appeared to be unfinished and of no threat. There was also what appeared to be an outdoor testing range. This, presumably, was where the finished tripods had practiced with their heat-rays, as the whole area was badly scorched.


What was of most interest, though, was back inside the area. Running down the middle of Area 66, leading to a set of doors at its end, was the tripod assembly line itself. As with all assembly lines, it was bordered by a number of automated 'bots, machines whose task it was to build the war machines stage by stage. Or at least it had been, because apart from a lingering scent of marshrooms in the air, the facility was entirely abandoned. 


One of the assembly machines - a strange-looking device and the very last one on the assembly line - puzzled Blackblood. He saw what the purpose of the others were, but this one with its twin sets of nozzles looked as if it had been designed to give the tripods a paint job before they left to go into battle.


Strange indeed, he thought. Blackblood didn't remember seeing any painted tripods on the battlefield. But he had to admit that the occasional pink or metallic blue one might have relieved some of the monotony as the grey hulks lumbered towards him.


Finding no obvious answers, Blackblood wandered back into the factory. His eyes fell on a large tank in the centre of the production area. From it emanated the unmistakeable odour of Brent Crude. What the frag, he thought. Maybe a long, cold soak would sort his head out. He clanged up the steps to the tank and eased himself into it as if it were a bath. From his chest compartment he produced a small rubber duck and sent it bobbing over the oil with a flick of his finger. Then he propped his feet up on the edge of the tank and relaxed, letting his head slide beneath the surface of the oil and opening his grille to drink it in. Oh, that tastes good, Blackblood thought. He lay there, drowsing for he didn't know how long, before he gradually became aware of a tickling sensation. It came from his foot. Something was playing with his road drill leg.


Blackblood's head emerged slowly and silently from the oil. As it drained from his eyes, he began to make out that a small figure was standing on the rim of the tank. It was holding his leg and a strange coruscating cloud passed between it and the road drill.


Blackblood coughed quietly.


The figure jumped, looked at him and gulped. Suddenly, the cloud went away and the figure pulled out an old rag. It began to buff the metal, whistling.


"Shoeshine, sir?" it asked feebly. It looked at him for a second, then skittered off.


Like a flash, Blackblood was out of the oil, his weapon drawn, hurtling through the air towards his unknown assailant. There was a high-pitched, robotic shriek as Blackblood landed crouched on what appeared to be a very small tripod, pinning it beneath him. Blackblood jammed the barrel of his gun in its face.


"No - no disassemble," the tripod cried. 


Blackblood's finger tightened on his trigger.


"No - no disassemble Number 5!"


Blackblood growled. Whatever this thing was, it didn't appear to be a threat. Things that were a threat didn't generally plead for their lives in squeaky little voices. Gradually he pulled back his weapon and straightened up. Spluttering, the tripod picked itself off the floor and dusted itself down. Then it placed two small tripod arms on its hips and stared balefully at Blackblood. "Nice duck," it said. 


"What the frag are you?" Blackblood asked.


"Prototype War Machine Number 5," the tripod answered proudly. "Chindogu Class."


Blackblood stared at the machine in bewilderment. 


"A War Machine?" he repeated. "You're less than a foot high. What are you going to do - incinerate my ankles?"


"No heat-ray," Number 5 said, his arms outstretched.


"Oh, even better," Blackblood teased. "Head-butt my ankles then? Jump up and nibble my shins to death?"


Number 5 hung his head. Blackblood could have sworn he was scraping his feet. "Okay. Strictly speaking not War Machine."


"Not War Machine."


"No. No offensive capability at all. Zero. Zilch. Bugger all. Oh, apart from this."


Number 5 shot a tiny beam at Blackblood, hitting him in the eye. It was like being spat at.


"Oi," Blackblood objected.


"Got your attention, eh?"


"What the frag was that?" Blackblood snarled.


"A-ha!" Number 5 declared. He held up one of his small arms demonstrably. Suddenly, without any warning at all, he darted off, scuttling up the side of one of the warehouse crates and from there, leaping to another. "Moving target," he said quickly, "or is it sitting duck? Clay pigeon, eye of the needle, bulls-eye." He leapt again, this time behind a crate. "Aunt Sally," Blackblood heard his voice going on, "coconut shy, kick here, X marks the spot, fiiire!"


Blackblood could do nothing but stare. The little fragger was insane.


"Shoot me," the tripod persisted. He fired his beam again, drawing Blackblood to him. "Go on, shoot me." 


Blackblood couldn't help himself. He fired. It was a single shot but the crate behind which the machine was hiding was gone in an instant, obliterated in a shower of wooden shrapnel. But Number 5 was already gone.


The miniature war machine's head appeared above another crate, off to Blackblood's left. "Gotcha!" Number 5 taunted him, and blew an electronic raspberry.


A raspberry? Blackblood thought. He shook his head, having absolutely no idea how he had gotten himself into this. He let loose with a volley of bullets - budda-budda-budda-budda - but instead of the tripod he took out only light-bulbs, beams, more crates. A section of the factory panelling fell away with a loud clang.


"Can't catch me," Number 5's voice teased. "Head down, run away, bugger off."


Blackblood growled. There was a sudden hum of servomotors and his chest cavity snapped open. With a whir, the makings of an ominous looking 50mm chain gun ejected itself from his interior. Components clicked into place, sliding together, forming the weapon. They locked and loaded. Clamps extended from the weapon's stock and secured themselves to Blackblood's shoulder with a solid thunk. Belts of ammunition looped themselves like living snakes around his waist. A holographic targeting monocle dropped down over his right eye. Crosshairs appeared. Zoomed and blipped.


Number 5 scuttled between two boxes in front of the ABC Warrior, still rattling on. 


"Quick lads, scarper... Yo! Fire in the hole... Incoming... Take coverrrrr..."


Blackblood began to fire. Even he was forced to step back and steady himself as the inside of the factory was filled suddenly with a sweeping, horizontal rain of lead, despatching anything and everything in its path. Barrels exploded, leaping into the air like liberated jacks-in-the-box. Metal pillars buckled and groaned as chunks of them were shot clean away. Machine parts ricocheted around like badly designed bouncing bombs. The glass in the windows around the walls disintegrated, crashing down and coating the factory floor in a crunchy, glistening slush. Blackblood kept firing until the barrels of the chain gun clicked hollowly, indicating that they were empty.


The factory roof fell in.


But there was no sign of Number 5. Blackblood reloaded and resumed fire, smoke beginning to rise from the chain gun's chambers, as if they were becoming as frustrated as he.


"Wa-hey!" the tripod shouted excitedly, somersaulting deftly between the last two surviving crates in the whole complex. "Done it again, couldn't hit the side of a barn, where's your specs, four eyes? Missed me - UH!"


One of the chain gun's shells caught Number 5 right between his "eyes", blowing off the top of its head. The diminutive construct stopped dead, looking as startled as it could given its physical circumstances and slapped a hand to its chest. Number 5 sucked in a gasping breath, pirouetted, staggered, and waited a moment as if for dramatic effect, fell flat on its back, twitched once, twitched twice, shuddered, and finally, lay still.


"Excellent shot..." Number 5 wheezed.


Blackblood sighed, retracted the chain gun with another hum of servos and began to walk over to his prone kill. "I told you I was ill..." he heard Number 5 mutter. "Oh, my... CAROL-ANN, STAY AWAY FROM THE LIGHT! Mother, is that you?"


Blackblood couldn't believe that the little fragger was still rattling on. He raised a foot to stamp down hard on what remained of the evasive tripod's head.


Number 5, completely intact again, stared up at him. The ABC Warrior could have sworn that he smiled. "Number 5 is aliiive!"


"What the frag?"


"Sixty-six point four per cent," the tripod said. From somewhere he miraculously produced a clipboard and marked down the score. "High score currently attributed to War Machine 2743, known to his friends - though he hasn't got any - as ED209." He wagged an arm in Blackblood's face. "You, my friend, could do better!"


Blackblood stared. "You're a fraggin' target droid!" he suddenly realised.


"Bingo," Number 5 said.


"A target droid that can't be destroyed." 


"Uh-huh."


Blackblood grabbed Number 5 and hauled him up in front of his face. "Tell me, my little friend," he hissed, "why is that?"


"I could show you..."


Blackblood snarled, "Why would you do that? The last time I looked you were one of Medusa's... creations." 


"Why wouldn't I?" Number 5 said. "I don't see Medusa round here anymore, do you? Thousands of tripods, she makes - thousands! Every one of 'em gets a career in the army. They get out, they go places and they burn people. Me? I get shot at. Out there on the firing range. Day in, day out, day in, day out, day-" 


"I get the-"


"Then she just abandons me! I ask ya, big fella, what kind of reward is that for faithful-"


"I get the point," Blackblood emphasised. "But that doesn't mean I should trust you."


"I fixed your leg," Number 5 said.


"Pardon?" said Blackblood.


"Your leg. Remember? Bath-time?"


"What the frag are you...?" Blackblood began then stopped. He did remember: the tickling sensation. And, now that he thought of it, when he had stepped back to steady himself earlier, he had stepped back on his road drill leg. And it had been intact. He looked down. The leg was whole again, like new. What the frag had Number 5 done? 


"You're on the team, Shorty," Blackblood said. "Show me."


Number 5 led Blackblood back to the strange machine at the end of the tripod assembly line. Number 5 flicked a switch and a puff of something shot from the first of the nozzles. It left a kind of lingering cloud in the air, though there was no odour.


"Small machines," Number 5 explained. "Smaller even than me. Very much smaller."


"Nanobots?" Blackblood said. That couldn't be right. The ABC Warriors all had nanobots. Washing machines had nanobots. There was no way it could explain...


"Noooooooo..." Number 5 said. "At least not normal nanobots."


"Not normal?" 


Number 5 activated the machine again. Another puff of something emerged from the second nozzle. This cloud immediately hooked up with the first. There was a little agitation going on.


"Piggy-back-bots," Number 5 said.


"Piggy-back bots?" Blackblood repeated. He ruminated for a moment on the name. "Hold on - are you telling me that the nanobots have their own nanobots?"


"That is what Number 5 is saying, yes." 


"Kind of... nano-nanos?"


"Shazbot!" Number 5 said, pointing a finger.


"This is starting to make sense," Blackblood said. "It isn't lack of damage we've been seeing fighting with the tripods, it's their instantaneous repair. Only we haven't been seeing it because it's that fast. And that kind of instantaneous repair would only be possible if the nanos themselves were constantly repaired by other nanos. Biol! Wait till Deadlock gets wind of this."


"Who's Deadlock?"


"Weird guy. You'd like him."


"Would he like me?


"No. So without this nano-nano skin, Medusa's tripods are exactly what they look like?" Blackblood said. He pointed at the unfinished machines. "Just boilers on stilts?" 


"Boilers on stilts," Number 5 confirmed.


Blackblood pulled a weapon and fired a round of his best fragmentation bullets at the front rank of tripods. The war machines exploded in a satisfying tangle of arms, legs and body parts, and clattered noisily to the ground, totally destroyed.


"I'll be fragged," Blackblood said. "Medusa made it so we couldn't see the wood for the trees."


Number 5 looked around. "Wood? Trees?"


"Never mind. We have to find a way to strip Medusa's tripods of their nano-nanos," he said simply. "Find out where she got them."


"Well," said Number 5.


"What?" Blackblood demanded urgently.


Number 5 shook his head. "No. Number 5 should really not say. Number 5 would not want damage to-"


Blackblood's gun appeared in Number 5's face once more. He might not be able to destroy the little fragger but he could certainly keep his nano-nanos busy.


Number 5 gulped.


"Spit it out, Shorty."


"Number 5 knows where nano-nanos came from," he said, "because Number 5 was sent by Medusa to fetch them. He remembers seeing..."


Blackblood shot one bullet.


"Ow! He remembers seeing next to nano-nanos some other nanotechnology." The miniature tripod leaned forward and whispered. "Number 5 thinks it may be anti-nano-nano technology."


"Where?" Blackblood demanded.


"No point in Number 5 saying," Number 5 said. "Security there is veerrry strong."


BANG!


"Where?"


"It really will not do any-"


BANG! BANG!


"THE INVENTION EXCHANGE!" Number 5 shouted. Blackblood holstered his gun. He pounded towards the exit. Number 5 skittered after him, repeating one phrase over and over again:  "Don't say I didn't warn you."







TEN

 


The Sweet Dreams Motel sat thirty kilometres to the west of the Trans-Martian Highway, on a side road that might as well have been sign-posted "Nowhere". It consisted of a reception building and a line of ramshackle cabins, the dubious delights of the latter teasingly withheld by a crooked hoarding that when fully lit read "No Vacancies". Or at least would have done, had the bulbs that made up its lettering not kept randomly shorting out. It was as if the sign had become bored by not attracting customers and had taken to playing word-games with itself to pass the long and lonely nights. So the glowing sign advertised variously to the darkened desert, "No Vacs", "Nancies", and "Novacane". 


Only occasionally did the sign hit on the truth of the matter, reading "Vacancies", for the Sweet Dreams Motel had a lot of vacancies these days.


Even more so since a "youthanasia" drive, instigated by Medusa herself, had ensured its more recent customers had departed its accommodation for good. The Sweet Dreams Motel was utterly devoid of people, living ones, anyway. But this was something Mongrol couldn't know.


"Perfect," he said to himself. He was running an X-ray surveillance scan of the entire structure, verifying that there were indeed no inhabitants in any of the buildings. From the stacks of old oxygen cylinders that he detected to the buildings' rear, he realised that the motel must have been an Oasis at some point in its past, which more than likely explained its isolated location. 


Isolated was good. There was less chance of a tripod patrol stumbling across the humans.


"We'll shelter from the storm here," Mongrol said to himself.


The ABC Warrior turned to face the blackness of the desert night and waved an arm in the air, beckoning his companions forward.


Rumbling slowly out of the night came Mek-Quake and the rag-tag convoy made up of the last survivors of Viking City. One of the children, who was sitting comfortably on Mek-Quake's head, pointed out the flickering sign.


"Look," he cried. "A shining beacon called, er..."


"Nancies," Mek-Quake said excitedly. "Mek-Quake knew a girl called Nancy once. She was niiiiiice. Maybe Mek-Quake can say hello?"


"I hate to disappoint you, my cerebrally-challenged friend," Mongrol said, "but that is just a trick of the light. I'm afraid that the only Nancy you'll find around here is-" He hooked a thumb back at the president's wife.


Mek-Quake rumbled ominously. Then, his attention span reaching its rather short limit, he hung his head. "Not Nancies?" he said disappointedly.


"Sorry, old friend." Mongrol lifted a crate of food and a crate of medical supplies from Mek-Quake and tucked them under his arms. "Listen up, everyone!" he shouted to the humans who were waiting expectantly. "There is a sand-storm coming so we need to make shelter indoors for the night." What Mongrol said was true: the sandstorms of the Saharan Desert could travel at up to five hundred kilometres an hour, every grain they contained cold and dry, glittering like ice and feeling just like powdered glass. It was by far more than enough to strip paint - it was enough to strip flesh. If any of the humans in the convoy remained outside, the way that most of these people were dressed, Medusa and her tripods would not need to look hard to find any of the survivors - there'd be a long, red smear pointing the way. 


"Get yourselves into the cabins," Mongrol continued, "and batten down the hatches. Each of you take some of the injured. Post a guard. With luck there should still be a biol supply in the cabins but I will make food and medical supplies available to anyone in need. Whatever you do, do not go outdoors. Does everyone understand?"


The humans nodded and began to group off, moving to the cabins. The children clambered down from Mek-Quake's neck and looked at him with concern. Until they had pulled up for the night, Mek-Quake had been telling them another story, a chapter from something called "The Martin Chronikills".


Or at least that's what Mek-Quake thought it was called, his memory dump being notoriously... unreliable.


He had just reached the part where Mr T told Captain Wilder to "Get away from me, fool!" and pulled out his machine-gun. He had made it clear that The A-Team didn't like his kind in their town.


"Will you be all right by yourself in the sand, Mister Mek-Quake?" Nathaniel Nibletscratcher asked. He shuffled his feet. "Only I want to find out who Mister T blows away next."


"Mek-Quake very strong robot," the killdozer replied after a moment. "Stronger than Mister T is Mek-Quake. He used to Big Jobs."


"If you're sure," Nathaniel Nibletscratcher muttered hesitantly. He began to turn and then turned back. "I'm not really bothered about Mr T," the added quickly. "I just wanted to make sure that you'd be all right. In the storm."


"GET AWAY FROM ME, FOOL!" Mek-Quake imitated.


The boy laughed, then stopped once more.


"Mister Mek-Quake?" he asked. "Do you think I've got a funny name?"


"No," Mek-Quake said honestly, but only because it had too many syllables for him to cope with. Nathaniel smiled and ran to a cabin.


Mek-Quake thought he was alone, then. It was only when a small hand draped a cardigan around his serpentine neck that he realised one was left: a small girl.


"To keep you warm," she said. And then she kissed him on the neck. Then she too was gone.


Mek-Quake stared after the girl. And after Nathan... After Nath... After the boy. He watched the cabin doors close, feeling relieved.


Mek-Quake realised that he also felt really quite odd, in a way that he had never felt before. Despondent and down after the break-up of the ABC Warriors, he had been starting to wonder what he could do next. He wondered what to do now that he had lost his only friends. The friends he had known for two thousand years.


He hadn't really been able to think of anything and he hadn't been able to cope with that. But he realised with a sudden warm feeling that he had new friends. Friends with whom he had laughed and joked on the desert trek; friends he had vowed to protect, but friends who wanted to protect him, too. 


Different friends. Little friends. His Little Jobs.


Mek-Quake began to feel quite sentimental. He began to shudder and realised that he wanted a little cry. Sadly for Mek-Quake, he had no tear ducts. Instead, he dribbled. In the morning he would have to tell his little jobs how much he- 


THWAAACK!


"Sorry, buddy," Mongrol said. "Noticed the old dribble there. With everything that's been going on, I forgot to give you your daily upgrade." 


Mek-Quake stared at him. "Up... grade?"


"Yeah. You remember - every day in every way Mek-Quake get more?"


"Stupid?" Mek-Quake finished, heavily. 


"Yeeaahh," Mongrol replied slowly. He wasn't sure if it was him, but there appeared to be something a little different about Mek-Quake tonight. 


"Something the matter, Mek-Quake? The, er, little jobs all right?"


Mek-Quake paused. He looked down at his neck.


"LITTLE JOBS GONE!" he said, startled.


"They're in the cabins, Mek-Quake. It's all right."


"Little jobs safe then," the killdozer said, relaxing. He looked troubled suddenly. "Only Mek-Quake want to tell them something, but Mek-Quake not remember what."


"Oh, I'm sorry. Was it important?"


Mek-Quake shrugged. "Mek-Quake not know."


"Well, I'm sure it'll come back to you," Mongrol said reassuringly. "The important things always do."


"Yehhh," Mek-Quake said.


Mongrol continued to busy himself and felt his arm grabbed from the side. He turned to see President Cobb and his wife staring at him.


"You don't actually expect that we share the facilities with these other people?" the first lady said with an undisguised disgust. "They're filthy and those cabins will be crowded. I need to shower, to change, to make myself presentable."


"The best of luck," Mongrol muttered to himself.


"Look," the first lady continued, "I don't expect a mere robot to understand, but I demand that you at least allocate us a cabin of our own." 


A mere robot, Mongrol thought, bristling. Biol! This woman was seriously behind the times. He took out a cigar, placed it in his mouth and clacked open the lighter concealed in his right fore-digit. The cigar was an affectation he was really getting to like, allowing as it did time for dramatic pauses. This was a very good time for a dramatic pause.


He raised the lighter and watched the wind that always preceded a sandstorm tug at the flame. Interesting analogy, that, he thought. This woman had no idea how close she was sailing to the wind right now; her husband they needed - she they most certainly did not.


"Lady," he said around the cigar as he puffed it to life, "do you know what a wind-sock is?"


"Of course."


"You wanna be one?"


"I beg your pardon?"


"I said," Mongrol repeated, slowly blowing out a cloud of smoke, secretly rather pleased that he had managed to make a smoke ring, "do you wanna be one?" He leaned forward until his face was fully in hers and growled, the anger in his voice barely constrained. "Because if you don't get inside now, I'm gonna strip you down to your no doubt not so hot hot-pants, hoist you from that sign over there with this cigar jammed in your gob, and let the sandstorm blast you clean from the inside out. Capice?"


"How dare you," President Cobb interjected. He motioned to his bodyguards then huffed and puffed when they shuffled around, staring at the night sky.


"Then," Mongrol continued, ignoring the protest, "when finally there's just your skin left, fluttering about like the old bag that it is, we'll all be able to look out of the window and know when the hot wind's died down, won't we?"


The first lady gaped at Mongrol.


"You'll pay for that," President Cobb said. "Do you know who I am?" He paused, feeling foolish; of course he did. "George C Cobb promises you that-"


"MOVE!" Mongrol snapped. They moved.


As the door to their chosen cabin slammed behind them, Mek-Quake rolled slowly to his companion's side.


"Mek-Quake think Mongrol use very strong words. Maybe not good with Mrs of the president."


"Frag the Mrs of the president," Mongrol snapped. "And anyway, since when were you the diplomat, Mek-Quake?" He dropped his cigar on the ground, crushed it with his heel and gave his fellow ABC Warrior a robotic wink. "Besides, you ought to have heard what I really wanted to say."


Mongrol felt the first grains of the sandstorm carried in the wind. He gave a quick internal command and all of the external vents in his armour snapped shut.


"Better close up and find some shelter," he instructed Mek-Quake. "Keep those supplies protected." He hefted the two crates that he was carrying himself. "I'll drop these in reception, then mount a patrol."


Mek-Quake's T-shaped head swivelled around, scanning the dark horizon. "Mek-Quake detect nothing," the killdozer said.


"Mongrol detect nothing either," he said, imitating his friend. "But in deserted old motels like this one, nasty things have a habit of popping up out of nowhere when you least expect them. More often than not when you're in the shower."


Mek-Quake nodded slowly as if Mongrol had imparted to him a great wisdom. "Mek-Quake remember seeing 'Sicko'."


"That's 'Psycho', you moron. It has a 'P' in it."


"Mek-Quake not remember a pea-"


"The letter," Mongrol emphasised. Mek-Quake stared at him blankly. "Oh, forget it."


With that, Mongrol moved off towards the cabin marked "reception", leaving Mek-Quake to ponder heavily on his friend's recently rediscovered mastery of the richness and complexity of the English language. He reckoned Mongrol wasn't as good as he thought.  Indeed, to put it his way, Mek-Quake thought Mongrol was talking "phit".


The sandstorm became stronger. The door to the reception was locked, so Mongrol kicked it in. Behind the desk, a rusty robot receptionist jumped up clumsily, as if caught in the middle of something. A magazine, which was spattered with oil, fell from his lap. Mongrol frowned, wondering why he hadn't picked up the robot in his scan. He realised why - he had mistaken it for an old generator, the way it was vibrating away.


"Good evening, sir," the robot said, a little taken aback. "I am Google. How may I be of service?"


As he spoke, there was a scream from one of the cabins. Google put his head in his hands and shook it slowly. "Oh, not again," he moaned. "How, tell me, how is a robot meant to stay in business?"


Mongrol raced for the cabin from which the scream had come, as did Mek-Quake, switching to humanoid form. They burst in through the door, weapons primed. Amongst the crowd occupying the room, a terrified woman was pointing at the window overlooking the rear of the motel.


"Outside," she said. "Something horrible was looking at me from outside!"


"It wasn't me," Google said, appearing in the doorway. "I swear to Gaia it wasn't me."


Mongrol peered out through the glass. He saw nothing because of the hammering sand. Then suddenly - a face! Hands! The hands clawed at the glass.


Mongrol had seen this kind of thing before.


"What did you mean?" he demanded of Google. "When you said 'Oh, not again'?"


"That Medusa woman," Google said. "She keeps murdering my customers."


Mongrol had an uneasy feeling about this. 


"And these customers?" he asked slowly. "Where are they now?"


"Oh, you know," Google said in a quavering voice. He spread his hands, turned in a full circle. "Buried... all around."


"Frag!" Mongrol shouted. "Mek-Quake, turn the lights out! Everybody keep down. Stay away from the doors!"


He sprinted out of the cabin.


It was like Night Of The Living Dead outside.


The corpses came lurching and lumbering at Mongrol out of the raging storm, groaning loudly but oblivious to the sand that was tearing away their decaying flesh in grey flaps. Some were still recognisable for what they had been: a cyber-whale harpoonist, a trihimoth tracker and a pyromaniac.


Mongrol's machine guns made them unrecognisable before obliterating them completely.


A tattoo-covered girl faltered towards him, killed quite recently by the look of her. She was dressed only in knife-wounds and carried a cuddly toy. "Mr Fluffy wants to say goodnight," she said.


Mongrol blew her head off.


More came.


Frag, Mongrol thought. Out of all the motels in all the desert why did we have to walk into this one? It wasn't the corpses themselves that worried Mongrol, it was the fact that they had been become corpses because of Medusa. Her reanimated dead were more than just zombies - they were the eyes and ears of Medusa herself. If the corpses knew the convoy was here, it wouldn't be long before she did too.


The corpses stopped shuffling; their mouths were opened wide, their arms straight out, and they pointed accusingly.


"Uuuulaaahhh!" they screeched.


In the blackness of the desert, something answered.


"Uuuulaaahh!"


Mongrol heard the pounding of feet on the wind - very heavy feet.


"Frag," he said. He made a dash back for the cabin.


"Tripods coming," he said simply.


"Are we leaving then?" someone asked.


"No time," said Mongrol. He looked at Mek-Quake. "We have to make a stand."


The tripods came, three of them as far as Mongrol and Mek-Quake could make out. They began to fire their heat-rays at The Sweet Dreams Motel. Taking up positions on either side of the cabin door, Mongrol and Mek-Quake looked at each other.  There were, after all, only three tripods. Maybe, just maybe, they could win this. They launched themselves out of the door, guns blazing. It would have been a good moment for a freeze-frame.  Unfortunately, neither of them had seen Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.







ELEVEN

 


Tripolis: home of the Martians. Home, more accurately, of the trimorphs, the three-eyed and tri-gendered natives of present-day Mars, and not the ersatz creations that occupied Medusa's tripods.


Once it had been the capital city of the trimorph race, and of the planet. Now it was simply the Martian Capital as opposed to the Capital of Mars. It had been stripped of the latter distinction by Viking City, when the humans came.


Just like the humans had stripped the trimorphs of so many things.


Nevertheless, Tripolis remained the Capital City in the trimorphs' hearts, and they maintained it appropriately. There were not enough complimentary adjectives to fairly describe Tripolis. From its avenues to its temples, its crystal parks to its leisure malls, it was without doubt the most beautiful and peaceful city on Mars.


Deadlock thundered towards it on his motorcycle, his crimson cloak flying behind him trailing dust, the razor swords that scythed from the bike's wheels still dripping gore from the creatures that Medusa had foolishly sent to intercept him.


The Clone Ranger, he thought with some disdain. A Man Called Horse. Honestly. If Medusa was going to stop the mission on which he was engaged, she was going to have to do better than that. Deadlock retracted the swords as he approached Tripolis and the gore fell away. He switched the bike to silent mode.


The main gate of Tripolis swung open to admit him.


Deadlock noticed as he rode beneath the gate how some groups of humans from Viking City had made it here before him. He noticed how willingly the Martian inhabitants were welcoming the refugees, offering food and shelter to them as soon as they arrived. What was more, the more traumatized among them were already being attended to by groups of trimorphs, the mits of the Martian family units exuding their curious calming aura to sedate the victims.


How willing, Deadlock wondered, would the inhabitants of Viking City have been to do the same for the Martians, had their situations been reversed?


The ABC Warrior rode on into Tripolis, passing through the park districts and the residential areas filled with their ziggurats before arriving at last at the steps of Tripolis Cathedral, his destination. He dismounted his motorcycle. The awesome, three-spired building, the focal point of the Medusan religion and its spiritual heart, towered above him majestically, soaring up into the clouds. Deadlock thought that somehow appropriate. Because he was very much hoping that the cathedral would become his "telephone line to god". And inside the cathedral waited its operator.


Before the war between Medusa and the humans had broken out, Medusa had given the humans one last chance to broker peace and that chance had been to negotiate with the Arch-Marzah, the most senior of the Martian holy men and her representative on Mars. President Cobb, in his infinite wisdom, had decided to ignore her offer and, in consequence, had lost Viking City to her wrath.


Viking City was just the beginning, of course.


Deadlock, however, truly believed that there was still merit in the idea, that something could yet be salvaged from this most unholy mess. If he could only open a channel of communication with the Arch-Marzah then it was a start.


Deadlock had told the ABC Warriors that they had a far better chance of victory if they applied their individual talents, and this he believed to be his. Of all of them, he had always considered himself to be the most in tune with the more theological aspects of their crusade.


In other words, Deadlock thought himself the only robot good enough for the job, especially  because of the fact that when Deadlock had requested an audience with the Arch-Marzah, he had heard that the Arch-Marzah had also requested an audience with him.


Deadlock chided himself. The Arch-Marzah had requested a meeting with him. The ABC Warrior did not want to take on such delusions of grandeur just yet.


Deadlock swept up the steps, nodding grandly to Martian worshippers as he went. The interior of the cathedral was exactly what Deadlock had expected, as grand and as glorious as its exterior - a vast and cavernous affair made up of marble seating and luminous domes, sweeping arches and architraves, wide and lengthy aisles. An organ played in the far distance.


A choir of mits sang. Their song was a gentle and sad hymn for Medusa. 


Across the bridge, there's no more sorrow...


Deadlock began to walk down the aisle. As he walked, he noticed that one set of features jarred with the rest of the cathedral, though more by their content than their actual presence. Three enormous stained glass windows dominated the east wall, and in each of them was portrayed an image of Medusa in one of her deistical forms. Deadlock suspected that Medusa herself had chosen the imagery - perhaps as a flash of inspiration in the mind of the unsuspecting artist - because they were not what one would expect. In the left, Medusa frolicked on a beach in a bikini. In the right, she was dancing at a disco, holding a cocktail to the "camera". Only the centre window was relatively sober, just a close-up of Medusa's face - at its most flattering, of course. But even this was spoiled by the fact that Medusa winked benignly.


Deadlock looked away. Quite unexpectedly, embedded in the floor, he came across The Tomb Of The Unknown ABC Warrior. Now that, Deadlock made a mental note to himself, he would definitely have to ask the Arch-Marzah about. And there he was. Unlike the interior of the cathedral, the Arch-Marzah was not quite what Deadlock expected. Slender and elfin beneath his robes, exuding a perpetual aura of peace, the Arch-Marzah was a mit.


Deadlock was quite reassured by this realisation. The whole point of his visit here was to reopen negotiation, and by their very nature mits were the best negotiators in the galaxy.


Deadlock bowed reverentially.


"Sorry about the windows," the Arch-Marzah pre-empted. "A recent addition."


"Think nothing of it, Your Excellence."


"Why have you requested an audience with me?" the Arch-Marzah said softly.


Deadlock began to explain his intention to seek peace once again with Medusa, in order that her planet would suffer no more damage from the war. He explained the means by which he had decided to try to achieve his aim, and the tactics he would use. The Arch-Marzah listened to his arguments patiently, but, after a while, Deadlock saw that his focus was elsewhere. 


"Arch-Marzah?"


The holy man sighed. "I would be willing to offer my help gladly," the Arch-Marzah said. "But I fear that my help will be of little use."


"I don't understand," Deadlock said.


The Arch-Marzah looked at him for some time. At last, he appeared to make a decision. "Please join me," he said.


Deadlock followed the trimorph priest to the front of the cathedral where they paused before a door. The priest produced a large key and inserted it into the lock. He motioned Deadlock inside. The way he did it was almost furtive. It was as if he were afraid that someone was watching - someone who would not be pleased. 


Deadlock found himself in the Penetralia, the innermost chamber of the cathedral. He was surprised because this chamber was normally accessible to the Arch-Marzah alone. It was a place for the most senior holy man to reflect. But here also were kept the most sacred artefacts of the Medusan religion, gathered by holy men down the ages from sites where Medusa had, according to legend, manifested herself to those suffering a crisis of faith. They were, in essence, the remnants of her miracles: some water turned into cherry flavour Wooze; a sliced white loaf and a pot of fish paste; a statue of Medusa that wet itself.


Deadlock shook his head. As unstable as she was, it appeared that Medusa had always been a little weird. It was perhaps understandable why no one other than the Arch-Marzah was allowed to set eyes on the artefacts. It could be embarrassing.


The heavy door to the Penetralia closed behind them. The Arch-Marzah must have wanted to share something of great importance to have brought him in there. That, or be about to impart something that he thought to be greatly controversial.


Deadlock adopted a suitably sombre tone. "What is it that you wish of me, Your Eminence?"


The Arch-Marzah hesitated. "I wish for you to determine the state of mind of my god," he said heavily.


"WHAT?" Deadlock exclaimed.


"For I fear that Medusa is going mad," the Arch-Marzah continued. "That she is about to harm her own people." 


Deadlock paused. Medusa going mad was not exactly what he would describe as breaking news, but to have the head man of her church admit to the same was. He chose his next words carefully.


"Arch-Marzah, as mad as Medusa has become, I cannot conceive that she would harm her own."


The Arch-Marzah sighed deeply. "I am afraid that she may already be doing so. Those of us in this city who have been helping the refugee humans have had certain... visitations. It seems that Medusa in her infinite wisdom has decided to chastise these Martians, bestowing upon them a series of triblical plagues."


"Plagues?" Deadlock asked. "You mean like locusts?"


"Yes. But in Medusa's case, they were marshfleas. You know, marshfleas can be really quite itchy."


Deadlock smiled. "Anything else? Boiling blood?"


"She boiled an egg."


"Ah. Famine?"


"A power cut at the Trinese takeaway."


"I see," Deadlock deadpanned.


"I can see that you are amused, my friend," the Arch-Marzah said. "And I realise that these things might seem trivial to you..."


Deadlock composed himself. "My apologies, Your Grace."


The Arch-Marzah waved a hand dismissively. "The point is that Medusa has never done this before. I am afraid that concerns me greatly. How long will it be, I wonder, before these minor chastisements become something else entirely, something less minor? Yes, they are simply mischief at this time, but isn't that the way things began with the humans? Just how long will it be before Medusa begins to vent her planetary anger on her own people?"


Deadlock hesitated, suddenly serious. "I can't answer that."


"No," the Arch-Marzah agreed. "These are indeed dark times, times utterly without enlightenment." He walked over to a small pedestal on which was mounted an ancient-looking copy of The Trible, the Martian holy book and the basis of the Medusan religion. He opened its cover. "I have searched this tome for answers even though I already know every word of its teachings," the old mit went on. "The Books of Ben and Sis, Exo-Dust, Revolutions, all of these I have returned to again and again."


The Arch-Marzah slammed the book shut. "It says nought of this in the prophecies! The Trible offers me nothing!"


"No. I find that's the trouble with Tribles."


The Arch-Marzah exuded a calming balm. His aura was so powerful that even Deadlock felt quite chilled out.


It was just as well because what the Arch-Marzah asked next surprised the biol out of him.


"What do your cards tell us of our future? What is the KHAOS theory?"


"You? You of all people ask the assistance of KHAOS?"


"I have no choice, robot!" the Arch-Marzah cried out. "My religion is dying."


Deadlock took a second to absorb this. "Are you saying that you believe that Medusa is going completely insane? That she will never recover?"


The Arch-Marzah struggled visibly within himself. It took quite some time for him to give his answer. "I am saying that perhaps even gods become tired when they do not sleep."


"Help me then," Deadlock said simply. "Join me and perhaps we can pull her back from the brink together."


The Arch-Marzah nodded slowly and wearily. "I will do everything that is in my power," he said.


Bullets slammed into his chest.


For a moment, Deadlock was stunned. He watched as the Arch-Marzah took hit after hit, thumping the body of the trimorph back across the room in spasms and pushing him over the pedestal that held the Trible, dislodging the ancient book. He watched the Arch-Marzah tumble to the floor, his mouth agape with shock, and his three eyes wide and bemused. He watched as the Trible bounced off his chest, its pages bloodying, to land tattered and ruined in the rear of the room.


What the frag, Deadlock thought? He had heard nothing coming.


Only one type of machine was capable of such a silent approach; a machine that could suck in all the sound around it. There was a behemek there.


Deadlock checked the body of the Arch-Marzah - by some miracle still alive, but only just - and eased through the disintegrated doorway of the Penetralia. Outside the door, the cathedral lay in utter ruin, the worshippers, the marzahs and the choir of the cathedral were all dead.


Not one but three behemeks faced Deadlock. Each was strung with the flag of the Martian Republic: a crossed chainsaw and a toothed excavator digger, symbolising the terraforming of Mars. It was Senator Diaz's flag.


The flickering face of Senator Diaz stared down from a flatscreen mounted on the middle behemek's snout. 


"A warning to the curious," he said. His words were considerately subtitled in case the behemeks' damping fields were still active. "The curious, of course, being the mad old hag who believes herself to be currently in charge of this planet.


"I, Senator Diaz, will not stand for it, do you hear? This is a colonised world, a human world, a world for-"


Oh, you stupid bastard, Deadlock thought. 


Diaz continued to rant. He was prattling on about how for every human life lost, he would take the life of a trimorph, but Deadlock was no longer listening. This, he knew, had to be nipped in the bud right now.


Hell of a day, first the tripods then behemeks. But there was one difference: tripods presented him with a problem. Three behemeks he could cope with. 


Deadlock began to race along the centre aisle of the cathedral, flicking as he went a mental trigger that summoned his motorcycle from outside. The bike roared in and Deadlock jumped into the saddle. He revved the engine and with a screech of tyres span to face toward the nearest behemek. He accelerated, racing beneath it, firing weapons as he went. The bullets cut into the behemek's underside and it began to trail smoke. Despite their awesome appearance, behemeks had their weaknesses.


They would not let this assault go unchallenged, though, and as Deadlock manoeuvred for a return underpass, they let loose with all they had.


Deadlock roared for cover. Forget the bullets, then, he thought. Time for a bit of the old Deadlock magic. He raced through the spells available to him in an attempt to find the one most appropriate for the current environment. The last thing he wanted to do was damage the cathedral.


He thought back to the previous dawn at Sojourner airport, to his musings on the tripods' defences. Perfect.


Deadlock wove a spell that would if not replicate then at least mimic the actions of Einstein-Rosen deflection. As the spitting bullets of the behemeks neared the Grand Wizard of the Knights Martial, miniscule space-time-bridges appeared in the air before them, and before the bullets could hit him they were transported to a distant part of the universe, where they could do no harm.


Or at least Deadlock hoped they would do no harm. He could not deflect all of the bullets, of course, and Deadlock took some serious damage to his side. What riled him more, though, was that they shot his cloak full of holes.


Incensed, Deadlock returned the behemeks' fire with a variation of the Einstein-Rosen spell. The tiny wormholes were this time fired at the hulking machines, and Deadlock watched with satisfaction as the front behemek's legs buckled, weakened now that strategic parts of its molecular structure had simply gone away. With a groan of metal, the machine collapsed slowly to the ground, its cannons crushed beneath its own bulk. One down.


Deadlock would have loved to take the other behemeks out the same way, but the Einstein-Rosen spell was simply too powerful, too tiring, to be kept up for long, and he was forced to resort to more traditional methods.


He gunned his motorcycle forward and drove it straight up one of the sloping architraves of the cathedral, launching it into the air at a second behemek. Airborne, he deployed the bike's wheel blades, checking that they span viciously. The motorcycle landed on the back of the behemek and Deadlock skidded deliberately, screeching the bike across the monster's back and slicing the blades deep into its armoured spine. A red gash appeared, the machine's circuitry sparking as severed coolant lines spat their lifeblood into the electrics. Just before the bike plummeted off the behemek's back, Deadlock rolled from it, immediately drawing his sword and plunging it deep into the wound. The behemek roared with mechanical pain.


Deadlock twisted the sword hard and rammed it deeper. Something cracked. The behemek roared no longer.


Two down.


Bullets slammed into Deadlock's chest, hammering him back off the collapsing behemek. He thudded to the ground - that had hurt.


He stood up. Deadlock and the third behemek faced each other along the aisle of the cathedral, like gunfighters. It was the behemek with the flatscreen and Diaz leered down. Raising his sword, Deadlock began to sprint towards his enemy.


The behemek began to fire.


Suddenly, the combatants stopped and turned. The middle and the largest of the stained-glass windows on the east wall of the cathedral was moving. It was the one with the face of Medusa.


"WHAT IS THIS SACRILEGE?" she boomed threateningly.


"Calm down, dear," said Diaz on the flatscreen. "It's a commercial."


"YOU DARE!"


"A warning to the curious..." Diaz began again.


"GO AWAY!" Medusa boomed, "LITTLE MAN!" Suddenly, twin jets of roaring fire shot from her eyes and engulfed the behemek. The machine attempted to manoeuvre to escape the inferno, but there was no getting away from the eyes.


The behemek detonated in a ball of flame and a rain of metal. Well, that's a new one, Deadlock thought. The roaring fire withdrew. The eyes of Medusa looked out over the devastation.


"My cathedral," she sniffed. "My beautiful cathedral."


"Your Arch-Marzah," Deadlock said. "He needs help."


Medusa blinked and two trimorphs appeared from the end of the cathedral, no doubt being summoned to aid the injured man.


"You again," Medusa said to Deadlock. "You helped here... Why would you help?"


"Because I am not your enemy," Deadlock said. "Please believe that."


"Why should I believe that?" Medusa questioned. She stared at him challengingly.


Deadlock stared back, gathering his thoughts. He had wanted to reopen negotiations and it appeared that he had. But he had to tread carefully.


"Because I would be willing to prove it to you," the ABC Warrior said. "Be your voice, your champion..."


"My champion?" Medusa said, intrigued.


"Yes. I believe that we can restore peace by-"


"My champion it is, then!" Medusa interrupted.








TWELVE

 


BA-DOOM!


The last of the Pyromaniacs' motorcycles detonated and was blasted into the air above the Trans-Martian Highway, blowing its skeletal rider to bits. Its skull bounced along behind the Sunset Streaker for a hundred yards or so, clattering and grinning, before rolling to a stop and being left far behind in the dust.


"Oh yes!" Maggie Sidewinder cried. "Way to go, Sarge!"


Hammerstein was too exhausted to acknowledge her. The Pyromaniacs had been dogging their tracks since they had first appeared out of the desert. Just how long ago was that? Both he and Maggie would have been dead had the ABC Warrior not finally managed to establish a weak neural link with one of his weapons on the passenger seat of the car. He had told Maggie to clamp it magnetically to the side of the vehicle and with a supreme effort of will had accessed its arming switch. Luckily, the weapon still worked. The Sunset Streaker had gained an extra that was never thought of during its original design.


It had a photon bazooka.


"I said way to go, Sar-" Maggie repeated, and paused. Hammerstein's head looked lifeless. "Hammerstein... Hammerstein, are you okay?"


Hammerstein was far from okay. The energy it had taken to access the photon bazooka and keep it operational had been costly - draining his reserves almost to the last. If the ABC Warrior did not get help soon, he was going to die.


Fortunately, they had almost reached their destination.


Ahead of them loomed the ugly monstrosity that was Marineris City - regularly given the Ugliest City In The Galaxy Award. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Senator Diaz controlled this place.


It was not, however, Marineris City itself that was of interest to Maggie, but Bowel Town - the foundations that lay under Marineris City. Bowel Town was a colony in its own right, a shanty colony existing inside a sprawling stinking crater that had become home to Crazies, Humpies, Cyboons and a variety of alien jetsam from across the Sol system.


Right then, all that could be seen of it was the crater's rim, some way out in the desert. Looking at Hammerstein, Maggie swung the Sunset Streaker off the Trans-Martian Highway and headed straight towards it.


"Maggie," Hammerstein pointed out, "the access road is over-"


Maggie laughed loudly. "Forget it, Sarge. You think in your condition we're gonna drive on up into Marineris, take a U-Crane, get stuck in Spaghetti Junction, and wait for an elevator to take us down into Bowel Town? I don't think so, Mister. You need help a bit faster than that."


Maggie sped across the desert floor. "Did they say anything meaningful?"


"Who?" Hammerstein asked.


Maggie gunned the engine and, with a lurch, the Sunset Streaker shot forward, throwing Hammerstein's head from the dashboard and into Maggie's lap. He was reminded that she was wearing very little in the way of fashion beneath her leather coat and he discovered just where it was that Maggie had her DA tattoo.


"Who?" Hammerstein asked again, but his voice was muffled. "WHO?" he shouted.


"Thelma and Louise!" Maggie said, gulping on Wooze.


"Who are Thelm-?" Hammerstein began, but it was too late. 


Maggie propelled the sports car directly towards the rim of the crater, keeping her foot to the floor all the way. The car's wheels reached the rim and bounced over, abruptly departing company with the desert floor. Its engine whining, the Sunset Streaker took flight and arced majestically through the air.


"WAH-HOO!" Maggie screamed.


A group of Cyboons in the street below looked up and screeched excitedly before leaping for safety; a Crazy went a lot crazier still; a Humpie found himself breathless with shock and then ran like hell.


And the Sunset Streaker arrived in Bowel Town through the roof of a neuropeptide den - a shooteasy - gleaning only disinterested glances from its pepped-up clientele.


Maggie wasn't surprised by the reaction. She was, after all, home.


"Hey, guys," she said, clambering out of the wrecked car.


"Maggie."


"Mags."


A pepped-up trimorph tried to pick a fight with Maggie. She bopped him on the nose and he went sprawling in a corner.


"Don't mind him," a Humpie said. "He's new around here. The Whores & Cart didn't work out then?"


"Nah," Maggie said. There was silence. "Hey, it wasn't my-"


The trimorph held up a hand. "Don't wanna hear it, girl - just glad to see ya back."


"Yeah, well," Maggie said. She dug Hammerstein's head out of the seat-well and wrapped it in a blanket. Then she pointed at the weapons on the front seat and his body parts that were piled in the back. "Do me a favour and look after these things for a while? There's someone I need to see."


"Siggy?"


"Yeah."


"Wooh! Rather me than you girl, after what you did..."


"Is he still... You know?"


"Sore? Ohhhh yeeeaahhh..."


Maggie nodded. "Best be on my, er, guard, then," she said, staring down below her waist.


The neuropeptide den erupted with laughter.


Maggie made her way through the labyrinth of Bowel Town until she arrived at a small shack. A sign hung above the door that described it as "Siggy's Sybernetics. The sign wasn't misspelled; it was simply a conceit of its owner.


Maggie went inside. The shack was filled with cyborg and robot parts of every possible description, piled to the ceiling. An equipment-filled bench was the only free space and against this a man worked with his back to her. 


"Hello, Sigmund," Maggie said.


"Hello, Maggie," Sigmund Jimarigg answered without turning. "That you in Chitty Chitty Bang Bang just now?"


"Uh-huh."


"Might have known." He turned, wiping his hands on a rag. "What is it you want, girl?"


Maggie showed him Hammerstein's head.


Sigmund whistled. "An ABC Warrior, if I'm not too much mistaken. Not too many of those still around." His eyes narrowed suspiciously. "Why bring him here?"


"I want you to do what you do best," Maggie said. "I want you to fix him."


Sigmund stared, his eyebrows raised. "Ohhhh," he said. "Is that all?"


Maggie nodded hopefully. "He's a bit of a mess. Among other things, his twirlybobblestop needs sorting out-"


"Hey, I know the feeling," Sigmund growled.


"Yeah. Uh, look - sorry about that."


"You're sorry?"


"Yeah... Uh-huh... Really." She had to look anywhere but down there. "Er... is it... how is it?"


"Still singing."


"What is it this week?"


"The Shoop-Shoop Song."


"Ah. Can't... um... hear it. "


"Thick underwear."


"Right." 


Changing the subject quickly, Maggie produced the arm-and-gimble device from a pocket and held it out. Sigmund regarded it.


"He saved my life," Maggie said. "I know we've had our differences, but-"


"Differences," Sigmund interjected in something of a high-pitched voice. "You call what you did-"


"Please, Sigmund."


Sigmund leered at her. "Tell me you need my help," he said quickly.


"I need your help," Maggie gave him her best puppy-dog eyes. Deep down she knew Sigmund wouldn't be able to resist a challenge.


Sigmund paused, sighing; he looked long and hard at Maggie.


"Wooze?" Maggie offered.


Sigmund snatched it from her hand and took a long swig. "Okay," he said. "Where's the rest of him?"


Sigmund Jimarigg was a battlecomber, or at least he had been, way back when. Battlecombers were considered by many to be a sub-breed, living as they did off the robotic salvage of battlefields across the galaxy - in other words, stripping the dead. But Sigmund had never been just a normal battlecomber. Since his grandfather had first introduced him to the "art", he had always wanted to do more than simply sell his booty. He had wanted to rebuild it and then sell it. This he did, creating rank upon rank of ever more elaborate meks from the remains of their companions, a practice which had earned him the nickname "Frankenfragger". Whatever the morality of his trade, he became very good at what he did - so much so that he became a threat to the mek-builder corporations themselves. 


A very disposable threat.


He was forced to go into hiding in Bowel Town. Despite their differences, there was no one that Maggie trusted more to restore Hammerstein. Maggie and Sigmund returned with the remains of the ABC Warrior and preparations for the operation were made. When Sigmund had finished, Hammerstein lay prone on the operating slab, appearing whole but on closer inspection separated still into his component body parts, the wires and circuitry from each touching slightly. It was in these areas that Sigmund would be performing microsurgery.


Next to the operating slab laid a collection of scrap metals and electronic components, heavy-duty wiring and fibre optics. These had been salvaged from all over Bowel Town to replace those parts of Hammerstein that had taken the brunt of the heat-rays and were beyond repair. They were makeshift but they would have to do. 


For the time being at least, for ease of access to his more delicate areas, Hammerstein's entire internal arsenal of weapons had been stripped from the ABC Warrior, and machine guns, plex guns and laser guns had all been arranged on a table. Removed from the concealing compartments of their wielder, the armaments piled high, and Maggie was reminded that, whatever his sensitive side, her new friend Hammerstein remained very much a soldier. More than that in fact: the ultimate killing machine. There was enough ordnance here to start not a small war but a large one.


Monitors and holoscreens beeped and fizzed all around the patient. Oil pumps shushed up and down. Emergency reanimators waited in readiness. There was not a part of Hammerstein that was not linked or wired up in some way to the bank of machines that surrounded him. The bulk of connections, though, centred on his head - and the largest of these were the cables that were going to administer his electronic anaesthetic. For what Sigmund was going to attempt to be able to work, Hammerstein had to be completely shut down.


"No promises, Maggie," Sigmund said when he was ready. "Now might be a time to say goodbye to your friend."


"Goodbye?"


"What I'm trying to say, Maggie, is that your friend has rerouted so many systems, routines and sub routines in order to keep himself alive that I'm afraid his Master Program may have become irredeemably corrupt. Possibly even the memory dump itself. Once we shut him down, there's no guarantee that we can bring him back the way he was. There's no guarantee that we can bring him back at all."


The Master Program, Maggie thought. Otherwise known as "The Soul". What Siggy was telling her was that, despite his best efforts, Hammerstein could still die.


She walked over to Hammerstein's side. "You know the risks, eh?" she said to the fading robot.


Hammerstein blinked, yes.


Maggie held his hand. Even though, strictly speaking, it wasn't his hand yet.


"Maggie," Hammerstein said softly. "Before this begins there is something I need to ask you. Something," he went on slowly, "that has troubled me since we met..."


Maggie stared at him, concerned. "Is this about you and me? You know, the robot meets woman thing? Only if it is - if you're in any way embarrassed about being seen with me-"


"Me being seen with you?" Hammerstein said, surprised. "No... No..." He coughed slightly. "If anything..."


"Yes?"


Hammerstein's body parts jolted as Sigmund applied the anaesthetic current. The monitor next to the operating slab peaked and then settled into a gentle wave pattern. Hammerstein's body parts relaxed.


"Shouldn't be long now," Sigmund said. "Give him a second to get used to the wave forms."


He drew Maggie aside. "Is it true what they say? The tripods are coming?"


"Oh, yeah," Maggie said.


"Mmaaaggiie..." Hammerstein muttered.


Maggie was by his side in a second. "Here, Sarge. Is this what you wanted to ask? Go on," she said.


"What is...?"


"Yes?" 


"Maggie, what is a Smash Martian?"


Maggie looked at him incredulously. But she recovered. "You know," she adopted a high-pitched, mechanical voice, "they peel them with their metal knives-"


Hammerstein looked blank.


"They boil them for twenty of their minutes, and then they smash them all to bits. They truly are a primitive people, a-a-a-a-a..."


Maggie faded out and pouted. A small burp escaped her. "Arb."


"You're going to be okay," she said, taking hold of Hammerstein's hand and stroking it. 


But the ABC Warrior was fading fast, and in a moment he was under. He never saw the sudden look of alarm that appeared on Maggie's face. And he never heard the screams that began outside. Instead he heard:


"So I'm kneeling there thinking, what the frag do I do now? Do I give him CPR or do I give him a CPU!"


There were hoots of hysterical laughter, some giggles, cackling, and a mechanical braying that sounded like a donkey suffering badly from laryngitis.


Someone slapped what sounded like a table. Cutlery rattled, glass chinked.


"Hey, watch it, short stuff - you'll spill the Wooze!"


"Yes, easy, Ro-Jaws," a voice said. "That's an order."


Ro-Jaws? Hammerstein thought. And was that Colonel Lash? He opened his eyes and found that he was seated at an ornately laden table in an old-fashioned dining room. 


"Well now, lookee here," said a familiar voice. "Hammy the Hammerstein is back in town. How ya doin', chief?"


Happy Shrapnel fired twin six-guns into the air. Large chunks of the ceiling crashed down.


"On second thoughts, forget the Wooze," Maggie hissed. "I seem to be a little plastered."


Hammerstein shook his head in an attempt to clear it. The people he thought he saw were still there, Maggie and all of those impossible people from his past.


What was happening?


"Give yourself a moment, Craig," a soothing voice said. "You're bound to be feeling a little disorientated."


Hammerstein felt a hand stroke his cheek. Whoever it was that belonged to the hand kissed him on the back of the head.


"It's good to see you again, my darling."


Terri? Hammerstein stood up, regretting it instantly. He swayed, overcome by waves of dizziness.


A hand clamped onto his arm. "Hey there, take it easy, young robot," Jodi Jones said.


"My gyros..." Hammerstein said.


Colonel Lash clapped him on the back. "Gyros, shmyros," the colonel said. "Forget about 'em. And forget about those injuries, too. They don't matter, not here."


Where's here? the ABC Warrior thought. Hammerstein looked down at his body. The colonel was right. He was as intact as he had been before -


Before what? Hammerstein sat back down; he realised he didn't know.


"You've had one helluva day, Sergeant Hammerstein. One helluva day."


"Where am I?" Hammerstein asked slowly.


They all looked at him.


"Where are you? Hee-haw," Happy Shrapnel said. "Hell, you're at a parteee!"


"A party?"


"Yay!" Maggie said. She offered him a can. "Wooze?"


"I... don't understand," Hammerstein said.


"What's to understand?" Ro-Jaws said. He picked up a case of wine, bit the tops of all the bottles, and emptied the lot down his throat. There was a sound like a drain emptying. "It's a party so let's enjoy!"


And without understanding why, Hammerstein did, very much.


Too much. Suddenly it was dark and late. Hammerstein realised that he was intensely weary. And so the party began to break up. Hammerstein couldn't rid himself of the feeling that had he wished it to continue, the party would have done so.


Almost everyone retired upstairs to bed. Only at that moment did Hammerstein realise there was an upstairs. He had never had any need to do the same, but tonight, for some reason, he yearned for the softness of a mattress and the warmth it brought with it. The warmth from... 


He turned. Maggie was lingering on the stairs.


"See you in a minute," she said. Hammerstein stared at her.


"Yes," he said after a second - as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


Hammerstein finished his drink and walked slowly to the stairs.


"It isn't what you think, you know," Ro-Jaws said from where he still sat beside a roaring fire. The ex-ABC Warrior tipped another case of wine down his neck and burped loudly.


"There's something very strange going on here," Ro-Jaws said, staring at him.


Hammerstein stared back questioningly.


"Very strange indeed," Ro-Jaws said. "Trust me."


Hammerstein left his friend to the booze. He ascended the stairs and thought that maybe he had a lot to think about, but it could wait until the morning.


Outside, for a second, he thought he heard the sound of heat-rays, but he couldn't be sure.







THIRTEEN

 


Outer Perimeter Defence Sensor 39 - part of the ring that had already been nicknamed "the sphincter" by the staff of Camp Diaz - was a full fifteen kilometres outside the senator's ancestral home, slap bang in the middle of nowhere. Like its companions in the ring, it was capable of broad-spectrum detection - visual, auditory, olfactory and tactile - and was sensitive enough to catch a cold.


It watched over nothing, saw nothing. But since he had heard that Medusa's Tripod army had gone on the offensive at Viking City, the senator and aspirant to the future presidency of Mars had come to believe, rather rapidly, in playing things even safer than he had ever played them before. In the bustling hubbub of the council chamber of Marineris City, the members conservatively estimated that Diaz had spent the equivalent of - some said that it actually was - their entire defence budget for the next two years, just to beef-up security for his personal estate. The more trusting of his staff believed that Diaz had cast his net this wide so as to be able to defend them fully against any assault. These were, of course, the naive ones. Those who knew the man somewhat better understood that the sphincter served simply to give the bastard enough time to get his sorry, sweaty ass out of there, if and when the occasion necessitated it; hence, the nickname. One twitch of the sphincter and Diaz would want to evacuate.


Whatever the truth behind Diaz's tactic, there remained nothing but desert out there, a vast expanse of boringly red Martian emptiness. Trudging across it, Wallace T Boober thought it was as close as a man could ever get to stepping back two thousand years and standing on the original, unspoiled surface of this alien world. Buy why would anyone want to do that, he wondered. Not for the first time did Wallace T Bloober question the sanity of the Foundation Fathers for ever bothering to come here in the first place. Mars was a gods forsaken planet and it reminded Boober of hell. 


But, he was here. Such were the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune. He was here and he had a job to do.


Wallace T Boober sighed as he approached number 39, finding it quite ironic that a state of the art defence system that had been installed just the day before had already been taken down by something so simple. Ironic and amusing, he thought.


The deathkite that had impacted with the sensor hung on it, draped on the top of the sensor like a feathery hat that dripped entrails, straight into the main circuit board.


Stupid fragger, Boober thought. Deathkites had to be the dimmest creatures on a world full of dim creatures. Blind, too. The things had three eyes, for frag's sake - you'd think that at least one of them would look where it was fragging going.


"Wait here," Wallace T Boober said to his clone guard escort. The two Dead Eyes regarded him blankly. Boober indicated the desert just beyond 39. "Whatever you do, do not go beyond this point," he explained as if he were talking to two morons, which in a sense he was. "Or it's bang, understand - BANG!" He shouted the last word but there was no discernable reaction from the clones. They simply stood and watched the desert as Boober worked.


Boober plucked the deathkite from the sensor with two fingers and dropped it to the ground with a plop. These damn things weren't even worth taking home for the cook-pot, he reflected. Boober was one of the few people on Mars who refused to eat biol, having once worked at the biol corporation's production plant. They tasted like chicken, sure - didn't everything? But chicken that was in need of a serious detox and colonic irrigation.


Boober slid a microdriver into the sensor's main board and twisted. He was blown back with a yelp as it spat out a small shower of stinging sparks. Landing heavily on his behind, nothing hurt but his professional pride, he looked up as the clone guards turned, assessing what, if any, damage had been incurred by their charge. Then they turned back and continued to scan the horizon for other potential threats. What the biol would they have done if there had been any damage? Boober asked himself. Terminate the panel with extreme prejudice? Avenge him by turning it off? The mass-produced grunts were good for many things - patrols, reinforcements, cannon-fodder in the main - but put a tool other than some unfeasibly large gun in their hands and they stared at you with those blank expressions that justified the nickname "Dead Eyes". 


Okay, they had their uses. On one of those rare occasions when he was in a generous mood, Diaz had been known to order the females amongst them to partake in an extracurricular bedroom romp, but even then the women first had to be convinced that they were undergoing some new style of unarmed combat training. The boys called it "Night School". 


They were to be killing machines, these things - it was as simple as that. Unfeeling, nasty, deadly and utterly impersonal killing machines. And out here in the desert there was just nothing for them to kill.


Suddenly, one clone soldier fell to the sand. It took Boober a second to realise that its head was gone. The female clone began to raise its weapon and then joined him, a smoking, cauterized hole in her otherwise genetically perfect chest.


Frag it! Boober thought. He had enjoyed that chest. He wouldn't anymore. Unless... He checked around to see if there were any bits left. Nope.


He checked the clones and saw their mouths gaped at him. Obviously they were both as dead as the deathkite, but there hadn't been a sound. Boober scrambled back against the sensor, gasping. He reckoned that the only reason he wasn't lying there with the clones was that he had been on his behind in the hollow in which the sensor sat. He reckoned also that whatever had taken the clones out wasn't going to have gone away. Whatever had just happened had happened quickly and therefore he was still under attack.


The tripods must be here, he thought. He remembered being told that as well as beefing-up his security the senator had also ordered what he referred to as a "pre-emptive" assault on Tripolis, something that had been intended to cow Medusa.


Boober thought that was totally stupid at the time. Most of his workmates concurred: there was no way that Medusa could be cowed - Medusa was just a cow.


Gaia, he wasn't being paid enough for this. Surrender. That was it, surrender...


He dug in his pocket for a white handkerchief, waved it in the air. But as the handkerchief was the colour of the sand, not to mention a little crispy, it didn't make much of an impression. Instead Boober waved the dead deathkite above his head. He was showered with feathers and deathkite insides.


The deathkite was blown out of his hands. Spinning in the air, it was hit again. And again. And again.


It plopped back down into Boober's hands. All three of the deathkite's claw-like feet had been shot neatly off.


Okay - maybe not tripods. It had to be a sniper, but where?


Panting madly, Boober threw himself onto his stomach and cursed, as he had to steady himself when he rolled aside. He stretched out a hand, scrambling on the ground for a pair of binoculars dropped by the second clone - Gaia, the hole through her chest was so neat you could have put a lens in it and used that for a 'noc - and trained them on the horizon, panning quickly from left to right.


Nothing, nothing, nothing... He panned back slowly.


Nothing, nothing... Wait... There!


Boober swallowed dryly, his throat clicking. Only just visible on the horizon, a figure was walking out of the desert straight towards him. The figure had not been there a moment before. It can't be, Boober thought. That would have meant that the figure had fired the shots that killed the clones from below the horizon. And that was impossible, wasn't it? There had to be someone else.


He scanned with the binoculars again. Nothing.


Boober retrained the binoculars on the figure, watched as it drew nearer with a brisk and determined pace. As yet, he could make out no details. All he could think of was, there's nothing out there, where the frag has it come from?


He remembered his musings of earlier. Hell, he thought.


Something was coming out of hell.


Wallace T Boober's imagery was compounded by the fact that at that moment the figure, whatever it was, walked into the first of Diaz's defences, and was consumed by fire. Minefields.


Even though they were fifteen kilometres out, Diaz had not skimped on the defences even here. Out in the sands ahead of him were minefields, superstring meshing, sonic disruptor beds, acid trenches, scrambler swamps and Gaia knew what else. Diaz had flown in hundreds of labourers - paying them quintuple time, the rich bastard - with but a single remit: to clear and to fortify the desert in the fastest time they could. And clear and fortify they had, including, it was rumoured, an inhabited Oasis and a small town of Soya-bean cowboys waiting for their next stampede. It was also rumoured that the Oasis' inhabitants and the cowboys had themselves been stampeded - to a relocation point six-feet under. 


The point was that the desert was a deathtrap, awaiting and prepared for the tripod army. The tripod army, for frag's sake!


This lone figure - even if it was from hell -- had no chance.


Boober watched the cascading balls of flame spread over the sand as one mine after another detonated in a chain-reaction, as if the desert had been napalmed. The sky was filled with smoke and the infernal cloud billowed and rolled and flared like the uncontrolled sneeze of some gigantic dragon. He could feel the heat even there, which was a kilometre away. It was impossible to imagine that anything within remained alive, but, remain alive it did.


The figure emerged from the wall of fire, continued to advance. 


Oh biol...


Boober fiddled with his binoculars, trying to pull some more magnification from the things. He wiped sweat from his brow and looked back.


More traps were being triggered, or, more exactly, the figure was triggering the traps, pre-empting their detonation close to it. Boober saw the flashes of weapons fire from the figure, aiming at and eliminating the sonic disruptors and scramblers as it came. Again, it walked on through. As it reached the acid trenches and superstring meshes it fired dehydration grenades and scintilla bombs, in turn removing or exposing the hazards ahead. 


Boom! Boom! Boom!


One thing's for sure, Boober thought. This is not a stealth approach. This figure didn't care a jot if it was picked up on the metaphorical radar - it was simply coming and nothing in the world was going to stop it. 


Boober rubbed his eyes. Approaching through the desert heat, the figure appeared ethereal, insubstantial, flickering and wavering in the distance. It was as if some feverish artist were hurriedly trying to capture the figure on canvas, finding himself dissatisfied with the result, and then smudging it out over and over with his thumb. Boober knew it was only a trick of the light and the heat, but it made the figure resemble some spectral demon.


The figure was close enough to make out detail now. A set of sleek, blue-tinted armour and cladding, a visor. Or were they sunglasses? With servo-mechanics visible at the joints, the lean and sharply angular body of an athlete, the figure was also equipped with integrated weaponry of devastating variety. And, presumably in case that technology failed it, it wielded a deadly-looking laser knife.


But most of all, the figure favoured its primary weapon, a long sniper rifle that looked to him like... Boober gasped. Despite the predicament he was in, he was suddenly excited. It couldn't be, he thought. But it was.


The figure's primary weapon was a Magnum Macho 3000.


Boober slavered. The Magnum Macho 3000 was, as far as he was concerned, the King of Sniper Rifles, an antique, sure, but one that to his mind had never been bettered. Frag, if he could get his hands on that. The thing would start a bidding war on E-Buy-Gun, the north Mars auction site. He might even make enough to get off the dustbowl for good.


A sudden realisation struck Boober. No human arm could wield a weapon that size so freely. The figure approaching was not a man but a mek and, quite obviously, a warrior mek.


He squinted through the binoculars.


The mek was wearing a scuffed but otherwise pretty cool looking leather jacket. And on the sleeve of the jacket he could make out some identification letters.


A... B... C... 


ABC... ABC... Boober thought, and it slowly dawned.


He realised he was looking at his childhood hero. He was looking at Joe Pineapples, the greatest sniper in the galaxy.


As much as he hated Mars, Wallace T Boober had nothing but admiration for Mars' legendary robotic saviours, the ABC Warriors. The tales of their deeds had reached even Terra and Boober had grown up recounting their exploits to his few friends, only to be disappointed when they didn't find them quite so fascinating as he did. Boober hadn't been exactly sure what it was about the warriors - maybe the fact that they were robotic heroes - but he did know that it was they who had inspired him to become an engineer. He had wanted to be a robotics engineer, of course, but as it turned out he had failed his competency certificate, the WD40.


Anyway, chief among his ABC Warrior heroes had been Joe Pineapples. Boober had collected everything he could on the ex-X-Terminator, from the Borealis model kits to the Photon Bazooka Joe bubble gum cards. He had a pair of Joe Pineapple's officially endorsed sunglasses, two sets of character socks, and a Magnum Macho 3000 toothbrush with the slogan, "Rub Out That Plaque!" He had even subscribed to the 100-issue, part-work, Home Mek-Aniks, spending month after month lovingly assembling his own one tenth scale ABC Warrior.


Was it any wonder that his eyes remained glued to the binoculars? Right up to the point, in fact, that the robot called Joe Pineapples took the binoculars from his hands.


"Hi," said Joe.


"Hi," said Wallace T Boober. "Can I stroke your gun?"


"Pardon?"


"Your... er... gun," Boober repeated. "Can I?"


"No," Joe said. "I'm a little busy right now."


"Are you going to kill me?" Boober asked. The question was a little too eager. If he was going to die, he quite liked the idea of being blown away by his childhood hero.


"No," Joe said, looking at him strangely. "I'm going to kill Diaz."


Diaz? Boober thought. Yes, of course. The scuttlebutt had it that there was a reason other than the tripods why Diaz had beefed up security to such a degree. Some feud with a robot over that film star he'd copped off with - what was the name of the flick the chick was in, The Music Box? Juanita whatchamacallit? That Diaz and his hero were feuding didn't surprise Boober at all; Diaz's treatment of women - in particular, his first two wives - was the stuff of horror stories, while Joe Pineapples... well, Joe Pineapples was a gentleman.


If it was Joe Pineapples that the senator had cheesed off, Boober thought, then he'd better start looking for another job.


Boober pointed in the direction of Camp Diaz.


"That way," he said.


"I know," said Joe, and shot him. 


Joe continued on out of the desert, leaving the prone figure of Wallace T Boober slumped against sensor number 39, the tattered pair of Joe Pineapples character socks that he wore peeking out beneath his trouser legs. Good thing I spotted those, Joe thought. I would hate to kill a fan...


Joe reached the shores of the Sand Sea that surrounded Camp Diaz and stopped. Well, that was easy, he thought. Amazing what you can do with a little determination.


There was something different about the shore since the last time he'd been here. Then, that first time he had come to rescue Juanita, he had waded on into it without hesitation, tackling the remains of Diaz's security as it came.


This time something was holding him back: a feeling in the air.


Or was it a feeling in the "water".


Joe wondered why there were no visible defences this close to the camp, and why the one bridge across the Sand Sea - visible slightly just off to the east - appeared to have been demolished. And, most of all, he wondered why the surface of the Sand Sea undulated as it did.


One of the undulations approached the shore.


Uh-oh, Joe thought, stepping back. There were defences here all right. A second later, Joe was sent staggering as the sea in front of him blew into the sky like a volcano, the quicksand erupting into the air with a deafening roar as the awesome shape of a cybo-whale broke through the surface. 


Joe's last thought as the behemoth bore down on him was of Viking City and its docks. So that's where they were going, he thought.







FOURTEEN

 


"Biol... Bootleg... Frag it!"


Blackblood ducked and dived as bullets slammed into the wall next to him, following him as he ran desperately for cover. Again.


He fired back, destroying a small turret that hung from the corridor ceiling. By his reckoning he had a little over two seconds before it reconstructed itself. To buy himself time, he immediately shot a round of corrosives into its destroyed housing, pre-empting and - hopefully - dissolving the new circuitry as it began to form. 


He had probably a half-second more and he needed it.


Blackblood ran with Number 5 skittering behind. They had just made it to the relative sanctuary of the corner of the corridor when the turret came back on line. As he was becoming used to, it had better armour and was more powerful than before. 


It began to fire again. Welcome to the Invention Exchange, Blackblood thought. It wasn't as if the little fragger hadn't warned him. Deadlock leapt for cover, but not before the latest round of bullets slammed into his side, puncturing his armour and exposed fizzing patches of wires and electronics up and down his flank. He took a nasty hit to the temple that caused the vision in his right eye to flicker like a badly tuned vid station. It felt like a red-hot stiletto was being rammed into the socket. Mek migraine.


"Medic!" Number 5 shouted.


Blackblood slumped against the corridor wall while the small tripod tended to his new wounds with his nano-nanos and patched up older "scrapes and grazes" while he had the chance. Thankfully, that section of corridor was turret-free - most likely because it was adjacent to one of the building's power nodes - so for the moment at least they had a brief respite from the onslaught that had plagued them since they had arrived. Blackblood contemplated shooting out the power-node and risking the resultant explosion, but knew that it wouldn't take long before that, too, would simply rebuild itself - better and more powerful than it had been before.


"I wanna nuke this fragging place," Blackblood snarled.


"Not far now," Number 5 said. "Around next corner."


"That's what you said seven corners ago!"


"Number 5 did?" the tripod queried. He hung his head in shame and shook it. "Oh, Number 5 wrong." He raised one of his arms, a thought hitting him suddenly. "Maybe Invention Exchange is inventing new corridors!"


The barrel of Blackblood's gun levelled itself against Number 5's head with a small clang. "Guess what?"


There was a robotic gulp.


"You don't want to hear that?" 


"I don't want to hear that." 


"Okay."


It had been like that since they had arrived in the building, an unceasing, obstinate persistence on the part of its particularly dedicated security system that it was not going to let them in. To penetrate the Invention Exchange would have been less difficult, though still far from easy, in peacetime - but since war had been declared by Medusa, it had effectively become mission: impossible. Every security protocol, every siphon system and every anti-intruder device that the building possessed was in Def-Con Omega mode.


Blackblood had become really fragged off by being shot at by ice bullets, fire bullets, acid bullets, and even fragging candyfloss bullets. The latter, despite their sweet-sounding name, tended to cling like biol on impact, seriously hampering his moves. 


The problem was that every bullet being fired by the Invention Exchange was a smart bullet. It weighed things up as it went along, and more often than not, reinvented itself in mid-air in the process. Blackblood's defence grid was having difficulty keeping up with the bullets as they sought out every chink in his armour and more often than not found it.


Du-du-du-du-du!


"Frag!"


Here we go again.


He only hoped that the anti-nano-nano technology he was after was going to be worth it. At least Blackblood knew how the technology had come about and it was all actually quite ironic, because the nano-nanos had been invented at the Sunset Motors planet - and as with all great inventions they had come about entirely by accident. 


All that Botwright, the owner of the plant, had been trying to do was find a way to prevent scratching on his cars' paintwork, to give his customers that little extra for their money. He had developed a simple nano strain that did the job perfectly: he scratched a car, the dedicated nanos did their job, and the scratch was gone. Simple.


One day he had accidentally sprayed a second coating on a run of cars. The nanos reacted with the nanos. They mated. They became something else.


And suddenly Botwright had a run of indestructible cars.


Indestructible cars, of course, were no good to Mr Botwright, because indestructible cars didn't sell new cars. So the cars had to go. They had to be destroyed so that no one could find out he could make them, and Botwright hired the finest inventors on Mars to develop an anti-nano-nano spray. 


They did it; the cars were destroyed; then for everyone's sakes - not to mention their commercial interests - both inventions were locked away forever in the Invention Exchange warehouse. Until, of course, Medusa had taken an interest in those first nano-nanos.


And Blackblood had an interest in the second. If only he could find the warehouse while he was still alive. 


Blackblood careered around another corner, his robotic legs pumping, bullets - he thought they were kryptonite this time - thudding into the floor behind him. 


"This way!" Number 5 shouted, pointing. "Around this corner." 


"If this is another empty corridor, you little-"


Blackblood took the corner. Number 5 stood by a simple wooden door, looking very sheepish. "Broom closet," he said. "Missed it the first time round. And the second. Oh, and-"


"Are you telling me the warehouse is hidden in a broom closet?" 


Number 5 nodded. "Inventive, ain't it."


And it was inventive, in an illegal kind of way. As he and the robot entered, Blackblood saw that the warehouse stretched so far into the distance in all directions that he just knew that dimensional annexing was in operation, probably to Mxyzptlk, which was a particularly laid-back dimension and the least prone to invade as a result. The others were not, which was why dimensional annexing had been banned a hundred years ago. 


Blackblood still remembered the bloodbath that had followed the Slainesbury's fiasco, when the Fangretti had found that their gladiatorial pits were suddenly the fresh fish department of the rogue supermarket chain. Still, even if it was Mxyzptlk that had been annexed, he wondered how the Blini were reacting to finding stacks of boxes of dubious content crowding out their eggloos, or the Tharg to bumping into rows of shelves blocking the path to their sacred muttering ground. 


At least, though, in all of this, he knew what he was looking for. The problem was, there was something in the way. And whatever it was, it was big. Very big.


The gargantuan machine half rolled, half stomped into view from behind a row of high shelves, a mek of some kind but one quite unlike any Blackblood had ever seen. It appeared to be part warehouse worker, part cleaner and part fighting machine, a house-sized chunk of claws and grips, grabs and brushes, baskets and platforms, guns, floor-polishers, grenade launchers, extending arms and some really serious looking cannons. In no particular order, that was.


The thing was an unnatural fusion of shopping trolley, humungous tank, automated char and forklift truck. It held a gigantic duster in one hand with which it was dusting down the tops of some nearby crates. Blackblood couldn't work out why, but he thought it might be female. If so, she was the ugliest girl he had ever seen. 


She reminded Blackblood a little of Mek-Quake.


The behemoth sang along to itself, spinning happily on her forklift wheels. "Working nine to five, what a way to make a livin'..."


"What the frag is that?" Blackblood asked.


"Unique to the Invention Exchange," Number 5 explained.


"One of a kind. Last line of defence. Prototype Janitorial, Defence and Distribution Droid, JDD 1. Her name is Two-Ton Carmen."


"Isn't she a little too... multi-tasked? Janitorial, defence and distribution? I mean, what happens if she's being attacked and has to take a delivery? Especially if it makes a mess?"


"Two-Ton Carmen cope."


Blackwood took another look at the array of weaponry and forklifts, sliding and twirling perpetually, the noise in the warehouse deafening. He had no doubt that she probably would.


"So how do we get past her?"


"We don't," Number 5 said simply. "Have to go through her."


"You mean fight," Blackblood said. He un-holstered a machine pistol and slipped in a full clip. Hurriedly, Number 5 shoved the barrel down.


"Fight, no, no." He pointed around them at the stacks of crates and their contents. "Fight in warehouse and we destroy inventions." He leant forward, as if imparting a great secret. "Some inventions make very big baaaang."


Blackblood prepared to stand. "I can live with that. Just tell me which crates the anti-nanos are in and I'll make sure I avoid them."


"Number 5 does not know where crates are."


"You don't know? You said you'd seen them!" Blackblood was rarely exasperated but after almost a day with Number 5, he was getting there. He stared around the cavernous interior. "There has to be a quarter of a million crates in here, for frag's sake."


"Two-Ton Carmen has moved around. Stock rotation."


"Stock rotation," Blackblood repeated disbelievingly.


"Yes. It is a system whereby retailers and wholesalers-"


Blackblood grabbed Number 5 by the closest thing he had to a neck. "I know what stock rotation is, you micro-brained midget," he snarled.


"Two-Ton Carmen is verrry efficient. Another reason we have to go through her. She knows where crates are."


"So what do you suggest we do?"


"Bluff," said Number 5, simply. Saying that, the droid whipped out his clipboard and stepped out into the open. Blackblood was wondering what the frag he was doing when the droid turned slightly. "Back me up on this," he whispered over his shoulder.


"Hi there. Remember me?"


Two-Ton Carmen stopped what she was doing. Her immense T-shaped head swivelled round and descended toward Number 5. 


"You are shoe-size robot sent by new owner of Invention Exchange, Professor Medusa."


"That's right," Number 5 said. "I came for the very small robots."


"And you take very small robots. What you want now?"


"This is embarrassing," Number 5 said, "but last time we came we forgot we also wanted the box next to the very small robots."


Two-Ton Carmen regarded him suspiciously. "Professor Medusa said nothing 'bout second box."


"No," Number 5 said quickly. "But she wouldn't. You see, it's a surprise. For Professor Medusa."


"A... sur-prise?"


"Er, yes," Number 5 improvised. "A birthday present. From her nephew, Blackbl- er, her nephew... Bob." The tripod turned and waved. "Get out here, Bob. Don't be shy."


Blackblood stepped out from behind the crate, scowling. He was going to kill that little fragger.


"Tell the nice robot how Auntie Medusa would be very upset if you forgot her present... Bob."


Blackblood growled. "Auntie Medusa would be very upset if I forgot her present," he repeated through a gritted grille. He bent to Number 5. "You're dead, shrimp."


Two-Ton Carmen regarded them both. She folded two of her huge mechanical arms and tapped a foot. "Hmm. Well. We can't have that, can we? Second left, first right, east, diagonal, north, down, widdershins, right, right, right, up, left sideways, south, up, down," the mammoth robot explained.


"Ummm..." Number 5 said, confused.


But Blackblood had already memory-dumped the necessary information. "Over there," he said, pointing. He strode off. Behind him, completing his act, Number 5 said to Two-Ton Carmen, "She's having a party on Saturday night if you want to come along. Bring a friend."


"PARTY!" Two-Ton Carmen said, excitedly. And then she sighed heavily. "Two-Ton Carmen would love to come to party but Two-Ton Carmen has no friends. She never leave Invention Exchange. She cannot leave Invention Exchange because she cannot fit through doors. She is very lonely here-"


"Oh, that's so sad. But maybe we can fix you up with a date?"


Two-Ton Carmen shook her head. "Two-Ton Carmen put ads in Lonely Master Program columns but never get reply. No one quite like Two-Ton Carmen..."


Now Number 5 sighed. "I know how you..." 


"Shorty!" Blackblood shouted. "With me, now!"


The ABC Warrior and Number 5 worked their way between the crates toward their needle in a haystack. It was true what they said of the Invention Exchange: everything that had ever been invented was there. On the way they passed a pile of dustsheet-covered crates that even Carmen ignored. They were marked "withheld" and were obviously inventions that had, for one reason or another, never been released. Blackblood scanned the labels, guessing the main reason that they had never been released was that they were utterly useless.


Among other things, there was a six-coloured rainbow; Distant Arboreal Shadows, never used, five Es each; a cheese watcher. There was even something called a twirlybobblestop straightener, but Blackblood couldn't imagine a single use for that.


Two-Ton Carmen slapped him about the head with her duster.


"Restricted access," she said. "What you want is four aisles down."


Blackblood moved on and finally reached the crate he wanted. A crowbar extended from his arm and he prised it open. Inside were what looked like rifles - ten of them. They were not strictly rifles, of course, more like spray guns considering their purpose, but for Blackblood it still felt good to heft one in his arms.


"Shorty, come here." Number 5 skittered over. 


Blackblood shot him in the foot.


Then he took out a real weapon and blew his foot off. He was extremely gratified to see that it stayed blown off.


"Whaddyaknow," he said. "The fraggin' things actually work."


Number 5 was hopping around, yelping with pain. "What did you - ow! OW! - Why did - uuunh - You absolute bast - aaaargh!"


"That's for 'Bob'," Blackblood said. He grabbed the remaining weapons and slung them over his shoulder. "Now try to pull yourself together and let's get out of here."


There was a loud roar and Two-Ton Carmen came hurtling across the warehouse, batting crates aside. She rammed into Blackblood and pinned him against the shelves.


"Two Ton Carmen hear bang," she rumbled. "Banging is NOT ALLOWED in warehouse!" Her eyes fell on the rifles and she inhaled deeply. "Those not birthday present," she said. "Chocolates are birthday present. Very small kangaroo is birthday present." Her eyes narrowed and her T-shaped head pushed toward Blackblood. "Who are you, really?" 


Blackblood fired twin machine guns right into her guts and Two-Ton Carmen recoiled with a screech.


"Oh frag," said Number 5.


"YOU ARE VERY NAUGHTY ROBOT!"


Blackblood flipped sideways as Two-Ton Carmen waved her feather duster at him. It wasn't the duster he was worried about - it was the cannons that she brought to bear.


DUM-DUM-DUM!


DUM-DUM-DUM!


Blackblood returned fire. DU-DU-DU-DU-DU! DU-DU-DU-DU-DU!


"Stop!" Number 5 shouted. "Remember the inventions make veerry biiig bang!"


His plea was not heard; the two robots continued to exchange fire. Blackblood rolled and ducked through the crates, swapping guns and ammunition as he went. He unleashed acid rounds, grenade rounds, corrosive rounds, fire rounds. Two-Ton Carmen was horrified as her feather duster went up in flames, and smoking as the rounds ate into her armour, so she doused herself with fire extinguishers while turning her cannons on everything, too incensed to care. 


Shelves crashed over. Crates blew open. Dimensional annexes collapsed.


The warehouse was suddenly filled with activity. Music blared as dancing fridges began to pirouette about in confused circles. A six-coloured rainbow appeared near the ceiling. A group of Thargs appeared out of nowhere and began to mutter very loudly. Two kamikaze cod buzzed about in little fishy planes before saluting each other and impacting with the floor. 


Inevitably, it happened: one of Blackblood's and one of Two-Ton Carmen's rounds met in the middle of one particular crate.


It exploded with a veerry biiig baaang.


The side of the Invention Exchange warehouse was blown out. Blackblood was blown out with it, landing on his back in the street outside. Without thinking about it, Two-Ton Carmen raged after him, her tank-tracks spinning, launching herself into the outside world.


She sailed through the air and crashed onto Blackblood, crushing him into the ground. Blackblood struggled to free himself as a vicious drill-like device rotated out of Two-Ton Carmen's forehead, zuzzing angrily.


"Who are you really?" she asked him again.


The drill buried itself between Blackblood's eyes.


"I SAID," Two-Ton Carmen repeated, "WHO... ARE... YOU... REALLY?" 


"Nnnngghh," went Blackblood. "Uuuuuunng!" He spasmed and twitched as the drill worked its way through his armouring and inside his head, felt it start to dig deep into his memory core. His thoughts started to flash like fireworks and were then sucked away. Two-Ton Carmen was directly accessing his memory dump, seeking the information she wanted:


Atomic... Bacterial... Chemical... 


"An ABC Warrior, eh?"


Mongrol... Hammerstein... Joe... 


"Your friend has a strange taste in underwear."


Volgons... Mars... Medusa...


"THAT'S Professor Medusa?"


Deadlock... Morrigun... Mek-Quake...


Two-Ton Carmen suddenly stopped probing.


She inhaled sharply. "Whooooo," she said breathlessly, "is THAT?"


"That's Mek-Quake," Blackblood croaked. Oddly enough, right now, he felt a lot like croaking.


"MEEEEK-QUAAAAKE..." Two-Ton Carmen repeated slowly, almost lovingly.


Blackblood looked at her strangely. "He's, er, a Ford Industries Demolition Robot. Serial Number..."


"FORD INDUSTRIES?" Two-Ton Carmen screeched. "MY UNDER-CARRIAGE WAS MADE AT FORD INDUSTRIES!" She looked dreamily into the distance. "Meeeek-Quaaaake... oh, we could be made for each other."


Blackblood gulped. If what he thought was happening here was happening here, the last thing he wanted was to be trapped beneath a randy robot.


He struggled. "Excuse me. Miss Carmen?"


With a quick zzz, Two-Ton Carmen retracted her drill. Her T-Shaped head shot into Blackblood's face.


"This Mek-Quake. He is friend of yours?"


"I wouldn't call him a friend exactly but..."


Two-Ton Carmen rumbled.


"Oh, that Mek-Quake. Yes, very old friend - you could say he's my best buddy, in fact. So brave, so caring, so intelligent..." 


Two-Ton Carmen trundled off the top of him. Blackblood picked himself up with a series of groans. He debated starting the fight anew but there didn't seem to be much point now that he had what he wanted. Besides, he'd had more than enough of the Invention Exchange.


"I can give you his transponder frequency if you like," he said to Two-Ton Carmen, if only to get her out of his face. "You could look him up some time."


"Yeees... Two-Ton Carmen would like that very much."


Blackblood did so.


"Everything all right here?" Number 5 said. The tripod leapt down from the Invention Exchange - or what was left of it, anyway - amidst a crackling of sentient poppadoms intent on mass escape. Not sure where to go, they hooked up with a pair of fellow escapees: a solar-powered bat and a contortionist lamppost.


"Oh, yeeesss," Two-Ton Carmen said. She looked around and jumped, suddenly realised that she, too, was at liberty in the outside world. "Oh, yess, indeed," she repeated. And with that, she trundled off at some speed down the street.


Number 5 turned to Blackblood. "So, that's it, then? Off to war?"


"War," said Blackblood hungrily. "Yes."


"Against Medusa?"


"Oh yes."


Number 5 shuffled his feet. "Can I come?"


"No, of course you can't."


"Go on."


"No!"


"Can I have one of those, then?" Number 5 asked. The robot pointed at the rifles slung on Blackblood's back.


"They're not toys," Blackblood said. He pointed in the direction of Sunset Motors. "Go home."


He turned to walk away, felt a tug on his back. Number 5 had made a grab for one of the rifles anyway.


"I said no," Blackblood snarled.


But when he turned, the robot -- along with one of the rifles - had gone.







FIFTEEN

 


As Ro-Jaws had said, there was something strange going on, something very strange indeed. For a while, though, Hammerstein chose to ignore the strangeness and to enjoy it, because however strange the place was, he would rather have liked to stay and party.


Deep down inside, though, he knew that he couldn't, because Maggie kept telling him so. After that first night, the party had continued on the following day and the next, and the day after that. It was a party, in fact, that appeared to go on forever.


Parties didn't do that, did they? Not in the real world.


Nevertheless, Hammerstein revelled for a while in the company of the friends and acquaintances that he thought he had lost for all of time - Jodi Jones, Terri, Colonel Lash and Happy Shrapnel. They spent hour after happy hour talking, reminiscing and simply chewing the fat. Hammerstein liked that. He could not remember when he had last had time to chew the fat. He could remember only battles. But he thought that perhaps he'd had enough of battles and that life was over. Most of all in the company he shared, he enjoyed being with Maggie. They spent their days walking through green fields, talking and getting to know each other since they had the time. They spent their nights wrapped in each other's arms, Maggie telling him of her life, he telling her of his.


Oddly enough when Maggie spoke the topic always came back to that of the place where Maggie had grown up - a place called Bowel Town on a planet called Mars.


Mars? Hammerstein had repeated. The name had an oddly familiar ring about it.


"Yes, Mars," Maggie had repeated to him, in turn, time and time again.


"You'll have to come back there... Back here... with me. When you're ready."


Hammerstein thought that perhaps he would.


As happy and as carefree as the days were, the nights offered different sights, different sounds.


It was fine while he lay with Maggie, listening to her words, but then her words followed him into his sleep, haunting him. It was almost as if she wanted them to.


Bowel town...


Mars...


In Hammerstein's dreams, he heard the sound of marching feet.


Metal feet. And of heat-rays. He glimpsed massed armies and other friends. Friends that he was only now beginning to realise that he had. Wherever these friends were, wherever the armies were, the place was red.


"Troubled, son?" Colonel Lash asked him one morning. 


Hammerstein was staring out of the window of the house, in which they all partied, at the town outside. He believed it was called Grinnell, Iowa. Or was it Green Bluff, Illinois? He thought he knew this place. He thought he knew that it wasn't real.


The town was small, pleasant and idyllic: a middle-American town of perhaps the early 1900s. There was a park with a statue of a metal deer, a bandstand, some colonial-style houses with coloured glass windows. These houses had porches with swings and were garlanded with flowers - geraniums, Hammerstein thought. There were whitewood houses and redbrick ones, and all were surrounded by neat picket fences. There was a church that had a golden bell hanging silent in its steeple. In the steeple's shadow was a graveyard with sixteen tombstones. 


And there were trees, lots of trees: elm trees, horse chestnuts and maples. In amongst them, on a hill, almost overgrown by vegetation, stood a silver rocket ship, one that appeared to have been abandoned long ago. It was a silver rocket ship that had once carried a crew of sixteen.


"Why are we all here?" Hammerstein asked Colonel Lash.


"Maybe we're not, son," Colonel Lash said. "Maybe there's only you."


Hammerstein nodded. It had begun to trouble him that of the people he spent his days with only Maggie appeared to be real. The others, he knew now, were dead. Dead, or gone away for good.


Jodi Jones, scientist and the woman who had made him what he was today. His own hand had killed her when he had flown into a rage following an assault by her boss, Doctor Justin Gerber. Hammerstein knew this well because it was an act for which he had never forgiven himself. Colonel Lash, the man who had originally assembled the ABC Warriors two thousand years before. Terri, the human female who was raised by the Mekaniks and thought of herself as a robot - a robot and Hammerstein's lost love. For a time, Terri had been a member of the ABC Warriors - until she had been crushed to death during a battle in the eternal city of Agartha. This, too, Hammerstein found difficult to forgive - for it was he who had suggested she join their team. 


They could not be here, could they? Nor Ro-Jaws. Nor Happy. They were all gone away for good. It was impossible.


Unless he, too, had gone away for good.


"Am I dead?" he asked Colonel Lash.


"I don't know, son," the Colonel responded. "Are you?"


"I don't understand," Hammerstein said.


"All I know for sure," Colonel Lash went on, clapping a hand on his shoulder, "is the only one who ain't dead around here is Maggie."


"Maggie?"


"That's right. You love her, son?"


Hammerstein hesitated. "I cause women pain... Jodi, Terri..."


"That is not what I asked, Sergeant Hammerstein."


"I think," Hammerstein said after a second, "that I could allow myself to learn to... if she felt the same about me."


"No guarantees, there, son. But there's only one way to find out. I guess you've a choice to make."


"Choice?"


"That's right. Between staying here and keeping her, or going back and taking the risk of losing her."


"Risk?"


"Sure. But that's life, after all... isn't it, son? You can't stay here just because you'reafraid to take the risk."


Life, thought Hammerstein. Of course he could have all the days he wanted here with Maggie, but he knew... that wasn't life, was it? 


That night, before the noises and the nightmares began, before the reminders of his real life commenced once again to creep into his mind, Hammerstein asked Maggie a question: "Is this heaven?"


Maggie turned to him in their bed. Looked at him for a good long time.


"Of course not," she said. "Robots have no heaven."


Hammerstein said nothing.


Maggie turned onto her back once more, stared up at the ceiling. "But if you stay, it might be hell."


The next morning, when he awoke, Hammerstein discovered that Maggie had gone. He thought he knew where: the place where the screams came from, her home.


His home. Mars.


Colonel Lash joined him at the road out of town and placed a comforting arm about his shoulder.


"Leaving us, soldier?"


Hammerstein stared into the distance. "I think that there is something I must do."


"You've got to want to go back, son. Only you can make that decision."


"I know," Hammerstein said. "But Maggie-"


"She isn't real. Not here. You know that. Now."


Hammerstein nodded briskly. For a moment he found it difficult to speak. "But she could be. I mean, if I wanted..."


Colonel Lash chuckled. "Aye, there's the rub. If you wished, you could bring her back. You could stay here forever and have everything you ever wanted. But you don't want to, do you, Sergeant Hammerstein? Duty calls, after all. As duty always does." 


Hammerstein shot him a look. His chest inflated.


Colonel Lash whistled. "You know, I had a funny feeling that duty alone might not have been enough this time," he said. "I think that maybe you do love her, son."


Hammerstein paused. Because of his past, he had never been the most emotionally open robot and it was difficult for him to commit himself.


The truth was the emotion was new to him. He didn't know, but he knew one thing: he knew enough that he wanted to find out. He only hoped that he wasn't going to make a fool out of himself. Hammerstein remained silent, though his gaze returned to the town.


Colonel Lash shook his head. "She's not coming back," he said. "And the others are gone. Ro-Jaws, Jodi, Terri, Morrigun, Sam..." He tapped Hammerstein's head. "Back to where they came from."


"You're still here."


"Not for long, son," Colonel Lash said slowly. "Not for long."


"Are you telling me I'm ready?"


"Seems that way to me."


Hammerstein took a step along the road. "Colonel," he said. "Colonel, what if Maggie - the real Maggie - doesn't want me? What if I'm wrong?" 


"You're not wrong, son."


"But how can you know?"


"Because I'm ordering it. 'Bout fraggin' time someone sorted out that head of yours. Even if it is you."


"Yes, sir," Hammerstein said.


"Now go get her, sergeant."


"Yes, sir."


"And stop calling me sir," Colonel Lash commanded. He smiled. "You're your own robot now."


"Yes," Hammerstein said. He turned. 


"Remember the ABC Warrior's motto, son," Colonel Lash's voice echoed after him. "'Strike first... strike hard!' And that goes for the tripods, too!"


"Goodbye, colonel," Hammerstein said.


A long, long road was the last thing he saw before...


Sigmund Jimarigg?


"Sergeant Hammerstein?" Sigmund Jimarigg said.


Hammerstein looked at his hands. "It appears so."


"Thank frag for that. I was really starting to think I'd lost you. "


Hammerstein bolted upright on the operating slab and examined the rest of himself. As in his dream, he was whole again. 


Only this time he knew it was for real. "It worked?"


"Biol, of course it worked. Why else you think they call me Frankenfragger?"


"I wouldn't banter that around too much, if I were you, Jimarigg," Hammerstein said. "It's a weird name."


"Yeah. Well. Look who's talking."


Hammerstein tested out his body, flexed his limbs. He swung himself from the operating slab and made Sigmund flinch as he calibrated his weapons with a series of loud klaks, whirring, spinning barrels and ker-chunking ammo clips. 


"So that's the thanks I get? You've got a weird name?"


"No," Hammerstein said. "Thanks. But I thought you said there was little chance of my...?"


"I did. And to be honest, I believed it. But that was before..."


"Before what?"


"You kept mentioning her name, man, over and over. I knew then that you were comin' back."


"Maggie?"


"Yeah, Maggie. She spent hours by your side, man, just talking to you, trying to bring you back. I reckon you mean one biol of a lot to her."


"You do?" Hammerstein said.


Sigmund studied Hammerstein's expression. "She means a lot to you, eh?"


Hammerstein faltered, switching quickly to diversionary tactics. "You too, if my neuro-physiological scanner is anything to go by."


Sigmund reddened, but Hammerstein couldn't be sure if it was through anger or embarrassment. "That was a while ago. Before..."


Involuntarily, he looked down.


Hammerstein followed his gaze.


He swore he could hear singing. Prisoner of Love. 


"Don't ask..." Sigmund said.


His etiquette protocol being what it was, Hammerstein didn't. But he made sure to dump a reminder to enquire on the matter with Maggie later. In depth.


"I tell ya, sergeant," Sigmund said, returning to the previous subject. "When you were sayin' her name before, it sounded like you were in heaven."


"Oh, I was," Hammerstein said heavily. "For a while."  


There was a sudden explosion somewhere outside Siggy's shack, in Bowel Town. 


And gunfire. 


All of a sudden Hammerstein was reminded of the dreams in which Maggie had been screaming. And it suddenly occurred to him: she wasn't there. 


"Maggie?" he said. He looked over to where his as yet unsorted weapons were piled. One of them was gone.


Sigmund Jimarigg faltered.


"The tripods came, man," he said uncomfortably. "In the night. They attacked Marineris City, killed thousands. It was Viking all over again. We thought we were safe down here, what with the trimorphs and all, but then the tripods started to work their way onto the girders, began to target the humans' dwellings..."


"Where is she?" Hammerstein demanded to know.


Jimarigg held up his hands. "That's what I'm trying to tell you, man! We took a couple of hits here, were lucky because of the armoured roofing. But it was going to get worse. You were in the middle of surgery and there was nothing I could do so-"


"WHERE!"


"She took a gun, tried to draw their fire away... to keep them away from you so I could finish."


"Biol!" Hammerstein said.


"It's probably too late for..." Sigmund continued, but Hammerstein was already gone.


Outside, but for the odd distant explosion and rattle of gunfire, Bowel Town was quiet, the main tripod force having moved on, their job done.


Bowel Town, however, dripped blood. Endless rivers of blood that oozed from the slain and injured of Marineris City above, trickling turgidly down through its darkest foundations, streaming slowly, in ever diverging paths, along the girderwork, then overflowing from the metal and falling at last in a slow thick rain into the devastated ruins below.


Bowel Town was a graveyard, pooled with red. Hammerstein thought that he had never heard it so quiet since the U-Cranes and traffic above were stilled.


Never so quiet since most of its raucous population were gone. Hammerstein had indeed given up heaven for hell.


"Maggie," he called as he began to make his way through the wreckage, over the grotesque, incinerated dead. His voice echoed. "Maggie."


The few humans who still lived looked at him bemusedly as he moved among then, checking their faces. Some of them pleaded for help. Hammerstein calmed them as best he could. 


Some trimorphs that were tending to the injured looked equally bemused. Only their bemusement was directed above, to a god whose actions of the last few hours they were not able to comprehend.


"Maggie," Hammerstein went on. "Maggie!" 


Somewhere less distant now, he heard the explosions and the sound of gunfire again.


And the distinctive klang-klang-klang of tripod feet on the girders above.


And the sound of heat-rays.


Frag! Sidewinder, is that you?


RATTA-TAT! RATTA-RATTA-RATTA!


Maggie?


RATTA-TAT! RATTA-RATTA-RATTA!


Hammerstein span and pounded in the direction that the sounds were coming from, hurling aside loose wreckage and huge chunks of concrete that blocked his path, warning the survivors he passed to stay away, to keep their heads down.


The gunfire continued as did the heat-rays.


Then he could hear a woman's voice. It was Maggie's voice.


"You want this Wooze, you're gonna have to come and get it, ya Medusan morons. Come on - over here. That's it, over here. Umm, lovely Wooze."


Definitely Maggie's voice.


Just ahead Hammerstein could make out the half-obscured shapes of tripods manoeuvring in the girderwork.


There were more gunfire sounds.


Bullets sparked as they ricocheted off the girders up above.


"Maggie!" Hammerstein shouted again, and continued on. "Maggie, it's all right, I'm back!"


She couldn't hear him. He emerged at last into the roofless shell of a burned-out building that was a neuropeptide den of some kind.


Maggie was huddled between the barely recognisable bodies of a couple of humpies, using them for cover. She fired off a few rounds, then hobbled for the opposite corner of the building, firing as she went.


"Thanks guys!" she shouted.


She was far too busy to notice Hammerstein; busy and badly injured.


Oh Gaia, Maggie, Hammerstein thought as he looked at the burns and the blood that covered her. Her leather coat was smoking and burned in patches from what had obviously been a very close shave. 


The worst thing was, Hammerstein knew she had been doing all this for him.


Klang-Klang-Klang.


Klang-Klang-Klang.


The tripods prepared to fire again, having manoeuvred to a suitable position on their precarious perch.


DUM-DUM-DUM-DUM-DUM.


"Come on you three-legged freaks, come get your Wooze."


The tripods fired. The building began to fill with flames.


Maggie was trapped.


"NO!" Hammerstein shouted. "MAGGIE, NO!"


She turned and looked at him, just for a second, and seeing him returned and intact, she smiled. The heat-ray struck her in the back.


"NOOOOO!" Hammerstein cried as she fell.


And as he did he fired his guns.


BUDDA-BUDDA-BUDDA-BUDDA.


The bullets slammed into the tripods, hammering them and the girders on which they balanced, drowning them in an unceasing hail of lead that they could not avoid. A tripod slipped from its perch, crashing into the debris below. Before it could recover, Hammerstein fired into its maw. Martian blood erupted. Hammerstein turned his attention to a second tripod, firing unrelentingly at the girder above the ungainly war-machine.


The girder shifted and collapsed suddenly with a loud groan, the tripod trapped between it and the other girder below.


Hammerstein emptied every clip he had into the face of the third tripod, forcing it back across its girder with the sheer force of his bullets alone. The tripod staggered back into the darkness and was gone.


Maggie, Hammerstein thought. Oh Gaia, Maggie. 


The ABC Warrior picked his way through the burning rubble until he was at her side. Maggie lay amidst the wreckage battered and burned, but she was alive.


"Heeey, Smash Martian..." she said weakly. "Welcome back."


"Maggie, don't move."


"Wasn't... planning to," Maggie said in a strained voice. She coughed. "You seen my Wooze?"


Hammerstein picked up her can and placed it gently to Maggie's charred lips. Maggie took a sip and lapsed into unconsciousness.


"She's dying, you know," Sigmund Jimarigg said. He had appeared by their side, having obviously followed the ABC Warrior when he had left his shack. "I'm sorry."


"Is there-" Hammerstein asked slowly. "-Is there anything you can do?"


"I'm a cyberneticist, not a medical doctor," Sigmund said. "She's too far gone and needs blood."


Over in the corner of the burned out building, the body of the first tripod settled in the debris, drawing glances from them both.


"The tripod has blood," Hammerstein said. "The pilots feed on it."


"Alien blood," Sigmund said dismissively.


"Human blood," Hammerstein corrected. "Their victims. The whole machine operates as a kind of giant transfusion device which the pilots are hooked into..."


Sigmund looked up. Something had suddenly occurred to the cyberneticist. He scrambled over to the pilotless tripod and with a little effort hauled himself inside. After a few minutes he came scrambling desperately back out.


"I think I can save her," he said.


"The blood?"


"More than the blood, Sergeant Hammerstein," Sigmund breathed excitedly. "I told you, I'm a cyberneticist, not a medical doctor."


"What are you talking about?"


"The tripod," Sigmund declared. "The equipment inside is more than just a blood transfusion system, it operates as a complete life-support system for the Martians! It regenerates them! If I can hook Maggie up to that..."


"It'll keep her alive?"


"More than keep her alive, Sergeant," Sigmund went on. "Given time it could actually regenerate Maggie, too. It could completely heal her."


"You can do this?"


"Hey, they don't call me-"


"Frankenfragger for nothing," Hammerstein said. "Yes, I know."


Hammerstein left Sigmund to work, patrolling the Bowel Town ruins to ensure that no tripods approached, doing effectively for Maggie what she had done for him during his own operation.


Hours passed.


When Hammerstein returned, Sigmund was tinkering with one of the legs of the upright war-machine, adding some finishing, customised touches. To Hammerstein's amazement, he had turned the feet of the tripod's legs into high-heels.


He had also provided it with a bandolier of Wooze, which was draped around its hull. This man was more than just good, Hammerstein thought.


This man had style.


"Er, Maggie?" Hammerstein said cautiously. He still wasn't sure how successful Sigmund's operation had been.  "How are you feeling?"


To Hammerstein's surprise, the tripod turned towards him with a clang.


Maggie Sidewinder placed her elongated, snake-like arms dramatically on her hips and stared down at the ABC Warrior.


"HOW DO YOU THINK I'M FEELING? THIS BIOLHEAD JUST TURNED ME INTO A FRAGGING TRIPOD!"







SIXTEEN

 


The huge cybo-whale sloughed through the churning depths of the Sand Sea. Joe Pineapples crawled along its belly like a spidery blue limpet, laser knife in hand.


Chock!


Joe plunged the knife deep into the cybo-whale's flesh, hauled himself another foot along its body.


Chock!


He did the same again.


The cybo-whale's sensor network warned of the potential breaches of its hull. The metal behemoth was twisting and bucking and thrashing - at least as much as something of its size could twist and buck and thrash - in a desperate attempt to break Joe's grip and throw him off.


Chock!


But Joe was not trying to breach its hull, at least not in the places where he plunged the knife, because the cybo-whale's flesh was too thick for that.


Chock!


No. Joe Pineapples was heading for the cybo-whale's eye; at least he hoped he was. The Sand Sea bubbled and roiled around him. Waves of the viscous soup buffeted him or slapped him in the face. He felt himself rolled upside-down and sideways, plunged to the sea bottom and hurtled towards its surface.


He felt himself dragged along the bottom, his backside bumping inelegantly through the sand. The cybo-whale tried everything it could to dislodge him.


But Joe clung on.


Chock!


Just a little further...


Chock!


Joe's eyes widened as some sharp coral loomed. The way he was positioned, the coral had the potential to cause him some considerable pain - not to mention a soprano voice. He shot it away just in time.


Chock! 


Try as the whale might, Joe wasn't going anywhere, not if he could help it.


Chock!


Not that it was easy, maintaining a grip on the bootleg while simultaneously trying to avoid being shot at by its friends - the two cybo-whales that Joe had discovered shared this oversized fish tank.


Not easy at all.


The only relief was that at the moment they were unable to use their heavy weapons against him. They were whales after all, and the way their companion was trying to shift him, they were simply not manoeuvrable enough to bring them to bear in time.


That could change at any time, though, and in the meantime, they had other weapons.


Speaking of which, he thought. Incoming.


Joe twisted, avoiding a homing acid harpoon. It skimmed across his stomach, almost turning his robot six-pack into an eight-pack.


"Frag!" he said. In the quicksand it came out sounding something like "fralub". 


He missed the second, which impaled him in the leg. It wasn't the first he had been unable to avoid.


"Biol!" Joe cursed again, but it came out as "bilubb".


Joe snapped the harpoon off and pumped an alkaline sealant into the wound. He sighed as the anti-mektic balm took hold. He had to give Cobb some credit. The senator had done more than just summon the whales here from the Viking City docks - the fragger had turned them into sub aquatic assassins. 


Fragging devil-fish, Joe thought. All right, devil mammals, whatever.


He had even given them mammal-like names: Silverhair, Longtusk, Icebones.


The point was, they were armed to the gills with anti-personnel ordnance: cannons, disruptor banks, laser turrets and, of course, the aforementioned harpoon launcher. It was a nice twist, that, Joe thought - fitting whales with harpoons. A kind of Moby Dick revenge.


Joe had only just managed to avoid all of these on the shore when the cybo-whales had attacked, forcing him to race for cover following their unexpected appearance. It was an unfortunate fact of life, however, that the average desert didn't afford much in the way of cover.


Joe had done his best to return their fire on the run, but that was when he had discovered that apart from their weaponry, the three beasts had also been fitted out with some nifty subcutaneous armour. He scanned it. It was Kevlar blubber.


Kevlar blubber, the ABC Warrior had thought to himself with some exasperation. Who the frag thinks these things up? And much more importantly - why? Armoured whale, sir? Certainly. You know, you're not the first person to ask for one of those. Every home should have one, right? Anyway - the point was, considering the size of a cybo-whale,  that was one frag of a lot of Kevlar blubber.


An impenetrable amount of Kevlar blubber, as Joe had found out to his cost.


In the end, he just couldn't afford to waste any more bullets, which was when he had decided that the safest course of action would probably be to take a dip. Fast.


Then maybe, just maybe, he figured, he could lose them in the murk.


Unfortunately, though, it hadn't gotten any better when Joe had made it under the surface. What he had hoped was going to turn out to be a leisurely swim across the ocean floor, keeping low to the bed and confusing the whales' radar, turned into a confused and disorienting scrabble through a barrage of gurgling quicksand maelstroms, the sea bed thrown into turmoil by one explosion following another. When he had finally managed to pinpoint his attackers through the resultant mire, Joe had made yet another discovery, namely that the cybo-whales were also capable of disgorging a variety of nasty little homing missiles out of their stupid, fraggin', flapping mouths.


He'd tried for the mouths, of course, but unlike Blackblood - another owner, to Joe's mind, of a stupid, fraggin', flapping mouth - these guys knew exactly when to keep their gobs shut.


Soon after, Joe had become tired of being blown about the ocean bed, especially as it was making him start to lose his sense of direction.


And that was the last thing he needed down there. He needed, in fact, to reach the shore fast, which presented Joe with a dilemma: to stay away from the whales, and hope for the best, or to get a lot closer.


And obviously the latter had been his decision.


Chock!


He could see the right eye, just around the curve of the cybo-whale's prow. Joe dodged another of the twin harpoon attacks and waited while the other two cybo-whales reached the far end of their manoeuvring circle. It would give him just enough time.


CHUCK!


The knife embedded like an aquatic piton in the cybo-whale's "cheekbone". Joe swung himself around. The huge glass eye - one of the two of the vessel's observation windows through which its Martian pilots were visible - loomed before him. The pilots saw Joe and staggered back in shock.


Joe fired a single shot from his Magnum Macho 3000 and the eye exploded inward, flooding the control cabin with quicksand.


Joe swam in with the breaking glass, giving the pilots no time to react. He killed them both as they flailed desperately against the inrush. All that he had to do was wait while the control cabin's safety systems established a force-field over the broken eye and purged itself of sand.


Purge complete, a monitor told Joe. Silverhair was his. 


Time for business.


Joe whacked his personal stereo on autosearch, letting it scan its surroundings and find an appropriate track. What he needed was some good fighting music.


"Marina, Aqua Marina, what are these strange enchan-"


Nope.


"They call him Flipper..."


Gaia. Definitely not.


"Bobbin' along... bobbin' along on the bottom of the beautiful briny sea..."


Okay, he thought. That's more like it. Something he could really chill to. Joe started to dance the Substitutiary Locomotion. And span the wheel so the cybo-whale turned to face its comrades-in-arms.


Both of the other cybo-whales had observed Joe's rather unorthodox takeover of their sister ship and they hovered, side by side, contemplating how to deal with the new threat.


I wouldn't take too long over it, Joe thought, because I'm coming ready or not. 


Wasting no time at all, Joe slammed Silverhair into its maximum acceleration, aiming straight for the other two whales. As he did, he fired the first of his missiles.


He wasn't aiming at the whales, though, but down at the seabed between them. This got the cybo-whales' attention. Desperate to avoid both a head on collision and the blast from the missile, the two metallic mammals peeled quickly away from each other.


It was just what Joe wanted. It gave him the room to pass between them.


As his missile detonated on the seabed, Joe manoeuvred straight into the resultant broiling bubble of sand, which obscured him from view.


As the other whales continued in their peeling arcs, he fired two more missiles from both his port and starboard batteries. They hissed through the still broiling sea as obscured as Joe had been.


The two whales had only just completed their evasive manoeuvres when the missiles emerged from the seething mass. Joe could imagine the panic on the Martian crews' faces. Neither had a chance to avoid them.


And the missiles blew off both of their tail fins.


Unable to manoeuvre without this most important part of their equipment, the cybo-whales spiralled down toward the seabed, as seaworthy as lead bricks.


They hit the bottom and imploded.


"Bobbin' along..." Joe sang, as the bodies of the crew bubbled up past his eyes "...just bobbin' along on the bottom of the beautiful briny sea..."


He turned Silverhair towards the shore.


Towards Camp Diaz, which unexpectedly, he found in some degree of chaos. As Joe berthed the cybo-whale on a small beach beside the complex, he was surprised to find the Camp Diaz domestic staff making their way towards him - or rather toward a line of small boats, which were also berthed on the shore.


They ignored Joe completely. All that they were interested in doing was leaving. Camp Diaz was being evacuated.


"I see my reputation precedes me," Joe said, strolling up the beach with his Magnum Macho 3000 in his hand.


Inside, there was hardly any organised resistance from the Dead Eyes, either.  Something was definitely going on. Joe tried asking the Dead Eyes what it was, but they were Dead Eyes, weren't they? So Joe killed them instead.


The only problematic obstacles that he came across were those that he had least expected. 


The obstacles were Diaz's twin dinosaur pets, Sodom and Gomorrah.


Joe found them blocking a connecting corridor through to the main part of the complex. Joe presumed they were not meant to be roaming free. Unless, that was, they were normally permitted to carry Camp Diaz staffmembers between their teeth.


They dropped their snacks and roared at Joe, slavering and hot-breathed.


Thankfully, Joe had come prepared for any occasion. From his armour he removed two specially concocted and potent Molotov cocktails, lit them and hurled them into their gaping mouths. He was glad that the beer bottles he had used had been Stellar. He found them reassuringly explosive.


Wiping dinosaur bits from his armour, Joe proceeded on into the deserted Camp Diaz. He couldn't find Diaz or Juanita anywhere. He ran an X-ray and infrared scan, searching the multi-domed complex for heat signatures corresponding to that of his beloved. He found one that was very faint. It was in a dome that was permanently sealed.


There was another entrance in a corridor far below but Joe had no time for that. He blew the seal apart and stepped into what looked like a dimly lit laboratory of some kind. Cautiously.


"Hi, honey, I'm home," he said. The comment was much more light-hearted than Joe himself felt. The truth was, he had been dreading discovering what Diaz might have done to Juanita in his absence, and he cursed himself for having had to be away for so long.


If the bastard had so much as... Joe stopped. Oh Gaia. The bastard had.


Juanita hung suspended in one of two human-sized glass cylinders that occupied the centre of the dome, her eyes staring at him madly.


In the other cylinder hung Sheen Zano, her beautiful model's face... no longer beautiful.


Juanita was in some kind of biol solution. Sheen Zano Diaz had suspended in acid. It was with great sadness that Joe realised he had come too late to save her. Joe fired a shot at the glass of the two cylinders and he removed Sheen's master program chip. He caught the body of Juanita as she fell; his beloved lay gasping in his arms.


"Oh Joe," she sighed sadly. "Diaz killed Sheen. Just because she helped me, he killed her..."


"I know and I'm sorry," Joe said. He stared at the woman he loved and thought: What has he done to you? 


As if she could read his mind, Juanita said, "He's mad, Joe. Diaz is mad."


"Not for much longer," Joe said with determination. He wiped some goo from Juanita's eyes. "Not after this." 


"It's not that, Joe," Juanita explained, gripping his arm as tightly as she could. "It's the biol!"


"Biol?" 


Juanita told Joe about what she and Sheen Zano had been forced to witness happen to the last inhabitants of the tanks - Diaz's poor ex wives. How Diaz had demonstrated that he'd been conducting experiments with biol to change and mutate them. How he'd been seeking to isolate and control one particular element in the biol: the element that had troubled objectors to the universal food-stuff since it had gone on-pipeline so long ago. It was the element that many feared could - if triggered - turn humans into trimorphs or something worse.


She told Joe that Diaz had succeeded. He had found the trigger. Something within biol that contained traces of Mars' original primordial soup - a rogue genetic code, a rewriter - that could be used to alter the molecular bonding of anyone who had (and was there anyone on Mars who hadn't) at any time ingested the foodstuff.


Alter or completely eradicate. In other words, there was a reason why Diaz's ex wives were no longer in the tanks. Diaz had enjoyed his demonstration to the full.


He possessed the ultimate assassination tool.


"And Joe," Juanita said urgently. "He can activate the trigger through Digital Angels."


Joe absorbed the information grimly, but he had heard enough. It was time to take Juanita away from Camp Diaz for good.


He destroyed the laboratory and scooped her up in his arms.


"But Joe, the biol," Juanita said.


"Is only a worry while Diaz lives," Joe responded. He did not need to elaborate.


At his request, Juanita guided Joe through the rest of the complex to Diaz's personal chambers - if he was to be found anywhere, it would be there. Eventually they came to a room that was decorated in an entirely different way to the rest of the complex. There was a framed and lit-up collection of antique road signs and ephemera, an impressive display of erotic art originals by artists such as Leerer, Letch and Hans all over the place. There were dirty magazines, life-sized dolls. There was also a rather incongruous looking, bucking, Soya-bean cow, of the kind you found in bars to challenge drunks.


This was obviously Diaz's inner sanctum, the place that in amongst these sprawling domes he called home.


Joe reckoned Diaz had spent a lot of money here - money that no doubt been earned by the hard labour of everyone but Diaz himself. That, or taken from their corpses. He had to admit, the place was palatial.


It was also Diaz's and so he had no choice at all.


With a good deal of pleasure, he fragged the whole damn place.


FUD-A-FUD-A-FUD-A!


BLAM-BLAM-BLAM!


At last, when the bullets had finished hammering around the room, when the walls had crumbled, the furniture had collapsed and everything hung in shards and tatters, Joe stared around. Diaz's collection of erotic art treasures were gone, destroyed for good. The bucking Soya-bean cow was bucked. And out of all the antique road signs and ephemera only Diaz's beloved Belisha beacon remained intact, blinking like a silent orange alarm in the middle of the room.


How could I have missed that? Joe asked himself, knowing full well that actually he hadn't, he'd just saved it for last.


BLAM!


"Now that," Joe said with satisfaction, "is what I call a house-clearance!"


Diaz's little empire was no more. All that remained was the man himself.


"I'm through here, Mister Pineapples," he heard Senator Diaz say wearily.


Joe turned. With the curtains hanging in ribbons, Joe saw a double doorway that lead outside. Steadying Juanita in his arm, Joe stepped through the shattered French windows.


But suddenly, he stopped. The spacious balcony on which Diaz was sitting directly overlooked the Sand Sea through which Joe had slogged his way earlier, and offered a rather dramatic panoramic view of the empty desert beyond. The sun was setting over the desert, casting it in red and orange hues.


At any other time the view would have been beautiful - something that after he had killed Diaz, Joe would have loved to share with Juanita, had she been in any state to appreciate it. If it hadn't been for the tripods...


Joe knew finally why the staff had left: Diaz was staring out at the tripods, sipping at a cocktail through an ingestion tube, and looking vaguely as if he had realised he had made some massive error of judgement. Joe knew nothing of the events at Tripolis Cathedral, but one thing was clear to him.  These tripods had no real strategic reason to leave the main force and attack Camp Diaz, unless they had come for Diaz himself.


"Just look at them, Mister Pineapples," Diaz said. "Are they not awesome?"


Joe stared out. The tripods were lined silently on the far shore; twelve of them at the very edge of the lapping Sand Sea, their hulls dipped slightly, their heat-ray ports, like eyes, shadowy and baleful, carefully watching Camp Diaz. Carefully watching Diaz himself; watching and waiting. 


Intimidating, for sure, Joe thought, but awesome. No - he'd had more than enough of the bootlegs to think them awesome. More like pains in the arse.


Unexpectedly, Diaz chuckled to himself. It was a sick sound, the sound of a man, Joe suddenly thought, who was nearing the end of his time.


"Awesome," Diaz said again. "And utterly fragged."


Joe stared at him.


"They're stuck, Mister Pineapples, don't you see?" the senator explained. "They want me, but there is nothing they can do about it." He laughed, or rather he rattled. "Don't you think that is glorious?"


"What are you talking about, Diaz?"


"Why do you think the bridge was blown, you fool," Diaz hissed. "I knew they would come for me but I also knew there was no way the lumbering beasts could cross my Sand Sea! I thought I'd just make it difficult for them, but then - lucky bonus - I find I'm also just out of range of their heat-rays here. That's what's glorious."


"The heat-rays could still reach you," Joe observed.


"If they could, don't you think they'd have fired by now?" Diaz argued. "As I said, they're fragged. Just as fragged as your beloved Juanita has so recently been."


Joe was on him on a second, his Magnum Macho 3000 aimed directly at Diaz's forehead.


"I see you've lost none of your charm," Joe snarled.


"Is this the big showdown, Joe?" Diaz asked tauntingly. "Are you going to finish the job now? Because if you are I'd have to tell you something."


"And just what might that be, you bootleg?" Joe asked. Considering that Diaz was more life-support machine than man, Joe considered the robot invective acceptable.


Diaz coughed. His eyes stared defiantly at Joe, almost triumphantly. "I'd welcome it."


Joe's finger hovered on the trigger. "You're trying to tell me that you don't care-"


"Oh he cares, Joe," Juanita whispered weakly. "He just wants you to make it easy."


"Easy?" Joe said.


"Think about it," Juanita explained. "Look at the state of him! Diaz needs a hospital, medical care, but there's nowhere left for him to go. Nowhere that the tripods will not follow, so he's stuck here." 


Joe weighed the situation up, staring at Diaz and out across the Sand Sea.


"War of attrition," Joe realised. "All the tripods have to do is wait..."


"A helpless drawn-out death," Juanita agreed. Her face turned suddenly cold. "Just like he'd had planned for me..."


Joe withdrew his Magnum Macho 3000, disarming it with a click.


"We can't just leave him here," Joe said. "What about the trigger?"


"I've a funny feeling he's not going to have the time to do much with that," Juanita said. Oddly, she was smiling.


Joe followed the line of her eyes. On the opposite shore of the Sand Sea, the tripods were changing. Withdrawing their legs and arms, altering the shape of their hulls, becoming a different kind of machine: a smooth, curving crab shell shape that looked also like a strangely streamlined coat hanger, with an elongated neck topped by a pulsating eye.


The coat hanger floated up off of the ground.


"Well, well," Juanita said. "It looks like HG Wells isn't the only creator of war machines that Medusa has chosen as her inspiration tonight."


"George Pal," Joe said.


"George Pal," Juanita agreed.


"Biol," Diaz said.


The floating war machines began to move across the Sand Sea.


"Time to go, I think," Joe pointed out.


"Yes, Joe," Juanita concurred. "But where?"


"Don't worry," Joe reassured her. "The moment has been prepared for."


And, with that, he took Juanita under his arm and leapt from the balcony. Below, Silverhair waited. 


Left behind, Diaz gulped slowly. The war machines were almost on him, almost nose to nose.


He had to think of something and fast. He looked up, staring the tripods in their heat-ray eyes. "Take me to your leader," he said.


It wasn't a joke. If anything, Diaz expected it to become deadly serious. 







SEVENTEEN

 


Deadlock's journey through the bowels of hell ended in an unexpected and rather comfortable fashion.


He simply woke up as if it had all been a dream. Quite appropriately, he felt that he was lying in a very warm bed.


The ABC Warrior's head felt fuzzy and his recollection of recent events was hazy. Things felt different, but as yet he was not sure how.


All he knew was that there were no further sounds of battle. The only sound that he could hear, in fact, was that of birdsong. 


He wondered if deathkites sang at all. 


Deadlock snapped open his eyes. Blinked. Wherever he was, it was bright - an un-Martian brightness - and, oddly for him, it was taking some time to focus. He ran an emergency diagnostic on his self-adapting optical program, but even more oddly, no report was returned. This troubled Deadlock but after a moment he found that his vision cleared anyway.


Without moving, the ABC Warrior looked around and saw that he was, as he had thought, in a bedroom - albeit a bedroom unlike any he had seen before, at least not where he had come from. It appeared to be mediaeval, with stone walls and a single, studded wooden door. A large, arched window, heavily draped, but with no glass, looked out on a sunny and white-clouded sky. The furnishings were few but luxuriant - the bed he was lying in, obviously, a king-sized affair of which he occupied only half, noting with curiosity that the sheets and pillow in the empty half were tussled and indented, as if someone had only recently risen from there. The other furniture consisted of an ornately carved chair of some dragon-like design, a full-length free standing mirror and a heavy wooden dresser topped with - yes, it was a crystal ball. Most striking was a large hanging green pennant that was draped down one wall, emblazoned with the arrowed logo of KHAOS. This appeared to be made from Deadlock's very own cloak. 


He listened again. There were faint sounds of activity from outside. Strange sounds: the whinnying of a horse; laughter; the sawing of wood.


Deadlock pressed his hands onto the mattress to prop himself up - and that was when it hit him. He could feel that the bed sheets beneath his skin were satin.


Beneath his skin.


Slowly, warily, he lifted his hands from beneath the sheets, held them up before his face. They were not the hands of a mek. Deadlock lifted the sheets that covered him. Had he been able, he would have raised an eyebrow. Possibly two.


Deadlock slid from the bed and walked to the mirror. A reflection that was his and yet not his stared back at him. As he had already determined, he was unclothed, the body before him as he had always imagined it would be had his mek physiognomy been rendered flesh. The tall, imposing figure was toned but lean, grey of skin and almost wraith-like but still apparently- 


"Admiring your body, human?" a voice said.


Deadlock span. There had been no reflection in the mirror, but directly behind him stood a woman. And what a woman she was. She said nothing, only smiled, but the ABC Warrior knew instinctively that he was looking at Medusa. But this was a Medusa who was presenting herself as never before.


Deadlock let his eyes rove over the striking figure who stood before him, taking in the wild mane of raven hair, the fiery green eyes, the sculpted, defiant perfection of her face. He let his gaze drift down past her neck, her shoulders, where the perfection was echoed in the body of a goddess. Deadlock found it difficult to draw his eyes away, garbed as she was in only a red waist-length cloak and what appeared to be a golden chain-mail bikini. On her head was perched a small, gilded crown. Her olive-hued skin glistened slightly with perspiration. Or a more accurate description would have been glowed. 


Medusa giggled, displaying perfect teeth, and placed a single finger to a pair of voluptuous lips. 


"Do you like what you see, Deadlock?" 


"What folly is this?"


"No folly. I offer myself to you as your princess of Mars. You may call me... Dejah."


Deadlock found his eyes drawn back to the "princess's" cleavage, barely constrained as it was by a tiny metal clasp. Dejah view, he thought.


"You have changed me," Deadlock said softly. He looked down at himself once more and was surprised by how much he wanted the answer to his next question to be yes. "Am I... human?"


Medusa laughed openly in his face. "Human? Oh no, no, never human, you poor, arrogant machine. No more human than I, despite your... aspirations. But I have seen to it that for the time being at least our shells are... compatible." She moved in closer to the transformed mek, the smooth curves of her thighs rubbing against his own, and whispered provocatively. "Tell me, Deadlock, would you like to be... compatible with this shell?" She paused, giggled once more. "Again?"


"Again?" Deadlock said. He nodded slowly.


Medusa ran her palm down his cheek. "Then I have given you this form to prove that you care about me. I have given you the vulnerability to test the resolve of that form. And I have given you the pain with which to measure that resolve. Use all of these gifts wisely, Deadlock, and this shell is yours. Use them wisely and Mars herself is yours." 


She licked his earlobe with her tongue, slowly, and he felt her solid breath against his neck. "All you have to do is prove to me. Prove to me that you care about your damsel in distress."


Deadlock paused. "I will do as you say..." he began.


But Medusa was already gone. Almost immediately there was a scream from outside the chamber window. At the same time Deadlock found that he was suddenly clothed in a light set of armour that resembled his own robotic exoskeleton. Another KHAOS symbol was etched proudly in the centre of the breastplate. A sword, not unlike X-Caliber, hung at his side. 


Deadlock ran to the window and stared out. He realised that he was inside the keep of some fantastic castle and that directly below was a courtyard. And there, in the centre of the courtyard, Medusa struggled with a group of blue-skinned, armed men. They held Medusa by her arms, pulling her between them, their intentions clear.


So this was what it was, Deadlock thought. Apart from HG Wells, Medusa had obviously taken dramatic licence with another author of classic fantasy fiction - Mr Edgar Rice Burroughs. And against this backdrop she was acting out a drama of invasion, of rape and of violation. It was clear what Medusa's game was: they were both avatars here. 


In Tripolis Cathedral, Deadlock had said that he would be her champion, and Medusa had obviously taken his words quite literally. Everything there, the cloak, the tower in which he stood, the crystal ball, they were all echoes of his true existence. She had made him grand wizard of her fantasy court, the guardian of her personal watchtower. It was a blatant analogy for the plight she was suffering as a planet, but one that, if he were to succeed in turning her, in stopping the war, with which he had no choice but to comply. Deadlock summoned an elemental spell and let fly with lightning bolts from his fingertips. Then he leapt out of the window and into the fray.


The four armed-warriors fell before him easily. Medusa summoned a dragon. It too fell before Deadlock's magic and his blade. She summoned a roc. Deadlock cut it from the sky.


"I knew that you were the only one who could save me," Medusa said. "The only one truly worthy."


As if to prove her point, Medusa summoned simulacrums of his fellow ABC Warriors to the courtyard. They were grotesque parodies of their real selves, performing a series of posturing, useless routines meant to display them as the ineffectual machines she thought they were.


Hammerstein stood on the battlements in a marching band uniform, beating his patriotic chest with sticks as if it were a drum; Joe Pineapples fired haphazardly at targets, too preoccupied to hit them because he was dancing along to his personal stereo; Blackblood had been transformed into a pantomime pirate, complete with parrot, who hissed at his enemies and nothing else; and Mek-Quake was reined up as a carthorse, an unintelligent beast of burden. Of all of them, though, Mongrol's simulacrum was the most cutting. Medusa had him running up the circular stairway of a tower, throwing himself from the top to land wrecked at its base where he was rebuilt by Lara, and then to commence the whole cycle again. Deadlock had to admit that he found them all quite amusing. 


They did not detract from his challenge, though.


Medusa delivered to him swarm after swarm of enemies, and in turn Deadlock dealt with them all. She kept them coming and he despatched them. In the end, though, he had to admit to himself that he was becoming really quite exhausted.


But he dared not let Medusa know that even though she noticed anyway.


"Is my champion becoming weary?" she taunted. "Would he like a little rest?"


"Your champion remains your champion, lady," Deadlock said.


Medusa smiled. "We'll see, Deadlock," she said. "We'll see."


Medusa clapped her hands and from a doorway across the courtyard a figure appeared and walked towards them. He nodded pleasantly at Deadlock. Deadlock found himself looking at a thin, balding human. He was dressed in the fashions of old Earth - a pair of baggy trousers, shirt, a sleeveless sweater.


"This is my other wizard - Ray," Medusa said. "If you please, Ray."


The balding man shook a clenched fist, as if he were preparing to roll dice. The contents of his fist rattled like bone. Suddenly he opened it, scattering a number of small yellowy-white objects on the ground. He looked as if he were sowing seeds.


But these were not seeds; they looked like teeth. 


"Thank you, Ray," Medusa said, and the human vanished as quickly as he had appeared.


Deadlock waited. For a moment, nothing happened. Then suddenly one patch of earth erupted, as though visited by a mole. Another followed it closely. Then another.


All in all, six patches of earth began to push towards the sky. Deadlock looked at Medusa and swallowed. He was unsure whether the dry cracking sound came from his throat or the ground beneath his feet.


From the first mound, a skeletal hand appeared. Again, the other mounds followed suit. A second set of hands appeared clutching rusted swords. They flattened themselves against the ground, pushing hard, forcing the rest of their unnatural bodies from the ground. Soil fell away as they rose, revealing first skulls, then ribcages, the knobbly protrusions of shoulder-bones and pelvis, and finally the whole skeleton. The figures wavered before Deadlock, unmoving but evidently ready to strike.


"The Daughters of Medusa," Medusa said. "Say hello, girls."


Six heads snapped around and six sets of very bared teeth grinned widely at the ABC Warrior.


And Deadlock found himself in the fight of his life.


Sword clanged against sword, bone against blade. The ABC Warrior had no choice but to rely solely on his melee skills, as magic seemed simply not to work.


As the battle went on, Deadlock began to flag; he began to take wounds.


He knew that the wounds could not be real - he was not flesh, after all - but his blood was hot and thick, the waves of dizziness undeniable.


He managed to kill just four of the daughters of Medusa before he dropped. He tried to claw his way along the ground, away from them. Medusa clapped her hands and they were gone. Deadlock looked to her in gratitude. A well appeared next to him.


"Drink," Medusa advised. "Refresh yourself before your next quest."


Next quest? Deadlock thought. No longer caring, he wheeled up the bucket from the well and plunged cupped hands inside, desperate to slake his thirst. He scooped the contents into his mouth but instead of refreshing water the well offered only congealing and rancid biol - lukewarm, thick and cloggy. Deadlock gagged.


"Come along, champion, pick your quest," Medusa taunted him. The bleeding and battered Deadlock slumped down against the well, breathing hard. "Come on, don't be a spoilsport - how much of a challenge do you think you can handle? The Sock of N'Shara? The One Rung?" Medusa giggled and grabbed for the bucket from the well. "I know - how about the Holey Pail?" 


Medusa dashed suddenly forward with superhuman speed, grabbing Deadlock about the neck. She hauled him to an upright position, his overheated body slumped against her own, and as Deadlock struggled to breathe, she kissed him full and hard, locking her lips on his and sucking away what little breath he had left. She snapped her head to the side and exhaled it away like smoke from an exotic cigarette, as if she were some film noir femme fatale. Then she clamped herself against his mouth again, this time forcing her breath into him. Deadlock struggled as a noxious gas redolent of infernos and marshrooms flooded his lungs, expanding them but offering nothing in the way of oxygen, nothing in the way of relief.


"No?" she said, flinging his head back hard. Deadlock's face had turned blue, every vein and artery distended. His eyeballs were shot with blood, bulging and ready to burst. His mouth gaped and he wheezed hoarsely, his legs buckling as if he were drunk. 


Medusa smiled. "Oh well, time to die." 


She gripped Deadlock by the remnants of his armour and lifted him completely from the ground. The defeated ABC Warrior dangled from her grip like a slaughterhouse carcass, lacking the strength even to twitch.


"You disappoint me, Deadlock," Medusa said, sighing, and with a look of disgust and with absolutely no effort at all, she hurled Deadlock aside and watched as his limp body hurtled on a collision course with the tower wall.


"Robots," she hissed dismissively. "What can they know of Gods?"


Moments from certain death, Deadlock struggled to order his thoughts. Mistake, he told himself. Medusa has made a mistake. He knew that in her eagerness to end this she had betrayed herself not once, but twice. The first thing had been the kiss - that kiss had far too much of the planet itself within it. Burning as it had been with its soul of fire and brimstone, Medusa had exposed the turmoil that lay at her inner core and with it the sham that the fantasy really was. Her overwhelming error, though, was to strip him of the illusion that she herself had created, to drop the pretence that he could be ever be anything more - or anything less - than what he actually was. 


She had been careless; she had called him by his true name:


Robot.


She had meant the comment to belittle him. Conversely, Deadlock found it empowering. In an instant, the tenuous grip she had held on his cybernetic psyche fell away.


At that same moment, Deadlock rewrote her illusion and recreated it in his own language. As he catapulted through the air, he rolled, beginning to transform. The armour he was wearing simply faded from his battered body and then his flesh itself began to crumble and fall away in a leprous shower. The musculature below changed tone, becoming harder, more metallic, and finally took on the appearance of a different type of armour altogether: Mek armour.


This had not been a fair fight. Not so long as he had been made flesh. 


This charade had been rewritten in Deadlock's language, and Deadlock's language had its own alphabet.


It began with the letters ABC.


Deadlock impacted with the tower wall with a sickening crunch. A split-second before he would have been nothing more than a champion-shaped bloodstain on the stonework, but his newly reclaimed body could no longer be stopped by anything so inconsequential. Deadlock's robotic frame buried itself deep into the stonework and continued going, and Deadlock phased, passing through the remaining obstruction without hindrance, appearing momentarily as a ghost-like figure on its opposite side, in a small dark chamber. He phased back in immediately and turned, his fists raised, before delivering a destructive blow to the wall. The stonework crumbled away in a cloud of dust.


Deadlock stepped through the gap.


"If it is your wish that I fight for your planet, my lady," he said in deep and determined tones, "then I will gladly oblige. But I shall do so as myself." There was a pause and with a sound like the unsheathing of Death's scythe itself, he withdrew his Ace of Swords.


"Bring it on," Deadlock said.


Medusa, who was halfway across a phantasmic courtyard, already erasing her fantastical conceit with a wave of her hand, stopped dead in her tracks. She turned, visibly shaken. Then she clapped her hands together like a little girl, and smiled.


"Done," she said happily.


Medusa was as good as her word. They came then, all of the enemies she had in her Burroughsian repertoire: the priest-like but deadly Therns with their Banths; Black Pirates and the yellow men of Okar; the Lotharians, the Manator Knights and the Hormad; the Jaharians, Malagors; White Apes and the Fu. 


Medusa's castle was under siege. Launching spells with one hand while his Ace of Swords despatched his opponents with the other, Deadlock took on them all and emerged victorious.


Finally, the courtyard of the castle was slicked with a rainbow lake of severed limbs and alien blood, so much that the ABC Warrior had to wade through.


Medusa stared at it, at Deadlock, breathlessly.


In fact, by the way she was purring, she appeared to be rather turned on by the whole thing.


"I am impressed, Champion," she said.


Deadlock sheathed his sword. It sounded a sigh, as if with deep contentment.


"That is what I can achieve in a fair fight, my lady," Deadlock said. "Withdraw your armies from the surface of Mars and I give you my personal pledge that I will fight to save your world from the injustice that has been done to it."


Medusa paused and looked at him, drawing the occasional shuddering breath. It was obvious that she was making up her mind.


"You will make things right?" Medusa said.


Deadlock bowed his head solemnly. "I will make things right." 


Medusa began to walk towards him. Her challenge was over. Deadlock knew that he had won.


"My lady!" a voice called out.


Medusa stopped, turning.


"What the...?" Deadlock thought.


Heading towards Medusa, through the fading remnants of her fantasy castle, was a small Martian dressed as a page, a messenger of some kind.


"My lady, stop. I have urgent news," it said.


I don't like the sound of this, Deadlock thought.


The messenger approached Medusa and she bent so that it could whisper in her ear.


"Really?" she said as she listened. "You don't say? Diaz, eh? My, that is interesting..."


Diaz, Deadlock thought bleakly. What the frag is Diaz doing getting involved here? Especially after Tripolis.


"Medusa, what is it?" Deadlock asked.


"Oh, nothing," Medusa said sweetly. Then she looked up at Deadlock and her eyes shone with renewed fire. "Just that I may have a champion who is better than you."


"Diaz?" Deadlock said incredulously.


"Diaz," Medusa repeated. 







EIGHTEEN

 


Mek-Quake had tried dodging the spotlights, but they had got him every time. Generally at the first building, which caused much amusement for the guards. A demolition robot, even in humanoid form, was just not built for stealth.


Mek-Quake had tried helping with a tunnel, removing the sand that was excavated by the spademen and dumping it from a number of cunningly concealed bags tied to his tank-tracks in the courtyard. Invariably, the courtyard had been filled with a number of very large sand dunes that the demolition robot had found difficult to explain away.


Mek-Quake had tried building a glider, painstakingly assembling the flying machine from spare parts high in the prisoner's quarters, only to find that it and he were far too big to fit through the window.


He had even for a while tried joining the escape committee, but his one repeated suggestion on avoiding his captors - "HIDE HERE UNTIL WAR OVER!" - was deemed to be perhaps not very well thought through.


Mek-Quake had to face facts.


He was not cut out to be a Prisoner Of War.


The siege at the Sweet Dreams Motel had not turned out to be fatal for them, after all. Both Mongrol and Mek-Quake had taken severe damage, but had managed to deploy sufficient counter-measures against the tripods to enable them to maintain a pretty good defence of the humans in the motel. As had happened before in Viking City, they had not been able to inflict much damage on the Martian war-machines, and again, their sheer unexpected number had ultimately overwhelmed them.


The two reminded themselves to do a better recce next time - but they had not been destroyed. They had continued fighting, in fact, until Steelhorn had appeared and announced he had a neutron missile aimed directly at the cabins. The bootleg had been playing with them all along.


Surrendering, both the ABC Warriors and the humans had been rounded up. Steelhorn had communed with Medusa and received his instructions.


His instructions had been to bring them here.


Escorted across the desert by night, refused permission to speak with their ex-teammate, neither Mek-Quake nor Mongrol had known what to expect, but the coming of dawn had revealed to them what their ultimate destination was.


Balanced on a foreboding crag somewhere in the Olympian Heights was an equally foreboding grey castle. After two thousand years the two ABC Warriors knew Mars pretty well, and both were reasonably certain that it hadn't been there previously.


They were correct. It hadn't. Medusa had decided to indulge her occasional World War II fixation and create a German Stalag in which to incarcerate those she was kind enough not to burn to a crisp. And she had done so with considerable style.


The castle loomed dramatically, imposing, solid and strong against the red-hued backdrop of the Martian skyline, its high walls blending almost seamlessly with sheer and precipitous cliffs. Inside the walls was the courtyard and this was bordered on all sides by multi-storied quarters in which the prisoners were kept. The quarters themselves were dwarfed by the castle's towers and these thrust into the sky at various points around the compound, petrified grey edifices that looked like missiles cheated forever of a launch. In the lookout posts within these towers, the Martian guards were in a position to see everything, observe everything and retaliate at a single move. 


The castle was meant to be the ultimate prison. It was designed to be inescapable. Medusa named it after her little Martian friends. She called it Coldmitz.


Oddly enough, it was not the inescapability of the place that troubled Mongrol, as the gates had slammed shut behind himself and the convoy. It was why the place stank so fraggin' bad.


The answer came when he had tested its security for the first time. The ABC Warrior had decided to crash through the perimeter walls, but instead of crashing through had rather embarrassingly bounced straight off them, landing on Mek-Quake with a sickening thud.


He knew, then. Even with her planetary powers, there was no way that Medusa could have organised the materials and labour to construct the sprawling mass that was Coldmitz so quickly. So instead she had grown it. 


Marshrooms, Mongrol had thought. He'd been in prisons made of far tougher things than marshrooms. A doddle if ever there was one. And he immediately began to rip his way through the wall.


Which is when he discovered that Medusa had infused the marshroom walls with an acid that could bypass even the ABC Warrior's self-learning defence programs.


That had hurt.


Instead, Mongrol decided to shoot at the walls from a safe distance. It was here that he learned why he and the others had been allowed to keep their weapons. They didn't work. Coldmitz was shrouded in a suppression field that jammed all ordnance apart from that belonging to the guards.


The old hag wasn't playing around. She had, apparently, thought of everything.


So it was that Mongrol sat in the courtyard of the castle, listlessly bouncing a baseball back and forth off Mek-Quake's head and wrinkling a metaphorical nose. He still hadn't gotten used to the stink.


Mek-Quake himself was playing unnervingly happily with the children in the sand - building sandcastles of all things. This particular pastime had begun when Mek-Quake had spotted a small hole in the courtyard floor.


"A hole," he had whispered conspiratorially to Mongrol. "Maybe Mek-Quake can dig himself out from here?"


"Possibility," said Mongrol, dryly. "Perhaps we should ask the guards to bring us a very big spade?" 


"Mek-Quake has big spade!" Mek-Quake had replied with sudden excitement. "Mek-Quake has big bucket, also." Out of one of his lockers he had ejected said spade and a huge, brightly painted bucket with a picture of Blackpool Tower on it. 


Mongrol stared. The ABC Warriors had always known that Mek-Quake carried around all kinds of junk inside his body - just in case of emergencies, he led them to understand - but where the frag did he get these things? "I was being facetious, you bootleg."


"Fas...?"


"Flippant. Cutting. Deprecating."


Mek-Quake had nodded. "Understand now."


"You do?"


"Yes. Mongrol talking phit again."


"Go build a sandcastle or something," Mongrol had said.


So Mek-Quake had. 


Mongrol caught the baseball and this time held onto it. Something had been bothering him since they had arrived - and it had suddenly struck Mongrol what it was. Why were they here? Not just themselves but the humans as well - why had their convoy been spared and not annihilated like everyone else who had stood in the tripods' way?


It wasn't just the convoy, either. Apart from their own people, there were hundreds of other humans who had also been incarcerated here in Coldmitz -- a selection of people from all over the planet. Why did Medusa want to keep them?


The answer was forthcoming.


Mongrol looked up as three shadows blocked out the sun, and saw that looming over him were three guards, the same kind of Martians who piloted the tripods. These creatures normally spoke only in a series of gurgles and ullaahs, but it appeared that they had been taking lessons from some very bad film actor.


"Raus," one of them said.


"Filthy, rotten Englander!" said another. This Mongrol presumed was just for effect as he had no idea what an Englander was.


"You vill come vith us," ordered the third. "Schnell!"


Mongrol regarded them coolly. He just couldn't take the guards seriously. He could only imagine that Medusa had enlisted them here as the tripods themselves were busy incinerating things elsewhere, but there was something seriously lacking in their - what was the word - gravitas that really had to be sorted out if they were going to strike any fear at all into the hearts of meks. The tentacled, stubby Martians simply looked ludicrous in their helmets, greatcoats and jackboots, he thought. Like the free toys you got with Happy Meals, or Weebles in fancy dress. 


Mongrol wondered if he could make them wobble and fall down.


Unfortunately there was nothing ludicrous-looking about the machine-guns that they carried. They'd be useless against an ABC Warrior, of course, but Mongrol could not risk the possibility of a rogue bullet from the guards hitting one of the humans should he try to resist them.


Sighing, he stood and followed the three guards, unable to resist putting on a Ministry of Silly walk. After a second, Mek-Quake did a silly trundle behind.


"Remember," Mongrol whispered to the killdozer, "don't mention the War of the Worlds."


The ABC Warriors were escorted to a Kommandant's office and shown inside.


"Steelhorn," Mongrol said as he laid eyes on the figure behind the Kommandant's desk. The ex-ABC Warrior looked quite resplendent in a full Nazi officer's uniform and, apart from his horns protruding through his officer's cap, really quite convincing in the part. "I'd heard you were back... from the dead."


"Welcome, gentlemen," Steelhorn said, slapping a small cane into his palm. "It has been... quite a while... has it not?"


"A millennium or two," Mongrol said calmly. "Georgeeee with you?"


Steelhorn stared coldly at the mention of his old host body, the Gargantek. But there was a faint flicker of something in his eyes. "George," he said, "could not make it."


"But the rumours of your not making it with him were obviously greatly exaggerated."


"Oh, noooo," Steelhorn said, amused. "Not exaggerated at all. But now, thanks to the good Medusa, the rumours of my resurrection I can happily confirm in person."


Mongrol had figured enough. With Medusa's irritating habit of bringing back the dead every five minutes, he should have known. "And you're on her side now? Is that it?"


"Yes," Steelhorn said simply. "That is exactly it."


"Steelhorn, he kill Hammerstein," Mek-Quake rumbled slowly. "Mek-Quake want kill Steelhorn."


"Easy, big fella," Mongrol advised.


"Yes, I did kill Hammerstein," Steelhorn admitted. "I am sorry about that." He sucked in a breath and laughed. "But as they say, war is hell."


Mongrol stared at his old colleague. This was not the Steelhorn he once knew, at least not completely. It was obvious that when Medusa had reformed him she had chosen not to reinstall his more pacifistic leanings. 


"Why, Steelhorn?" Mongrol asked. "Why do this - ally yourself with Medusa? You knew we were here - you could have sought us out... Rejoined the ABC Warriors!" 


"We had vacancy," Mek-Quake said sadly. "Then we had two."


"The ABC Warriors," Steelhorn repeated derisively. He snorted. "Another Broken Cause."


Mongrol sighed to himself. This only confirmed what he had thought a moment before. 


Mek-Quake growled. Supporting his friend, Mongrol laid his own hand on a weapon.


"You do realise that is pointless," Steelhorn said. He was referring to the suppression fields.


"Mek-Quake still have Maniaxe," the killdozer said.


"And I my fists," contributed Mongrol. "Mongrol SMUSH anyone?"


"Pointless also," Steelhorn advised. "Considering that I share the traits of our tripod friends."


"Let's put that to the test, shall we?" Mongrol said.


Steelhorn held up a finger. "One sound and the guards shoot a selection of humans." He paused, letting the threat sink in. "Any suggestions as to whom?"


"You bootleg."


"Which," Steelhorn went on, ignoring the barb, "brings me to my point." He cracked his cane into his palm once more. "Doubtless you have been asking why the humans are here? Why we have kept them and yourselves alive?"


"It had crossed my mind," Mongrol said.


"It... had?" Mek-Quake interjected slowly.


Steelhorn smiled. "Food, my friends," he said coldly.


"You bootleg," Mongrol said again. Because he realised exactly what it was that Steelhorn meant. The more humans the tripods killed, the less blood would be available for their pilots.


They needed somewhere to sustain their supply - a store cupboard. And for their future -- a breeding ground.


Mongrol refused to even think of that possibility. He was going to find a way out of this. But for the moment all he could do was play for time.


"And what about Mek-Quake and me?" he asked.


"Trash compactor," Steelhorn said simply, and it was immediately obvious what the "trash" was that he had in mind. "Mek-Quake, my idiot ex comrade - you will be the shell in which the trash is compacted. And my old friend Mongrol - your fists will do the compacting. After you have been reassembled, of course. "


Steelhorn pressed a buzzer on his desk. "Guards, they are ready to be taken away."


Outside the office could be heard the thud of boots and Mongrol and Mek-Quake looked at each other.


"Mek-Quake go nowhere," Mek-Quake said, "except out of Coldmitz."


Steelhorn laughed. "Don't be ridiculous, you fool. You already know that there is nothing you can do."


"Mek-Quake think Steelhorn should think again," the ABC Warrior said.


Mongrol looked at him questioningly, as did Steelhorn.


Suddenly, the renegade ABC Warrior was sucked across the room, finding himself stuck fast on a strange trumpet like protrusion on the front of Mek-Quake.


There hadn't been a sound, not even a clang. Steelhorn struggled silently like a fly stuck on a web.


"Your Slurp Gun," Mongrol said. "I'd forgotten you had that."


"Hur-hur-hur," said Mek-Quake.


"Steelhorn," said Mongrol. "It appears you're in a bit of a - sorry, I can't resist - a bit of a Mess." 


"We escape now?" said Mek-Quake.


"Yes. Let's get out of here," Mongrol agreed.


Steelhorn perched in front of them as a hostage shield while the two ABC Warriors made their way into the courtyard and demanded that the Martian guards open the main gates. They were gambling that the guards didn't know that they couldn't hurt Steelhorn - and their gamble paid off. The main gates opened and they began to usher the human prisoners to freedom.


The convoy, its ranks bolstered by the other humans in Coldmitz, began to descend the hill away from the castle.


"ACHTUNG!" a voice said.


Mongrol and Mek-Quake looked back.


Martian guards had appeared on the battlements. They had a number of children as hostages and they were pointing their machine-guns at them.


"Little ones..." Mek-Quake said sadly.


"Fraggin' Weebles..." said Mongrol.


Returned to the prison, Mongrol found himself locked in solitary confinement as punishment, which was a bit of a shame because as he was bundled in he learned there was going to be a World War II film festival screening in the mess that afternoon. Steelhorn had left Coldmitz for further battles and the regime had become a little more lax.


Rumour had it that Medusa herself had selected some of her favourite films. These included Where Beagles Dare, The Longest Heat-Ray, and, of course, the epic Enslaving Private Ryan. Mongrol wondered whether they would sell ice creams in the intermission. He could've done with an ice cream.


Instead there he was, slumped on the floor and bouncing his baseball again. On and off the wall. On and off the wall. He continued to do so, thinking vaguely for some reason of motorbikes and barbed wire.


Mongrol's fellow solitary cellmate, Mek-Quake, had been awkward and remained in killdozer mode, and so had been too big to fit in a cell. This threw the Martians somewhat and in the end they had simply left him outside Mongrol's barred window with strict instructions not to talk to anyone.


Ba-dum, ba-dum, went the baseball. 


"Gaia, this smell," Mongrol said. "I swear, Mek-Quake, if we don't get out of here soon I'm going to turn into a marshroom."


"-"


"Mek-Quake?" 


"-"


"Oh biol! You can speak, you know!"


"The Germans said..."


"What are they going to do, Mek-Quake, gag you with a bed sheet? And they're not Germans, they're Martians."


"Really?"


"-"


"Hur!" Mek-Quake laughed suddenly. "If Mek-Quake turn into marshroom at least Mek-Quake will be-"


"Don't say it..." Mongrol cautioned.


"What?"


"You know..."


"Mek-Quake not know."


"You do."


"Don't."


"Do."


"Mek-Quake not-"


"Fungi, frag it. You were going to say 'a fungi to be with'."


"Wasn't."


"Were."


"Was not!"


"You had to be. It's the obvious joke, you bootleg! I'd have said it!"


"Joke?"


"Yeah, joke! You know - fungi? Fun guy?"


"Mek-Quake not understand."


"FUNGI! A FUNGI TO BE WITH! Biol, now I've said it."


"What that have to do with marshrooms?"


"FRAG! Okay, okay, what were you going to say?"


"That Mek-Quake would have been BIGGEST marshroom in Coldmitz. Hur."


"That's it?"


"You not think funny?"


"No. It's you that thinks funny, Mek-Quake. Sometimes I just don't know why I hang around with you."


"Do."


"Don't."


"Do..." 


The ongoing exchange was interrupted by a deep rumbling sound coming from outside the solitary confinement block. Mek-Quake swore it wasn't him.


The block began to shake.


"COO-EEE! MEK-QUAKE!" boomed a voice from somewhere. 


Mongrol leapt up and looked out through the bars. The courtyard was in chaos, prisoners and guards running left, right and centre. A marshroom klaxon was sounding an alarm.


"What's going on?"


"Mek-Quake not know." There was another rumble and the courtyard shook again.


"YOO-HOO! MEK-QUAKE!" the voice boomed again. It was coming from outside the castle gates.


"But Mek-Quake think that maybe there is something at the castle gates."


"The castle gates?" Mongrol said. "Who the frag would be way out here?"


"MEK-QUAKE... ARE YOU IN THERE...?" the voice boomed sternly.


"Mek-Quake not know. But maybe is something to do with Mek-Quake's transponder."


"Your transponder?"


"Mek-Quake would have said earlier but Mek-Quake not be let to speak. When we outside of castle, Mek-Quake dump his transponder. Mek-Quake hope someone answer it."


"You left a rescue beacon?" Mongrol said in amazement.


"Uh-huh."


Mongrol stared at his friend. "Well, I'll be a mekkey's uncle."


"MEK-QUAKE, MY SWEET! WHERE AAAARRRREEE YOU?"


"Who the frag is that?" Mongrol asked.


"Mek-Quake still not know. Sounds frightening."


"Maybe you should answer it?" Mongrol suggested.


"Mek-Quake not sure he want to."


"Can't do any harm."


"Frightening voice not asking for Mongrol," Mek-Quake said. But he answered anyway. "Duh. This Mek-Quake?"


Beyond the castle walls there was a very deep intake of breath. "OHHHHHHH, MEK-QUAKE!" the voice boomed again. "DON'T GO AWAY, MY ANGEL. I'LL BE RIGHT THERE."


The castle gate shuddered as something rammed itself up against hard it.


"ANGEL?" Mek-Quake asked Mongrol, a little worried.


"You're sure you've no idea who this is?" Mongrol said, a little perplexed.


Mek-Quake shook his head. In the courtyard, the guards were continuing to panic. A number of them raced up onto the castle walls and began to fire their machine-guns at whatever it was that was out there. There was a loud hiss of shock.


"HOW RUDE!" the voice boomed. "YOU ARE VERY NAUGHTY MARTIANS!" 


And the speaker began to return fire.


Return fire, Mongrol thought. In a suppression field? He checked his weapons. They were back on line. The barrage from outside had obviously done more than disrupt the castle alone; it had disrupted the suppression fields as well.


"This might be a good time to get me out of here, Mek-Quake," Mongrol instructed.


"Mek-Quake thought Mongrol never ask," the killdozer said. He produced his demolition ball and casually swung it to smash in the door. 


Mongrol stepped out.


"We escape now?" Mek-Quake asked impatiently.


Mongrol looked at the chaos ensuing as a result of the arrival of Mek-Quake's unknown friend. Apart from anything else, the guards on the battlements were being blown to bits.


It was up to them to take care of the rest.


"We escape now," Mongrol said.







NINETEEN

 


Court was in session. Deadlock found himself standing in the dock, or rather one of two docks, because opposite him Senator Diaz occupied an almost identical wooden booth. the senator's booth was made with lower walls to facilitate him sitting in a mobile life-support unit.


Deadlock couldn't help but chuckle. It was the first time that the ABC Warrior had laid eyes on the senator since Joe had made his first visit to Damnation Island some days before. Deadlock had known that Joe had "accidentally dropped" Diaz during that visit, but he'd had no idea that he had done it so well. Good one, Pineapples, he thought. I hope he soiled his pants.


It was not a time for such indulgence, however. The ABC Warrior sensed that it was a time of reckoning.


He looked about him and saw nothing but absolute impenetrable blackness. Apart from the two docks, which were illuminated by invisible spotlights above, he and Diaz appeared to be the only occupants of some featureless limbo. He saw that Diaz was peering over the edge of his dock, holding on tight, as if afraid that the dock itself would disappear, plunging him into the darkness forever.


Deadlock, on the other hand, was more than comfortable with darkness. He wanted to know what lurked within it. He prepared to step from the dock to find out just where the frag they were. As he did so, other constructions appeared. A set of doors closed, apparently leading to nowhere. Two tiered rows of wooden seats lay out, as they would be for a jury. And finally, there was a raised wooden platform that could be nothing other than a judge's bench.


A hammer sounded.


Figures began to coalesce in the jury seats, indistinct at first but then gaining form. There were nine of them and Deadlock was somewhat disquieted to see that, apart from the foreman, each member of the jury was a Marzah - hardly a fair representation of the Martian community, he thought. But then, he supposed, most humans he had come across recently would have had difficulty attending on account of being dead. 


Deadlock studied the foreman. As were all the members of the jury, he was dressed in a dark cloak and cowl and sat motionless, staring ahead with no acknowledgement of himself or Diaz at all. Deadlock found this disquieting, too - for the foreman was the Arch-Marzah, the Martian whose life he had saved in Tripolis not so very long ago. 


The hammer sounded again and the doors into the court slammed open. Medusa strode in. Senator Diaz gasped, dribble running instantly down his chin. Deadlock could have sworn that he twitched with excitement.


"Careful, Diaz," he chided. "We don't want you to have another 'accident'." 


Medusa was still in her Princess Dejah form, and this was the first time that the senator had seen it. She wore the braided white wig of a high court judge and the flowing black robe that traditionally accompanied it. Underneath, however, she still wore her golden bikini.


With her judge's robe flapping open as it did, Deadlock had to admit that it was quite a sight.


Medusa seated herself behind the judge's bench and arranged her robes to dramatic effect. As she did so a number of troughs that had been previously unseen around the edges of the courtroom suddenly erupted with red flame. From beneath Medusa's braided wig, a number of snake's heads peeped out.


Typical, Deadlock thought. She does like things to be dramatic, this girl.


Medusa picked up her hammer and brought it down. Diaz swallowed.


"You have been summoned here," she said without any preamble, "because each of you offers your services as champion of Mars." Medusa looked around the room. "For the court record, Mars is, of course, me." She giggled.


"The services that you offer do, in both cases, have merit to me. What I wish to hear now are arguments for and against on either side."


The arguments raged:


"Medusa, my lady, you have slept for a hundred million years and, by hands other than your own, have experienced a very rude awakening."


The snakes sniggered. Medusa slapped them.


"Oh, so what," Diaz challenged, "you're suggesting that she's just a little groggy? Nothing that a mug of biol and a couple of fags can't sort out? Maybe Wake Up With Wotan on the radio?" Diaz sneered and leaned forward. "Or perhaps she should brush her teeth and leap in the meteor shower?"


Deadlock turned slowly. "I am surprised, Senator," he intoned deeply. "I had no idea you were in possession of such acerbic wit."


"How long would you be hunting them, like rats? Weeks, months, years? Your forces may be considerable, my dear lady, but so is the size of your domain. I offer you a solution that will rid you of them all right now."


Medusa's eyebrows rose and she leaned forward in the judge's chair, her arms resting almost conspiratorially on the bench. "Right now?"


"Yes," Diaz said, slapping the front of the witness box. Deadlock stared at him. Was it possible that he meant what he said? He sensed that it was. "Right now. Right now."


"Diaz, do not do this. It would be genocide."


Diaz snapped his head toward Deadlock. "Do you think I care? Do you honestly think I care?" He gestured with his one functioning hand at his ruined body, slumped as it was in its life-support chair. "You can see what your friend Mister Pineapples did to me," he went on.


"You do look a little like that bloke from Doctor Who... Dave Ross."


"That's Davros, you metallic moron."


"I know that," Deadlock responded truthfully. He shook an imaginary bag. "Jelly baby?"


Diaz snorted and jabbed a finger at Deadlock. "I see what you're doing," he shouted. "Trying to distract her, is what." He turned to Medusa. "But surely my lady will not countenance such frivolity when I am attempting to save her world?"


"Dave Ross..." Medusa said to herself. "Ha! That's quite good." 


"I have saved many and diverse worlds, my lady," the ABC Warrior interjected. "With permission, I can do the same with yours. But please, I need time. The ABC Warriors need time."


"But please, the ABC Warriors need time!" Diaz mimicked in a childish voice.


"I take back what I said earlier," Deadlock said to the senator. "You are not in possession of an acerbic wit. You are simply an acerbic git."


Diaz harrumphed and stared straight at Deadlock. "You think me bitter? Then I return you to my previous point." Once again, he gestured at his ruined form, this time emphasising it for Medusa. 


"Do you know how I came to be this way, my lady?" He pointed at Deadlock, and his voice dripped venom. "One of his fellow machines did this to me. And do you know why? Because he was jealous of my marriage to a human female. A human female."


Deadlock frowned, wondering where Diaz was going with this.


"He wanted her for himself, my lady," Diaz continued. "He wanted to break apart the consensual bonding of two living, breathing beings. To ruin our happiness and force himself upon her in an unnatural union of metal and flesh."


"That is not the way that it was, Diaz, and you know it," Deadlock corrected. "Medusa, Joe and Juanita-"


"JUST AS THIS ROBOT," Diaz shouted suddenly, "WANTS TO FORCE HUMANKIND UPON YOURSELF! JUST AS THIS ROBOT WANTS TO TAINT YOUR WORLD WITH ALL THINGS TERRAN... TO CREATE THE MOST UNNATURAL UNION OF THEM ALL!"


The jury stared silently at Deadlock. 


"What does the robot have to say to that?" Diaz asked with consummate timing.


The ABC Warrior remained silent for a moment, weighing his response carefully. Diaz's outburst had been an obvious attempt to turn him into an enemy of the court. To negate the neutrality of his advocacy and to tip the scales of the argument heavily in Diaz's favour. Even Deadlock had to admit that he had done it well. Flawed as he was in so many ways, Diaz was evidently very, very good at throwing out blinders.


"My Lady," Deadlock said at last. "What the senator proposes to you as a solution - the elimination of every extra-martial on your world - is no solution. It is the Machiavellian manipulation of a madman intent on gaining power regardless of the means by which he achieves it. Allow him this course of action and you will forge an enemy who I guarantee will one way or another poison your world."


"It is already poisoned," Medusa said. The snakes on her head hissed along with her, writhing madly as if charged with an electric current. In their excitement, they accidentally dislodged her wig. They froze, looked at each other, and then began to writhe even more in panic. Irritably, Medusa grabbed one snake by its head and shouted: "Enough, for frag's sake." She bent down to retrieve her headpiece. 


"Yes," Deadlock said quickly, before she could become distracted again. "I agree. But the poison need not be allowed to be fatal."


"...'eed 'ot be fata'...?" Medusa queried, scrambling about on the floor behind the bench. She popped back up with the wig perched askew on the snakes, which were hanging sheepishly down the side of her head.


"No," Deadlock said shaking his head in emphasis. "No." 


He paused. "My lady, while you have been slumbering, the galaxy has become a rich and multi-cultured place, one that is teeming with life and civilisation of every possible kind and form. Infinite diversity in infinite combinations." 


"Oh, do me a favour," Diaz said scornfully.


"It is a concept with which the senator is obviously patently unfamiliar," Deadlock went on, "but it is also nevertheless true." He cleared his throat. "I cite myself as one such example of that diversity and you Medusa as another. We have been known to get along, have we not? Is it not possible that other examples of that diversity - the humans - can also get along?" 


"Deadlock dares to compare himself - a robot - with the great Medusa?" Diaz interjected. "Perhaps I should petition her to find you in contempt of court. Wouldn't you agree, my lady?"


"Surely Medusa is aware that it was Senator Diaz who despatched the behemeks to Tripolis to assassinate her Arch-Marzah? Is that the action of an ally?"


Diaz sniffed. "The behemeks were despatched to form a bodyguard for the Arch-Marzah," he said coolly. "A body-guard needed because I had received intelligence that an ABC Warrior was on his way to assassinate him. This ABC Warrior, my lady," he qualified, pointing at Deadlock.


"You are a liar, Diaz," Deadlock said. "And a stupid one at that." He pointed at the jury. "The Arch-Marzah himself can vouch for my good intent."


"Oh, I doubt that," Medusa whispered.


"Don't feel too bad about yourself, robot boy," Diaz said condescendingly. "This is politics."


"And this," growled Deadlock, moving his arm to his side threateningly, "is a very big sword."


"Enough!" Medusa shouted suddenly.


"My apologies, Medusa," Deadlock said. "I should not have-"


"I mean enough talk," Medusa said. "I tire of it now."


"Ma'am?" said Diaz.


"Medusa?" said Deadlock.


"I said enough," Medusa repeated. "It is time for the verdict."


"The verdict?" Diaz said. "But Ma'am, I have barely had time to commence my opening arguments..."


"Doesn't matter," Medusa said.


Diaz gestured around the courtroom. "But then - why all this?"


"Oh thiiss," Medusa responded, glancing where he had gestured. She had almost forgotten that the courtroom was there at all. She leaned forward conspiratorially and winked at Senator Diaz. "Tell you the truth, I just fancied dressing in the outfit."


Deadlock smiled. 


Medusa turned to the jury of marzahs. "Ladies and gentlemen and mits of the jury," she said. "Have you reached a verdict?"


"They haven't even been out to deliberate yet!" Diaz protested.


"They don't need to deliberate," Medusa said. "They'll say what I want them to say."


"Oh."


"Quite. Now as I was saying - ladies and gentlemen and mits of the jury, have you reached my verdict?"


One after the other, the marzahs nodded.


"And on the question of who should be the new champion of Mars, how speak you?"


"Deadlock," said the first.


"Senator Diaz," said the second.


There was a pause.


Could have been worse, thought Deadlock.


"Senator Diaz," said the third.


Oh-oh.


"Deadlock," said the fourth.


Phew. Deadlock was actually quite surprised that this was coming out so balanced.


"Senator Diaz," said the fifth.


Quite balanced.


"And Mister foremit of the jury," Medusa asked. "How speak you?"


There was silence. Both Deadlock and Diaz stared at the Arch-Marzah, wrapped there in his obscuring dark robes. The verdict all hangs on him, Deadlock thought, and he was reasonably certain which way it would go. After all, the Arch-Marzah was the only one who knew the truth about what had really happened at Tripolis Cathedral.


It seemed so clean-cut. Deadlock had saved him. Diaz had attacked him.


"Mister foremit, we're waiting..." Medusa said.


The Marzah in the seat next to the Arch-Marzah gave his leader a gentle nudge. The Arch-Marzah slid from his seat to the floor. As he did, his cowl fell away from his face and stared up at the courtroom ceiling with sightless eyes. 


"Oh, that's right," Medusa said. "Do you know, I'd actually quite forgotten that my Arch-Marzah was dead."


Deadlock stared down at the body in disbelief.


"At the cathedral," he said. "You said that you were going to save him."


"Tried. Couldn't. Sorry."


"But with your powers..." Deadlock appealed.


"I said COULDN'T!" Medusa blurted suddenly. Her eyes were like fire once more. 


Deadlock stared at her. "You planned this all along," he said, suddenly aware of the precariousness of the situation he was in. "Once you'd heard from Diaz with his offer, you had no further intention of keeping me as your champion, did you? This-" Deadlock gestured around the court, "-this whole charade was just another one of your games." He stared at Medusa. "It's true, isn't it, Medusa? Now that you have Diaz's weapon, all that you want to do is kill."


"Bingo," Medusa said.


Deadlock stepped back in the dock. "Great Gaia, the Arch-Marzah was right," he said. "You really have gone mad."


Medusa smiled coldly. She wiggled her fingers and on the courtroom floor, the body of the Arch-Marzah twitched unnaturally. With a further motion of her hand, Medusa raised it to a standing position.


"We still haven't heard who your old friend's voting for," she said. "Arch-Marzah? Can you hear me, Arch-Marzah? I SAID COME-IN, ARCH-MARZAH!"


"Senator Diaz," said a voice from beyond the grave. And then the body collapsed back to the floor.


Deadlock slumped. A puppet had just decided his fate.


Medusa turned to face Senator Diaz.


"Senator Diaz," she declared. "By a vote of four of my marzahs to two, you are hereby declared officially and in perpetuity, my new champion of Mars. Do you have anything that you would like to say?"


"Er, thank you?" Diaz ventured.


"Very polite, I'm sure."


Medusa was just turning to Deadlock when Cobb raised a finger.


"There is something else, Senator Diaz?" Medusa asked.


"Actually, Ma'am," Diaz said. "Yes. Yes, there is."


Deadlock regarded the senator suspiciously. The man had what he wanted - Medusa's backing - and with that kind of power he could realise any political dream that he ever wanted. What else could the man want from her?


"It may have escaped milady's attention," Diaz said, "but my current state of health leaves a considerable amount to be desired. And with the state of your world being what it is today, I fear it may be some time before I can obtain proper medical care." 


Diaz paused.


Deadlock stared at him. What was he up to?


"That time," Diaz continued, "is something I fear that I may not have."


"My champion does not come with a guarantee?"


"No, Ma'am, he doesn't," Diaz said. He paused again. "But if I may, I do have a suggestion."


"Oh?"


"Transform me, Ma'am," Diaz said. "Infuse me with the power of your world so that I may live and serve it as a proper champion of Mars."


What the frag, Deadlock thought. There was something very wrong about to happen.


"Medusa-"


"SILENCE!" Medusa raged.


Deadlock found that he could no longer speak.


Medusa eyed Diaz suspiciously. "You would become one of my vessels? You would become made of the stuff of Mars?" 


"I would wish to retain my own soul and my will, of course," Diaz said. Deadlock noticed a sly glint in his eyes. "But yes, I offer my human shell to you as the... ultimate tribute. Take it, Medusa. Make me anew."


"Very well," Medusa said, obviously pleased. 


Do not do this, Deadlock willed. There was something wrong... something very wrong.


But it was too late.


"I warn you," Medusa said. "This might sting a bit. Or hurt like hell. Whichever it is. Oh, and you might feel a little prick."


Deadlock was too concerned about what was about to happen to pick up on that joke. Medusa gestured.


Suddenly an agonised screaming filled the room. In his mobile life-support unit Diaz writhed and twisted as the powers of Medusa began to alter him from within. His skin stretched. His bones cracked. His shape changed. 


A stench of marshrooms filled the courtroom.


Diaz vanished inside a bubbling, pulsating mound of fungus. His limbs could be seen shifting inside. His face contorted by pain.


Finally, the screaming stopped. Diaz stopped moving.


And then he stepped out of the mound.


Diaz looked like the old Diaz, before his injuries. But there was something otherworldly about him too: a hint of Martian sand, a hint of marshroom - and more than a whiff of Medusa.


He was one with her, one with Mars.


"Yeeesss," Diaz said, flexing his new body. "Yeeeess."


Oh Gaia, Medusa, Deadlock thought. You have just made a very big mistake.


Diaz's transformation complete, Medusa turned back to Deadlock. The ABC Warrior found that he could speak again. Not that he had chance to say much of anything at all.


"You have failed in your quest to become champion of Mars, ABC Warrior," Medusa said. "The sentence for failure is death."


"Medusa, wait," Deadlock said. "It's Diaz. I think he plans to-"


But Medusa wasn't listening. Deadlock felt a sudden intense pressure on his limbs, a crushing sensation.


So much pain... Deadlock began to scream.







TWENTY

 


Mongrol was having a crisis of faith. The ABC Warrior was seriously beginning to doubt in the existence of GODD.


"Where is it, Cobb?" he said. "There's nothing here."


"It's here," the president said. "It must be."


They were standing at the exact coordinates that Cobb had been given as the location of GODD. And there was nothing there, nothing at all.


Immediately after the successful liberation of Coldmitz Castle, Cobb had approached Mongrol. He had told him that the co-ordinates in his head roughly matched the location that they were in. The legendary ancient weapon called GODD could be found somewhere near the prison itself, right in the foothills of the Olympian Heights.


This had come as quite a surprise. Diverted as they had been by their incarceration in the Coldmitz prison, it had not occurred to any of them that Medusa and Steelhorn would have actually done the convoy a favour by bringing them to GODD's doorstep.


Not that either Medusa or Steelhorn realised that they had, of course.


The original plan had been for the convoy to continue deeper into the mountain range, but this changed things.


A new plan had been drawn up between Mongrol and Mek-Quake. As Coldmitz was safely in their hands, it had been decided that there was, for the time being, no safer place for the humans to remain while the Medusa War was resolved. They had food, shelter, companionship and warmth - everything they needed to survive. And above all it looked like they had a place to hide.


For strangely there had been no retaliation from Medusa for their insurgence at the prison; no tripod siege, no sudden reanimation of her dead Martian guards, no hail of fire sent to teach them a lesson from the skies.


Medusa appeared, in fact, not to have noticed that her food had gone off. Wherever she was, she had other things on her mind. And so, for all intents and purposes, Coldmitz had become theirs. As he had originally volunteered to do at the Red House, Mongrol had arranged to escort President Cobb to their final destination. With them went Cobb's vitriolic wife, Nancy, and their two bodyguards. They had set off that morning. 


As he too had originally volunteered to do at the Red House, Mek-Quake remained behind at Coldmitz, to look after his little jobs. At least he had company there in the form of the strange interloper, Two-Ton Carmen.


Exactly where she had come from neither of the ABC Warriors had a clue, though she professed to be a friend of Blackblood's. Mek-Quake and Mongrol couldn't imagine a more unlikely scenario.


They were grateful that she had come, though. And she liked Mek-Quake and Mek-Quake seemed to like her.


Mongrol had thought her a bit of a spooky stalker, if the truth were known. He wondered how the two of them had gotten on back at the castle since he had left them some hours before.


The sun beat down on him relentlessly. In the sky above, a trio of deathkites circled, their hungry cries sounding hollow and flat in the wilderness. Mongrol regarded Cobb with suspicion. Perhaps he'd been lying all along. Where the frag was GODD?


"It should be here, I promise you," Cobb said.


Mongrol pulled out his weapon and levelled it at the president. He had always recognised the possibility that George C Cobb would lead them on a wild goose chase just to save his own skin - and if that had indeed become the case, well then, George C Cobb's goose was about to be well and truly cooked. 


Mongrol's finger tightened on the trigger.


"I swear to Gaia," Cobb said, breaking into a sweat at the sight of the gun. "These are the right co-ordinates. There has to be something here." 


The first lady stepped forward. "My husband is telling you the truth, robot," she said. "Think about it - why would he lie to you out here? There's nowhere he can run now, is there?"


Mongrol conceded that point. But if Cobb wasn't lying, then where?


"Over there," Nancy Cobb shouted. 


Mongrol turned, surprised to see that she was right. A small structure had just become visible out of the desert heat haze. Mongrol zoomed, what he saw quite unexpected - and as unlike something called GODD as could be.


Standing alone out there in the foothills there was a small, ramshackle wooden hut.


Flowery curtained windows looked out onto the sand. A twisted chimney pointed crookedly at the sky. By the side of the hut lay an old metal bathtub. The hut had a porch. On the porch there were two aged-looking rocking chairs. And in the rocking chairs, two figures, a man and a woman.


Hillbillies. Neither of them moved. Cautiously, Mongrol and the others approached the hut, all of them wondering just what it was they had stumbled across here. Mongrol raised a weapon. Still the figures did not move. It was only when they were virtually on top of the two figures that the group realised why. The hillbillies appeared to be ancient robots. And by the layers of sand and dust that covered them, they had not moved in a long, long time. 


If this was indeed the place of GODD, then GODD seemed to have forsaken it a long time ago.


"This has to be the place," Cobb said.


"Cobb, no," Mongrol warned, but too late.


Cobb stepped onto the porch. Beneath his feet, a board cracked, then splintered into dust. Cobb dropped half a metre into the foundations.


"Seems like we got us some visitors, Ma," a voice said in a hillbilly accent.


"Visitors, Pa?" said another.


There was a whirring of ancient gears and suddenly the robots to either side of Cobb began to rock slowly back and forth in their chairs, the runners creaking as if they, too, would collapse any second. A pair of knitting needles began to clack in the old woman's hands. The old man began to whittle at a piece of wood. It looked like he was carving himself a pipe.


"Somethin' we can do for you, boys?" the old man asked. He spat a lump of chewing tobacco at a spittoon at his feet. The tobacco had been in the dormant robot's mouth for so long that it was as hard as stone, and ricocheted around the spittoon with a series of metallic clangs.


"Now Pa," the old woman admonished. "Where are your manners?"


"Beggin' yer pardin, Ma. Old Jed does tend to fergit hisself sometimes."


"Ask the boys for their password, dear."


Password? Mongrol thought. Now that was odd. Normally speaking, passwords were not a requirement to gain access to tumbledown old huts - unless they were the kind of tumbledown old huts that Blackblood frequented on his jollys, of course. Huts where vats of oil bubbled evilly and the robots couldn't stand up straight.


But he very much doubted this hut contained a still. Was it possible that they were in the right place, after all? 


"Ma says I gitta be askin' yer for yer password, boys," Pa said. "Yer got your password, boys?"


"P... Password?" Cobb said. It was clear he hadn't been expecting this particular complication. "We... don't have a password."


"Danged if that ain't unfortunate," Pa said. He leaned forward in his chair. "Well now, I siggest you boys just mosey on back the way yer came, then. That is, if yer knows what's good fer yer."


"But I'm The President," Cobb declared.


"HEE-HAW!" Pa cackled. He slapped his stomach hard and fell back in his chair, rocking hard. "The Presidint, he says. Hee-hee-hee-haw! Now that's a good 'un. Ain't that a good 'un, Ma?" He stopped rocking suddenly. "But it ain't the password!" He leaned down the side of the chair and produced an old style double-barrelled shotgun that he rested casually across his lap. This done, he began to chew again. "Yer got one more chance, Mister Presidint," he drawled threateningly. "Ah suggist yer don't waste it."


Ma tutted three times. "It's probably best not to tick Pa off," she advised with a cold smile.


Mongrol looked at Cobb. Cobb shrugged; he didn't have a clue.


The ABC Warrior laid a hand on his weapon. He didn't like the way this was going. They were the unlikeliest pair he had ever seen, but from their reactions there was no doubt that they were dealing with security robots- even if they were, as he suspected, two thousand years old. He was about to tell Cobb to keep silent.


"OPEN SESAME!" Cobb blurted. "SHAZZAN! SPECTRUM IS GREEN!" He paused, desperately scrabbling for more inane ideas. "SHAZBOT! SUPERCALIFRA - OH, FRAG IT!"


"Wrong answer," Pa said. "And boy," he added, "ah will not have ya cussin' in front of the missus, yer hear."


"DOWN, COBB!" Mongrol shouted.


Mongrol threw himself backwards, fired at Pa's shotgun. The aged weapon exploded in the robot's lap, shredding its shirt and revealing mitanium plating beneath. Decoy, Mongrol realised instantly. Because as he had fired, the tops of both Ma and Pa's heads had swivelled rapidly open to reveal miniature Gatling gun mountings that spun freely, spewing rapid-fire rounds in all directions. In addition, panels on their chest slid open exposing small glitter-ball like devices that Mongrol recognised as laser disseminators. He suddenly felt that he was in the middle of a very deadly disco. As if that wasn't enough, the robots' kneecaps proceeded to flip open to reveal four extremely pointed, extremely armour piercing homing missiles.


Mongrol wasn't even going to give those a chance to fire.


The front of the cabin disintegrated as he opened up. So did the security robots. Thankfully, munitions had improved somewhat in over two thousand years.


As the barrel of Mongrol's chain gun span down, Cobb dug himself out of the foundations. One of his feet was jammed in Pa's spittoon and Ma's knitting needles dangled from his shoulders. The knitting itself, a half-finished cardigan, rested like a woolly pink crown on his head. At least he had something to mop up the puddle at his feet.


"I guess that means we are in the right place," Mongrol said.


He moved back to the hut, noting how beneath the wooden facade it too was built of mitanium plating. 


"When this is over," Cobb said, pointing, "I am going to have you scrapped. I am going to take your ball bearings and turn them into ball earrings for my wife. I am going to-"


Mongrol shoved a hand in the president's face and proceeded to the door. It was electronically sealed but a quick frazzle with his inbuilt lock-pick soon took care of that. The door's security protocols were very dated.


Obviously not having decayed to the same degree as the facade, the door slid open with an efficient hiss. Cold but strangely fresh air met Mongrol and Cobb.


They stepped warily inside. Needless to say, they did not step inside a wooden hut. Instead there was a single chamber, mitanium plated again, and totally featureless apart from a small node with what resembled a Digital Arch Angel logo above it on the far wall. The logo was older and not as stylised as its modern counterpart but undoubtedly that was what it was.


Recessed lights activated in the walls, bathing the chamber in white. Mongrol and Cobb waited. And nothing else happened.


"This is your ultimate weapon?" Mongrol queried. "It looks like a fraggin' fridge to me. Do you suppose if we close the door, the light'll go out?"


"I don't know what to expect any more than you-" Cobb said, then collapsed. He began to roll about on the floor, seemingly in some agony. Mongrol watched, unsure whether to help or to get a couple of kicks in himself, while he had the chance.


Then he noticed that the node beneath the Digital Arch Angel logo was pulsing rapidly. President Cobb was being scanned.


"It's your Arch Angel," Mongrol explained to the crying president. "The node is attempting to interface with it. And I suspect that as yours is two thousand years more up to date than the models it's used to, it's having a few problems." Mongrol smirked robotically. "Should be over soon."


"Help me, you mechanical masochist."


"That'd be sadist. And nah. I don't think so."


As it happened, he didn't need to, because as Mongrol spoke, the scan ended - sadly much too soon for the ABC Warrior's liking. The node had found codes embedded in Cobb's Arch Angel that had been specially inputted when he had been elected to office, codes he shared with the occupiers of that office back down the years. Those and the holders of darker offices, that was.


"Identity tree confirmed," a soothing mechanical voice intoned. Mongrol wondered why doomsday devices always had soothing voices, never ones that said, "I'M BIIIIIG AN' I'M BAAAAAD! NOW LET ME AT THOSE MOTHERFRAGGERS!". 


"Authorisation verified," the voice continued, "user number zero-one-four-seven. Welcome to gee-oh-dee-dee, Mister President. How may I help you today?"


"I - uh - need to save the world," Cobb said awkwardly. "Only I - I don't know how."


"Please proceed to the node."


"I don't understand."


"Comprehensive instructions on the usage of gee-oh-dee-dee will be directly uploaded to your Digital Arch Angel. This information is classified "For Your Synapses Only." Please proceed to the node, Mister President."


"Do I have to?"


"Move it, Cobb," Mongrol ordered.


The president did as requested, only very hesitantly. It became clear why when he reached the node and began a most extraordinary series of bodily contortions. The problem was that the node had been designed in the days when DAs were sensibly implanted in the temple or near the ear, but requiring as it did direct physical contact, more adventurous modern positioning made things... awkward.


"Where is it?" Mongrol asked wearily.


Cobb pointed.


"Your left buttock?" Mongrol said, flabbergasted. "Aw, frag."


"I already had a tattoo there," Cobb protested. "So I thought..."


Before he had chance to think about it too much, the ABC Warrior thudded over to Cobb, grabbed him by the ankles and tipped him upside down. Turning away, he yanked aside Cobb's trousers and jammed him on the node.


"Ow," Cobb said.


"Stop whingeing and tell me when you're done."


There was a second's pause. Cobb coughed quietly.


"You - er - won't tell anyone about this, will you?"


"No. Oh, definitely not. No... Definitely. Not."


"Good."


Thankfully, the uploading process did not take long.


"Upload complete, Mister President," the voice said. "Access to gee-oh-dee-dee funicular rail launcher is now authorised. Please proceed to the departure pod."


Funicular rail launcher, Mongrol thought. Departure pod?


There was a hiss from the centre of the room. A set of perfectly disguised panels slid open in the floor. 


Below them was a small passenger transporter sitting on an underground rail track. 


"Three seats," a voice said. Nancy Cobb had wandered in from outside. "Looks as if I'm coming along for the ride."


The three of them took their seats. On a HUD in front of President Cobb was displayed a schematic of a track that stretched kilometres from the launch station, up into the Olympian Heights and beyond, climbing finally up a peak that by far dwarfed them all.


"That's Olympus Mons," Mongrol said. "The weapon is up Olympus Mons?"


"In a manner of speaking," Cobb said. 


The capsule rotated slowly on a turntable with a great clanking and clacking of gears until it was pointing into a tunnel that stretched into the distance.


"Clanking and clacking?" Mongrol said. "This ancient piece of junk is gonna take forever. I could run up the side of the mountain before this thing gets into gear."


Cobb looked at him while flicking switches. "I can't tell you how it works, Mister Robot," he said, "but I most certainly know that it does. And believe me - this is not your normal theme-park ride." He cocked his head to the side, retrieving more data from his Arch Angel. "What we have here is a slingshot shuttle, one of a kind, fitted with G-force suppressants and designed for hyper-rapid deployment. This baby moves because the cabling's made of prehensile superstring or some such." Cobb hesitated. "Hell, no, that can't be right - gonna have to look that one up again." His finger hesitated over the last of the banks of switches.


"Whatever, I'd hang onto your hard-drive if I were you, son."


Cobb flicked a switch and an automated audio countdown began. It spoke in a deep rumbling American accent and a resonating chord followed each digit of the countdown. Whoever it was that had chosen this particular program had obviously possessed a flair for the dramatic.


"Five..."


"Four..."


"Three..."


"Two..."


"ONE."


The slingshot shuttle's engines fired with an almighty roar. 


The voice said: "THUNDERCHILD IS GO!"


What felt like a small nuclear explosion detonated in the small of Mongrol's back. Behind him, Nancy Cobb grunted like a stuck pig and was slammed back into her seat, unable to speak, unable even to breathe. She lost consciousness.


"About fraggin' time that happened," Mongrol commented, before even he felt like blacking out. But before he had a chance to do that, Thunderchild was in space.


And ahead of the shuttle was a space station.


Cobb seemed to have remained remarkably alert. This was probably because G-force suppressants were intensified in the case of the pilot. He manoeuvred the shuttle towards a docking bay, as if he had been doing it all his life. The craft nestled into a niche made for it and anchoring bolts slammed into place.


Cobb undid his seatbelt and disembarked. Mongrol did the same. An extremely groggy Nancy Cobb followed. But Mongrol noticed that her eyes soon started to absorb her surroundings hungrily. She wandered off. 


"Welcome to GODD," Cobb said. "Geological Off-world Destabilising Disseminator. A solar channelling station designed to provide terraforming assistance through the use of low-level solar beams."


"This is the ultimate weapon?" Mongrol observed. "It's a glorified landscape gardener." The ABC Warrior slammed his hand onto a support beam. "Mek-Quake would love it."


"I said it was a solar channelling station," Cobb pointed out. He was enjoying having the upper hand, even if it was artificially generated. "GODD was appropriated by the military two thousand years ago, just before you and the other ABC Warriors came to Mars. Their justification was that the Garganteks were sufficient to finish the terraforming operations."


"Shift a mountain range here..." Mongrol interjected.


"Something like that, yes. The point is that the military refined GODD for a far more singular purpose. And that purpose was to preclude planetary insurrection. All of the solar collectors were redesigned so that they could concentrate an intense beam, targetable anywhere - biol, targetable everywhere - on the planet's surface. It was rather neatly summed up by its new acronym."


"Which was?"


"Genocide Ordnance Deployment Device."


"The military were going to exterminate the colonists?" Mongrol said, aghast.


"Exactly that. You know as well as I that at that time Mars was a complete mess. They were going to eliminate that mess and simply start over. But then someone stepped in and provided an alternative solution."


"Colonel Lash," Mongrol realised.


Cobb nodded. "And the ABC Warriors were the solution."


"You said that they were going to start over? How was that exactly?"


"Clones," Cobb said. "GODD also stores the DNA of all the original Martian colonists. Even those who applied but never came." 


"A complete DNA bank?" Mongrol said, amazed.


"Oh yes," Nancy Cobb said. She stood in the doorway and held a vial in her hand. "A DNA bank - complete, I might add, with memory integration cloning tanks - stored right here on GODD itself. And one of the deposits will, I think, interest you very much indeed - Mister Robot."


"What are you talking about?"


"A certain battlecomber? Called Lara?"


Lara, Mongrol thought. No, it was impossible. And yet the time would have been right; Colonel Lash might somehow have...


He stared at the vial and felt that he was looking at the essence of his beloved's soul. Was it possible?


Suddenly all of Mongrol's recently reacquired intellect evaporated to nothing. All that he could hear was his own voice screaming the name he had always used to scream: "LARA! LAAAAAAAAARA!"


"Catch her if you can, Mister Robot," Nancy Cobb said, and threw the vial along the corridor behind her.


"No," Mongrol cried, and pounded after it desperately, throwing himself into the air to catch the tumbling glass. He did so, but too late he realised his mistake. 


This was not a corridor; behind him he heard voices.


"Nancy, what the frag are you doing?"


"We don't need this mek, George. We have all the power here that we'll ever need."


"But the tripods-"


"Oh, don't you worry, we'll take care of the tripods, my dear. And then you and I are going to have a serious talk."


"But Nan-"


The voices were abruptly silenced as the airlock sealed behind Mongrol and an emergency purge emptied it to the vacuum of space.


Blasted out with the expunged air, Mongrol and the vial he held onto for dear life tumbled inexorably towards the sun.







TWENTY-ONE

 


Medusa invited the ABC Warriors to a funeral.


Deadlock's funeral.


She had understood the true extent of the powers that were at her disposal - namely that she could strip her world of its human infestation at any time she wished, even at her merest whim. Medusa reckoned that the mechanical warriors and their mission to "increase the peace" were the only remaining thorn in her side.


She could not leave them alone to keep on busybodying. If she left them alone they would continue to interfere. And she wanted them out of her way.


So the invitations were sent.


Medusa spread her consciousness across the surface of Mars, seeking the warriors out wherever their travels had taken them and instilling in their super computer brains a command imperative that purported to come from Deadlock himself. Deadlock was, of course, in no position to send any such imperative.


It came from Medusa alone, the executor of his estate. Deadlock, Medusa thought with a smile. Never has there been such an appropriate name. Dead. Lock. On second thoughts, forget the "lock" bit. That's redundant.


The point was that the command imperative that she had sent on Deadlock's behalf was an Omega Alert, an ABC Warrior's SOS. It was sent to Viking City. To Marineris City. To the Olympian Heights -- an invitation to respond.


RSVP, ABC Warriors, Medusa thought.


Réspondez s'il vous plaît. Or, as she preferred, Robots... Suffering... Violent... Pain.


Medusa watched as the invitations were received. And waited. And the poor unsuspecting fools came.


Hammerstein was the first arrive, appearing through the sandstorm that Medusa had whipped up to conceal her true intentions until the time was right, battering his way through the wind.


That Hammerstein was here at all was a surprise; Medusa had thought him dead at the hands of her faithful warrior Steelhorn. That he had company was an even greater surprise, especially as the company seemed to be one of her very own tripods. In high heels, swearing and drinking Wooze.


Medusa hissed to herself. Had they no respect, these people?


Joe Pineapples was second, emerging rather unexpectedly from a nearby sand river inside what seemed to be a huge armoured fish, which was the cybo-whale.


An armoured fish? Where the frag do they find these things? Medusa asked herself with amazement. A woman was with the assassin. She seemed to be mostly unclothed but had been draped in a red Republican flag. She appeared weak, drawn but looked strangely familiar.


Her postman? Nope, didn't have one.


Hairdresser? Nope, didn't have one of those either.


Personal masseuse? Had to make a note of that one.


Medusa became quite weak at the knees - or would have done had she possessed any - when she realised she was looking at that film star woman... Juanita Perez. 


The Music Box - it had been one of her favourite films!


Not to mention The Lament Configuration, which was like The Music Box, only more painful.


And that was after all the ones with World War II in them, of course.


She reminded herself to ask for an autograph and an interview for MitBits, obviously. Before she killed her, that was.


Third to arrive was the lumbering bulldozer that called itself Mek-Quake. Mek-Quake, for biol's sake. How that ludicrously named thing possessed even the intelligence to put one tank-track in front of the other, she'd never know.


It, too, had brought a friend.


Oh, that was disgusting: they were holding hands... Now who would be stupid enough to...? Medusa recognised Two-Ton Carmen.


Oh Gaia, no, she thought. Not Two-Ton Carmen. She'd had enough of that particular freak when she had bought into the Invention Exchange.


Medusa muttered to herself: "I hear just one coo-ee, or yoo-hoo, out here on the battlefield... Oops. Shouldn't mention battlefield yet. That's a surprise."


Returning to her thoughts, Medusa made a mental note to give the janitor-or-whatever-the hell-it-was-robot a daily upgrade along with her moronic mate. An upgrade to the pearly gates.


Hold on. Do I - Mars - have pearly gates, Medusa thought? If not, have to invent them. They'll be needed after today.


The last of the group to arrive was Blackblood, a robot who for some reason always reminded her of Rolf Harris - whoever he was. Maybe it was something to do with the leg.


Medusa thought that maybe she might actually quite like Blackblood.


He was hostile, slimy, treacherous and evil. All the qualities she had come to admire in a man, even if the man was a robot. But, alas, she would still have to kill him. Soon...


For the meantime, there they all were. All in all, it was quite a reunion.


Only two of the ABC Warriors were missing. The one called Mongrol. Medusa had no idea where he was. He had not responded to her summons. And, of course, the one called Deadlock.


Ah, Deadlock. Medusa knew exactly where Deadlock was. She thought she might show the others. Oh, she was so going to enjoy this...


Medusa willed a change in the weather, and very slowly the sandstorm began to clear. Not that the ABC Warriors and their friends noticed at first. After all, they had a lot to catch up on.


"Good to have you back, Hammerstein," Joe was saying.


"Hur... yeah."


"I wouldn't be here at all if it wasn't for Maggie," Hammerstein said.


"The tripod?" Blackblood asked.


"Hey, I'm not a tripod, biolhead!"


"Looks that way to me." Blackblood hissed. He let his gaze wander up and down her tripod body. "Nice pins, by the way."


"Thanks. Wish I could say the same for yours."


"You not tripod?" Mek-Quake asked. 


"No, Mek-Quake," Maggie said. "The tripod is just, er,  well, my house."


"He's thick," Blackblood pointed out. "Not three years old."


"Oh, sorry."


"It's her house for the time being only." Hammerstein thought he had better make it clear.


"Until I regenerate," Maggie said, nodding.


She looked at Hammerstein and seemed to smile. The ABC Warrior harrumphed loudly. Even Mek-Quake was intrigued by the way Hammerstein and Maggie looked at each other.


"Hammerstein got girlfriend now?"


Hammerstein glared at the killdozer.


"Oh look," Maggie said. "You've embarrassed him now."


"Sorry, Ms."


"Miss, that's miss, okay. This whole Ms business makes it sound as if I'm not interested in marriage and, I gotta tell you, after what happened to me..."


Hammerstein stared at her. Didn't that used to be the other way round? Was this something to do with him?


"The prison was made of mushrooms?" Juanita asked with some disbelief. 


"Hur... mushrooms, yeah."


"Marshrooms, my sweet," Two-Ton Carmen corrected.


"Doh. Mek-Quake sorry, Carmen. Coo-eee."


"Coo-eee, my humungous hunk."


"So... Carmen, is it?" Joe said.


"Two-Ton Carmen."


"Sorry," Joe said. "So, Two-Ton Carmen, you're a janitor, right?"


She took a sharp intake of breath. "YOU ARE VERY RUDE ROBOT!"


"Carmen is janitorial, defence and distribution droid," Mek-Quake said remarkably accurately. "A photo-type."


"Nice of you to say so, dear."


"Hur."


"Mongrol actually found GODD?" Blackblood asked.


"GODD?" Hammerstein said.


"Long story, fearless leader," Joe interjected. He thought mailed the whole, sorry affair.


"Ah," Hammerstein said. "Do you trust Cobb?"


"Cobb, maybe. It's the missus that worries me," Blackblood said.


"Anyway," Joe continued, "he didn't so much find as go to see. Trouble is, no one knows what GODD is. Can't be sure of anything as no one's heard from Mongrol since." 


"Anyone try to 'comm him?"


"Out of range."


"Oh, he's Mongrol - he'll be fine. Don't forget, the guy used to jump out of aircraft for a living. Now what could be worse than that?"


And so it went on. At last someone asked the pertinent question and at just the right time.


"Deadlock sent the Omega Code. So where is he?"


"Mek-Quake not know," Mek-Quake answered. "But someone build statue of Deadlock over there."


"Yeah thanks, Mek-Quake," Joe said. "But we're not that interested in a Deadlock statue right now-"


He paused, as did the rest of the assembled group.


Statue, the ABC Warriors thought.


"Frag."


"Biol."


"Unscrew me."


They had turned and looked where Mek-Quake was looking.


Just a few yards distant, only then revealed by the carefully shifted sand of Medusa, Deadlock stared at them from his grave.


Well, not so much grave, exactly, as memorial.


And done in very fine taste it was, too. The ABC Warriors and their assorted friends moved over to the construction, hardly believing what it was that they were seeing.


A life-sized statue of the ABC Warrior stood there in the middle of the swirling sand, a smooth representation of Deadlock sculpted from metal and complete with iron cloak. It stared sightlessly - it could do nothing else because the statue's eyes were simply shapes in the face - down at a companion piece that was constructed in front of it. This was his Ace of Swords, embedded firmly in a boulder-sized chunk of rock.


The way it was positioned it seemed to be challenging the statue to pull it out. Naturally, it was just out of the statue's reach. It was like looking at King Arthur's Excalibur, except that the rock containing Excalibur hadn't had a plaque on it, as far as anyone knew, anyway.


Deadlock's plaque read: RUST IN PIECES.


"Biol," Joe said. "Do you think it's really him?"


Hammerstein ran a complete spectroscopic and analytic scan of the construction. Mass, weight, displacement and density - all matched Deadlock's profile perfectly. Hammerstein nodded.


Joe whistled.


There was another way that they could tell it was Deadlock. It was the fact that his transponder - normally buried deep within an ABC Warrior - was visibly merged into the front of his chest.


It slowly beeped out its Omega Alert, not that it could do any good. Deadlock was far too gone for that. It appeared that Deadlock and all his component parts had been crushed beyond recovery and then reformed from the resultant slag into a solid piece of metal. He truly was a statue.


"Ouch," Blackblood said.


"You can say that again."


"Who would do such thing?" Two-Ton Carmen asked. "Two Ton Carmen think it very sick joke."


"Yeah," Blackblood said. "But then our friend Medusa has a very sick mind." 


"To the altar of evil like lambs to the slaughter we're led..." Joe said.


"What?" Hammerstein asked.


"Oh, just something Cobb started at the Red House," the ABC Warrior responded. "It means I've got a bad feeling about this."


"Ought to have, too," said Medusa.


"Knew it," said Joe.


"What the frag?" said Blackblood.


As the ABC Warriors watched, Deadlock's face - or the representation of Deadlock's face at least - began slowly to glow, its features seeming to liquefy and reform in front of them. This was an illusion because the metal itself remained unchanged but it nevertheless acted as a pretty good entrance ploy.


The face of Medusa stared at them.


"You killed our friend," Hammerstein said.


"Yep. Sorry about that."


"No, you're not."


"I actually quite liked him. A little."


"And this is how you treat people you like?" Maggie said, motioning at the statue.


"He... outlived his usefulness."


"You're a bitch, do you know that?"


Medusa's eyes flared. "I am what I have been made," she hissed.


"Still that old story, eh?" Hammerstein said. "Poor, hard-done-by Medusa, the mistreated world, abused by her colonists, woken from her sleep."


"Singer of bad songs," Blackblood joined in. "How does it go again?"


"Across the bridge, there's no more sorrow; across the bridge, there's no more pain; the sun will shine across the river; and we will never be unhappy again."


"Yeah, that's the one. Maybe it's time you thought about changing the record, old girl."


"I was under the impression that the ABC Warriors cared for my world."


"We do. We just don't care about you any longer."


"I suspect that you never did. You are the same as the rest of them. The extra-martials. The humans."


Medusa said the word as if she had accidentally eaten something small and furry and rotten.


"No, we cared," Hammerstein said. "But that was before you started committing genocide."


"We can't allow that to continue," Joe said. "Not any more."


Medusa laughed. "There is nothing that you can do to stop me. I have seen through my warriors' eyes - my tripods - how you are helpless before me. I have seen how insignificant your puny weapons are in this war. I know how close you came to defeat. And I know how that defeat will touch you again."


"Interesting place, that Sunset Motors," Blackblood chimed in. "Very interesting indeed."


There was a moment's silence.


"I don't know what you're talking about," Medusa said, bluffing.


"Oh, I think you do."


The others looked at Blackblood questioningly. The ABC Warrior explained all about Sunset Motors and Number 5 and the nano-nano spray. He also told them all about the Invention Exchange and its hidden secrets. Finally, he rattled the rack of guns he carried on his back.


"That's all there is to it," Blackblood said. "Medusa just made it so we couldn't see the wood for the trees."


"You're biolin' me," Joe said.


"Nope."


"You're serious?" Hammerstein asked.


"Oh yes."


"Go team!" Maggie shouted.


"What Blackblood mean?" Mek-Quake asked Two-Ton Carmen. "Wood for the trees?"


"You got me, babe," Two-Ton Carmen said.


"I got you, babe?"


"Oh, I hope so..."


Considering that her major secret weapon had just been exposed for the sham it really was, Medusa seemed to take it quite well.


She simply blew up every cactus in a three-kilometre radius, which came as something of a surprise to the deathkites who were perching on some of them.


"I smell phit," Mek-Quake said.


"That you know this information is immaterial," Medusa said, after she had recovered. "My forces will still emerge victorious."


"Possibly," Hammerstein said. "Possibly not. Either way, quite a number of them are going to be needing a new paint job."


Hammerstein looked around at his fellow warriors, and at Maggie and Two-Ton Carmen and Juanita Perez.


All of them stood firm. All of them nodded.


"Bring 'em on," Hammerstein said.


"Oh goody," Medusa said. "I thought that you'd never ask." 


The sandstorm cleared further, exposing the true extent of the desert plain that surrounded them.


The vast expanse dwarfed the ABC Warriors and their new companions. But it did not dwarf the tripod army. The tripod army was everywhere.


To the north of them, to the south, to the east, and to the west, the tripods were massed in square battalions as far as even robotic eyes could see. There was not a square yard of desert that permitted an escape route. Not a square yard that was not blocked by an unyielding wall of painful alien death. On the face of Deadlock's statue Medusa laughed softly to herself.


"We're fragged," Joe said.


"Uh-huh," agreed Mek-Quake.


"Thousands of the fragging machines," Maggie observed perhaps a little unhelpfully. "And this is the kind of thing you guys do every day..."


"I wouldn't say every day exactly," Hammerstein began.


"And you still find time for the crèche," Maggie finished.


Hammerstein stared at her. Again.


As best as she could in her tripod incarnation, Maggie winked.


"Much as I hate to be pointing out the obvious here," Joe said, pointing out the obvious, "indestructible or not, we are still outnumbered by about a thousand to one. Anyone else rate our chances in this little turkey shoot?"


"We've seen worse," Blackblood responded.


"No, we haven't," Joe said. "You're being deliberately argumentative."


"True," Blackblood agreed.


"We're just going to have to hope, aren't we," Juanita interjected, "that Mongrol has indeed found GODD."


The conversation ceased as from the throngs of tripods a figure approached the ABC Warriors and their friends. It was Steelhorn. He carried a flag signifying he wished to talk. Hammerstein, as the newly returned leader of the ABC Warriors, stepped forward. "They really ought to call you Hammer-Nine," Steelhorn said by way of introduction. "As in lives."


Hammerstein stared at the ex-member of his team. "You chopped my head off, you bootleg."


"I'll do it again, if you'd like."


"You could try," Hammerstein said threateningly. He motioned to his weapon. "Kind of an even field again, don't you think? Or should I say 'an even airfield'."


"I see the famous Hammerstein wit hasn't improved much in two thousand years."


Hammerstein scowled. "Are we talkin' or fightin'?"


"Fightin', I suppose."


"Then let's get on with it."


"You're the boss," Steelhorn said. "Or at least you used to be."


Steelhorn returned to his forces, readying them for the battle. 


Blackblood distributed the anti-nano-nano weapons to his fellow warriors, complete with the modifications he had made to the stocks en route. He had reasoned that if the battle was going to be as fierce as he imagined - and by the looks of things it most definitely was - then it would not be practical to expect the ABC Warriors to fire first the nano weapon and then their own. Instead, the stock modification made the anti-nano-nano weapons attachable, transforming them into mounts. They slipped neatly onto the ABC Warriors' own weapons and - via a remote trigger - allowed both weapons to be fired off at once. 


"You sure these things work?" Joe said doubtfully.


Blackblood ratcheted some clips into a chamber, slammed the safeties off.


"Only one way to find out, ya biol eatin' bootleg," he snarled. "Lock and load."


"Nice to hear some of the old comradely repartee coming out," Joe responded. "But yeah - lock and load." 


Mek-Quake looked at Two-Ton Carmen, who had trundled to his side. "Is charge of the heavy brigade," Mek-Quake said. "Two-Ton Carmen need not fight if Two-Ton Carmen not want. Is not Two-Ton Carmen's fight."


"You think Two-Ton Carmen want to lose Mek-Quake when she come all this way to stalk - now she found him?"


"Mek-Quake does not know."


"Two-Ton Carmen know."


"Juanita," said Joe. "In case I don't make it."


Juanita put a finger to his lips. "You'll make it."


"Maggie..." Hammerstein said.


"Don't wanna hear it, Sarge," Maggie said. She took a slug of Wooze. "Why don't you just do what you do best."


Hammerstein stared at her. His chest inflated. 


"Cry havoc," Hammerstein said. "And let slip the cogs of war!" 


He nodded to Steelhorn. 


Steelhorn motioned his troops forward. The desert floor began to vibrate as all four corners of the square began to close in.


The ABC Warriors mobilised; their friends mobilised.


Battle had begun.







TWENTY-TWO

 


Strike first! Strike hard!


The ABC Warrior's motto never rang more true than when they engaged the tripod army that day. The ABC Warriors and their friends laid into the tripods without hesitation, wielding their anti-nano-nano technology and backing it up with an arsenal of weaponry the likes of which had never been deployed on a single field of battle.


Sin guns, scrambled egg grenades, torc tubes, crybaby mortars, balls bazookas. Monkey bombs, gut-burner cannons, widow-maker missiles and koroda bombs, atom-meks.


All were unleashed.


Maggie Sidewinder lay in with her heat-rays. "Hey, these are cool!"


Two-Ton Carmen with her chain cannons. "This desert needs a good cleaning-up!"


Juanita Perez with twin machine guns. "For RedPeace!"


And together, they began to make a difference. Not that the battle was limited to ranged weaponry; far from it.


Hammerstein ploughed into the tripods, his hammer hand flying, battering and pummelling the war-machines until they were nothing more than scrap metal on the desert floor.


Blackblood darted swiftly from war-machine to machine, injecting them with insidious corrosives and then ripping them apart with a gleeful hiss.


Mek-Quake rumbled forward on his tracks, his Maniaxe descending on the helpless tripods time after time as if it were the sword of Damocles reborn.


Joe Pineapples leapt from tripod to tripod as he had at Sojourner airport, plunging into the maws of the machines and dispensing swift and calculated death.


Between them, they left many tripod bodies on the sand. As glorious and as decimating as the battle was, though, one thing soon became apparent. As effective as the destabilising weapons were, the fact remained that seemingly every tripod on the planet Mars was engaged on the field of battle this very evening.  They were still hopelessly outnumbered. They were ludicrously outnumbered.


They were still going to lose and there was nothing else that could be done. The tripods kept advancing and the ABC Warriors kept fighting. They were beginning to feel their heads disappearing beneath the tide, however.


"If Mongrol did find GODD," Joe shouted to Blackblood, "now would be a pretty good time for its holiness to pay us a visit."


"For once, Pineapples, I agree," Blackblood responded. "What we need is a fraggin' good heavenly smite!"


"Smite?" Mek-Quake asked. "He not know word."


"Hardly the time, you... oh, what the frag. It means to strike, to kill, to overcome in battle. It's used a lot by gods instead of 'bop'."


"Gods?" Mek-Quake said. "So smite is heavy phit?"


"Oh yeah," Blackblood confirmed. "Whatever it was you just said..."


It occurred to the ABC Warriors that they still did not know the true nature of GODD, even then. Only Mongrol was privy to that nugget of information and Mongrol, of course, was still MIA. If GODD's powers were going to manifest themselves then they could come from anywhere, as anything, at anytime.


There was a sound in the distance, of something like a cavalry horn. Was this it? The ABC Warriors looked to the horizon. 


Across the desert charged a number of other tripods - a number of unfinished-looking other tripods, as if they had come straight from a production plant. And waving from the maw of each was an even smaller tripod who held what looked suspiciously like a copy of the anti-nano-nano gun. The small tripod that seemed to be the leader of this merry little band spotted Blackblood and waved.


Blackblood rubbed his eyes. Oh frag, no. But he realised that the truth was, oh frag, yes.


"Number 5 is arrived!" Number 5 announced to the ABC Warrior. The other war-machines galloped up next to him. "Number 5 use Sunset Motors to reproduce weapons and bring friends to help in battle against she who always shot at us," he declared. "Allow Number 5 to introduce Number 4! Number 3! Number 6...!"


"I am not a number, I am a free target droid!" 


"As are we all, brother," Number 5 declared. "Number 8, Number 11, Number..."


"I get the picture, Shorty," Blackblood growled. Joe was looking at him from the sidelines and laughed to himself. Blackblood leaned over to Number 5 and whispered urgently: "Go away... " 


"Friend of yours, tough guy?" Joe asked.


"Frag off," Blackblood hissed.


Another phalanx of tripods pounded their way. 


"Seems to me that we need all the help we can get right now," Joe went on.


For a second, Blackblood actually looked flustered. He ignored Joe and leaned in even closer to Number 5. Much as he hated to admit it, Joe was right - they needed all the help they could get. "Go for it, Shorty," he said. "Good luck."


Then he simply pretended that it hadn't happened at all.


"YO, THREE-EYES!" Number 5 shouted, and waited while the other target droids joined in. "OVER HERE!" As one, they galloped off again, their metallic voices echoing as they went: "Call that a shot? Where did YOU buy ya eyes, Stevie? Whoa, baby, you're gonna have to get yourself a BIIIGGG dartboard for that one..."


The battle continued throughout the day. The tripods did not tire. The ABC Warriors and their friends did not allow themselves to acknowledge their exhaustion.


They reloaded again and again; Maggie slugged Wooze between her kills; Two-Ton Carmen dusted her fellow warriors down.


More Martian metal littered the desert floor, piling up inch by painful inch. Still the tripods came.


Hammerstein stared at their unceasing ranks in a brief moment of respite. Then he piled in again. "Mongrol, if you're anywhere out there," he said, "give us a sign."


Eventually, the skies above the battlefield began to darken: dusk was coming to the desert. The last thing anyone expected was a sunrise. It began in the west as a kind of scintillating glow above the mountains that drew everyone's eyes. Gradually, the glow became a painful, blinding flood of light that cascaded over the tops of the mountain ridges like white-hot soup. 


And finally, the sky itself exploded. Everyone on the battlefield shielded their eyes and realised that this was no sunrise. This was nothing natural at all, because this moved more rapidly over the mountains, moving inexorably towards them like an accelerated dawn.


"Ohhhhhhhhh frag..." Maggie said.


"It's GODD," Hammerstein said.


"Looks like our prayers are answered," Joe observed.


"That remains to be seen."


"Mek-Quake need daily upgrade because Mek-Quake is seeing things."


The intense white light scythed onto the desert floor, slicing into it like a hot knife through biol, cutting a gouge deep into the sand and the rock below, creating a channel that ran across the desert from the mountains to where they stood. It headed straight for them and struck the battlefield.


"DOOOWWWWNNNN!" Hammerstein commanded them all.


THHHHWWWWWOOOOOOOOMMMMMMM!


All of the ABC Warriors who could, hit the deck and those who couldn't turned rapidly away from the light, activating their armour enhancers and emergency shields and deflector packs, but all the while thinking that all the defences they had would probably make the end only slightly less painful. But they didn't really think they would. They waited for the awesome visitation.


THHHHWWWWWOOOOOOOOMMMMMMM!


At the very last moment before it engulfed the ABC Warriors and their friends, the heavenly light altered trajectory sharply, making a ninety-degree turn and cutting straight into the heart of a chunk of the tripod army. Medusa's war-machines had no chance. Rank after rank of tripods exploded in the intense white heat, detonating one after the other with full and final bursts of flame, the sound of their destruction muted by the sheer overpowering volume of the beam itself. The sounds of the tripods' demise were as insignificant and ephemeral as fur balls combusting on a log fire.


THHHHWWWWWOOOOOOOOMMMMMMM!


The beam altered trajectory again, another ninety-degree turn that took it through another chunk of Martian machines and further explosions lit up the desert.


The tripods that remained to the south and the west began to utter their mournful wail.


Uuuuulllaaahh!


This time, however, it was not a cry of victory; it was a cry of despair.


THHHHWWWWWOOOOOOOOMMMMMMM!


At last only a scattering of tripods remained, treading the desert sands in confusion, and as quickly as it had come, the beam went away. Hammerstein tracked the source of the beam and was not in the least surprised when it turned out to be an orbiting space station. He sent a tight-beam comm.


"Hammerstein to Mongrol. That was quite a show. All of us down here thank you."


"Oh, I'm afraid Mongrol couldn't make it," said the voice of a woman. "He... went for a walk."


"Nancy Cobb," Blackblood snarled.


"What's going on?" Hammerstein asked.


"Nothing much," Nancy Cobb replied.


"Shouldn't I speak to them, Nancy?"


"Keep quiet, George."


"Sorry, dear."


"As I said," Nancy Cobb continued, "nothing much... except perhaps for a new world order, beginning here and beginning now."


"New world order?"


"Of course," Nancy Cobb said. "You can't seriously expect us to be in charge of a weapon like GODD and not have a few demands?"


"Demands?" Hammerstein asked ominously. Nancy Cobb chuckled. "We'll be in touch, Mister Robot," she said, and signed off.


"Now there's an interesting turn up," Joe said.


"Yeah," said Blackblood. "And there's another."


He was looking to where the statue of Deadlock still stood in the centre of the battlefield. Its face was glowing. Hammerstein and the others approached.


"Give it up, Medusa," Hammerstein said. "You've lost."


"Yes, she has," said the voice of Senator Diaz. "But I'm afraid that Medusa is no longer in charge of things around here."


The ABC Warriors stared. Where not long before the face of Medusa had looked out at them from the lifeless lump of metal, it was quivering and wavering, her features being distorted, replaced by the leering visage of Diaz himself. 


"Oh Gaia, Joe," Juanita said. "He's alive." 


"What a pity, eh?" the senator said, referring to the absence of Medusa. "But then, I suppose, all things move on."


His face flickered like a badly tuned television set and for a moment Medusa's features returned. It seemed that to some degree at least Medusa did not want to move on. Diaz suppressed her, however.


"How is this possible, Diaz?" Hammerstein asked.


The senator smiled. "Oh, just a little bargain I drew up with the dear lady," he said. "Making myself one with her."


"One? You mean you are a part of Medusa?" Hammerstein said incredulously.


"Oh frag," Joe said.


"Rather more of a part than she anticipated," Diaz went on, chuckling. "She really should have listened to your friend Deadlock when he said I could not be trusted."


"You've taken her over?"


Again, Medusa's visage returned briefly. If Diaz had indeed taken her over, then it appeared that somewhere within she was still fighting.


"How could I resist?" Diaz said. "The old hag is already nine-tenths fruitcake. It didn't take much for me to insinuate myself into all the empty places in her head."


"Mek-Quake not think Medusa have head. Is planet."


"He means her consciousness, Mek-Quake. Diaz has become a part of the planetary consciousness."


"You planned all this?" Hammerstein asked.


"Not really," said Diaz. He chuckled. It was just the way the cards fell."


The image flickered again. It was Medusa attempting to assert herself once more. Hammerstein was strangely desirous of seeing her face return. Better the devil you know... Come on, Medusa. Hammerstein thought. Show us you're in there. But she couldn't. The effort of keeping her at bay, however, obviously tired Diaz.


"If you will excuse me for a while," the senator said.


"What now, Diaz?" Hammerstein asked.


Diaz sighed. "That one I'll have to think about," he said. "Oh, I know. How about a-"


"Don't tell me," Hammerstein said. "New world order?"


"Something like that, yes."


"You're madder than she was."


"Possibly. We'll just have to see what we can cook up, won't we?"


And with that, he disappeared.


"Two interesting turn-ups," Joe said. "I knew I should never have taken my gun out of that fragger's mouth."


"Oh Gaia, Joe," Juanita said. "Diaz. The biol."


Joe couldn't think about that for the time being as the ABC Warriors had other things on their minds. Approaching them across the desert floor were those of the tripods who had survived. Steelhorn himself led them.


The battle recommenced. Hammerstein and Steelhorn went head to head, but one shocking event was going to draw their battle to a close. Joe Pineapples was engaged in hand-to-hand combat with a particularly tenacious tripod when it happened. In the far distance he saw Juanita double up in pain, clutching at her stomach in agony.


"Juanita?" he said, preparing to run to her. The tripod took advantage of his distraction to wrap its arms about Joe, pinning Joe's arms and his weapons to his side while it began to crush the life out of the ABC Warrior. Joe found himself lifted into the air. 


"Juanita?" he said again over the sound of his exoskeleton cracking, his own voice agonized. Juanita fell to her knees. Joe stared wildly at Juanita and then at the tripod. 


"Get your arms off me," he said coldly.


"JOE!" Juanita screamed. "Oh Joe, it hurts..."


The tripod was not letting go. Lashed around in the air, Joe summoned all the strength he possessed and managed to flex his arms slightly at the elbows. The barrels of both of his weapons pointed roughly at the side of the tripod. Joe slammed his fingers on the triggers and did not let go. Even when the bullets ricocheted off his own armour, chipping it away, he did not let go.


BUDDA-BUDDA-BUDDA-BUDDA.


"I SAID," Joe commanded, "GET YOUR FRAGGING ARMS OFF ME!" 


The tripod had little choice. Bullets spat from Joe's weapons in a constant stream, hammering against the war-machine's hull and sending it staggering back under the lethal, unforgiving hail. More bullets came, and still more. On the tripod, rivets began to work themselves loose, structural plates to bend. The tripod let out an ululating wail. And still Joe did not cease firing. The tripod began to smoke; its legs buckled.


BUDDA-BUDDA-BUDDA-BUDDA.


Finally, it blew and Joe found himself blasted through the air in a cloud of plating and shrapnel, still in the grip of a tripod arm but one that was no longer connected to a body. He sloughed it off. What remained of the tripod hull collapsed groaning into a fiery heap but Joe no longer cared. He landed hard on the desert floor, rolled, and began to run across the battlefield towards the fallen Juanita, repeatedly calling her name. His normal robotic coordination seemed to have deserted him and he stumbled a couple of times during his desperate flight, but the mishaps barely slowed him. At last he reached Juanita. He collapsed to his knees at her side and scooped her slowly into his arms.


"Joe... " Juanita said. It was a long, drawn out sigh, as if she wanted to hold onto his name forever.  


"I'm here," Joe said softly. Juanita was rigid in his arms, her spine arcing with the sheer intensity of her pain. "Oh, Joe, he's done it," she said through gritted teeth. Her body bucked in his arms. "He's triggered the biol. That crazy bastard Diaz has triggered the - uh..."


Joe held on to his beloved fiercely, one hand cradling her head against his chest. Sweat began to pour from the film star's face and she stared straight ahead, her eyes overflowing with tears of pain.


"Juanita, we'll stop this, it's going to be all right," Joe said desperately. 


Juanita quickly brought up a trembling hand, stroking Joe's face as a blind person might. She tried to look at him but her eyes had whitened and lacked focus.  "No, Joe... no..." she said, calming him. She convulsed again. "I can feel it spreading... all through me." She sucked in a sudden, shuddering breath. "Oh, Joe, it's like fire..."


For a second, Joe could not speak. "There must be something we..." he said haltingly, helplessly. "We can get help... Deadlock, he can weave a..."


Joe trailed off, remembering that Deadlock could no longer do anything.


He cradled Juanita's head and held it tightly to his chest and rocked her gently in his arms. "I will not let you die!"


Juanita traced his face gently with her fingertips: his eyes, his nose and his mouth. Impossibly, despite her pain, she smiled. "My Joe," she whispered. "My lion..."


Juanita began to tremble and Joe could do nothing but continue to steady her and lull her while she slipped into a deep, long sleep, not understanding what was happening to his love at all, or perhaps understanding, but simply not willing to comprehend or to accept. For Juanita's departure was worse than death. She simply dissolved away. Joe realised that it was not grey goo that he had been afraid of all of his life. It was red.


"NOOO!" Joe screamed, and it took an eternity for the echo to fade away, travelling over what was a far emptier world than it had been a moment before.


The battlefield fell silent, the last of the tripods defeated. The ABC Warriors and their friends stood motionless on the sands, mute witnesses to what had just unfolded. Even Steelhorn stopped and stared. Even he knew that this was somehow wrong.


"Your new master," Hammerstein said. "Do you still pledge allegiance now?"


Steelhorn said nothing. The remaining ABC Warriors hesitated, unsure of what to do. Then, one by one, they acknowledged the subtle urgings of those with whom they had been brought together by fate. Maggie turned to face the horizon, but not before nodding to Hammerstein, her meaning clear. Two-Ton Carmen gestured to Mek-Quake, who was staring at Joe while rumbling uncertainly to himself, that he transform into humanoid mode, and then pointed where he should go. Number 5 simply lowered his head and walked away, patting Blackblood twice on the side of his road-drill leg. The ABC Warriors regarded each other silently and then as one they moved toward where Joe knelt on the desert floor, silent and broken, his head bowed low, his arms draped by a limp and empty republican flag. And there, in the middle of that mournful place, the ABC Warriors gathered around their friend, their hands coming to rest gently on his shoulders. 


Gradually they became aware that a piece of music was playing softly on Joe's personal stereo: a piece by Paganini.


Later, Hammerstein and Maggie walked together in the desert, hand in hand. Maggie asked Hammerstein what he was thinking. The ABC Warrior stared at the desert floor and then up at the desert sky.


"Cobb and Diaz," he said.


The old rivals; transformed by circumstance into positions of power of which they could only have dreamed. Hammerstein did not yet how they were going to use that power. But he knew one thing: there was another battle coming.


It was battle between the forces above and the forces below. A battle between heaven and hell.




 


 


 


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

 


Mike Wild has been writing for such a long time he wonders why he still hasn't finished. His genre credits include Doctor Who, K9 And Company, Masters of the Universe and Starblazer. He answers to the name Michelle on romance novels, but regrets telling you that. His other jobs include compiling quizzes for BBC Television and trying to sell cryptic crosswords to The Times. Besotted by Amanda Plummer, he lives with the ghostly purring of his dead cat and keeps a villa on the Sword Coast.



OEBPS/images/rage60k.jpg
RAGE AGAINST THE

MAGHINES

MIRE WILD





