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        What Has Gone Before
      

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

      
        But when the Sandrisson Drive was activated, every AI system – including the implanted AISages, self-aware companions that almost every adult human being has as a matter of course – shuts down, as does the nuclear reactor, and only Ariane’s racing reflexes prevents their ship, the 
        Holy Grail
        , from colliding with the gigantic, impossible 
        wall
         that appeared before them. The crew of the 
        Holy Grail
         quickly discover that they are inside a huge, generally spherical construct twenty thousand kilometers across… with a moving replica of the Solar System in its center. No AI-level automation works, or indeed any automation above the extremely primitive. Despite all systems and conditions appearing normal, no nuclear reaction can be triggered. The 
        Holy Grail
        , unfortunately, requires immense amounts of energy to activate the drive; unless they can find a source of power, they may never be able to return home… and may not live more than a few months at best.
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        The battle continues at a fever-pitch, but then both sides are distracted by the approach of numberless targets which burst from a cloudbank – an incredible assemblage of Arena lifeforms, ranging from 
        tzchina
         to 
        zikki
         and a gargantuan five-kilometer long predator called a 
        morfalzeen
        . The creatures assault and harass 
        Thilomon
        , culminating with an impact that shatters the forward viewport… through which arrives Sun Wu Kung, who proceeds to defeat all the Blessed on 
        Thilomon’s
         bridge, culminating by throwing Vantak out the port by which Wu entered.
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        And in that moment, the Arena announces: “Type Two Challenge concluded. Winner: Ariane Austin and the Faction of Humanity against the Great Faction of the Molothos.”
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        Chapter 1
Unexpected Injury
      

      
        “Ariane! Ariane, wake up!”
      

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

      
        “Ariane, can you hear me? Dammit, where’s Gabrielle?”
      

      
        “You don’t look too well either, Marc. Sit down!” 
      

      
        That… that was Oasis. Marc?
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        “I will lift her,” came Wu Kung’s voice. “I 
        knew
         I should not have gone anywhere!” 
      

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

      
        “That’s what we’d like to know, Captain,” he said, relief erasing temporary wrinkles of worry. “We were trying to spar, practicing what we’d learned. Then…”
      

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

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

      
        “Well,” DuQuesne said, “I was just starting, and they’re not really magic, but… yeah.”
      

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

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

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

      
        “Explain and we’ll decide whether we like it later,” DuQuesne said sharply.
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        Ariane gingerly sat up. “So, there’s nothing 
        physically
         wrong with me?”
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        Ariane frowned. “We can’t use our newest trump cards?”
      

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

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

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

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

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

       

    

  
    
      
        
        Chapter 2
An Unwelcome Guest
      

      
        Malvchait, Master of Forces, was in a black mood. 
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        He found himself standing before Halye’s Burrow — an inn, a place with temporary rooms for those without a permanent place on Nexus Arena. Such locations acted somewhat like miniature Embassies; inside a rented room the user was close to sovereign, including the right to physically defend themselves, although the ameneties were often vastly inferior to even the newest Embassy. There were many of them, but Halye’s was particularly good at catering to all, even Molothos. 
And truth be told, he did not want to return to the Embassy tonight. He might say things that would have consequences he was unprepared for. 
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        There was a knock at the door.
      

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

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

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

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

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

      
        “I am Doctor Alexander Fairchild.”
      

       

    

  
    
      
        
        Chapter 3
Bad News and Good
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        “Certainly. Let’s go.”
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        “Yes. I haven’t heard details on the visit, yet, but —”
      

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

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

      
        From the expression on Ariane’s face, she agreed with Simon. “Captain Ariane Austin here — go on, Courier.”
      

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

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

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

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

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

      
        “At ease, Courier. What’s the urgency?”
      

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

      
        “By Klono’s —” DuQuesne bit off the Hyperion oath. “Are they all right?”
      

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

      
        “Yes,” Ariane said. 
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        Davia nodded. 
      

      
        “Please verify by identifying them.”
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        She must be another Hyperion.
      

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

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

      
        “Aww, no, DuQuesne —”
      

      
        “-
        Davia the Dynamo
        .” DuQuesne completed the statement with a broad grin, as Davia covered her face.
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        “Okay, then, that’s why. Not sitting around waiting for them to get to me.”
      

      
        “For formality’s sake,” Ariane said, “DuQuesne? You vouch for her? And vouch that she 
        is
         her?”
      

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

      
        “Oasis?” 
      

      
        “Seconded, Captain.”
      

      
        She looked to Wu. “And I presume you agree?”
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

       

    

  
    
      
        
        Chapter 4
Private Meeting, Interrupted
      

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

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

      
        As usual, she’d been right.
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        “Hold on a sec. Ariane?”
      

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

      
        “You got a minute?”
      

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

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

      
        “It won’t hurt you, will it?”
      

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

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

      
        “Believe you me, I’m not risking my brain just for convenience.”
      

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

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

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

      
        “You trust them? Or not?”
      

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

      
        She grinned. “But even so, they’re no match for the Dynamo?”
      

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

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

      
        “You don’t mind?”
      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        Then he heard the screams from downstairs.
      

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

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

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

      
        “What happened? Who did this?”
      

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

      
        “
        BYTO!”
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